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Editorial 

 
Djibril al-Ayad 

 

 
 
Not everything is what it seems—sometimes unseen 
terrors lurk in every shadow, around every corner, 
beneath an unassuming countenance or behind 
unthreatening doors. We might be pleasantly surprised 
by the resilience of a people we expected to collapse in 
defeat, and we could be equally shocked by the creeping 
bigotry and xenophobia of our smiling neighbors. 
Surprises are at the heart of dramatic tension, and 
hidden depths and dark secrets are a recurring theme in 
the stories in this month’s issue. 

The five stories and one poem in this still, but deep-
running issue bring us a bridge that has not forgotten its 
dead builders and addicts who have forgotten what 
death is; parasitic ancestors who protect their 
descendents against a deadly plague and mythical hairy 
folk who live alongside us; a dark stranger expelled 
from their home and travelling lost, plus predatory 
creatures that lurk in our heritage and are never far 
away… These stories are full of surprises, and of 
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horrors, but also, in their own way, of beauty. I guess 
we’ll take what we can get, in this sometimes horrifying 
world. 

You may have noticed that we’re running a bit late 
this quarter, which means that our next issue is only a 
couple months away, due in December. More stories 
and poetry will be coming your way very soon! 

In the meantime, Nicolette Barischoff and Rivqa 
Rafael have joined us as co-editors of a new anthology 
to be published by Futurefire.net Publishing next year. 
Problem Daughters will amplify the voices of women 
who are sometimes excluded from mainstream 
feminism. We’re looking for beautiful, thoughtful, 
unconventional speculative fiction and poetry around 
the theme of intersectional feminism, with a specific 
focus on the lives and experiences of women of colour, 
QUILTBAG women, disabled women, sex workers, and 
any intersection of these. Fundraising will begin soon, 
and the call for stories will open before the end of the 
year. You’ll be hearing a lot about this volume from the 
editors and other guests in the next few months! 

In the meantime, please enjoy fine new fiction and 
verse by Damien, FJ, Kelly, Ola, Petra and Rebecca, 
and the lovely illustrations by Cécile, Martin, Miguel, 
Miranda, Pear and Rachel. Horrors may lurk in these 
pages, but sometimes the world is better than we expect, 
too… 

Djibril al-Ayad, October 2016 
 

 
Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
press.futurefire.net/2016/10/new-issue-201638.html 



	

 

The Grand Museum 
Ola Al-Fateh 

 

 
Illustration © 2016, Martin Hanford. 

 
Despite the perpetual city noise of Alexandria, Nonier 
Onyango managed to sleep soundly until the coming of 
a bright, humid noon. With a throaty sigh, he lifted 
himself upright in his bed and sluggishly wiped the dry 
bits of sleep from his eyes. Still caught in a bit of a 
waking daze, he blinked as he peered around the room 
with his brow furrowed at its unfamiliarity. It took a 
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second to remind himself that this was his first morning 
in Uncle Wycliffe’s apartment in Egypt. 

Nonier pulled the sweaty comforter off and sat up on 
the edge of the bed. He rubbed his shaved head and 
looked up at the ceiling as he tried to recollect every 
fragment of the dream he awoke from. 

There was an alley cat… it was white… what 
happened after that? 

With a shrug at his own question, he stood up and 
stretched his arms, dragging his legs towards the 
window. He drew the curtains open. Sunbeams entered 
and penetrated his brown eyes in greeting, followed by 
the dense, polluted air that swept onto his dark-skinned 
face. He quickly drew the curtains closed and went to 
his bedroom door, opening it, and stepping out, hearing 
the faint sound of the television in the living room. 

“Uncle?” the young man called out. There was no 
answer. 

He sauntered down the narrow hallway, heading 
towards the room where Uncle Wycliffe was perched on 
a sofa with his arms folded across his heaving chest, 
smoking a cigar. He turned to look at Nonier and 
smirked. A black and white Turkish soap opera played 
on the television screen. 

The young man gave him a small wave and smile. 
“Morning.” 
Uncle Wycliffe pulled the cigar from his chapped 

lips. Smoke puffed from his nostrils, like steam from a 
kettle. He glanced at the clock on the wall and then back 
at Nonier.  

“You had me worried, boy. Another hour and I might 
have had to bring in the undertaker from the top floor.” 

He uttered a half cough/half laugh and turned his 
attention back to the soap opera. 
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Nonier rolled his eyes and helped himself to a seat 
on an armchair and looked at the TV, not really 
watching.  

“I had a dream last night.” 
“Is that so?” said Uncle Wycliffe idly. He took one 

last smoke of his cigar before sticking it into the ashtray. 
He made a snide comment about the bit of bad acting on 
the television screen and then said, “I once had a dream 
too, you know. Plenty of them. I dreamed of owning the 
world’s largest menagerie, and I chased after that dream 
for years until I gave up on finding the money for it. 
Another time, I had a dream of becoming an engineer… 
and as you know, that never happened…” His gruff 
voice was filled with clear dismay, but he chuckled just 
the same. 

Nonier chose not to attend to Uncle Wycliffe’s 
rambling.  

“I dreamt about a cat,” he said, looking up at the 
ceiling. “I don’t remember too much, though. It 
probably wouldn’t really help me anyway.” He sunk 
back into his chair. 

Uncle Wycliffe frowned with slight bafflement 
“Help you? Dreams that come to those while they sleep 
mean even less than the ones that people make when 
they’re awake.” He snorted. “How on earth can they 
help you?” 

“Oh, I didn’t tell you?” Nonier was hesitant to share 
his reason, as he wasn’t quite in the mood for the old 
man to take what he said as another thing to ridicule. 
“You know I’ve been searching for ideas for my 
artwork, right? Well, I used to use my dreams as 
reference for painting something otherworldly and 
surreal. But nowadays…” He stopped when Uncle 
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Wycliffe raised his hand in a quieting gesture and 
looked ready to jump out of his seat. 

“Listen to yourself!” he exclaimed with a sneer. “Do 
you not realize where you are?” 

“I believe we’re in Egypt, Uncle.” 
“Precisely. Wasn’t finding something fresh and new 

the reason you agreed to travel here all the way from 
Kenya? You’re in a land that’s been around for three 
thousand years and you look to the distorted, nightly 
images in your head as your only means of finding 
something to paint?!” 

“Er… but you didn’t show me anything yet.” 
“You arrived here just at midnight, boy! Did you 

expect all the statues, mummies, and scrolls in the Cairo 
Museum to show up at your bedside, and beg you to 
paint their pictures?” Uncle Wycliffe shook his head, 
barely making an effort to hide the tight smirk on his 
bearded face. 

“But I’ve already been to the Cairo Museum three 
times,” said Nonier. “And I’ve already seen the 
sphinxes, pyramids, and camels lots of times. As great 
as those experiences were, I doubt that I’ll find anything 
there that I haven’t already seen in textbooks or on the 
Discovery Channel. Seeing the same things over and 
over won’t do my creativity any favours, Uncle.” 

“Wait… I know a place I could show you. It’s right 
here in Alexandria.” 

“Yeah?” asked Nonier. This was his first time in 
Alexandria and he hadn’t seen much of it yet so this 
already sounded promising. “What is this place?” 

His uncle helped himself to another cigar. 
“It used to be the palace of Princess Zeinab Reem,” 

he said. “Outside of this country, she isn’t someone very 
well known.” 
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He dabbed the ashes of the cigar into the ashtray as 
Nonier listened closely. 

“There was nothing all that exciting about her life as 
a member of the royal family,” Uncle Wycliffe 
continued. “No revolutions, no usurps, no masses of 
executions, nothing. On top of that, she came from the 
20th century. Egypt’s ancient history is the only reason 
anybody comes here anyway. That’s why there isn’t 
much about the princess in history books, not even here. 
However, she left a very fine monument behind. A 
brilliant piece of architecture. It’s now called the Grand 
Museum. Believe me, the place is far better than its 
name.” The old man looked up at the clock. 

“It should be open now,” he said. He turned off the 
television and, with a grunt, lifted himself up from the 
couch and said, “Go get ready.” 

Nonier raised his eyebrows in slight alarm. “Do we 
have to leave right now? Can’t I have breakfast first?” 

“You missed breakfast. We can find a Pizza Hut on 
the way to the museum. Besides, you always told me 
that when inspiration for a painting was at hand, you 
never had time for anything else. Go get ready, boy.” He 
shuffled out of the living room. 

Nonier left his seat and headed down to his own 
room. Tiredness, irritation, and subtle anticipation 
stirred inside him all at once. Not knowing anything 
about the Grand Museum made him look forward to the 
experience a little more. 

After collecting his sunglasses, a pair of jeans, and a 
t-shirt from his suitcase, he carried them to the small 
bathroom, closing the door behind him. He set them on 
the counter and turned the tap on, leaning over the sink 
and splashing his face with running water. When he 
finished washing, and looked at the mirror to make sure 
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all soap was rinsed, something in the mirror behind his 
own reflection caught his attention. He turned around to 
take a good look at the object. 

Staring back at him curiously was a watercolour 
painting of a white Persian kitten, framed and hanging 
above the towel rack. Nonier’s mind, which had been 
preoccupied with the museum and his hunger just a 
minute ago, now raced back to the white alley cat in his 
dream. 

He turned away from the picture and narrowed his 
eyes into space. What was it about that dream that was 
so peculiar now? 

He was abruptly reminded of his superstitious 
Scottish friend who excelled at dream interpretation, or 
so he said. He swore that his friend had said something 
about the meaning of cats in dreams… if only he could 
remember. Indeed, if only. 

Uncle Wycliffe’s voice from outside abruptly broke 
into his wandering thoughts. 

“Nonier!” the old man called. “Hurry up, boy!” 
He was forcefully brought back into his uncle’s 

house, with his visit to the museum just a few minutes 
away. He quickly got changed and hastened out into the 
hallway, following his uncle out the apartment door. 

 
Almost an hour later, they were finally stepping 

through the open gates and towards the entrance of the 
former castle, pure white in its pallor, and twenty stories 
high. Flower bushes and small palm trees surrounded it. 
Our friend Nonier had forgotten to bring a camera, so he 
stood there in front of the museum, settling his eyes 
onto the former palace, sure to take in every detail and 
etch it into his memory. For what felt like forever, he 
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surveyed the Corinthian columns, and the maroon 
double doors placed at the top of the marble staircase. 
At each side of the bottom step stood a bronze statue of 
a young nobleman grasping a lamppost. Ornate 
balconies loomed above the rich entryway. 

“Hey, nephew!” Uncle Wycliffe called from the top 
of the staircase. “Do you feel the inspiration flowing 
yet?” 

Nonier had nearly forgotten that his uncle was there. 
He ascended the steps to meet him at the doors, which a 
security guard had just pulled open. 

“C’mon then.” Wycliffe gestured for him to follow. 
After one last look at the world outside, Nonier 

entered the palace. 

 
To detail the museum’s intricate magnificence, from 

its gallery of mythological paintings and frescoes, to the 
cased diamond tiaras and rubies, to the gaudy mosaics, 
to the portraits of the Royal Family, would take pages 
and pages. In any case, they were nothing compared to 
what Nonier found at the top of the West suite. 

The top floor was circular and empty but for five 
surrounding doors, each topped with mounted marble 
busts. Just as Nonier was about to walk past it after a 
quick peek, he stopped and gazed into the room again. 

Uncle Wycliffe raised his sunglasses as he followed 
his nephew’s gaze.  

“Huh. Strange,” he said. “I remember the royal 
family’s machete collection being here last month. They 
must have been stored away. Eh, no matter. I think I 
showed you everything already, Nonier… Hey! 
Nonier!” 
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The old man furrowed his brow when he saw his 
nephew stepping into the room, not appearing to hear 
him. 

“Meet me outside, Uncle,” Nonier murmured, 
looking from bust to bust. 

“What’s with you?” 
“I’ll be out in just a sec, Uncle. I… just need to look 

at these busts for a bit… I think I might have an idea for 
my next painting…” 

Wycliffe scratched the back of his head and 
shrugged.  

“All right, then. I’ll let the artist and his epiphany 
alone. Don’t get lost on the way out.” He disappeared 
down the winding staircase, mumbling to himself. 

The eyes of each bust, on top of each bronze door, 
peered down at the young man who stared back at them 
from the centre of the room. Though none of them 
smiled, placid expressions of tranquillity filled their 
marble gazes. It was only the one that topped the 
doorway in the middle that didn’t carry such an 
expression. Nonier’s mouth opened in a small gape of 
fascination as he inched nearer to look at the bust. To 
contrast with the carved sleek crops of the others, its 
hair stuck out and twisted like snakes. Its eyes, sharp 
like those of a feline, were narrowed and its brow was 
lowered in a glare while the corners of its parted lips 
were drooped into a cruel moue. The doorway it topped 
was no more pleasing to the eye. Wooden boards were 
nailed onto it, as though it were in need of more 
safekeeping than the others. And yet, Nonier could not 
will himself to look away or step back. 

Just as he was now inches away from the door, the 
boards shuddered and ripped away from the hinges, 
falling to the floor in a pile. His trance kept him still as 
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he watched the door leer open and his trance pulled him 
into the pitch blackness of the room inside. Behind him, 
the door closed with a low, hollow slam. 
 

 
Illustration © 2016, Martin Hanford. 

 
At the entrance of the circular room, a lean security 

guard stepped in. When he saw that the door was no 
longer barricaded, he merely folded his arms and shook 
his head slowly and solemnly. 

“Every summer,” he murmured. 
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With each second of bulging his eyes in the dark 

space, Nonier sensed the unseen being’s hunger grow. 
Relocating himself did our dear pathetic friend no good, 
for he couldn’t move to any part of this forsaken place 
without hearing the heavy breathing and feeling the hot 
foulness sweep over him. Despairing of ever hearing 
another human voice again, Nonier squeezed his eyes 
shut, remaining still and silent. He would no longer 
attempt a movement or a cry to match his inner horror. 

“Dreaming of cats… it means one false move will 
lead to inevitable loss.” The last words of his Scottish 
friend rang in his head. 

To be spared from the searing dread was his only 
wish. He knew it would only happen when his life was 
done. 

He didn’t know how much more of the loud 
breathing he could take. 

 
A dark-skinned young man with a shaven head let 

himself out from the darkness of the opening door and 
slowly walked across the room towards the entrance. 
The security guard took off his cap and lowered his 
head in a sort of fearful bow. The young man looked at 
him sternly and hissed, “Not a word.” The guard nodded 
and stood frozen until the young man departed from the 
room and made his way down the winding stairs. 
Rubbing the sweat off his forehead, the guard turned his 
face upwards, towards the middle door, which was 
closed and boarded up again in an instant. 

The bust still remained mounted above the door, 
though its writhing hair and malicious visage had gone, 
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replaced by a sleek crop and an expression of serenity 
that matched the others. 

 
Uncle Wycliffe frowned at the young man 

descending down the staircase at the front door and 
running to greet him. 

“You’re so slow, boy,” the old man said, gesturing 
for the man to follow him out through the gate. 

“Very sorry, Uncle,” said the man, trying to make his 
grin look as apologetic as he could. 

“Well at least you’re in a better mood.” Wycliffe 
kept his eyes on him as they headed down the crowded, 
dirty, clamorous sidewalk. “This place has inspired you, 
Nonier? Better than the cat dream, I hope?” 

The young man took one last look at the Grand 
Museum behind him with a tight smile. 

“It has done great wonders for me, Uncle.” 

 
And that’s the end of that. 
There is no reason to worry about our good-natured 

but oh-so-heedless friend Nonier. To this day, he is far 
from dead. You could say, however, that he is not quite 
himself anymore. You may even say he is as good as 
dead. 

For, you see, it’s not just his place and face I’ve 
taken. Nonier’s every memory and knowledge are now 
all mine. 

There are others like me. Some walk among 
commoners, acting like commoners. Others wait in 
places where only those who are too curious for their 
own good shall stumble in and lose everything. Well, as 
the old proverb goes, one’s loss is another’s gain. 
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Why is it that the we take the body and identity of 
those who find us? For the same reasons your kind takes 
the sustenance from the trees and from the animals 
below you. Surely this is something you understand. 

The real question is this: how far are we from you? 
Are we far away at all? 
It brings me great remorse to say that none of us can 

promise that. 
 



 

 

The Road under the Bay 
Petra Kuppers 

 

 
Illustration © 2016, Fluffgar. 

 
Long ago, reaching out up here on the bridge, my hand 
on the hammer, a workman’s hammer, solid and heavy. 
The bottom edge is rusty in the salty winds, but my 
palm has kept the shaft smooth and warm, a winking 
eye in the sun. I heave forward. The hammer shines. My 
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boot slips. The other. Water rushes up. My eyes are 
open, looking down at the blinding ripples, as the net 
beneath the bridge pushes the air out of me, and I 
bounce back up. I crest, past the rivets, and fall again. 
There: the twang of the metal spirals giving way, the 
crack, recoil, decay. All happens so fast. I slide and 
scrape along the undulating net, my hands grasping, 
useless. The second bounce does not come. I just fall. 

The shocking coldness of the water. The deep bend 
in my spine as I go under and my limbs drive up from 
my torso. A jelly fish’s mantle beating down, up, down, 
up, down. A flash of grey. There’s the shark who has 
waited beneath the net all these months. I had looked 
down on you, shark, spit into the bluegrey waves, tried 
to hit your tiny snub-nosed head from high up in the 
bridge’s fiber work. Now, your teeth fall like a hammer. 
Around me, crimson. 

Now. So many nows. I am floating here, waiting. I 
stand here, beneath my Golden Gate, the entry to this 
promised future. The rivets I’ve driven are now bleeding 
red into the ocean. We are all standing here, awaiting 
our reward, so many of us workers, fallen off the red 
girders, crushed on the black ocean, buried in the grey 
slush of memory and the sickness of sea passages. The 
cars above weave a vibrating cage of iron and concrete. 
The sea symphony keeps me here. I shall not pass over. 
My spine is a spongy weed. All my nows are down here 
now, and will ever be. My wages are still waiting to be 
paid. I shall have my recompense, my promised land, a 
warm bed. 

 
Far across from the red bride and its deep shadows, 

Doris has entered the Bay’s waters. Her foot tasted the 
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cool salty liquid, almost slipped on the algae-covered 
rocks. She rebalanced, checked behind her that no-one 
observed her first attempt at entry. The stone wall at 
Point Isobel rose placid and quiet to her left, and no dog 
bounded down the access stairs. No one panicked, 
seeing her entry. Good. 

She had chosen the right time, between the morning 
professional dog walkers and the late afternoon crowd. 
The sun was high, but didn’t yet reflect off the neon-
green wind-breakers of people she’d seen here for 
months now, with whom she had never spoken a word. 
No one had asked which dog was hers. For weeks, she 
had been a boulder on the edge of the path, something 
dogs and walkers careened around. It had been pleasant, 
leaning out over the breakwater, with the tang of the 
ocean in the wind, her hair tousled by the breezes that 
lifted the stink of too much dog shit. Her hour of escape 
after spending her days filing ship manifests for large 
oceangoing tankers. Pleasant, and enough, for many 
years. 

