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Editorial 

 
Djibril al-Ayad 

 

 
 
Reality can be hard to face, especially in a world as ugly 
and frightening as we’re living at the moment, so some 
good escapist fantasy would be welcome. But at the 
same time we need our storytellers, our dreamers, our 
fantasists and fabulists to keep us hoping, to keep us 
imagining better and striving for the world we want. 

Do we know what’s real or do we create a 
consensual reality to make communication possible? Do 
we “get real” rather than wishing for better, or do we 
“face reality” to fight for justice here and now? Does 
speculative fiction say more about our own time 
(“reality”) than any speculated future or idealized past? 
Is science fiction the “realistic,” scientific genre, while 
fantasy is magico-religious and escapist? 

The stories in this issue of TFF question reality or 
challenge realism, let us dream and feed our hope. They 
are stories that use the setting of spirituality and 
fanaticism to explore the acceptance of chronic pain and 
the importance of bodily agency and ownership; that 
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develop the survival-driven mores of a postapocalyptic 
culture, spliced with humanity, flexibility and kindness; 
that juxtapose realities, sanity, tragedy and ghosts in a 
dreamlike, queer fabulism; that twist a fairytale with the 
recognition that maybe not everyone wants that Happy 
Ever After we’re promised; that season an almost 
Lovecraftian rural weird with the all-too-realistic racism 
of the modern world; that show us a moon that we’ve 
never seen, challenging our own fabulist realities. The 
darkest horror doesn’t entirely sink our hope. The most 
oneiric escapism never drowns our connection to reality. 

We’re honoured to publish these six pieces of 
incredible fiction and verse from new friends Jason, 
Michelle, Selena, Subodhana, and old friends Sean and 
T.D., alongside superb illustrations from Christine, Eric, 
Jason (himself), Miguel, Katharine and Toeken. It’s 
great stuff, and if this is one of the most unreal issues 
we’ve run in a while, it’s by no means the least true… 

Djibril al-Ayad, June 2017 
 

Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
press.futurefire.net/2017/06/new-issue-201741.html 



	

 

Spindle Talk 
Sean R. Robinson 

 

 
Illustration © 2017, Toeken. 

 
It starts as Molly Smith’s party Friday night. 

My parents wouldn’t let me go, so I have to hear 
about the party on Monday during lunch from Hannah 
and Jill. Molly’s parents were out of town on a business 
trip—they’re entrepreneurs. 

Hannah picks at her salad with her fork, too busy 
talking to eat. “All of a sudden, Victoria is on the floor.” 

I gasp. Victoria isn’t one of our friends. She’s the 
girl who hung around on the edges of our clique. Her 
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parents weren’t cyber-distributers, she wasn’t on the 
soccer team and she didn’t have a boyfriend. But she got 
invited to things, because people felt bad for her. 

“What happened next?” I ask. 
Jill’s done with her lunch, got the nod from Hannah 

and starts recapping what I’d missed. 
“Everyone’s standing around, watching her. She was 

just… limp. Like she was a corpse or something. And 
no one can wake her up. We try to splash water on her 
face. Someone starts calling for someone to call the 
ambulance, and someone else starts asking if anyone has 
Narcan.” 

I am so pissed I missed the party. 
“But then,” Hannah says between bites of salad with 

too much dressing, “Molly’s calming everyone down, 
saying that this is how it’s supposed to be. She’s got a 
needle in her hand.” 

“A needle?” I ask. Why would voted-most-popular-
at-life have a needle? 

“Yeah,” Jill says. “The thing had to be six inches 
long. Molly told everyone that this was how it was 
done. A little jab and you’re out like a light.” 

“Was there something on it?” I ask. “Or in it, or 
whatever?” 

“No,” Jill replies. “That was the weird part. Victoria 
volunteered, thinking it would be a party game. But 
Molly told everyone that this was how it was done and 
then said that the guys at the party had to kiss Victoria.” 

“Kiss her?” 
“Yeah.” Hannah has finished her lunch. “There were 

a bunch who were freaked out. Half the soccer team was 
there and after a little pushing and a little smiling—that 
stupid smile Molly does when she wants to get her way 
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and every guy one earth falls for—they’re standing 
around Victoria like I don’t even know…” 

“An all-you-can-eat buffet,” Jill says. 
“Wow.” 
“Right,” Hannah says. “The rest of us just watch and 

all of a sudden, they’re kissing her one at a time. Garrett 
Mesner, Tom Ellis, Demitrius, Eddie. And just as I’m 
about to yell at them all—she sure as heck can’t consent 
when she’s passed out-—Zack Miller gets down on one 
knee, kisses her like it’s the last thing he wants to do…” 

“And then wham!” Jill says. 
“Wham?” 
“Wham!” they both say. “Happily Ever After.” 
“I don’t get it,” I say. But instead, my two best 

friends just roll their eyes, before pointing with their 
chins. In the corner of the cafeteria, away from the band 
geeks and the pretty girls and the soccer jocks, Zack 
Miller and Victoria at one of the tables. They sit knee-
to-knee, holding each other’s hands. So close that 
another half-inch they’d be kissing. Only, they aren’t 
kissing, they’re just staring into each other’s eyes. 

It is, officially, the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen. 
I take a drink of my chocolate milk while Jill and 

Hannah keep talking. 
“How awesome. True love. Just like that,” Hannah 

says. 
“One kiss,” Jill adds. She’s laughing and then 

looking around the room. “I wonder which one it would 
be for me?” 

I glance back to Victoria and Zack. 
“Don’t you want a true love’s kiss to wake you up?” 

Hannah asks me. 
“Of course,” I say. But my stomach knows I’m lying. 

I don’t want kisses or the way Zack was looking at 
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Victoria. There’s no fairy tale that ends without a prince 
kissing the princess. And I didn’t want a prince to kiss 
me. Or a princess. Or anyone. 

Molly Smith has two more parties that I can’t go to. 
Because of dance practice, because of my parents’ 
anniversary. Jill gets “Spindled” at the first. Spindled, as 
though it were a fairy tale. She gets woken up when 
Larry Donohue kisses her. Hannah goes next, and joins 
Tim Hollis at a lunch table, staring into his eyes. Tim 
Hollis, who Hannah used to say was more interested in 
his muscles than anything. 

With my friends gone, I lie to my parents about a 
study group and wind up at Molly Smith’s “Spindling” 
party. 

Her house is nicer than nice, and her parents are 
somewhere exotic, leaving the forty or fifty teenagers 
present to see what their hostess-with-the-mostest would 
do with her needle. 

I don’t, but I show up anyway, because my friends 
are gone. Because I don’t want to kiss boys or girls or 
anyone and I don’t think it makes me broken. Molly 
Smith finds me before I’ve been at the party more than a 
half-hour. She’s wearing pink sweat pants and a pink 
sweatshirt and she smiles at me with too many teeth 
before leading me to the den. 

They’ve set up a mattress, and the guys cluster 
around it. Like its some sort of altar. They’re rocking 
foot to foot, as if they’re nervous. I wonder what would 
happen if they volunteered instead of me. 

She’s got the needle in her hand and she’s smiling. 
I want to tell her that this is a bad idea. I want to ask 

what happens if it doesn’t work, if I don’t want it to 
work. If I just want to forget it was happening, and just 
be happy that I had friends. But that isn’t what gets to 
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happen. I want to tell them all that I didn’t think I 
have—or want—a true love. 

But Molly takes my hand in hers. 
“Just a little bit of pain,” she says as she sticks the 

needle into my finger. “Then a sweet kiss.” 
I am asleep before I hit the mattress