But today, there had been the albatross outside her 
office. It had stood on its legs, large and lumpy, staring 
up at her window. Doris had stopped as she got up from 
her desk, one hand full of papers, ship manifests to be 
checked and tabulated. The other hand had smoothed 
aside the grey silk curtains that kept the world at bay. 
There was the bird. What was it doing here? 

She had seen many sea birds flying high above the 
rocks by the shore, their silhouettes diving in and out of 
the wave hollows, or standing still and pecking at the 
asphalt of the coastal path. But an albatross? She could 
not remember such a giant bird wheeling among them, 
and surely none had ever been here in the yard outside 
her office building, not among these box topiary and 
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tulips that wouldn’t withstand one nip of the blow of the 
Bay. 

Doris hadn’t moved. Through the thick sheet of glass 
the large white creature stared right back at her, 
unswayed. The spreadsheets of cargo loads fell from her 
hand, papers feathering out and intermingling. 

She had held the albatross’s stare. Then Doris had 
raised the water glass and had begun pouring water onto 
her desk, the sound of dripping and splashing barely 
reaching her ears. Eventually, she had looked away 
from the dark globes of the bird’s eyes. Shock ran 
through her as she saw the destroyed papers on her desk. 
Red and blue ink flowered across the regular black 
lines, flowed until they met in the polished depth of the 
mahogany captain’s desk. 

Something had shifted, in that silent invitation of the 
albatross’s eyes. From one moment to the next, the 
tankers’ loads had sunk out of sight. Her own body 
longed for the deep water. Doris ached for pressure and 
silence. 

Another step down the coastal stairway. 
The bottoms of her suede trouser legs floated up, 

turned over. She smiled as she felt the sweet clasp of 
density on her ankle. She could no longer see the rough 
steps in the dense sea, and found her way down by 
touch. Another few moments, and she floated free from 
all stone. The Golden Gate stood sentinel far out on the 
Western horizon. 

Doris floated horizontally, lolled by small choppy 
waves. Then she breathed out, and sank. The debris 
already accumulating around her stayed at the surface. 
She didn’t sink far, for this part of the Bay was shallow 
and filthy with coastal mixing. Just far enough for her 
limbs to remember swimming without effort. 
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She shot out into the green. At the near bottom, the 
stones snaked their way from Point Judith’s staircase 
west-ward across the Bay. She followed, hovering 
along. For the first few minutes, she felt compelled to 
return to the surface, holding less breath each time. 

At her last surfacing, beneath the weak sun, her eyes 
blinked away the slight sting of salt, effluvia, and jet 
fuel. Without holding her breath, she dove again, 
followed the long dark road that led to the place beneath 
the bridge. 

 
I can feel the change. The nows, assembling, limning 

onto each other, old memories and new ripples. 
Standing here, waiting, I can feel it in the ancient water. 
Salts, pressure, the way the sound drives through the 
ocean—somewhere nearby, something has changed, and 
has changed for me. Someone is coming, and it is my 
turn to lay claim. She is coming. I have stood here, in 
the half darkness, till my bones crumbled and fused, till 
seaweed lacerated the remains of my clothes, till all 
mingled, fluids to fluids, and whatever was solid 
corroded away. 

This one is coming from the East, not from the 
bridge above. She is coming through the waters. This 
one is coming, and she is for me. 

The blue roars, shifts, the deep waves of the ocean 
reaching back to the Farralon Islands and the Great 
Whites’ mating grounds. I remember the stories. Fast 
shadows circle me. To my right, a row of sharp teeth 
wink in the murky light. They are with me, the sharks, 
night and day, and our purpose has become one: to 
mate, and to endure. 
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I lean just so, break the cage of electric lines, 
conduct the hum into the water, a beacon, a lure. 

 
His hum reaches forward, eastward, spreads out like 

a darker stain in the dark waters. The sharks retreat out 
into the blue, driven away by the keening. The sound 
ripples out, and eventually, its outer edge reaches Doris, 
still on her way, halfway across the Bay by now, her 
lungs filled with saltwater. The sound embraces her, 
pulls her along. 

Doris remembers the sound. 
“Mum, my teeth are hurting!” 
“It’s your people calling, little one, a reminder of 

home. All the love, and all the promise, over the sea and 
beyond the stars.” Her mother, clad in an oyster-color 
silk shift, had freshly returned from a night out in the 
small town of Bar Harbor. The strange low-level hum 
hadn’t stopped, and Mum handed her a lemon to bite 
into. 

“When will it stop, Mum? It hurts!” 
“I feel it, too, Doree, I know. Just don’t bite down on 

your teeth, leave them open a bit. It’ll help. Don’t spit: 
the water in your mouth will help, it will dim the 
vibrations.” 

“When will it stop?” 
“Soon, babe, soon.” And her mother had crooned, 

holding her close, Doris’s face pressed into the slippery 
coolness of the mother’s gown, her small hand holding 
long fingers. Her mother had distracted her by working 
loose a small ring from her own finger, a thin silver 
band, with an aquamarine cut into a square. 

“Here, babe, play with that. See that stone? See deep 
inside? That’s where they live, far away and under the 
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sea, all the ones we’ve lost, that’s where they live, and 
one day, maybe, you can visit with them.” 

The ring became her childhood companion, and she 
knew its story, given to her mother by her Doris’s 
father, a fisherman lost in the sea. 

Now, deep under the sea, Doris’s head is full with 
the humming, now a much deeper pitch in the colder 
salty waters of the Pacific. Doris’s thumb reaches out to 
her little finger, and touches the silver band, the 
aquamarine jewel, so much smaller now in her hand 
than that night when she first slipped it onto her thumb, 
so much more fragile. She remembers being held, being 
caressed, the cool sweetness of her mother’s embrace. 

She has not seen her mother for many years. One 
week after the first time Doris had heard this hum, her 
mother had vanished, had gone down in her oyster silk 
to the ocean’s edge, had stood in the moonlight, 
listening, and had waded in. Doris had watched, not 
knowing her mother’s intention. As an adult, Doris had 
never forgiven herself for not knowing what was 
happening, for not stopping her mother. Surely, her 
sleek mother was just going swimming, in a warm 
summer night, in a dress that transformed in the 
moonlight to a wet shark’s leather, to a pearly diver’s 
skin. 

The hum had ended, that night. And now here it is, 
again, with the memory of silk and hair and caress. She 
feels the same pull she had sensed from the albatross 
and his staring eyes. Longing for her new brethren, she 
swims on. With each undulation of her swimming 
limbs, there are the wide wings of the albatross, opening 
for her. 
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I do not know her shape. It does not matter, not 
anymore, hasn’t mattered for a long time. I feel my 
workman’s promise, bright and clean as the hammer’s 
shaft, in the watery coils of what was once my brain, 
where I once thought, all by myself, of love and sheets 
and hot toddies. She will arrive, she will comfort me, 
she and I will build a home, on the rim, by the beach. 
We will be one. 

Flashes, like a strike of the sun on the blue sea. Other 
nows. I remember. The man with a black hat, signing 
me up in our small village in Italy, the hot sun on baked 
stone, the smell of jasmine. I had bargained, like a 
dutiful son, for ship passes for my widowed mother and 
me. I climbed onto the big ship, to go out and build a 
new bridge in a new land. Yes, the long journey, 
seasickness, the rain. Arrival: the ship coming into port, 
through this opening between the rocky coasts, the 
opening unguarded by lengthening land arms. 

To feel the land again beneath my boots. This new 
earth, clammy, and foggy. On the wharf, my old mother 
on my arm, I heard the rumor, an answering moan from 
us young men, men from the Old Country, men who had 
been good, who had been honorable. Immigration had 
closed down, no more Italians, no permits, no fiancée 
between the damp bedsheets. I nearly fell, and it was my 
mother who held me upright that day. 

At night, there’s the sound of the accordion drifting 
over from the tavern, climbing up the wooden side of 
our boarding house. When my mother went to sleep, I 
turned to the wall. My prick erect, I cried and cried, my 
heart adrift with the sound across the water, through the 
fog, to the sharks in the Bay who circle and breed, and 
never stop. 
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The promise of the bridge is still here. I am still here. 
The promise runs in the water, and it boils in me, now. I 
am holding on to the promise, like my fellows down 
here in the water shadow, lined up here, awaiting our 
reward. She is coming, and I will have her. My lover, 
mine, my union. 

 
The transformation is complete. Doris’s body has 

found its rhythm. She glides along the road under the 
Bay, still on her trajectory toward the bridge. The two 
deep stone supports emerge on her vision’s horizon. 
Nearly there. 

Her tissues are changing. Salt crystals flood her 
blood, thin it, transform it, each molecule in its own 
dance of adaptation and exchange. Delicate barriers 
breach, water expands cell shunts, floods compartments. 
She does not know how to pay attention to the 
minuteness of her changing world, but she knows the 
roil deep inside her. DNA strands unweave and 
reweave, a mitosis of a new embrace. Small 
cytoplankton organisms wander in, and find their home 
in new pools, rooting deep through her flesh. Cells burst 
gently, opening like flowers. Tiny fragments of 
mitochondria unspool and align themselves with the 
sticky ends of Doris’s older strands, new pearl strings 
clicking into place. 

Between her fingers, thin membranes uncoil forward 
toward tender tips. Liquids wash embryotic growth 
nubs, skins push forward and fill the space between the 
fingers. Sensations change, and Doris can feel salinity 
and electric currents in new, exhilarating ways. She 
moves forward. 

 



The Road under the Bay 

25 

 
Illustration © 2016, Fluffgar. 

 
Doris’ speed doubles, the newly webbed fingers 

more adept at pushing her toward the shadows that she 
can now see, first a line of grey, and then differentiated, 
one by one, a long column of shapes stretched out below 
the monstrous bridge. Which one? 
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A last moment of doubt runs through Doris, a 
hesitation. She is drawn forward—but is it right? Is this 
the call? The doubt vanishes in a final wave of 
hormones. There—a copper flash in the line, a hammer 
raised high, skeletal mélange of bones and weeds, a 
arcing up, triumphant. She hones in. That one. That one. 
Let it be the one. 

 
Doris arrives. Her face is gone now, swept aside and 

upward, replaced by a silvery caul. The exultation of 
arrival engulfs the last fragments of memory, of Atlantic 
beaches, of river dates and diving expeditions. For one 
moment, what remains of her finger touches a thin silver 
band, half worked through the spongy remnant of bone. 

Collision. 
The aquamarine jewel flashes from the deep, a small 

blue-silver edge shoots out of the water, toward the red 
steel ropes above. It reflects, for a second, off a red 
Prius’s windshield. The driver does not notice, lost in 
the contemplation of the smooth sea. A kestrel notices, 
circling through the steel ropes that striate the sky, and 
adjusts his flight. 

“Lover,” someone thinks, a she in a moment of now. 
“Lover,” someone replies, a he in a moment of now. 
The ring loosens, and drifts down toward the ocean 

floor, to the clearing that forms the terminus of the long 
road. The silver settles, winks, and vanishes in the folds 
of an old work boot, a skeleton of leather and metal 
hobnails. 
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Every day the sun rises again, bringing up the smell of 
rain-damp asphalt. Magnolias blooming, the taste of 
exhaust. The city will become an overgrown jungle 
soon, scotch broom and kudzu bursting from the 
abandoned lots; Trees of Heaven heaving up slabs of 
broken concrete with their hungry, thirsty roots. 
Invasive species, like the neon franchises that have 
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marred the city since the year I was born. Alien 
transplants draining the life from an ancient landscape. 

I wake up still dressed in yesterday’s jogging pants 
and tank top, my legs tangled in the sleeping bag I use 
for a comforter. Sunlight spills in through the window 
and pries at my eyes. It’s always this time of year when 
the dreams start to come again: my eight-year-old feet 
traversing the hall of tetya Annoushka’s decrepit old 
farm house, following the sound of canned laughter 
from the television. That lonely feeling I had when we 
first moved there from the city, a sinking ache that was 
too big for my small chest. 

The man who sat beside my aunt on the worn yellow 
sofa is big in my dreams, like he is in my memory. So 
big he looked like he wouldn’t have been able to stand 
up under the low ceiling, his knees steepled awkwardly 
under Annoushka’s old pink afghan. I remember saying 
something to my aunt, although I forget now what it 
was. He turned around at the sound of my voice, and my 
mouth fell open when I saw how his beard came all the 
way up his cheeks, covering his nose, a brown thatch 
that crept over his forehead and blended into the hair of 
his scalp. 

Annoushka had snapped at me, telling me I should 
go back to bed and stop bothering the adults. Her voice 
with its usual sandpaper roughness, although the words 
were clear and separate this time, not slurring together 
with the delirium of the Samogon; that home-stilled 
poison that had cursed the old farming communities 
since their youth all started leaving for the cities to find 
jobs and the fields were left fallow. On the coffee table 
beside them, a bag of jalapeno cheddar potato chips was 
open, beside a half-empty two liter of ginger ale and two 
plastic cups. Packaged foods she would have had to 
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drive into town to get, like she’d been expecting 
company. 

Walking back down the hall to the room where my 
mother and I slept, I heard my aunt laugh at something 
on the late night talk show they were watching. I 
stopped in my tracks when I heard the strange man 
laugh with her; a low, purring, animal sound that made 
the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand up. 
It wasn’t fear that I felt, but a strange sort of calm. An 
understanding that the ugly world I had known up until 
that point was not the only one. 

I’ve never told anyone about the strange man. Not 
my mother, not Vasily. Not even the memory of Vasily, 
when I’m up late at night with my knees pulled to my 
chest, having conversations with his ghost. One sided, 
just like they usually were when he was alive. 

 
Before making my way to campus, I ride my bicycle 

to the church of Saint John the Warrior where I 
volunteer in the mornings, check in at the front desk to 
do my overdose intervention training. In an ambulance 
parked outside the back doors, we practice chest 
compressions on a mannequin with an ice-blue face. I 
cut my thumb when I snap open the glass ampule of 
Narcan, and the tiny cut bleeds much more than it 
should. A nurse who says her name is Victory smiles at 
me as she folds a bandage over it with her blue-gloved 
hands, and I wonder if maybe Vasily went to some 
better place, some easier place, after his pulse faded and 
his lips went blue like hospital latex. I think of 
Annoushka, and I think of the strange man, and the hairs 
on the back of my neck stand up again. 
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I found Vasily’s body when the snow had just started 
to pull its grayed lip back from the pavement, leaving 
exposed the street’s bright confetti: syringes with their 
orange caps, red Durex condom wrappers, those little 
blue phials of sterile water for shooting up. Pink rubber 
tie-offs fluttering like ribbon, caught in the scraggled 
twigs of leafless trees. I’d been gone for the night and 
came home to find him on the floor of the squat in 
Moscow where we stayed for a while, all the blood gone 
from his face. He’d been clean for three months before 
it happened. His tolerance must have been low. 

It was early spring as well when I found Annoushka 
more than ten years before that, her auburn hair fanning 
out all around her on the moss that peeked through the 
snow in the clearing, deep in the taiga after the footpaths 
disappear. Her hands hadn’t gone stiff yet, and when I 
touched her I’d thought at first that she must be 
sleeping. Then I saw the bottle of pills nestled in her 
limp fingers, and my heart jumped into my throat. 

I ran and ran down the sloping hills with tears 
streaming down my face, the forest watching me with 
its hundreds of eyes. When I got back to the house I 
remember grabbing the hem of my mother’s sweater 
where she stood at the kitchen sink, telling her through 
my sobs what I’d found. She’d let out a sigh as her body 
deflated and she eased herself onto the floor. Like some 
part of her had already known why Annoushka hadn’t 
returned the day before, after saying she’d gone into 
town for those medical tests she hadn’t wanted to bother 
with. 

 
When Vasily died I went to the funeral in a borrowed 

black dress with shoes that didn’t match it, feeling like I 
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was going to court because that’s the only other time I 
had to dress like that. It was raining that day, the 
churchyard almost deserted except for a handful of 
mourners who I assumed were the few members of his 
family that hadn’t turned their backs on him. A few 
years later, when Krokodil began flooding the streets 
and making heroin look like a lesser evil, I would watch 
the bone-thin men and women with their flesh 
consumed by infected welts and feel grateful that he 
went when he did, before he had a chance to try the 
deadly mixture of codeine and household poisons, 
favored now because it was a fraction of the price of 
smack. 

In the months after he died I would spend sleepless 
nights in the streets of Novokuznetsk, walking through 
that surreal margin of space when the world is still 
dampered in eerie silence, vacant except for prowling 
cats. The quiet never lasts long; the stars fade, and so do 
the streetlights. The first birds wake up, then the 
occasional swish of a car down the highway, 
multiplying as the night shift is let off and the day shift 
begins. All of them coming and going from the city, 
because anyone who still works has to do so elsewhere 
after the manufacturing industries collapsed and left no 
economy behind but drugs. Sometimes I would think 
about going back to the hills, finding the overgrown 
piece of land where Annoushka’s house still squats on 
its foundations, being digested slowly by black mold 
and burrowing insects. Winter had come again by then, 
and I would imagine lying down on the floor, snow 
blowing in through the broken windows and covering 
me. 

The only thing that stopped me was thinking of my 
mother, alone in her tiny apartment. Smoking her 
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cigarettes, watching her daytime TV. I thought that if I 
enrolled in university it would her a reason to be happy 
again, give us a reason to talk without the black weight 
of things hanging over us. I would study archaeology, I 
decided, and bury my thoughts so far in the past that I 
could forget myself. I excelled from the start, but I 
never showed her the crowning achievement of my 
academic career. An article published in Anthropology 
Today, peer reviewed and everything, which I keep 
folded up in the back pages of the journal I barely use. 

Why Don’t People See the Almas Anymore? 
Urbanization and Folk Culture in the Ural 
Mountains, the title reads. Economic globalization has 
meant that new generations no longer venture into the 
taiga to hunt, trap, and gather the traditional plant 
medicines used by their grandparents, I argued. This 
means that people no longer see signs of the Almas, real 
or imagined: giant footprints in the mossy forest floor, 
fish missing from nets and dark shapes retreating into 
the pines. While modern sightings of the Almas may be 
fiction, my conclusion stated, recent archaeological 
evidence has revealed that some species of now-extinct 
hominids may have existed in the Ural region at the 
same time as our ancestors. Perhaps this means that the 
legend has roots in oral histories from a time when the 
Almas, or something like it, still walked the earth. 

It was that last part that spurred the professor to 
contact me and offer me an assistant position, on a 
project he said he was sure I would be interested in 
although we would have to discuss it in person. I was 
thrilled, at first. 

 



Before We Left the Forest 

33 

On campus, the brass-handled doors of the Ural 
Federal University loom like a hungry mouth in front of 
me, faculty office halls sprawling out behind them in a 
dimly lit labyrinth. Other instructors like to decorate the 
their doors in newspaper cartoons, inspirational posters, 
painfully corny discipline-specific jokes that no one 
outside of their field would understand. The professor’s, 
however, is empty save a small plaque that 
reads Vissarion Vitalievich, Department of Biological 
Anthropology. Through the window, the skulls of 
primates grin at me from the top of his bookshelf, 
overlooking his desk with its turrets of neatly stacked 
papers. I open the door and sit across from him, and he 
looks up from his computer screen to raise his eyebrows 
at me. We go through the same conversation we have 
had now more times than I can count on one hand. 
Outside his office window, black squirrels twitch their 
bottle-brush tails as they flit across the mowed lawn, 
and up and down the trunks of spruce trees. 

“Just so that I’m sure I understand,” he says, 
frowning at me skeptically. “The issue is an ethical 
one?” 

“Yes,” I manage to say. 
“Evgeniya, I can assure you. All the proposals have 

been vetted by the ethics review board. There’s nothing 
left for us to discuss.” 

I look down at my shoes, and I can feel his eyes 
boring into me. 

“Unless you’re somehow privy to some kind of 
information I’m not aware of?” he asks, his voice 
mocking. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow, at the site,” he tells me when 
I don’t answer, and I nod my reluctant assent as I pick 
up my backpack and leave his office, the primate skulls 
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watching me with the darkness inside their hollow 
orbital sockets. 

 

 
Illustration © 2016, Rachel Linn. 

 
In the store, I catch my own reflection in the mirror 

above the sunglasses rack, neon lights bringing out the 
bruise-purple saucers around my eyes. Something about 
the thought of anything resembling real food turns my 
stomach. It’s liquor that my body craves, cheap malt 
beer mixed with orange juice. A complete meal, rich in 
vitamins and carbohydrates. When it gets bad like this 
I’ll drink three or four cans of pop, sugar and 
carbonation tricking me into thinking I’m having the 
real thing. I take a one liter bottle of ginger ale out of 
the cooler, perusing the aisles of packaged snack foods, 
looking for something solid to put in my stomach. Chips 
will be healthier than Hostess cupcakes, I decide, taking 



Before We Left the Forest 

35 

a bag of jalapeno cheddar flavored Lays from the rack 
before going to the cash register. I say ‘thank you’ to the 
clerk too many times as I put the stuff in my backpack. 
Pulling up the hood of my sweatshirt, I walk out the 
door and hurry home underneath the darkening sky. 

When I get to my apartment I flop down on my bed 
without turning the lights on. I dial my mother’s number 
and don’t press the call button. My teeth start chattering 
before the tremors spread over the rest of my body, and 
my lips pull back from my teeth in an animal snarl when 
the sobs start to wrack my chest. I squeeze my eyes shut 
but he’s there anyway, my dad, imprinted onto the backs 
of their lids. Pulling my mother out the door while she 
kicks and screams and her dressing gown falls open. 
Grabbing me by the arm and throwing me against the 
wall when I pull at his pants leg and yell for him to stop. 
I look in his bloodshot eyes and then they’re Vasily’s 
eyes. But Vasily wasn’t like that. He never, he hardly 
ever hit me. 

In my closet I scrabble through the clothes and boxes 
of old junk I haven’t bothered throwing out. Family 
photos, knickknacks that belonged to Annoushka. A box 
of drawings and letters I got from Vasily, the one time 
he did three months in jail. My hands close around the 
neck of the bottle, and I slump down on the floor with 
my back against the wall, drinking the vodka with no 
chaser until the shaking starts to calm down and I can 
hear something other than the ringing in my ears. Cars 
passing on the street outside, the occasional squeal and 
guffaw of drunken voices. Today is Friday, after all, and 
people are outside enjoying themselves. 

I sleep eventually, after my tears have exhausted me, 
and dream that I am among the spruce trees. Their 
trunks seem enormous, bigger than they are in real life, 
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until I realize that it’s just me who’s small. I’m standing 
at the edge of the clearing, sun filtering through the 
canopy in columns. Casting patches of light that melt 
the snow where she lies, sprawled on her back with her 
mouth and eyes open, her hair covering part of her face. 
I step closer, and I see them where they weren’t, before: 
kneeling over her, combing her hair away from her face 
with their big hands. They mumble to themselves, 
sounds of grieving that pull me back to some ancient 
rhythm, some state of knowing that predates language or 
speech. 

I sit down beside them as they turn her onto her side 
and curl her knees to her chest, arranging her arms so 
that she’s holding herself. One of them takes the 
prescription bottle from her hand and sets it on the 
ground beside her. I touch her hair too, like they are 
doing, and lay my palm against her lifeless cheek. 

 
In the morning I make coffee, spill the grounds all 

over the kitchen counter and don’t clean it up. I eat half 
a piece of toast standing over the sink, go to the 
bathroom and smear concealer over the dark circles 
under my eyes as if it makes any difference. I don’t 
bother packing my bag because I know I won’t be able 
to eat. I just pour the rest of the vodka into a dark blue 
water bottle and zip it into the front pocket before 
leaving my apartment, heading to campus where the 
professor and his research team wait for me. 

Through the window, I watch the city-scape give 
way to farmland, until the pavement ends and we’re 
driving on the bumpy packed earth of forest access 
roads. I feel calm and clear-headed, sipping vodka and 
chasing it with the coffee someone passed me from a 
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cardboard tray. I’m just crazy, like everyone else in my 
family. My mind created the strange man so I could deal 
with the guilt of not having been able to do anything for 
my aunt. Nothing could have saved Annoushka. She 
made a choice and left us behind, and I smile now as the 
simplicity of the world finally hits me, a sort of peace in 
the realization that there is no meaning in anything, no 
higher purpose in the suffering that life gives us. 

At the excavation site we unload our equipment from 
the van and I’m the life of the party, cracking jokes that 
make everyone laugh, carrying all the heaviest 
boxes. It’s getting so hot! I say, wiping sweat from my 
upper lip, drinking from my blue plastic bottle. Morning 
turns into afternoon, and I notice people aren’t laughing 
anymore. I trip over a trowel I didn’t see on the ground 
and the professor glares at me. Kaspar, my colleague 
from Poland, helps me up but gives me a strange, 
pitying look, and I see his eyes come to rest on my 
bottle. I resolve to act normal, taking a trowel from one 
of the cases and stepping gingerly into the excavation 
pit. I used to joke all the time that I drive better when 
I’m drunk; I realize now that I also excavate better when 
I’m drunk. My mind is empty of all distractions, free to 
focus on displacing the dark earth, looking into the 
wound I’ve opened and scanning for anything of 
significance. 

I feel my trowel touch something hard, and I remove 
one of the brushes from my tool belt, dusting away the 
blanket of soil that covers the object. A piece of 
jawbone. A lower mandible, with one large, flat tooth 
still embedded. A shiver runs through me, and I look 
around to make sure no one is watching. That’s when I 
see the professor standing above me, his face shadowed 
under his khaki-colored Tilly hat. 
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“What is it?” he smiles. “What did you find?” 
My eyes are big and my teeth chatter, my hand 

closing around the piece of bone. 
“Show me,” he says, still smiling, bending down and 

reaching out to me. 
My body feels frozen, but I make a decision and 

scramble out of the pit, ruining the cordon of rope and 
wooden stakes that edges it’s perimeter. 

“Evgeniya, what did you find?” he demands, 
grabbing my upper arm, his fingers digging into me. 
There’s desperation in his face now. This project means 
everything to him, to his career. His lips are pulled back 
from his teeth, and I show him my fangs too when I 
snarl, don’t touch me, wrenching my arm away before I 
sling my backpack over my shoulder and bolt into the 
trees. I look back at them over my shoulder; Kaspar gets 
up like he’s going to come after me, but doesn’t. The 
professor just stands there with his mouth open. I run 
and run and don’t stumble once, my feet avoiding rocks 
and exposed tree roots, knowing they’re there before I 
see them with my eyes. Adrenaline keeps me from 
feeling my legs cramp, the brambles lashing at me 
through my thin pants. Above me, crows are 
screeching. This way, this way. 

I find a stream eventually and sit down on the mossy 
ground beside it. I’m crying, the way a baby cries, in big 
snotty wet sobs. In my hand, the piece of bone glints 
off-white through the black earth that’s been smeared 
into a paste by my sweat. I lower it into the water and 
let the stream carry the dirt away, cup my hands and 
drink until my stomach hurts. I think of calling my 
mother, rifling through my pockets for my phone, but it 
must have fallen out while I was running. 
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I set off at a walking pace after that, taking a dead 
branch from the ground and using it as a staff. I walk 
until the sun starts going down, and then I walk some 
more. I pass an old weather-beaten deer blind, think of 
staying there for the night and decide against it. When I 
am too tired to walk anymore I find a patch of soft earth 
and gather sticks from the ground to make a fire, snap 
off some green spruce boughs to keep the bugs away. 
Above me the moon is bright, the trees around me thick 
with the sounds of nocturnal life. I tuck the bone into 
the front pocket of my shirt before snapping open my 
folding knife, shaving thin ribbons of dry wood to feed 
the young flames until they’re big enough for real 
branches. My stomach grumbles and I realize that I’ve 
hardly eaten in the past two days. That’s when I 
remember the pop and chips in my bag. I take out the 
ginger ale and unscrew the cap slowly so that the fizz 
doesn’t explode all over me. It’s warm now, but it calms 
my nervous stomach. 

I close my eyes and lose myself in the hiss and pop 
of young branches on the fire. It could be hours or 
minutes later when behind me, something moves in the 
bracken. Big footsteps, too soft and careful to be human. 
They pad closer, and when the dark shape eases itself 
down beside me I don’t turn my head, just reach out my 
hand and offer the ginger ale. From the corner of my 
eye I can see that she’s female, long breasts hanging 
down her broad, furry chest. She takes the bottle and has 
a sip before passing it back. 

I look at her and I can see that’s she’s old, the fur 
around her eyes and nose white in the fire light. Older 
than the city with its vacant factories and onion-domed 
churches. Old like the forest, like the mountains 
themselves. Her hand comes towards me, and I stop 
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breathing as she reaches into the pocket of my shirt and 
takes the bone. I look at it where it lays against her 
smooth palm, and when she brushes the fingers of her 
other hand over it, it vanishes under her touch. 
Transported back to the other place. That softer place 
where we lived too, once. Before we had a name for the 
sun, or the moon, or the pain in your chest when you 
lose someone you love. Before we started wearing the 
skins of other living things, and the fur fell from our 
bodies. 

I look into the firelight again, shapes rising and 
falling in the leaping flames. Animals and birds and 
faces emerging, changing, reconstituting into something 
new. I watch the stories they tell, poking at the hot 
embers with my walking stick and watching the sparks 
jump, rising into the black sky above us before they go 
out. The same way I loved to do when I was a kid, 
sitting between my mother and my aunt on the cinder 
blocks around the fire pit. The three of us happy for a 
while in our oasis of warmth, safe from all the things 
that go bump in the night. That same feeling spreads 
through me again, and I smile to myself, drinking more 
of the fizzy soda. I take the bag of chips out of my 
backpack and open it, propping it up between us on the 
ground. 

“Jalapeno cheddar,” I say, taking a couple and 
popping them into my mouth. She takes a small handful 
too, eating them one at a time as we stare into the 
flames. 
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I clutch a bouquet of white roses. The earth beneath my 
feet is soft, I can feel my body pressing down into it with 
each step as I approach a row of stones with names 
etched into them. 

 
Siv Delfin. 
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The nightclub in Bobinki Rid nestled in a baroque 
building once part of a tobacco tycoon’s estate, now 
owned by a branch of the Bug-eyed, where the first 
sample was found. The police chemists called the drug a 
depressant, a memory-suppressant, fear inhibitor, 
mighty curious molecule, a self-replicating wondrous 
African import, foaming at their mouths at the thought 
of studying it further—but to Claire it was yet another 
criminal thread managing to weave itself in Vasilegrad’s 
warp-weft, remaking her city, one strand at a time, from 
within. 

Siv Delfin. The crime scene gave the drug its name. 
 

 
She went to Magda, an old informant, to find out 

more. 
“It’s not like any other,” Magda said, her welding 

goggles resting on her forehead. “You don’t space out. 
Don’t lose focus or shit. On my first try I thought I’d 
been ripped off.” She picked her nose. “Almost went to 
beat up the seller.” 

Claire listened, taking shallow breaths; the smog 
made Zheleza’s air viscous. She knew she’d be 
coughing up fluorescent phlegm the following morning. 

“What makes it different?” 
Magda bared her teeth. “Everything.” She shivered, 

soot falling off her skin. “It makes you euphoric. It 
makes you feel”—her eyes widened, and for a moment 
Claire wished she’d put her goggles back on—
“eternal.” 

The noon sun baked the earth in the foundry yard to 
a dull amber but Claire felt cold all over. “And?” 
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“And it’s popular. People talk. Use it. Pay good 
money for a sniff.” 

“Where does it come from?” 
“Hell if I know.” 
“Who’s pushing the drug on this city?” 
She pursed her lips, shook her head. “Shit, Agent.” 

Calling Claire by her former title, from when she’d 
worked privately, when they’d been cooperating. Magda 
glanced left and right, “You really think I know 
names?” 

“What do you know?” 
“One thing.” The klaxon sounded, ending break-

time. Magda placed the goggles back over her eyes; the 
Chief Police Inspector saw her reflection duplicated, a 
face twinned in confusion. 

“What’s that?” 
“They’re dangerous.” 
Claire let the car drive her out of the city’s industrial 

quarter, her eyes sliding away from the rear-view 
mirrors. 

 
When a user consumes Siv Delfin they forget about 

death. 
Not forgetting in a joie-de-vivre, bad-things-pushed-

to-the-back-of-your-mind kind of way, but totally, 
radically, as if the very notion had been uprooted from 
their head. Becoming completely oblivious to the 
concept of fatality, a user believes all life goes on 
forever, nobody ever perishes, nothing disappears, they 
forget about the manner in which close ones, or famous 
people, have passed away, the user’s confused by the 
simple question, Where is your great-great-
grandfather? 
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Not here at the moment, the user would say, want to 
leave a message? 

 
Those pushing the product were also consuming the 

product. Bad news for the city, trouble for the police. 
“They’re going after the Bug-eyed,” Police Inspector 

Radan said, staring at the white board. “Hard.” A map 
of the city flickered on it, several spots crossed out in 
red. The latest crime-scene, a bar in a northern quarter, 
owned by a locally-known Bug-eyed member, had been 
decimated, several patrons maimed. Civilians. One 
adolescent. 

But how could the attackers care about innocents if 
they couldn’t even fathom the harm they were causing? 

Claire nodded. “From the periphery. Not in BE 
quarters. No attacks in Delchev, Kamentsi, Mayadin.” 
Jabbing her finger at those parts of the city. Chewing on 
a modafinil gum, a leftover habit from the old days in 
that private agency. “Fighting for contested territory, 
maybe?” 

Radan tapped the board and the map zoomed out. 
“The drug producers are new-comers, but they’re 

amassing a crowd, gaining power fast.” He looked at 
Claire. “They don’t have any borders to protect. For 
them, everything is contested territory. They’re taking 
over the city, Chief. Starting with the most powerful 
gang.” 

“Let’s say that’s true,” Claire said. “Where does that 
put us?” 

“Normally, I’d say let them duke it out. Druggies 
versus Bugs. Let them claw at each other’s throats. But 
this isn’t a normal force we’re dealing with. They won’t 
stop with the defeat of the Bug-eyed.” 
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“Why wouldn’t they? Who’d they go after?” 
Radan’s lip twitched.  
“It’s in the way they do things. Their modus 

operandi. They frighten me with their ruthlessness. 
After the Bug-eyed, they’ll be bigger, stronger, capable 
of going against the other force controlling the city. Us.” 

Claire smiled humorlessly.  
“Vasilegrad’s PD might be a target. Then again, it 

might not. In any case they are starting to dominate the 
scene.” She rubbed her forehead, letting her exhaustion 
show. “Question is, what are we to do about it?” 

Radan looked at the board, at the map of their city, 
with sad eyes.  

“We strike first,” he said. “Preemptively.” 

 
This is my ritual. I’ve been coming here for months, 

years, always these flowers, always to these exact two 
stones. One next to the other. 

 
The police paid informants, people to keep their eyes 

peeled for any Siv Delfin related activities, from all 
parts of Vasilegrad. The usual shtick. 

Claire approached Magda first but Magda didn’t 
want anything to do with it, and the next time Claire 
tried to reach her she was gone. Moved out of town, her 
foundry co-workers said. 

No information trickled down to the VGPD; one by 
one, the informants were disappearing without a trace, 
as if swallowed by the earth. 

 



Damien Krsteski	

46 

Police had been deployed to several locations across 
town, near places operated by Bug-eyed—a gang of 
boy-scouts compared to the new folks in town—waiting 
patiently for any possible attacks. Software Workers had 
assigned probability values to each potential target 
location, based on previous activities of the new gang 
and the current goings-on of their enemy, and Claire and 
Radan, along with a group of well-armed colleagues, 
were sitting in a masked armored vehicle a block to the 
east of the locale deemed most likely to be targeted that 
night. Rabotna Sabota pub, Vervoolitsa St. 185. 

She chewed gum in silence. 
At exactly an hour past midnight— 
A dull thud, a stretched-out boom, like a crowd 

stomping the ground all at once, and the van shook. 
Coming from the direction of the pub, announcing the 
arrival of the drugged-out terrorists. 

The van’s engine started up and they were on their 
way. Claire looked into the faces of the policemen and 
women. Curt nods while they all checked their 
equipment, the magazines in the machine guns, the 
maces, the batons, the canisters and the straps of their 
gas masks. She didn’t have to be here, in the thick of it, 
but she always was, she could never play the part of the 
office bureaucrat, and her colleagues liked her for it. 

Like a flicker, an unexpected flash of light in one’s 
eyes, she felt a massive sense of deja-vu, like he was 
with her right then and there, beside her in the van, thigh 
touching thigh, his automatic in hand. Just like back in 
the day. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and 
banished him with an exhalation. 

They poured out of the van onto a street overrun by 
chaos. The pub’s front, smashed and broken, glass 
shards glinting in the cobbles, black smoke wafting 
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from the inside, and people, civilians, emerging 
confused and crazed out, escaping the flames, shirts and 
skin torn, bloodied arms and legs, some still holding on 
to their beer glasses. 

The pub was two-storied, and people jumped out of 
broken windows, breaking legs or arms in the process, 
getting up, screaming for help while limping toward 
safety. 

The bomb had gone off deep within the pub, the area 
around the explosion marked by blackened, melting 
furniture, and charred corpses. As the police were about 
the step inside to look for attackers, and as the 
paramedics rushed toward the victims, a crowd of 
fifteen or so came in from the adjacent sidestreet. 

They looked like ordinary people, a representative 
sample of the city’s populace scooped up while waiting 
for the tram and cajoled into joining a gang. Running 
toward the pub’s patrons with axes, knives, even 
scissors, as if they’d picked up the first sharp object at 
hand and had come, en masse, to finish the job. 

Claire aimed her Whisperer at their legs, shouting 
warnings. She shot an incoming woman, middle-aged, 
polka-dot dress and white-lace boots, in the knee. 

The woman screamed, looked at Claire with eyes 
empty but reflective. Diamond eyes. “Why would you 
do that?” Frowning, not understanding why someone 
would want to hurt her, she fell down. 

“Drop the weapon.” 
But before the woman could get a chance to obey, a 

man from the drugged-out throng stabbed her in the 
neck in passing; for the purpose of the gang, their 
wounded were as good as dead. Nobody gets caught 
alive. 

Claire shot the man and he slumped to the ground. 
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These used to be normal people once, she thought in 
disbelief, and with a flick of her thumb set her 
Whisperer to fire non-lethal neuroparalytic pellets. 

“Ready,” Radan said and they fell into formation. 
They took several steps away from the pub’s entrance, 
their eyes scanning the throng, trying to differentiate 
between civilians and armed gang-members. 

“It’s their eyes,” Claire subvocalized, and her 
colleagues heard her in their heads. “Glassy eyes. Shine 
back at you.” She shot one—a healthy-looking teenager, 
beanie and punk band sweater. He spasmed and fell 
down, rigid, the ice-pick still in his grip. Having 
identified the differential, her neural prostheses could 
now pick out the assailants from the throng, outlining 
them in silver for easier targeting. “Don’t kill,” she 
added as the battalion stepped toward the crowd. “And 
don’t let them off themselves. We need them alive.” 

 
The initial confusion had passed and help had come 

as all police units pooled toward Vervoolitsa St. They’d 
subdued the attackers within ten minutes, had the place 
secured and fire put out within thirty. 

Claire’s eyes scanned the scene—white sheets 
covered the bodies the paramedics couldn’t save or 
revive. Her chest hurt. Beneath every sheet she pictured 
him, pale and bloodless and with a projectile wound in 
the abdomen, the way he’d looked when she’d been 
taken to identify him, and she almost wanted to pull 
back the covers off the bodies’ heads, for just a peek, to 
make sure he wasn’t really there. What would she think 
of it all right now, what would she feel, if she’d been 
like them, like the junkies, out of sync with reality? 
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She walked over to Radan, lying on a stretcher, about 
to be put into an ambulance. 

“You holdin’ up?” 
“I’ll live,” he managed, then gave her the thumbs-up. 

He’d been stabbed with a buttering knife in the side—
his armor had stopped the blade, but the assailant had 
managed to break a rib or two by blunt force alone. 
Enough to make him lose balance, and get stabbed again 
by another attacker, this time below the armor, in the 
kidney. “See you in the office tomorrow.” 

She smiled, squeezed his cold hand as the 
paramedics were lifting him into the vehicle. 

The quarter strobed in red and blue, the vehicles 
splashing police-light on surrounding buildings and 
faces peeking from behind windows at the bloodbath 
below. 

What would they think? What would they feel? 

 
Claire came home exhausted. She walked past the 

hallway where the pictures on the shelves were flipped 
down or turned backwards to face the drab and flaking 
walls, and strode toward the cold bedroom. 

She slumped in bed and plunged into nightmares. 

 
Mayor Lagetti declared a police-enforced curfew. 

Nobody allowed on the streets of Vasilegrad past 19:00, 
and police had orders to stop, frisk, and, if need be, 
arrest disobeying citizens. 

The police car drove Claire to the hospital. On the 
way, she didn’t see a single civilian. When things got 
scary people stayed home, huddled together, turned to 
their leaders for guidance, and, most important for her, 
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became obsequious, respecting the law and those who 
enforce it. 

Radan was snoring when she got into his room. She 
set the chocolate she’d brought on the night-stand, next 
to the get well soon card from the colleagues (big-
bosomed girl in black lacquered boots), and the flowers 
from she did not know whom. The older man who 
shared a room with Radan wasn’t there tonight, his bed 
empty and stinking of disinfectant. Claire assumed he’d 
died. 

She sat on the side of Radan’s bed, careful not to 
touch any of the transparent plastic tubes connecting her 
colleague’s body to the machines. She stroked his pale 
arm, and like always, felt a smudge of guilt, as if any 
affection felt after them was a betrayal. 

He stirred. “Hey, Chief.” 
“How are you feeling?” She stood up. 
“Not too shabby.” 
“Didn’t mean to wake you up.” But she was glad to 

catch him conscious; they hadn’t spoken since the night 
of the accident. 

“That’s all right.” Wincing. “Can’t sleep much with 
this tube up my penis anyhow.” 

“I brought you something.” She smiled. 
He glanced at the bedside table, then blinked stupidly 

at Claire. “Flowers?” 
“No,” she said. “Footage.” 
Color crept back into his face. He grinned, though 

the smile never reached his eyes. “You got them 
talking?” 

“They talked all right.” She crossed her arms. “But 
we did jack shit.” 

“How so?” 
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“Being on Siv Delfin for long stretches of time 
messes you up. Bilateral lesions in the amygdala, Swiss-
cheese like, the doctors say it’s like watching a 
neurodegenerative disease on fast-forward.” 

“Who would’ve thought, huh?” His laugh turned into 
a coughing fit. 

“Quitting, cold turkey, messes you up even worse. 
For seventy-two hours we kept them without the drug. 
They looked shittier than you do. Crying and pissing 
blood, projectile vomiting, the works. But after the 
partying came the crash. They passed out. And that’s 
when they started babbling.” 

He gave her an incredulous look. “In their sleep? Let 
me see.” 

Claire nodded, pointed a finger at him. He raised an 
eyebrow at her when nothing happened. “Shit,” she said 
under her breath, and smiled. She’d forgotten his neural 
prostheses were offline, and would stay that way while 
he convalesces. 

“There’s a display stuck to my bed,” he said, lifting 
his chin. 

She yanked out the paper-thin display off the foot-
board—medical information scrolling on it—and, 
pointing her finger at its receiver, transferred the data. 

Again she sat beside him, holding the display before 
his eyes. 

Two, four, then eight gray screens appeared on it, a 
grid of surveillance cam footage from St. Kliment’s 
hospital. Tossing and turning in their beds were the 
citizens turned junkies turned terrorists. A stream of 
sound came, all jumbled at first, but the more Claire let 
the video play, the easier it was to pick up a pattern, 
words, repeated like a mantra, spoken by all the addicts 
in their sleep. To break to wave and break a wave to 
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stab and litter and junk, junkies, piling junkies flowing 
junkies flowing piles of junkies piled up flowing 
drowning junkies trunks and junks and flowing the river 
carries the junkies and waves of metal and waves of 
water… 

She folded the display in half. 
“You think—” Radan’s face was ashen again. 
“They’re dreaming of the drug,” Claire said, 

replacing the display on the foot-board. It stuck to the 
wood like adhesive paper. “And of the place where they 
can obtain more of it. They’re telling us where to go, 
Radan.” 

A swarm of centipedes crawled toward Mala Prespa. 
They crawled with little hair-like feet on the river bed 
through mud and fish bones, then, as they neared the 
sandbanks and the river’s bottom became an incline, 
through rust, and chaff, and iron filings, all pulsating 
like a submerged amber halo around the island in the 
stream’s flow. Past these, springs and coils and broken 
gears and robot parts further up the incline, until the 
centipedes no longer crawled over sand or earth but over 
man-made debris. 

Out of the water, and onto the shore of the island, 
covered entirely in trash, the centipedes exposed their 
carbon-nanotube bodies to the foul air and transmitted, 
back to the police, everything they saw. 

There was no other place, Claire knew. This had to 
be it. 

A formerly pristine sandbank on the western outskirt 
of town, dividing river Plovna in two along its length, 
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Mala Prespa had gradually turned into a horrid 
junkyard, as the people and industries of the city 
chucked out their broken belongings into the river, 
hoping they’d be swept off to the sea. Little by little 
they had amassed on the sandy shores, machine 
carcasses and mechanical parts like beached whales, 
carried shamelessly out of sight of the citizens of 
Vasilegrad by makeshift rafts. A disgust, an ecological 
disaster, a hotly-debated political topic, Mala Prespa 
remained and only grew, rusting in the fetid winds. 

In police vans positioned a kilometer and a half away 
from the river island, Claire and her colleagues watched 
the many streams of the centipedes, stitched together 
into one video, on overlays before their eyes. Claire 
knew Radan was watching the stream on his hand-held 
display back in the hospital, too. 

From Mala Prespa’s vantage point, the city was a 
mist of pollution, a mirage shimmering on the horizon. 

A blood-colored carpet of rust as screws, nails, bolts 
and nuts made the centipedes go up, down, up, down, 
converging from all sides toward the center of the 
island. 

“Look at it,” said Nenad Kanić. “Like pillars. Like 
an arch.” 

Half-rusted and flaking girders stuck out of the 
ground like iron gates. Through them, and past a 
graveyard of android body parts, ersatz skin peeled and 
flecked, deeper into garbage island. Switching on the 
audio, the police could hear morning river winds 
blowing and whistling on metal as the whole place sang 
and chimed. But there was nobody. 

“They have to be here,” whispered Claire. “Have to 
be here somewhere.” 
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The centipedes made a sweep of the island, finding 
only dead metal. The day passed, the police growing 
impatient in their vans, slurping sugary and caffeinated 
drinks. 

When the sky darkened, something started to happen. 
Among the oaks near the river banks dark figures 

appeared, the few centipedes that stayed on the island 
shores turning their eyestalks their way to provide more 
detail. 

Claire saw people, dressed in business suits and 
baggy pants and short skirts and high heels, crowding 
both sides of the river. 

“A new batch of junkies,” somebody said. 
It took a couple of minutes for them all to gather, 

around twenty or so, then, in one sudden motion, 
everybody jumped into the water. Claire gasped, 
thinking they’d all just dived to their deaths, but heads 
emerged quickly above the muddy waves. 

“What the…” 
The junkies swam, undeterred by Plovna’s strong 

currents. Claire counted heads, and when they reached 
the shores of the island she could see that most of them 
had made it. 

 
They scattered across the island. Their wet clothes 

glommed onto their bodies, the fabric which sagged 
flapped in the wind. 

Claire felt a vicarious chill in her bones. 
Everybody seemed to be doing something different, 

each had a task to finish and they knew exactly where to 
go and what to do. 

A plump young man dug out two pots and a cauldron 
from underneath a heap of broken plastic pipes. He 
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carried them, the pots inside the larger cauldron and the 
cauldron by the handles, to a spot shielded from wind by 
a thin rusted metallic sheet propped on a girder. A group 
of junkies on guard duty patrolled the shores of the 
island, squinting in the wind. A woman with lanky 
blonde hair was stacking up bottles, vials, flasks, which 
the others dutifully pulled out of their pockets and 
handed to her. The man beside her poured the contents 
of each container into one of the pots, stirred it, watched 
it with eager eyes, and nodded in satisfaction. 

They all had a role, yet nobody was issuing orders. 
It took Claire a moment to realize what was going 

on, and when she did, she bristled all over. 
The junkies were cooking their drug. 

 
They made the drug—pouring liquids into pots, a 

dash of white powder here, a dollop of a black goop 
there, stirring until thickened to a paste, then leaving it 
to dry out in polluted winds—and consumed it. One 
after another, dabbing their pocket knives, spoons, 
fingers into the pots and taking a sniff. 

Soon they left the island and headed toward town to 
cause trouble but were picked up by the police instead. 

 
There, I can see the row of marble, rising out of 

green turf, where their names are written. 

 
Claire talked to Robin. She had been talking to him 

for the better part of an hour. 
She did it rarely, under extreme circumstances, when 

she couldn’t hold it in any longer, when the stress she 
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was subjected to made her feel as if bursting at the 
seams. 

She staggered around her apartment, padding on the 
parquet (disturbing her downstairs neighbors, in all 
probability), a bottle of white wine, her second that 
night, carried by the neck. 

She took a swig. 
“Fuckers are always slipping away. We catch ten, 

another hundred pop up.” To the patient walls, the 
hallway, the attentive furniture in the living room, she 
said, “How the fuck do I deal with this, now? And keep 
every-friggin-thing together so I can think my way out 
of this clusterfuck? To be the goddamn Chief”—she 
counted on her fingers—”to lead the investigation, to 
take care of my people, to make sure I don’t show any 
weakness.” She looked at her hand stupidly, then put it 
down, took another sip of wine. “I’m always out there, 
on the field, next to my people. I’m not some fucking 
bureaucrat cooped up in her office. I care. I go on 
missions with them, I ride in the same van, I use my 
gun, and still it isn’t enough… So what would you do in 
my place? Pray tell how you would approach this case.” 

The apartment responded with silence. 
“That’s right! You won’t fucking say! Because it’s 

you who has to be the hero”—she was pointing a finger 
at nothing in particular, eyes squinting—”you, you, you, 
who had to go and be brave, and heroic, and the good 
Agent and good man and everything good, good for the 
city and everybody except for—” 

As she was about to say it she suddenly felt very 
self-conscious, and sober. Lights from a car from the 
street below burst in through the slatted blinds, striping 
the room in yellow and red, then vanished, and Claire’s 
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vitriol and bravado drained with the color. She set the 
bottle down on the living room table. 

“I’m fucking pathetic.” 
She slumped on the sofa. Looked around the room as 

if seeing it for the first time, buried her face in her 
hands. “No, I’m beyond pathetic.” Her tongue felt 
numb. “I’m parenthetic. Paralytic, paraplegic, parapluie 
pour la plooee.” She laughed. 

Within moments, she was snoring. 

 
She woke early the next day to a splitting headache, 

and an anonymous message. It wasn’t until she was in 
the shower that her mind registered the red envelope 
floating in a corner before her, and on first impulse she 
swatted it away as if at a pestering fly. 

Once toweled off and dressed, she opened the letter. 
Encrypted source, textual, marked urgent. 
We seem to be stepping on each other’s toes. So why 

don’t we set aside our differences, and cooperate. We 
have an enemy in common. V. K. 

 
 “Vladimir Koronski.” 
The policemen and women in the room blinked at the 

file overlaid before their eyes, then turned to look, 
somewhat skeptically, at Claire. 

“Reaching out,” she continued. “They’ve been aware 
of the junkies’ presence on Mala Prespa, having 
observed them for some time now. We drove the junkies 
away from their hiding spot, and now they’ve lost track 
of them. He’s proposing we share information”—she 
made an effort not to look at the ground—”in order to 
avoid similar, erm, blunders.” 
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The deafening silence was broken by a young 
policeman. “Are you seriously suggesting we work 
together with the leader of a gang? Has the Mayor 
okayed this?” 

“The Mayor leaves those decisions to her Chief 
Inspector.” A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. 

“And while they haven’t exactly been model 
citizens, the Bug-eyed do obey a strict code of conduct. 
They haven’t been real trouble to us. Not to the extent 
certain tabloids are making them out to be.” She drank 
from her bottle of water. Paced left and right. The pill 
had flushed out her hangover but she still felt the 
vinegary aftertaste of wine in the back of her throat. 
“So, yes, we cooperate, carefully and for this case alone. 
I believe that old saying applies to our situation.” 

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend?” 
“Was going to say beggars can’t be choosers, but 

that too, Aleksov.” 

 
Koronski insisted on a face-to-face meeting, at night, 

in a Kamentsi gymnasium, the following Thursday. Said 
he’d always done business that way. More intimate, 
he’d said, than playing a virtual hide-and-seek across 
scattered servers. Claire agreed. 

Radan came to work the next day, lifting 
everybody’s mood. He was gaunt, yellow-faced, his 
walk stilted— leg-braces instead of crutches, keeping 
him up and taking part of his weight off—but when he 
walked through that door to Claire he looked firm as a 
rock, a pillar of strength. 

“You look like shit,” she told him. 
“Likewise, Chief.” 
“Glad you’re back.” 
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She left him to his colleagues. He had a lot of 
catching up to do; she had avoided bothering him with 
the minutiae of the case, not wanting to unload her 
worries onto him while he was supposed to rest and 
recover. 

At the end of the day he swung by her office. 
“I may not agree with everything but I trust your 

instinct,” he said. “I’m coming with.” 
She took a long look at him. That was exactly what 

she wanted to hear. “Do you feel capable—” 
“You expect action?” 
She shrugged. “No. I think he’s being honest.” 
“Then, of course. I wanna be there. I wanna talk to 

this guy.” 
“You understand how I’m operating here, don’t 

you?” 
He made a zipping motion over his mouth. “No time 

to bother the higher-ups.” He grinned. “By the time they 
give us green light half our department will be snorting 
SD.” 

 
The car—non-police, non-camouflaged, as requested 

by Koronski—drove them to the wrought-iron gate of 
the gymnasium’s yard. Stepping onto the gravel 
pathway, Claire motioned to the accompanying 
policemen to wait in the car. No need for protection. If 
Koronski wanted them dead, they would be dead 
whether four, ten, twenty, or just two. They were in his 
lair, after all. 

Claire and Radan slowly crossed the yard—an 
overgrown, patchy lawn, metallic benches scattered 
around with dented or missing backrests. Several Bug-
eyed strolled casually, eyes glinting with their distinct 
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green hue in the dark. The facade of the gymnasium was 
half-white, the other half a daub of gray with graffiti all 
over—it seemed a renovation effort had recently begun. 

As they approached the large building entrance, the 
door swung open. A Bug-eyed, not older than sixteen by 
Claire’s appraisal, bowed, gesturing with his right arm 
toward the marble hallway of the gymnasium. 

They nodded at the boy and walked in. Cold, 
gleaming marble, spotted in a cowhide pattern, their 
shoes clacking, announcing their approach to Koronski 
or to whomever listened at its end. Portraits of people 
Claire didn’t recognize hung on the walls on both sides; 
names written on scraps of paper were scotch-taped 
beneath the portraits, and she realized these were 
scientists, writers, poets—Marie Curie, Wilhelm 
Roentgen, Ivan Pavlov, Petre M. Andreevski, Maxim 
Gorky, Ivo Andrić. 

The boy stopped before a wooden door, green paint 
scratched off and flaking. Koronski’s office. He 
knocked three times. The portrait next to the door was 
that of a young-looking, mustachioed man. Grigor 
Stavrev Parlichev, the inscription read. 

Claire cast a brief look at Radan, and he nodded, 
mouth twitching in what probably meant to be a 
reassuring smile. 

Footsteps from behind the door, and a tense moment 
later Vladimir Koronski was beaming warmly at his two 
guests. Avuncular, long-faced, looking more like the 
educator he’d once been and less like the gang leader 
described in the police files. Salt-and-pepper hair, tied 
up in a ponytail. Round glasses; crooked, thin iron 
frame. 

“Welcome,” he said, and they entered the office. It 
smelled of old paper and dust, even though at first 
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glance it seemed clean. A desk and a cupboard in a 
corner, both containing stacks of paper. Koronski 
gestured at two wooden chairs that looked like they’d 
been borrowed from one of the gymnasium’s 
classrooms. 

Claire sat, then Radan did, too. 
“Good to see you here.” Koronski sat down and 

leaned on his desk. His voice was gentle, his manner 
professorial. “We have a lot to discuss.” 

“We do,” Claire said. 
“But not the past,” he said. “Better let bygones be 

bygones,” he added in English. “I am inexplicably fond 
of that cliché phrase.” Claire couldn’t help noticing the 
way he looked at her, a brief flicker of his eyes, as if 
scanning her face, in a flash, a wink, for some clue. If he 
was expecting a reaction from the Chief, he got none. 
She pursed her lips, and nodded. 

“Of course,” she said, and saw his face relax ever so 
slightly. “In this case, we are allies.” 

Vladimir Koronski exhaled, and smiled feebly. 
“Allies in this case.” 

“So tell us what you know.” 
He looked at her and Radan in turn, then started 

speaking in a soft voice, barely above a whisper, and 
Claire could picture this gang leader teaching 
mathematics to the poor kids of the quarter. “The new 
drug has been injected into our beloved city months, 
perhaps a year, before it announced its presence in the 
pompous manner of the junkie hordes. I am afraid that 
even though we were aware of its existence for much 
longer than you”—he inclined his head at the two 
guests, meaning no disrespect—”we know very little of 
its origin. Hearsay. Rumors from dark corners of the 
city. Corners which we, the Bug-eyed, inhabit. Said to 
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be Kenyan in origin, synthesized in a Nairobi lab, then 
shipped across the Mediterranean to Europe, via 
Greece’s porous borders into the Balkan Federation and 
its capital. Out of the lab and onto the street, where it 
adapted, where, thanks to its chemical makeup, it was 
easy to make more-of: just add, stir and leave to dry out, 
as you well know.” 

 

 
Illustration © 2016, Miguel Santos. 

 
Claire remembered the police chemists’ reports on 

the drug—how it had been self-replicating: add a few 
necessary ingredients and a pinch of the original drug 
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and you’d have a pot-full in no time. She said, “On the 
island.” 

 “Mala Prespa. But they’ve been cooking well before 
then. We were observing them before the island, when 
the junkies weren’t as organized, when they were 
making the drug in homes, parks, football playgrounds. 
Scattered.” 

“Why didn’t you stop them?” Radan said. “You 
could’ve saved yourself heaps of trouble. Us, too. 
Nipped it in the bud.” 

“You mean stop a group of five, ten junkies?” 
Koronski shook his head. “No, that would have been a 
pointless exercise. These people were a mere symptom.” 

“Of what?” Claire said. 
“Of our new reality. Chaos. Actions without reason.” 
He squinted, and crow’s feet appeared around his 

eyes, making him look older, worn out. “So we 
remained on the sidelines, content to observe. My 
people kept me informed on the drug flowing into our 
city, into our quarters, luring normal people to wade in, 
then carrying them in its current, somewhere… and I 
worried, but failed to act. What could I have done? I 
watched as the junkies started coalescing into 
communities; being easy to recognize an addict, they’d 
orbit one another, help each other out, always ready to 
provide a bit of the drug in exchange for raw materials 
and to make more, and more, and more of it.” 

“Their leaders—” 
“None. Nobody to teach them. Nobody to show them 

how. Just the substance. They learn, they adapt to the 
drug and we adapt to them. That is the whole story.” 

Vladimir Koronski’s words hung in the air of his 
office for a moment before Radan said, “But they 
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attacked you. Club Siv Delfin. We assumed they saw 
you as rivals, that they wanted to take over.” 

“They attacked us because we attacked first.” He 
sighed. “When I wised up to the fact that this new drug 
might turn into a big problem—you see, you and I might 
be on opposite sides, but we love the same city, neither 
of us wishes to see it brought down, into the grips of an 
addictive plague—I decided to take action. We tried to 
stop the supply of chemicals, dry out their sources, I 
thought only then this growing population of users 
would see daylight and resume their normal, boring, 
drugless lives. But no. They grew meaner. They figured 
out who was trying to keep the drug away from them. 
They barged into Siv Delfin, and killed. And that’s how 
it began.” 

“And how we were brought in.” 
“Indeed.” He looked into Claire’s eyes, a sharpness 

creeping into him. “You know, I found it truly amusing 
that they would commit murder just to forget death.” 

 
The Bug-eyed had kept a close eye on the junkies 

ever since. They’d seemed to grow more and more 
organized, paradoxically, the more they’d detached 
themselves from reality. 

“We wanted to see what their end-game was, figure 
out a way to get there first, to defeat them. We thought 
their gatherings on Mala Prespa—a different batch of 
junkies converging there each day to cook the drug, and 
consume it—were the apex. A miniature society, on the 
outskirts of town. Now,” he said, “we may never know.” 
He cast a brief admonishing look at Claire and Radan. 

“But they are self-organizing into something. They 
are working toward a goal.” 
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“The abolition of fear?” Claire offered. 
“Perhaps.” He touched the tips of his fingers. “Or the 

abolition of the rival society.” 

 
The ride back was silent, the two policemen upfront, 

hands folded on their laps while the car drove itself, 
Radan and Claire in the back seats, turned away from 
each other, watching the grimy city roll by. 

From the glistening ring road Vasilegrad was a 
seething core, burning around a tarry river which 
drained it of light, a vein pumping out bad blood. An 
oval of gold, beneath an indigo sky. 

Claire thought of Robin, running conversations in 
her head, from when they’d been Agents together in 
PalPoliz, the long-dismantled private police agency. 
He’d died, mere days before she’d found out she was 
pregnant, on a similar case, when a turbulent political 
climate and private interests run amok had led to a 
crime wave sweeping over the city, drowning many. 

And now, the drug and the junkies, and her collusion 
with the Bug-eyed. It was too much, her head ached and 
she touched it against the cold window. The road trilled 
on her forehead. 

Was it her turn now? Was it time for the city to 
swallow her, as it had him, and their daughter, and all 
those others caught in this swirl of modernity and… 
new reality, clash of societies, action without reason? 
She mulled over the thought, felt herself plunging into 
that strangely comforting daydream where she took 
herself to them, mouthing, I’ll be over in a moment, tell 
her Mommy’s coming will you? 

The car swerved right, out of the ring road, into the 
fiery belly of the city. 
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My heartbeat pounds in my ears; echoed by the two 

headstones before me it grows stronger, louder with 
each pulse, gripping my neck and reverberating between 
my body and the stones until the pressure turns into a 
wave of memory washing over me, and the grip and the 
tension release me and I’m sobbing. 

They used to breathe, used to talk, to move and 
dance and cook omelet with olive oil and jog in the park 
by the yellow river and wail and love and speak first 
words and hug. 

I bite my lip. Tears stream down my face. 

 
It took them three weeks to realize they’d hit a 

wall—painstaking days of collecting information, 
whispers from around the city relayed to the keen ears 
of the Bug-eyed, fed into VGPD computers, seeking 
patterns in the chaos, juxtaposing hearsay with hard 
fact, extrapolating, prioritizing. 

Claire spoke to Koronski, privately and out of the 
office, on an encrypted line. 

“They adapted,” he said. “After your Mala Prespa 
stint they learned not to congregate. Their best defense 
is randomness. That’s why we see no apparent self-
organization.” 

“You don’t know that yet, our Workers are 
crunching numbers—” 

“Oh, to hell with your software.” 
She blushed; luckily, the call was audio-only. 
“My people on the ground say the junkies are lost,” 

he continued, “which means they’re lost. They’ve 
blended into the city’s populace and are hiding behind 
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crowds. One step ahead of us, always. Too flexible. A 
brittle structure.” 

He sighed. Claire paced around her apartment, eyes 
sweeping the parquet. 

“What we can be sure of,” she said after a while, “is 
that they’re cooking the drug someplace, they can’t go 
without.” 

“True.” 
“I’ve talked to my chemists, you know. To see if 

there’s a chance to pick up on the compound’s chemical 
signature, and look for it in the river, in the ponds, in the 
sewage pipes of entire neighborhoods if need be, and 
trace them. They say it might be possible. So I got them 
working on it. Even in this godforsaken hour 
somebody’s in a lab coat peering down a microscope 
trying to make this happen.” 

“Good to hear.” He didn’t sound convinced. 
“I’ll deploy people across the city in a few days, and 

we’ll get them.” 
He gave off a humorless chuckle. “You don’t 

understand. They’re too scattered. Too flexible for us. 
We’re rigid structures.” Claire winced at this lumping in 
of the city’s police force with the man’s gang. “We’re 
too rigid for them,” he said. 

 
Chemical test results trickled in, and she kept 

Koronski in the loop. His theory was proven as traces of 
the drug were found all over Vasilegrad’s quarters, no 
part of the city holding a bigger concentration of the 
drug than any other—an equally distributed, 
omnipresent affair, untraceable to a single source. 
Adding insult to injury, the combined amount of the 
chemical discovered was larger by three magnitudes 
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than what the police and the Bug-eyed had previously 
estimated. 

The city was saturated with Siv Delfin. Siv Delfin 
was an indelible part, an invisible latticework 
superimposed over the city, a new quarter manifesting 
itself in the actions of drug users, existing solely in a 
vicious cycle of fear and forgetting. 

 
New ideas were proposed: engineered airborne 

bacteria set loose in the city, gobbling up the drug and 
excreting harmless byproducts; a neuro-vaccine, dulling 
the brain receptors tickled by Siv Delfin, gradually 
administered to every citizen; a counter-drug, carefully 
deployed across the city, similar in taste and 
composition to Siv Delfin but deadly to its long-term 
users. 

 
Claire woke up before her alarm. She wolfed down 

her breakfast without tasting it, then got dressed and 
shot out of her apartment. The smell of bitumen and 
meat hit her nose as she stepped out onto the busy street: 
the burek joint ensconced between her building and the 
tall Vasilegradska Banka office had just opened, a line 
of eager customers snaking out onto the sidewalk. 

She tossed a few coins in the cardboard box of the 
homeless woman, “Morning, Velika.” 

“Good morning, Ms. Yuleva,” the woman said. 
“May God preserve your health, and may you have a 
very productive day at work.” 

She headed toward the subway station on Hnatt Ave. 
Palls of gas slithered out of manholes like genies 

uncoiling from lamps, dirty sighs of a city waking to 



Siv Delfin 

69 

life. Cars and buses sped by, weaving around trams and 
trolleys, their motion perfectly coordinated by the 
Workers steering them. 

Claire’s reflection followed her as she walked, 
sliding from one shop front to another, sepia, emerald 
green, or cobalt-blue, a human-shaped absence ghosting 
through the city’s mirror-image. She thought of her first 
dates with Robin, as she always did on her way to work, 
transporting herself to before his death, before their 
daughter and the disease which had carried her away. 
Music from those days played in her ears, a masochistic 
pour of fuel to her morning melancholy fire. She liked 
to relive those moments in her mind because she felt 
cozy, huddled with her loved ones inside a warm inner 
sanctum, carrying them, carrying her tragedies wherever 
she went, outside world be damned. Her whole past 
played out before her, the dates, the falling in love, the 
holding hands and long talks over lunch, the cases and 
the hard work and the techno clubs afterward, the death 
which shook her to her core, her daughter’s birth, and 
the short-lived respite from grief she’d provided, her 
first words, her disease, her departure, too. It was a test 
of sorts, to see how much she hurts, gauge her strength 
by inflicting sharp cuts on herself; and thus, inevitably, 
training to withstand, raising her threshold of pain by a 
notch day after day. 

She crossed the street. 
Out of a corner of her eye, a sparkle, a silver gleam 

from the busy crowd rushing toward the steps leading to 
the subway station, over a person’s face, and it took 
Claire a moment to realize her prostheses had spotted 
the differential, the diamond eyes of a junkie. She threw 
herself aside just as the person lunged forward with a 
weapon, and the person lost balance for a moment, time 
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enough for Claire to slip away from the crowd, and for 
the crowd to disperse in panic. 

The attacker recovered their bearing, looked around, 
and their hoodie slid back and Claire saw it was a 
woman—their eyes met and she launched herself at 
Claire again with animal ferocity but Claire had her gun 
drawn and yelled at Magda to desist but she ran on and 
Claire shot Magda in the head. 

“No,” Claire gasped. 
Life drained out of Magda’s body in spasms as she 

slumped to the ground. 
At the passers-by, “Stay back.” Claire’s prostheses 

flashed her ID to them. “Police,” she said. 
She’d shot her former informant in the left eye, a 

charred and bloodied hole, the diamond sheen gone, 
forever. She knelt beside the body. “You stupid junkie.” 
She shook her head. Softly, “Why didn’t you leave town 
when you had the chance?” The Workers embedded in 
her prostheses had already called for backup, little 
counters in a corner of her vision promising their arrival 
in approximately three minutes. She straightened up 
again, packed her gun away and looked around. Her 
own eyes flashed back at her from the ground—the 
weapon, the kitchen knife Magda had brandished lay 
just beside her, polished and unused. Claire rubbed her 
forehead. The adrenaline was subsiding, she was 
starting to feel sick. Too early in the day for murder. On 
the other side of the body another, different kind of glint 
caught her eye. She stepped over, bent down to look at 
the vial. It must’ve slipped out of Magda’s pockets 
falling down. 

She stared at the grimy vial, half-full with russet 
powder. Crouched over, she felt giddy, stomach twisting 
into knots as mind raced and she just realized that soft 
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music still played from her prostheses and she thought 
about him and her and how good it would feel to forget 
where they truly were and to be free and unburdened 
even for a moment— 

Timers counted down to zero. Sirens wobbled, 
VGPD vehicles parked on the sidewalk. Pedestrians 
turned to gape at the body, and hurried on with their 
busy day. 

Claire went to talk to her colleagues. She cut the 
music off. In the pocket of her windbreaker, she 
clutched the Siv Delfin. 

 
Two Junior Sergeants whose names escaped her 

stepped out of the first car. They looked at Claire and 
Magda in turn, colors passing over their eyeballs as their 
prostheses processed the scene. The female Sergeant 
approached her. 

“Everything all right here, Chief?” 
Claire nodded. “Yes.” She spread her arms, showing 

them her torso. “Unharmed.” 
The Sergeants from the second car were getting out 

now, gripping their guns, but Claire waved them off and 
they replaced the guns in their holsters. One of them 
told Claire, “We better take you to the station, Chief. 
Jana and Mirko will secure the scene while the coroner 
arrives.” 

“Is Inspector Radan already there? Was he notified?” 
The two Sergeants glanced at their younger 

colleagues, and the Junior Sergeants stepped slightly 
aside, busied themselves with scanning the body and the 
scene from every angle. 
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“We better take you to the station,” repeated her 
colleague. “Now.” His face had closed up, blank, 
unreadable. 

“What’s happened?” Claire said, a sense of dread 
coming over her. 

“Let’s get inside the vehi—” 
“What the fuck’s happened, Sergeant?” 
He looked at his shoes. Sighed. “A coordinated 

attack, Chief.” He looked up at her as if apologizing. 
“You weren’t the only target this morning.” 

“No.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“No.” 
He placed a hand on her shoulder. “We better go.” 
Claire’s legs buckled but she remained standing. The 

whole scene—the buildings, the gaping subway 
entrance, the body and the cars and the street and the 
passers-by—warped around her. She breathed out a 
syllable, “Who?” 

The second Sergeant said in a strained voice, “Many, 
Chief. Too many.” 

 
She couldn’t bear to watch the murders; the videos 

extracted from the victims’ prostheses were tucked in a 
shared folder someplace, but she didn’t want to look for 
them. 

Almost all assassination attempts had been 
successful. Hers, and Nenad Kanić’s, the only 
exceptions. They’d killed Radan, in his building’s 
elevator. He’d been too slow for the attacker, his body 
too weak to withstand another stabbing. They’d killed 
Tomi Aleksov, Viktor Petreski, Vasil Vasilev, Zlata 
Gelevska, Yordan Tsvetkov… 



Siv Delfin 

73 

All butchered with knives, cleavers, scissors, 
strangled with garrotes. Half the city’s senior police 
force eliminated, without a single shot fired at them. 

 
 “They won.” 
“Nobody’s won.” 
“Today I got to bury half of my closest friends. They 

won.” 
“I’m sorry for your loss, but you can’t give up on 

this. Give up on the city.” 
“Fuck this city.” 
“You don’t mean that.” 
Silence. “I don’t know. I think I do.” 
“We will break them.” 
“The Mayor’s bringing other people in. This won’t 

be a VGPD affair for much longer. I won’t be able to 
cooperate with you anymore.” 

“Convince her.” 
“That would mean telling her we’ve been working 

together so far.” 
“So? Your career is pretty much over anyhow. With 

this tragedy, they’ll push you to the sideline, retire you 
early.” 

“Maybe.” 
“That is what’s going to happen and you know it.” 
Again, heavy silence. “And what if we just let them? 

Huh?” 
“Let who?” 
“What if we accept their existence and get on with 

our lives?” 
“This is the grief talking.” 
“I’m serious. Why are we fighting them? What’s so 

wrong with what they do to themselves? Everybody 
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wants to forget the ultimate truth that everybody dies 
and that nothing holds any inherent meaning. We just go 
about it in different ways. We dive into fantasy worlds, 
we drink, we obsess over unsolvable cases, we go to 
comedy clubs, we do math. We invent a reason to wake 
up every morning.” 

“You’re being pathetic.” 
“Am I?” 
“Yes.” 
“Maybe you’re the pathetic one—pretending to care 

about this city when all you do is desperately try to cling 
to power. Without the fear of death, how would your 
gang of green-eyed assholes hold people tight by their 
balls?” 

“Nonsense.” 
“We’re fighting to preserve our way of life, they’re 

fighting to preserve theirs. They never would’ve started 
killing if you hadn’t provoked them. You know what? 
Fuck you and your manipulating. I’m ending this war. 
Enough is enough is enough. We should let people 
choose—we’re all adults, aren’t we? Let them decide 
whether they want the drug or not. Let people choose 
which society they want to belong to.” 

“Look, I get that you’re bereaved and heart-broken 
but—” 

“Don’t you dare.” 
Sighing, then, “Let’s talk again in a few days. When 

your mind clears.” 
“We won’t. I’m confessing to the Mayor and we’re 

stopping this now. If you attack the users of the drug 
again you’ll be considered responsible for any civilian 
deaths that ensue.” 

“Call me in a couple of days.” 
“So long.” 
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Call disconnected. 

 
I gaze into the slabs of gray stone—sleek dolphins 

surfacing from an ocean of green, frozen in an eternal 
gasp for air—into the familiar names, and lay down the 
flowers. I don’t know why I do this. Muscle memory, 
perhaps. But I do. I must. 

The name of a father, next to his daughter, one he’d 
never gotten to meet. 

I take a deep breath, and turn around. 
I walk downslope, passing rows of stones, pods of 

dolphins, some bearing the names of my colleagues on 
their backs, and people shedding tears hunched over 
them, and I only think of them, especially my beautiful 
daughter, how good it would be to hear her laughter 
again, how long it’s been since I’ve heard her laughter, 
and I hurry because I have to leave, have to go, because 
this place destroys me and it takes me days or weeks to 
remake myself after each visit. 

But that is all right. That is what I do. What I have 
left. 

I thought about taking it, the powder, and the sweet 
release it would offer, and maybe if I had taken it I 
might have heard both of them laughing again. 

But I didn’t. Because I don’t want to see the world 
through diamond eyes, kaleidoscopic, made out of 
things which do not exist. 

I owe them that. 
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Rockie halted her clicking of the refresh button, the 
advertisement text cutting her free from the train tracks. 
Her cellphone’s touchscreen confounded her shaky 
fingers, but after three tries she pressed the right keys. 
Ten minutes later, grateful the landlord had asked as 
few questions as Rockie had posed, she refreshed the 
webpage. The text disappeared from the screen and her 
frantic packing resumed. 

She’d never heard of Enos, but that made her feel 
better about it. André’s release was in three days. They 
needed to be far, far away by then. It’d been four years 
since he’d slapped Rockie so hard her left eye had 
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swollen. Four years, but the promise she’d made that 
night seared her mind like it’d been yesterday. 

You can’t let him take me, Chelsea had pleaded, tears 
streaming, after André’s string of belligerent threats if 
Rockie called the police. When he’d left to nurse his ego 
at the nearest tavern, Rockie had pledged to her 
daughter that she never would. Twelve years earlier, 
André had shown up with infant Chelsea cradled under 
his arm, and Rockie had fallen in love straight away 
despite the sweet smell of cheap rum that laced his 
breath and his rant about an overdose and an ex-
girlfriend he’d never told his young, new wife about. 

The night Rockie made that promise to Chelsea, luck 
took the form of the police arresting André for his 
fourth drunk-driving offense. An early release for good 
behavior meant their luck had run out. 

 
Jonah Weatherton hadn’t wanted to leave his 

family’s manor in Greenwich Village. But President 
Polk’s conflict with the Mexicans had ended, so heading 
west to soothe his wife’s malaise was finally feasible. 
Patricia was the Spanish ambassador’s daughter, and 
making the Atlantic Passage had whetted her appetite 
for adventure. Even the beauty of the austere Grace 
Church that Mr. Renwick had just completed was not 
enough to lift her spirits, though Jonah could gaze upon 
its spires for hours. 

He would miss laughing with his father in the 
evenings, a gregarious public-solicitor who spent less 
time defending his penniless clients than he did talking 
about their reprehensible clothes and making bets with 
his mother on which eligible bachelor would court 
which freshly flowered lady each spring. But Jonah 
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would miss Patricia’s smile more than anything 
Manhattan could offer if they didn’t go. Her dramatic 
brow, blood-bay-colored hair worn always loose and 
wavy, and hips he could hold onto took Jonah’s breath 
away. So when he saw the advertisement for a wagon 
train to Utah in need of a businessman to run their 
finances, he cleaned out his inheritance. Jonah would do 
anything for Patricia. Anything at all. 

Two days before reaching the frontier town of Enos, 
leadership of the caravan passed to Jonah as the man of 
highest standing after that pallid bondsman from the 
District of Columbia collapsed from dehydration. The 
caravan would double the small town’s population. A 
dozen modest settlements lined the main road and three 
handfuls more hid among the canyons. Jonah planned to 
build a mercantile across from the town square he would 
design. It would have to be small, of course, to be 
appropriate for the frontier. But with Patricia at his side, 
smiling broadly as she’d done every day since they’d 
left, it would feel as grand as the Washington Military 
Parade Grounds. 

His friends back home would never believe it, but 
moving to Enos was the best decision Jonah had ever 
made. 

 
The rental house had the appearance of a giant, 

rotting jack o’ lantern before it caves in. Orange and 
green paint peeled from the siding, and an arched front 
door hung wide open. Wilted, dusky petals from 
browned shrubs whorled in the breeze. 

The house will do. Rockie parked the old Ford 
station wagon at the curb. The truck in the driveway was 
already half empty, the movers’ work ethic impressive. 



Good Genes 

79 

Or they just wanted to get back on the road to 
Silverton—the company’s owner had been reticent to 
take the job at all when Rockie’d called. She had to 
offer them an extra $300, the remains of her savings. 
But it was worth it not to make the same mistakes, not 
to give André the chance to weasel his way back into 
their lives. If only she’d had enough money to file for 
Chelsea’s adoption years ago. But she hadn’t, and a 
court wouldn’t take away a biological parent’s rights, 
not even a convict’s. 

Peter, her youngest child, flung the passenger door 
open. “EEEEEEEeeeeee!” He surprised a mover on the 
walkway with a nine-year-old’s whirlwind of pent-up 
energy. 

“Peter! Watch out!” 
The man slowed Peter down with a hand to the 

shoulder. 
“Did you unpack my room? Didja?” Rockie’s child 

hopped from one leg to the other, and the poor mover 
navigated around him to the truck. 

Sixteen-year-old Chelsea stretched her legs in the 
backseat. Drawing out a compact, she reapplied her lip 
gloss. One last purse and Chelsea shuffled out of the 
car, strutting up the walkway. 

They’re too old for you. Saying it out loud wasn’t 
worth the sneer Rockie’d get in response. And if 
Chelsea flirting with strangers was all Rockie had to put 
up with for forcing the last-minute move on her 
children, well, Rockie would deal. Chelsea’s eyes had 
hooded with a darkness Rockie’d hated when she’d told 
her about the transition, but at least her daughter 
understood the danger. 

Rockie greeted another two movers who came out of 
the house. “Is everything going okay?” 
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“Fine,” mumbled one with wiry black curls. “We’ll 
be out of your hair in a jiffy.” He kept moving boxes as 
he spoke. Rockie had never seen hourly employees 
work that fast before. 

“Would you guys like some water? I’m sure I can 
find the glasses,” she offered as the last box was taken 
inside. 

“No, thank you.” The mover stared down the block 
as he spoke, and Rockie followed his gaze. “We need to 
be going.” 

Some neighbors were out a few houses down, far 
enough away Rockie couldn’t make out any features 
other than pale complexions. They were huddled 
together on another dead lawn, probably curious about 
the moving activity. But not curious enough to come say 
hello. It was for the best; the lower the profile Rockie’s 
family kept in Enos, the better. 

The mover gaped like he’d gone blind from the glare 
off the neighbors’ skin. He opened his mouth, “I never 
believed—”, but apparently thought better of 
continuing. 

“All right, boys. Let’s get out of here,” the foreman 
called. He didn’t make eye contact. The last of the 
movers hurried out the front door, saying nothing as 
Rockie thanked them. 

“They’re in a hurry,” Chelsea said with sarcastic 
emphasis as they careened out of the driveway. 

“Yeah. They forgot to give me the bill.” Little 
blessings. Maybe it was a good omen they’d found 
somewhere they could start again. Be free. And with an 
extra grand more than Rockie’d expected. 

The breeze drifted by, carrying the scent of roadkill. 
A quick inspection assured Rockie no animals had taken 
their last breaths in the yard. Another gust came, leaving 
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only the ghost of the walkway’s faded wood chips 
behind. 

The neighbors had gone inside. Rockie shook her 
head and followed suit. 

 
Mayor Jonah felt mighty proud of reaching their 

second spring in Enos. Oh, he still yearned for the 
complexity of two-cusped cathedral arches and the 
simplicity of his mother’s societal maledictions, but 
life—and leadership—was rewarding. He had appointed 
James Rangel as sheriff, a man whose sharp talk and 
sharper shooting Jonah admired. The two often gathered 
on Jonah’s porch. One evening, two draws short of 
finishing an exquisite Madura the traders had brought 
through, the Baker family rode up. 

Their eldest child, Willie Jr., hopped off the squeaky 
carriage crammed with his siblings and parents. He 
choked on kicked-up dust as he spoke. “Mr. Mayor, you 
have to help us. Little Joanie’s taken ill, and we don’t 
know what to do.” 

Will Sr. cradled the youngest Baker as his wife 
strapped the horse’s reins to the hitching post. The 
infant’s face was flush with fever, nostrils plugged up 
with flakes of phlegm. She grimaced in her swaddling 
clothes with each tiny cough. 

“Did you go see Doc?” 
Will Sr. went still. “We tried, Mayor, but he was—” 
“—dead.” Mrs. Baker spoke plainly while grasping 

two children by the arm to keep them from running off. 
“He’d been dead at least half a day. Cold when I 
touched him, and smelly. Long streams of dried snot 
covered his mouth, just like Joannie’s. This ain’t no 
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normal flu, Mayor. He couldn’t have been alone for 
long, not the doctor.” 

No, he couldn’t have. Jonah had visited him 
yesterday after receiving his request for more help 
tending the villagers. The man had appeared a little 
green, but he’d had no cough. This influenza presented 
as nausea for a day or two, coughing for a few more, 
then the fever took over. Four deaths they’d had… well, 
now, make that five. And for the doctor’s health to fail 
so fast? 

“Come in, come in.” Jonah had forgotten his 
manners. “I’ll send a rider to Uriah to fetch another 
doctor. It’ll be safer than your kin going.” 

Mrs. Baker shooed her brood inside. As they 
swarmed in on Patricia in the parlor, Jonah explained 
the situation. She took Little Joanie straightaway into 
her arms. 

“Jonah’s always ranting on about my warm blood. 
Maybe it’ll do her some good.” 

A trace of Patricia’s accent lingered, making the 
locals’ brash talk sound lyrical from her lips. She 
winked at him. They would have their own children 
soon, once he talked her into it. He conjured up an 
image of Patricia rocking a boy with Jonah’s untamable 
curls and her molasses eyes. The fantasy was so real, 
Jonah reached out to touch his child. 

Little Joannie kept her eyes closed through her next 
bout of coughing. 

 
Rockie swiped her time card, ending her eighth shift 

at the Goshen County hospital. She shoved her scrubs 
into her tote bag and opened her umbrella. It had been 
raining—hard—since the day after they’d moved. 
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Rockie was grateful for it, and not just because it 
washed away whatever had made that wretched smell. 
Other applicants for her position had stayed away, 
though the orthopedics ward was so desperate for help, 
she wondered if that made a difference. Specialized care 
was hard to find in these old prairie towns, but Enos 
seemed to have an especially high demand for it. Rural 
life was unforgiving on joints and limbs, she guessed. 

Ten minutes later, she parked the station wagon at 
home and went to stick her key in the lock. The door 
cracked open at her touch, and her breath caught in her 
throat. What if André had… ? No, we’re safe. We’re 
safe, she repeated to calm herself, though her pulse kept 
racing. The heavy door had merely shifted along with 
the house. An absent-minded fourth-grader could have 
forgotten to shut it tight. But an absent-minded teenager 
shouldn’t have. And that worried Rockie more. 

“Chelsea? Peter?” 
“In here, Mom.” 
Rockie’s hand dropped to her stomach and she let 

herself breath again. She almost stopped when she saw 
the line of smoke streaking out of the kitchen. It 
dissipated fast, the evidence of an oven needing a good 
cleaning. 

She sighed with relief as she stepped into the 
kitchen, her eyes falling on Peter. He leaned over a 
steaming cookie sheet, stringy cheese dangling from his 
chin. “You shouldn’t be using the oven unsupervised, 
you know.” Then she sighed again in disappointment 
when she registered yet another frozen pizza for dinner. 
Everything they’d eaten lately came from the bodega 
down the block. I’ll find a proper farmer’s market 
soon. The town square a few blocks from their rental 
might host one. She’d ask a patient tomorrow. Her 
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coworkers wouldn’t know; most of them lived in nearby 
Uriah. 

Rockie grimaced through residual smoke as she 
forced the kitchen window open. Then she ruffled 
Peter’s hair, which he hated. 

“Where’s your sister?” 
It was nearly seven and the high school let out at 

three. Chelsea should be there. We’re safe. He won’t 
find us here. Maybe if Rockie thought it enough times, 
she’d believe it. 

“I dunno.” Peter blew on another bite. “She said she 
had to study.” 

“Study, huh?” Rockie didn’t like that answer. Peter 
was a responsible kid, but he was still a kid. Chelsea 
knew better than to make plans that left him home 
alone, especially now. “You left the door open. You 
need to make sure you close and lock it when you come 
in.” 

“Sorry,” he said around a mouthful of pizza. 
The door slammed, and Chelsea sauntered in 

wearing a too-short skirt and a faraway smile. Her tight 
ponytail of dark brown hair made her equally dark eyes 
intensify, and the vibrant yellow of her peasant blouse 
popped against her skin. Rockie, freckled and always a 
little burnt, envied her daughter’s coloring. 

“Pizza?” Chelsea’s voice sounded spacey as she 
walked to the counter. “Groovy.” 

Groovy? Were the 70s back in style? Rockie grabbed 
her own slice.  

“Where have you been?” The warm tomato sauce 
smelled divine after a day spent in the podiatry wing. 
The patients’ feet, young and old, had been riddled with 
brittle skin. She’d never seen so many prescriptions for 
urea cream fly by. 
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“I was out, okay?” All signs of peace, love, and 
understanding fell away as Chelsea sneered. “Studying. 
Didn’t you tell her, Petey?” 

Maybe Chelsea hadn’t handled the move as well as 
she’d thought. 

“I’m out of here.” Peter padded into the living room 
with a third slice. “Steven Universe is on.” 

Rockie suppressed the urge to remind him to get a 
plate—the only ones they’d unpacked were waiting in 
the dishwasher for a full load. Once he was out of 
earshot, she dug in her heels. 

“You know you can’t leave him home alone.” 
“Whatever.” Chelsea rolled her eyes. “He’s almost 

ten. I was home by myself all the time when I was 
nine.” 

“That’s not true.” 
“Yeah, it is. Geez, Mom, did you, like, lose some 

brain cells at work today?” 
Things were rough sometimes, sure, but Rockie was 

certain she had not let Chelsea stay home alone at that 
age. At eleven, maybe, but not at nine. And only as long 
as she knew André was out on a job. He hadn’t used his 
fists then, but he’d always been an unpredictable drunk. 
If only she’d known that before getting married. She’d 
been so naïve, so easily swept off her feet. 

“Besides, I was studying at the library. Studying. 
You know, a good thing to do.” 

Rockie didn’t have the energy for this fight after 
three 12-hour shifts and the fear of that opened door. 
“Well, next time take him with you.” She folded up 
another slice and tried parental communication again 
after the rush of grease, tomato, and spice subsided. 
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“Were you studying with a boy?” Rockie’s tone 
teased, hoping to goad Chelsea back into the happier 
mood she’d been in. 

Chelsea placed her cell phone on the counter. “Ugh. I 
am not talking about this with you.” 

Bingo. “Oh, come on! You always tell me about your 
crushes. Remember when you thought Malcolm in the 
Middle was dreamy?” The phone’s bright screen faded 
to black, but not before Rockie read the numbers of the 
last call dialed. 555-301-0010. A Silverton number. 

“Mom!” Chelsea made the word last three syllables 
and finished it off with a huff. 

Chelsea wouldn’t call her dad. No way. Rockie 
fought down her anxiety. “Fine. Don’t tell me. I won’t 
tell you about the surgeon I met either.” 

Chelsea’s eyes lit up like she’d seen a cheesecake. 
“What surgeon?” 
“Oh, no one.” Rockie finished her slice. “Just the 

sexiest man I’ve ever seen.” 
“Mom! You have to ask him out.” 
“Only if you tell me about this boy.” The number 

had to belong to a friend of Chelsea’s. Rockie hadn’t 
thought to have her break off all contact after the move. 
Should she have? 

“Okay, lame-o.” Chelsea’s eyes sparkled as she 
launched into the description. “His name is Carl, and he 
has the best hair. He mousses it so it goes in all different 
directions, which is so cool, and his dimples are 
amazing.” 

I’m just on edge. André didn’t know who Chelsea’s 
friends were. But if he went to her school… 

“He told me he thinks I’d be perfect for some 
pageant thing the town’s putting on, which is the cutest 
pick-up line ever, right?” Sudden panic made Chelsea 
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frown. “Or do you think he said that to make fun of the 
new kid? Oh my god, what if he was joking? What if 
it’s, like, pigs being judged?” 

Rockie couldn’t help but laugh. “Honestly, he sounds 
like a keeper. Invite him over sometime.” 

“Really?” 
“Really.” 
Chelsea was extra cute when she squealed. Making it 

stop was heartbreaking, but Rockie knew she had to 
when the phone screen ignited again. 

“Have you been calling your friends back home?” 
She huffed. “I know not to tell them where we are, 

okay?” 
“That’s good. Really good. But you have to be 

careful not to let something slip. I’m not sure if—” 
“You can’t take them away too, Mom. It’s not fair.” 
She knew her daughter didn’t mean the words to cut 

that sharply, but they did. “I’m protecting you. Like I 
promised.” 

“I know.” Chelsea’s eyes welled up. “I’ll be careful.” 
Rockie wanted to take Chelsea by the shoulders, to 

impress into her skin how impossible careful was in 
their circumstances. But she could only bring herself to 
kiss the part in her hair. 

“Okay.” 

 
Jonah never did send that rider. The influenza spread 

too fast; Patricia was coughing within an hour. The 
rapid illness barely left breath for gasps, much less 
goodbyes. He watched Patricia shudder through her last 
one through tear-heavy lashes as he kissed her warm 
forehead. Her grip loosened and Jonah released her 
hand. It rolled to stillness against her hip. Little Joannie 
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had been dead half a day by then, and Will Sr. and the 
second-eldest Baker child gave up their fights within the 
hour. 

Air. Jonah needed fresher air. Everything went hazy. 
He feared that’s all life ever would be, a haze of could-
have-beens. One step onto his porch and he realized he 
wouldn’t find refreshment there. Wails sounded all 
around as though Death had ridden in on his pale horse. 
The street swarmed with townspeople huddled in 
wagons or on blankets spread over the dusty ground. 
They had come overnight in groups, no doubt spreading 
the infection ever faster. 

A realization cut through Jonah’s fog of grief—he 
hadn’t fallen ill. In a crowd that size, he couldn’t be the 
only one. 

“Listen,” he cried, his voice raspy from pleading 
with God to spare Patricia. He banged his knuckles 
against the porch’s support posts. “Listen!” 

Hundreds of eyes red with grief or glossy with fever 
looked up. 

“I’m riding to the next town. It’s my responsibility, 
now that Patricia’s… well, there’s nothing I can do for 
Patricia.” He’d thought his eyes spent of tears, but new 
ones sprang up. It was his duty to do what he could for 
these people. He was healthy, and they had entrusted 
him with their safekeeping. Jonah Weatherton might 
hold himself a little too high sometimes, but he would 
always do his duty. “I—I haven’t fallen ill. If anyone 
else feels well, we should ride together. We must 
convince the people of Uriah of our great need here.” 

Reverend Calwood’s hand shot up. “The Lord has 
spared me thus far.” 

“Me too,” spoke Mrs. Baker. Jonah swung around to 
face her. “Will Jr. can see to his siblings, the ones he has 
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left. I haven’t been no good for them, but I can ride 
fast.” She kissed her eldest son’s scrappy brown hair. 
He straightened up proudly, his sister Estrid balanced on 
his hip. 

Eleven hands rose in all, and the volunteers 
assembled. Jonah didn’t watch the goodbyes, busying 
himself with securing saddles instead. He knew the sick 
ones wouldn’t live to see their return. Patricia’s image 
floated back to him like the fringe of a scarf tickling his 
skin, but he knew better than to grasp it and let her 
haunt him. She was dead now. He had to stop this evil 
from taking all of Enos. 

 
Spinach gnocchi bobbed in the boiling water like 

kelp bulbs in the ocean. Rockie prayed they’d be soft 
and fluffy for once. It was her mother’s recipe and the 
kids’ favorite, but no matter how hard she tried, she 
never got it right. Gary, the hot surgeon, would arrive 
soon, and she was determined to have dinner ready by 
then. Carl was coming, too, making it practically a 
mother/daughter date night. The normalcy of it amazed 
her. Two weeks, and no sign of André. 

The default cellphone tone sounded. Rockie’s 
wooden spoon clattered to the stove. Nobody but work 
and her children had that number, and she’d 
personalized their ringtones. 

“Crap.” The spoon’s tip caught fire, and she tossed it 
into the pot of water. The phone kept ringing as she 
fished the spoon back out again. Maybe I forgot to 
change it for work? She couldn’t afford to lose this job. 

“Hello?” 
“Rockie, I am very sorry, but there’s an emergency 

surgery I’m needed for tonight.” 
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Gary, it was Gary. “How did you get my number?” 
“Oh, sorry. I wrestled it from Debbie in HR. Told her 

I needed it at risk of life or death. Just didn’t tell her it 
was romantic life or death.” 

Rockie made a note to convince this Debbie her 
personal information could never, ever be released. 

“This poor patient has four fingers needing 
reattachment. There’s such little bruising for that bad a 
slice, fascinating really—” 

Typical. Gary sounded breathless, but Rockie was 
used to cancellations when it came time to meet the 
kids. 

“—and I can’t make it tonight. We’ll have to try 
again. Maybe you all can come to my place in Uriah?” 

He could be telling the truth. An emergency 
replantation on a Friday night in Enos wasn’t that far-
fetched. “It’s fine. See you tomorrow?” 

“I’ll have your vanilla latte waiting.” 
She took out her disappointment on the simmering 

marinara, giving it an extra fast stir. The kids returned 
from a library trip as she drained the dumplings. 

“Hi, Mom,” they chimed in unison. Chelsea tugged 
Peter away from the stovetop by the straps of his ratty 
green backpack. 

“Perfect timing. Dinner will be ready in ten.” 
“I’ve got the place settings.” Peter headed out to the 

dining room. Chelsea, however, rested her head on the 
counter and played with the salt and pepper shakers. 

“You know you only fidget when you’re nervous, 
right?” Rockie’s teasing laugh elicited a blush from her 
lovesick daughter. “Sorry to disappoint, but Gary had to 
cancel.” 

“What?! You better reschedule with him.” 
“I better, huh?” 
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“Yes. You know I have to approve of your 
boyfriends.” Chelsea plopped a cooling gnocchi in her 
mouth. 

“Oh, do you?” 
A knock sounded at the door. 
“That’s him!” Chelsea wrestled her creeping shirt 

down over a cute flared skirt. 
Carl knocked again. 
“You look great, I promise.” Rockie took the pot off 

the heat and stirred in some parsley. 
“Coming!” Chelsea yelled down the hallway. She 

stopped, one hand on the corner wall. “And Mom?” 
“Yeah?” 
“The gnocchi’s fantastic.” 
Rockie smiled as she flipped the garlic bread. 

 
Carl wiped his mouth. “Dinner was delicious, Mrs. 

Dorsey.” He was shorter than she’d expected, but 
Rockie gave up understanding Chelsea’s tastes after her 
emo phase. Carl was fair, too, but nothing like their 
neighbors or some of the townspeople Rockie had seen 
in the hospital. Maybe the coloring was a shared trait 
among the locals, a genetic condition like that family 
with the blue skin in Kentucky that she’d learned about 
in nursing school. 

“Thank you, Carl. And you can call me Rockie.” 
He was polite. Polite was good. Chelsea shot a 

sneaky glance his way, and Rockie stifled her laughter. 
Carl hadn’t returned Chelsea’s furtive smiles, but any 
doubt as to where his interests lay faded when he spoke. 

“So, um, Rockie, I’ve been meaning to ask, have you 
made up your mind about letting Chelsea participate in 
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our heritage festival?” He took her daughter’s hand and 
squeezed it. Chelsea gaped. 

Rockie hid her amusement in a sip of water. “She 
told me something about that. It’s a pageant?” 

Carl chuckled. “Not quite. I mean, we don’t build 
floats or anything. There’s a carnival and stupid games 
for the kids to play—sack races, you know. But the 
ceremony’s the important part. And Chelsea taking part 
would be so exciting! We haven’t had new blood in—” 

“—town for a while?” Rockie took another sip, 
thinking of her neighbors’ lack of welcome. “I could 
tell.” 

Carl rolled his napkin between his fingers, obviously 
perplexed. “Oh! You think we’ve been impolite.” He 
blushed. “I’m sorry. We don’t mean to be; the Council 
thinks it’s wise not to introduce too many new people at 
once, or we would have asked you and Peter to 
participate, too.” 

Rockie laughed out loud at that. “Aren’t I a little old 
for that?” 

Carl’s brow arched. “Too old? Citizens are eligible 
for the honor until they’re sixty, unless they can’t 
physically fulfill it.” 

“Well, that sounds nice and inclusive.” Rockie patted 
his hand to reassure him. “But what would Chelsea be 
doing?” 

“She’ll be a volunteer, of course. Like the ones who 
saved our founders with the cure.” 

Peter wrinkled his nose. “Gross. You had a disease?” 
Carl nodded. “Yeah, Enos was almost wiped out in 

the 1800s, but the volunteers showed our founders how 
to survive it. We call that the First Service. Every few 
years, the founders select a new wave of volunteers at 
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the festival, and the Service ripples out from there, as it 
always has.” 

Volunteering would look wonderful on a college 
application, not to mention the civic engagement. Yet it 
sounded high-profile, which jangled Rockie’s nerves. 

“Is there a lot of local press coverage at the festival, 
Carl?” 

“Oh no.” Carl shook his head fervently. “We keep to 
ourselves, here. I think you’ve noticed?” The corners of 
his mouth turned up in a smirk. 

Rockie laughed again. “Sorry about that.” 
He looked relieved at having explained their tradition 

well enough. “I promise it’ll be a huge honor for 
Chelsea.” Carl turned toward the girl in question, his 
dimples reappearing. “She’ll be perfect. I know it.” 

Chelsea blushed while casting pleading eyes 
Rockie’s way. Clearly, Rockie had no choice in the 
matter. And as long as word didn’t spread beyond the 
town… 

“It sounds harmless enough.” 
Chelsea screamed and raced around the table to hug 

her neck. “Oh my god, thank you, thank you!” 
Peter groaned. “She’s already 

insufferable.” Insufferable was on his vocabulary list. 
Carl eased Peter’s apprehension. “It’s not like that, I 

promise. Volunteers are never a bother.” 
Rockie wished she could get that in writing. 

Especially after Carl left and Chelsea spent the rest of 
the night on the phone with her friend Andrea, 
describing every detail at a decibel not fit for human 
ears. Teenagers. 
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Mrs. Baker led their way out of town. She didn’t 
look back, and neither did the other riders. The only 
way back to Enos was forward, following the rising sun 
fifteen miles down the ridge to Uriah. They galloped 
off, handkerchiefs tied over their noses to keep out the 
dust from clomping hooves. 

By high noon the echo of their riding had thundered 
so long from canyon walls, Jonah didn’t realize all other 
sounds had dropped. Not until Mrs. Baker drew her 
horse to a stop so fast it reared. 

“What is it?” Jonah drew up close. Mrs. Baker had 
spent the last day tending her dying family and only 
now had she lost her color. He didn’t want to follow the 
line of her pointing finger, but he did. 

A group of Indians, equal to the volunteers in 
number, had gathered past the next bend. Jonah couldn’t 
make out whether they wore the Goshute’s beaded belts 
or the Shivwits’ sheepskin shoes. Noon-time shadows 
washed out their skin. 

“Hello, friends.” Jonah wasn’t afraid of Indians; he 
planned to open a mercantile, after all. He extended his 
hand, and the nearest one answered the gesture with a 
cocked head. 

The occasion called for forgoing polity, so Jonah 
tried again. “We’ve had a horrible sickness in our town. 
Please, we need aid. Do you have any healers—” 

“We are not using the native’s magicks, Mayor 
Weatherton.” Reverend Calwood’s face twisted into a 
sneer. “Our loved ones need the hand of the Almighty 
God, not the Devil.” He flung one arm toward the 
Indians— 

—who were no longer Indians at all. The volunteers 
gasped. A mix of Europeans stood before them, dressed 
in traditional garb. Jonah’s family had left such raiment 



Good Genes 

95 

behind two generations ago, but many of the settlers in 
Enos probably had similar clothing stored in their barns. 

Sheriff Rangel brandished his weapon. “Wh—who 
are you? What happened to the Indians?” 

“Do not be afraid.” A woman spoke, parting the 
crowd around her. “We take the form of those we 
encounter.” She wore a lace mantilla like Patricia had at 
their wedding. Though nowhere near as full, her voice 
had the same lilt, too. It was a comfort to hear it. “The 
sickness has quickened?” 

“H–how do you know?” Tanner Krueger, a German 
settler with blond hair and muscular limbs, spoke in 
halting English. He held a hunting knife out in front of 
him. 

Another stranger stepped forward, wearing leather 
breeches with straps that crisscrossed over his tan 
sweater. His speech mimicked Krueger’s. “Illness often 
falls here, der kumpel. We have learned to outlast it.” 

“Then you can help!” Mrs. Baker loosened her 
tongue but Jonah could not find his at the sight of 
these… these people. “What can we do to save our lost 
ones?” 

“We don’t want your saving.” The reverend was off 
his horse, knees planted on the ground. He kissed the 
cross at his neck, lips beginning a prayer. 

“Yes, we do.” Sheriff Rangel swung his long legs 
down. “We’ll never get to and back from Uriah in time, 
Rev. If these folks know any way to help my Oswald—” 

Gooseflesh raged over Jonah’s skin. The whole 
encounter was… was sacrilegious at the least, beyond 
the bounds of anything Jonah had seen. But so was the 
disease that had consumed the woman he loved faster 
than anything borne of nature. 
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The Spanish woman held Jonah’s eye with a slight 
smile as she answered Rangel’s question. “There is a 
way to help them. To spare them from everlasting 
death… if there are others like you in your town. We 
will teach them the way.” 

“Ye–yes. There are others.” The volunteers hadn’t 
been the only healthy ones left in that crowd. Just the 
ones willing to leave. 

The reverend continued his fervent prayer, but Jonah 
felt a flicker of hope. He had to ask. 

“And the ones we’ve already lost? You’ll help them, 
too?” 

 
In the lounge the next morning, Gary greeted Rockie 

with a peck to the cheek and her latte in hand. She made 
no attempt at small talk, unsure if he’d had a legitimate 
excuse for cancelling the night before. 

“Have you heard of the heritage festival in town this 
weekend?” she asked. If he wanted her, he’d have to 
work for it. And she was preoccupied, worried she’d 
said yes too fast to Chelsea’s participation. 

The flirt drained out of Gary’s eyes. He glanced 
toward the glass windows separating them from the 
waiting room. “The heritage festival, huh? I’ve never 
been to it.” He spun his coffee lid on the table. “That’s 
something the locals do, really. We daytimers leave 
them to it.” His tone of voice was nonchalant. “I don’t 
think you should bother. Your kids are probably too old 
for the games, anyway.” 

“There’s this kid at Chelsea’s school who wants her 
to be part of the ceremony. Asked my permission.” 

Gary’s hand slammed over hers with enough force to 
spill her latte. Far too fresh memories sprang up in 
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Rockie’s mind at the fleeting sting of pain. She pushed 
away from the table, trembling. 

“Don’t say yes.” Gary avoided her eyes, gave his 
attention to the waiting room instead. “You don’t want 
to let her do that.” 

Probably hopes an emergency leg break comes in to 
swoop him out of here. He hadn’t noticed Rockie’s 
unease, much less the mess on the table. 

“Why not?” Doing the opposite of what Gary 
suggested sounded more appealing all the time. 

The outside door to the ambulatory center swished 
open, and Gary’s face grayed. Rockie craned her neck 
around but only saw a few patients in line at 
registration. 

Gary nodded to himself then tossed his full cup in 
the trash. “Forget about it. I’ve got to go scrub in. See 
you at lunch?” 

There were no surgeries she knew of on the 
schedule. 

“Not today.” Not ever again, she knew, watching the 
pink outline of where his hand had struck hers fade 
away. 

 
The shock of Gary’s behavior galvanized her through 

the swing shift. Nearly two decades with André should 
have given her a sixth sense about men like him, but no, 
Rockie could find assholes in the middle of 
nowhere. Stupid, how could I be so stupid? It wasn’t 
until she’d reached for the doorknob at home that she 
registered the black ‘73 Dodge Challenger parked at the 
curb. She jerked her hand away as if it’d been burned, a 
bolt of fear locking her feet in place. A touch of her 
fingers sent the door creaking open. 
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No. Dear God, please no. 
Her hyperventilating breaths knew it was too late 

before she made it to the kitchen. André had an arm 
wrapped around Chelsea’s waist and wore a victorious 
smirk, a dog with its prey caught in its teeth. 

“Welcome home, darlin’. I’ve missed you so much.” 
Rockie shuddered but held herself together. She 

would not despair, not with Chelsea’s eyes wide and 
pleading and Peter shrunk against the water-stained 
wall. The memory of her daughter’s exultant voice on 
the phone last night answered the question of how, but 
Rockie knew the real reason. He would never leave 
them alone. Never. 

André’s arm dropped, and Chelsea rushed to 
Rockie’s side. She kissed her daughter’s hair and rubbed 
her fingers up and down her neck to calm her. “It’s 
okay. It’s okay.” She would make it okay. But for now, 
they needed to survive. 

“I can’t believe you’re raising my kids in this rat’s 
nest.” André shook his head at the crooked blinds, the 
cracked and yellowed overhead light. He was more 
muscled than before, but his hairline had receded fast. 

“One salary only covers so much.” Rockie needed to 
make use of his sobriety while she could. “It’s why we 
had to move out of Silverton. It’s a lot cheaper here.” 
Knowing what he wanted to hear was an old skill. 

André bit his lower lip. Then he shrugged, accepting 
her lies. “I’m sorry, you know. I would have helped if I 
could.” 

“Of course we know, don’t we kids?” She reached an 
arm out to Peter, who attached himself to her leg. “You 
were in prison. We understand that.” She gave each of 
her children a reassuring shoulder squeeze. “Now, how 
about some welcome home ice cream for your dad?” 
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“It’s okay to have ice cream?” Peter’s look of 
hopeful desperation cinched her chest. He had been five 
when André last went away. How could he fully 
understand that his father coming home was a bad 
thing? He shouldn’t have to. 

She nodded. Peter untangled himself from Rockie’s 
side to grab the bowls. 

“Chelsea, you’ll need to sleep in Peter’s room.” 
Rockie glanced at her eldest with a courageous 
visage. I’ll get us out of this. “Your dad and I are getting 
reacquainted tonight.” Some things were unavoidable. 

“You bet we are.” André’s words dripped with 
anticipation. He lifted Peter up to reach the bowls, 
making him giggle. Rockie was perversely grateful their 
son didn’t need to put on an act. 

Chelsea disappeared inside the master bedroom. A 
few minutes later, she re-emerged with an armload of 
her things. “Peter and I will watch TV, okay?” Her 
voice sounded younger, yet braver, than ever. She even 
rubbed her father’s arm before heading to the freezer. 
Playing possum came second nature to her, too. 

André’s adam’s apple bobbed. “Better turn it up real 
loud.” 

Rockie wondered how she’d ever found him 
attractive. 

“Listen to your sister, Peter.” She winked at her son, 
smile plastered in place. “And maybe she’ll let you have 
extra ice cream later.” 

Peter grinned. “I promise.” 
“Good, because we always keep our promises.” 

Rockie was determined to make that true. 
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“If their essences have not traveled far, we can save 
the ones you name. One for one, no more, no less.” 

 

 
Illustration © 2016, Pear Nuallak. 

 
Each word from the Spanish spirit was a balm to 

Jonah’s grieving heart. Maybe they weren’t evil. Maybe 
they were angels. The Oriental who had sold him cigars 
in Manhattan had believed a person’s soul could return 
to their body. Maybe he was right. 
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Jonah gripped his horse’s reins, needing to be 
grounded from the dizzying effect of hope. “What do 
we do?” 

The reverend sputtered. “You can’t be serious. You 
are conversing with demons. The Lord smites those who 
make deals with devils.” 

 “He smites us no matter what we do, Preacher.” 
Mrs. Baker had found her voice. “My husband never 
cursed a day in his life, and my Joannie? She weren’t 
old enough to do nothing that might displease the Lord. 
Maybe we ought to give these folks a listen.” She 
shoved her fists into her apron pockets and nudged her 
head toward the strangers. “Go on, now.” 

The Spanish woman smiled. “We have journeyed far, 
looking for people who have not fallen to the sickness. 
None among you have felt it? No fever? No harshness 
of the throat?” 

Spittle flew from the reverend’s mouth, his voice 
dark and portending. “Don’t you believe them, Mayor. 
The devil comes like a wolf in sheep’s clothing.” 

Sheriff Rangel jutted his chin at the pastor. “It makes 
sense, don’t it? That flu is no natural illness. So the cure 
ain’t natural either. It’s like Jesus healing the lepers.” 

“Don’t you dare compare our Lord to those—
those—” 

Jonah wasn’t listening anymore. What Rangel had 
said made sense, and he trusted Rangel’s instincts, or he 
would never have appointed him sheriff. “Maybe they 
are here to do God’s work, Reverend. If what they say is 
true, it feels like a miracle to me.” 

“And to me,” Mrs. Baker echoed. She addressed the 
strangers. “I’ve not had so much as a tickle in my chest. 

Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.” 
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Tanner Krueger’s knife clinked to the ground. “Me 
too. Whatever it is.” 

The reverend leapt up. “This is lunacy! Krueger, 
think of your soul!” 

“I am thinking of Freya’s, Rev.” The man’s face was 
grim, his features set. 

Others among the volunteers nodded, though some 
held back in fear. Jonah didn’t blame them, but to give 
Patricia a chance to come back? He would do anything. 

“Apologies, Reverend, but I must also agree.” 
“And I.” Sheriff Rangel drew himself up tall. He 

addressed the strangers. “Please, save my Oswald.” 
“And Sophie.” 
“Joannie and Abel and Will.” 
The Spanish woman tsked. “You must choose, 

mother. One for one. We will not linger long among the 
afflicted.” She paused, gentling her voice, “Your 
rescued ones may give others this service in time, after 
we depart.” 

Mrs. Baker, Lord bless her, thought only of her 
youngest. “Little Joannie, then.” Her eyes filled with 
tears. “She never had a chance at life at all.” 

Jonah was nearly moved enough to name another 
Baker. But his heart didn’t allow him a choice. “And 
Patricia. Please. Bring Patricia back to us.” Just 
speaking her name brought him peace. 

 
Two mornings later, Rockie went early with Peter to 

ride the Tilt-A-Whirl at the festival. After half a dozen 
turns, she welcomed the relative calm of the town 
square. The noise of the carnival had died down as the 
ceremonial hour approached and the townspeople made 
their way to the gathering place in a trickle. Clumps of 
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dry needles covered brittle pine cones hanging from a 
handful of trees. The great lawn was a patchwork of 
mud-filled trenches, struggling green grasses, and 
yellowed squares that had given up the fight. A faded 
wicker pavilion rose up at the park’s eastern edge, in 
front of a free-standing wall of cement—handball 
courts? Two banners strung across the stage declared 
“Heritage Festival” and “May Our Founders Live 
Forever.” 

André leaned against a tree near the stage, stripping 
bark from its trunk as he waited. 

Peter frowned. “Doesn’t that hurt the plants? Why’s 
Dad doing that?” 

Because he can. She prayed Peter wouldn’t hate her 
when they got their chance to run, but she’d rather that 
than have him witness what else his father could do. 
André didn’t know about the money she had stashed in 
her tampon box under the sink or the searching she’d 
done at work the last two days for jobs across the 
border. He might not even surface to report Chelsea as 
kidnapped for a week if they were lucky. They just had 
to be patient—the bar trips to Uriah were bound to 
happen soon enough. Enos was a dry town, and the 
plastic bottle of rum he’d brought was running low. 

He’d insisted on joining them to watch Chelsea in 
the ceremony, all smiles and family togetherness and 
making noise about meeting the neighbors. When 
Chelsea protested, he asked why his daughter didn’t 
want to be seen with him. She’d dropped it fast, and 
Rockie had blamed her outburst on teenage hormones. 

“Mom, what’s wrong?” Peter could read body 
language far too well. She lifted the lid on her 
simmering anger. Approaching André this way would 
undermine the peaceful exterior they’d cultivated. 
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“It’s just the smell, honey.” The moldering grasses 
provided a convenient excuse. Smile reaffixed, she 
ruffled Peter’s hair. He hit her hand away with a groan. 

Tap, tap, tap. A crackling sound system came to life 
as they reached André. Rockie gave him a perfunctory 
kiss. The alcohol scent rising from his skin was mild 
enough to be mistaken for aftershave. She sighed with 
relief. Buzzed, he was manageable. 

A dour man in a suit tested the microphone at the 
pavilion. Rockie covered Peter’s ears before the 
inevitable screeching of the amplifier signal. 

“Sorry, sorry.” The man wiped his head. The lawn 
was packed with more people than Rockie had known 
lived in Enos. 

“I want to thank you for coming out today for our 
annual celebration. Dottie Jameson did an excellent job 
organizing the vendors for the fair, and I think she 
deserves a nice round of applause. Dottie, would you 
show yourself?” 

An older woman with a creamy yellow tint to her 
white curls waved to the crowd. 

“And now I’ll introduce this festival’s volunteers.” 
Well, he cut to the chase. The reaction to the 

announcement was a respectful silence, and the 
announcer made his way through the list of names. First 
came an older man named James. One by one, the other 
volunteers shuffled in, a progressive mix of genders and 
ages, as Carl had said. 

Peter grabbed her elbow. “Mom, why isn’t anyone 
cheering?” 

“Because they’re a bunch of zombified rednecks,” 
André whispered. “Someone ought to teach them how to 
cook meth. Make it more interesting.” 

“What’s meth?” 
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Rockie shushed them as Chelsea took the stage. She 
was breathtaking, wearing a wreath of ribbons like a 
May Day crown. When Rockie caught her eye, she 
jumped up and down as though younger than Peter. 
Rockie nudged him to wave at her. 

“We would like to thank Carl Rivers for finding 
Chelsea.” The announcer’s monotone broke with a hint 
of enthusiasm. “It’s been a long time since we’ve added 
diversity to our community, and I know our founders 
are thrilled. It’s essential, if we want to thrive.” 

“Diversity,” André scoffed. “You’d think they’d 
never seen a brown person before.” 

Rockie raised two fingers to her lips before the 
announcer spoke again. 

“Carl, would you come take a bow?” 
The young man scrambled onto the stage and hugged 

Chelsea tight. Whatever he whispered in her ear made 
her blush. 

The announcer wrung his hands. “We should start. 
Let’s begin with James, please,” the older man, first in 
the line, exited off the stage and behind the wall, “and 
the rest of you can line up behind—” 

There was a yell, and the sounds of a scuffle. Rockie 
gripped Peter’s arm. 

“Excuse me, but we’ll take a little break while we get 
this sorted out.” 

The announcer disappeared behind the wall too. The 
crowd murmured, and a few people rushed to the stage 
to greet their loved ones. No one acted worried, but 
something in Rockie’s gut made her wave Chelsea over. 

“What is it? I’m kind of busy.” 
“What’s going on back there?” 
Chelsea rolled her eyes. “It’s nothing, all right? Carl 

said—” 
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André’s fingers coiled around Chelsea’s wrist. 
“Don’t you talk to your mother like that.” 

Her eyes widened. “I—I didn’t mean to, Dad. I’m 
sorry.” 

Maybe André was a little more than buzzed. That 
could become a bigger problem than whatever was 
going on backstage. “What did Carl say?” 

“That sometimes the participants get overwhelmed. 
Like stage fright. Because honoring the founders is so 
important to them, or something.” 

André leaned back against the tree, satisfied, but 
Rockie was not. “What else has Carl told you about this, 
huh?” 

Chelsea lifted her hands up. “Nothing, I swear.” 
A small reddish dot marked her right index finger. 

Rockie grabbed her hand. “What’s this?” 
“Just a pinprick. It got a little irritated after the 

school nurse ran the blood test yesterday.” 
Rockie’s voice rose. “What do you mean, a blood 

test?” That crossed so many different lines, she could 
scarce believe it. “Do you have any idea how illegal that 
is?” 

Downcast eyes answered that question well enough. 
“I know I should have checked with you, but Carl 
said—” 

“I don’t care what Carl said. What if you’d had an 
allergic reaction or needed—” 

“The nurse said it was totally fine. Just to make sure 
I wasn’t a carrier.” 

“Not a carrier? Chelsea, that doesn’t make me feel 
any better.” Rockie’s grasp on her temper grew more 
tenuous by the second. What did these people think they 
could do with her daughter? 
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“I don’t know, it kind of made sense as part of the 
tribute, I guess. Carl explained it—” 

“Of course, he did.” 
“Shut the hell up, both of you.” André pushed 

himself off the trunk. “Stop embarrassing me in front of 
these people.” He thrust the words out through gritted 
teeth. 

Rockie nodded hurriedly and avoided his eyes. She 
sensed, rather than saw, Chelsea sink in on herself. 

“Here’s what we’re going to do. Chelsea’s going to 
rejoin those backwater churls and be crowned whatever 
the hell they want her to be because we will not be the 
laughingstocks of this Podunk town. I’m taking the keys 
and going back to that craphole of a house to relax, and 
I expect you to tell me how impressed these idiots were 
with you later. Chelsea better come home wearing a vial 
of their happy tears.” 

Peter’s jaw dropped. Rockie’s heart tore a little more 
as the announcer’s voice rang out. 

“We’re ready. Can the volunteers please return to the 
stage?” 

André took off toward the car. He grunted, loudly, 
and Rockie tossed him the keys. She almost asked him 
to stay—what sort of people ran blood tests without 
parental permission? They were freakishly paranoid at 
the least. But André would get worse as his drunkenness 
set in; the station wagon’s familiar backfire brought 
more relief than worry. Maybe he’d hit a tree on the few 
blocks back home. 

 
The reverend seethed as each townsperson named 

their sick or deceased loved ones in turn. Then he 
slipped his left foot into his stirrup. “I did not ride out 
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here to condemn more people to their doom.” He swung 
onto his mount, launching into a gallop back the way 
they had come. “I will warn them. They will never let 
you return.” 

Jonah saw Sheriff Rangel draw his shotgun, could 
have tried to throw off his aim, but the promise of 
Patricia safe, well, alive stilled his hand. The reverend 
was blown from his horse a second before the shot 
resounded. The horse trampled him in its haste to get 
away. 

The volunteers screamed and gasped. But they didn’t 
run, not even when Rangel collapsed to the ground 
shaking with tears. Grief had brought them a darker 
kind of understanding. 

“I couldn’t let him… for Oswald… my little boy…” 
Mrs. Baker hugged him.  
“You did it for all of us, son.” 
Murder. They’d just committed murder. That proved 

the reverend’s fears right, didn’t it? They didn’t even 
know what was asked of them, and already someone 
had died. 

“We should bury him,” Jonah put forth. 
An inhuman hiss sounded as an invisible force threw 

him back against the canyon wall. Jonah struggled to 
catch his breath, his ribs aching, as the Spanish 
woman’s eyes narrowed to a slit. 

“A clean body must not be wasted.” 

 
Chelsea blinked away the tears on her lashes and 

walked back to the stage, but Rockie joined the crowd 
flowing toward the barrier. Behind it, a trio of burly 
men restrained a disheveled James. Behind them stood a 
fenced-in pen she hadn’t seen from her previous angle. 
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Expressionless faces, bathed in the same ghastly pallor 
as many of her patients, pressed against its wires. 
Probably a dozen people of different ages were inside, 
reaching their hands through the gaps. A little girl 
banged her plush giraffe against them over and over 
until, well, until her hand dropped off and the giraffe 
fell. Thick purplish blood oozed from the stump of her 
arm. 

Rockie recognized her daughter’s gasp. She met 
Chelsea’s eyes, begging her not to scream. The 
townspeople were unfazed by the ghastly sight—Rockie 
didn’t need to know anything else. 

Peter yanked at her arm. “Mom, what’s going on?” 
She ignored the question, lifting him to her shoulders. 
They edged toward the stage. James’s lips moved as 
though repeating a prayer as the men brought him closer 
to the cage. 

“Honey,” Rockie placed a hand on Chelsea’s ankle 
as she reached her, “we need to—” 

“Oh. My. God.” At her daughter’s terrified voice, 
Rockie glanced back. One of the people inside the cage, 
a man with a few handfuls of stringy hair on his head, 
had James by the arm. James tried to bolt, but the man’s 
skeletal fingers gripped him firmly, so firmly the skin 
around them turned white. 

It didn’t stop there. The whiteness spread up James’s 
arm, disappearing under his sleeves then creeping up his 
neck from under his collar. His face drained of color, a 
turned hourglass with no bottom well. His panicked, 
green eyes drew Rockie’s gaze above the heads of the 
crowd. Then they closed. A moment later, intense blue 
ones blinked open. James gave a Cheshire grin, then 
batted his lashes. 
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The older man inside the pen collapsed to the 
ground. 

The crowd broke out in applause. “Sophie! A new 
life for Sophie!” they chanted in scattered rounds, their 
attention on the body who had been James as 
he… she performed a series of twirls full of coquetry. 

“Follow me,” Rockie instructed Chelsea, keeping her 
voice low. 

For the first time since puberty, Chelsea obeyed 
without a word. The three of them took measured steps 
away from the town square and whatever had just 
happened, whatever would not happen to Chelsea, not 
as long as Rockie had a breath in her body. They 
reached the sidewalk before Carl’s voice called out from 
the stage. 

“What are you doing? Senora Patricia asked for you 
specifically, Chelsea. Don’t you want to be of Service? 
This is how the Founders keep us healthy!” His face 
was the picture of perplexity, one hand scratching at his 
temple. Sweet Carl, who Rockie had thought would 
make a lovely boyfriend for her little girl. Sweet Carl, 
who had been about to sacrifice her little girl for the… 
the… whatever those people were. 

They had no time to waste. Rockie put Peter back on 
the ground. 

“Run to the house. Run.” 

 
The German stranger moved toward the reverend’s 

body as Krueger helped Jonah back to his feet. Sweat 
beaded on Krueger’s brow. 

The stranger recoiled. 
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“You said you were pure!” His visage weakened, as 
though no more substantial than a geyser’s mist. One 
ethereal finger pointed at the moisture. 

Krueger paled. Desperation made his voice quick. “I 
swear it is no fever!” He coughed, clear and loud. “See? 
It is only worry, worry about my Freya.” 

Worry about what we’ve doomed ourselves to. “He’s 
not lying. I would pledge my life on it.” 

The Spanish woman gave a close-lipped smile. “You 
have already done that.” To the German spirit, she said, 

“Peace, Dagwan, the man is fine, as they all are. We 
would have sensed the vileness by now.” 

Dagwan’s countenance solidified with a differential 
nod, then he gestured toward Krueger. “This man is hale 
and strong now—the decay will not set in for many 
months. But what if they prove susceptible to the illness 
when we return to the town? Why should we risk such 
health to find the named ones clean hosts? What if it 
takes too long to seek them out?” 

“We will find them.” The Spanish woman sighed. 
“You are so young. I forget you have only transferred 
once. The sickness spreads right away or not at all. We 
will teach the named ones how to breed it out.” 

Transference? Decay? Jonah sunk back on his knees. 
Dagwan nodded and took Krueger by the wrist. In 

seconds, the spirit dissipated, but Krueger’s mouth 
turned into a wry grin he had not been capable of 
before. Jonah’s fellow volunteers screamed, realization 
dawning too late. He closed his eyes and listened as they 
tried to run. Their pounding footsteps sounded a few 
yards before falling still. 

Fingers latched around Jonah’s wrist, and his eyes 
popped open. Down the path, the reverend’s eternal 
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expression of condemnation stared back. A blinding 
pain lashed through Jonah’s head. 

As he always knew they would be, his last thoughts 
were of Patricia. But the image called to mind was not 
one of olive skin aglow with health and a squirming 
bundle in her arms. Rather, a malicious glee tainted her 
doppelganger’s otherworldly features. His nascent son 
would never have those eyes, but it was a mild comfort 
to think that someone in Enos might. Then Jonah 
thought no more. 

 
The first time he yelled, Carl sounded unsure, 

dumbfounded. But his voice grew louder and angrier at 
the second call. “They’re running away! Chelsea, 
Chelsea’s running!” 

It took a few seconds for the townspeople to react, 
but when Rockie heard their footsteps echo off the 
downtown buildings, she ran harder, making sure her 
children did not fall back. Her chest blazed, each breath 
an agony of wheezing by the time the house came into 
sight. They would have to barricade themselves inside 
and call for help, but who to call? Gary hadn’t bothered 
to warn her, not really. Rich bastard. No wonder the pay 
at Goshen was as high as its vacancies. She kicked the 
curb. 

“Mom!” Chelsea ran past her into the house. “Get 
in!” 

Peter’s chest heaved. Sweat covered his face. “Mom, 
they’re rounding the corner.” 

Carl was close, half a block away, the other flesh-
and-blood townspeople on his heels. She pushed Peter 
inside, bolting the door behind them. Outside was a 
danger she had no idea how to deal with. Inside was the 
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danger she had dealt with since barely a few years older 
than Chelsea. 

“Floor’s uneven in this dump you got.” André sat on 
the couch, nearing a stupor if the spilled remains of rum 
on the coffee table were any indication. “See how bad 
you are without me? Can’t rent a house that’s built 
straight.” 

There was no time to listen to André’s poison. 
Knocking hands resounded against the door. Focus. 

“Did you open any windows? The back door?” 
He slouched against the cushions. 
“André!” 
His head lolled up just like sleepy Peter’s always did. 
“What’s going on?” 
“Did you open any windows or doors?” The house’s 

rotting wooden panels wouldn’t hold them back for 
long, but locked frames would at least delay the mob. 

He shook his head, and her panic abated the tiniest 
amount. But how could she get them to safety? A whole 
town waited outside that door, a town that wanted to 
trade her daughter’s life for one of theirs. 

Carl’s calm voice carried through the wall as 
something metallic at the back of the house jiggled. Oh 
god. 

“Mrs. Dorsey, you have to let Chelsea back out.” 
“Mrs. Dorsey?” André scoffed, glowering. “What, 

my name isn’t good enough for you anymore?” 
“Not now, André.” Think. 
Carl spoke again. “We need her to begin the new 

wave. Senora Patricia won’t last in Volunteer Henry’s 
body much longer. It’s been three years.” 

“Tell Senora Patricia to take one of yours instead.” 
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“But she can’t, Mrs. Dorsey. Too many of us are 
carriers. Our genetic pool is too thin. I thought you 
understood?” 

Rockie had thought he was such a good kid. Chelsea 
half-sobbed, half-screamed when the back door 
squeaked in its frame. 

“Rockie, what’s going on?” André rose, one hand on 
his hip, cocksure again. “Is this supposed to scare me? 
You’ve got friends pulling a stunt to keep me away?” 
He covered her and Chelsea with his wide-shouldered 
lean. “Come on, you know I’m sorry. You know I’d 
never hurt you again. Call them off.” 

It came to her then, in his eyes that revealed a trace 
of the vulnerability that had made her weak once. She 
didn’t doubt he believed his lies, never had. But it 
wasn’t his sincerity that drew her close, made her caress 
him like the lover he thought she was. What drew her in 
was the glassy mahogany brown of his irises and the 
luminous specks within them that rivaled his pupils for 
darkness. Eyes so different from her and Peter’s 
aquamarine. Eyes so like Chelsea’s. 

Her lips lied. “I know, baby. I shouldn’t have told 
them you came home.” She kissed him full on the 
mouth, didn’t think about the taste or how he shoved his 
tongue to the back of her mouth. “I was thinking 
stupid.” 

With her right hand, she pushed Chelsea down and 
out from under his arms then deepened the kiss. Her left 
hand fumbled to unbolt the lock, but once it did, she 
twisted the knob open. Spinning fast, arms around 
André, she shoved him outside and slammed the door 
closed again. 
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“He’s her father,” she pleaded through the wall. “If 
Chelsea’s not a carrier, then neither is he. Take him 
instead. Please, please take him instead.” 

She wrenched her trembling children close for four 
beats of heart. 

André yelled from the other side. “Get your hands 
off me! Rockie! What’s happening?” 

He repeated the mantra over and over, his voice 
growing distant along with the townspeople’s fast-
retreating steps. Maybe they needed to “serve” their 
founders before too many body parts fell off. Peter’s 
breath came in gulps, Chelsea moaned, and Rockie 
dared to hope. 

“How many founders were there, Chelsea? What did 
Carl tell you?” 

“Eleven, I think.” The muffled words against 
Rockie’s shoulder sounded crisper than a winter’s 
breeze. “One for each volunteer that saved them.” 

“So—” 
“—he’s enough. Right now, he’s enough.” 
Tears of relief came to Rockie’s eyes, unbidden. 
“Pack a bag.” Carl had spoken of ripples, and she 

had no intention of being around to learn the recruitment 
process for those. 

 
Shouldn’t I feel worse? Rockie drove fast, one arm 

around a sleeping Peter and another on the steering 
wheel. Chelsea draped over her brother, had insisted on 
them cramming together in the front seat. Her drool 
trickled into his hair. Peter would complain when he 
found the crusted remains. Chelsea would deny it, try to 
pretend it was spider’s eggs or goblin’s breath. Or 
maybe she’d pass on those excuses this once. Rockie 
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didn’t care, didn’t care about anything but her kids safe 
in the car and the town limits sign reading “Enos. 
Population: 1,903” in the rearview mirror. 

 



 

 

How Far Does Night Have To 
Fall? 

F.J. Bergmann 
 

 
Illustration © 2016, Cécile Matthey. 

 

Night didn’t want to go anywhere. 

It would rather have stayed home, but they came  
to fetch it, barely allowing it time to pack. 

They gave its tall black house to someone else  
and burnt what it left behind. 
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It waited at the station for a conveyance  
that would take it over the edge. 

Dawn’s tall bright ship was coming in;  
morning left in a steam-powered carriage  
while afternoon’s hot-air balloon slowly filled;  
evening, in a white silk scarf and aviator glasses,  
watched a speck in the sky grow larger. 

But none of them would speak to the night.  
It sat slumped on a wrought-iron bench  
next to its traveling-trunk. 

The book it had brought for the journey  
was printed in silver ink on black paper,  
in a language the night did not understand  
very well. The ticket was printed in red ink  
on red paper, in a language that night  
did not understand at all. 

A distant whistle rose in pitch;  
a cloud of sparks flew up on the horizon.  
The silver rails diverged as they approached him,  
then narrowed in the opposite direction,  
toward the perilous edge of the world. 

Night wondered whether the train was  
running on time, whether anyone would meet it  
at its final destination, whether  
it would be welcomed. 

It thought the falling might be difficult  
to observe from a distance,  
might seem longer or shorter  
to those watching from the outside. 
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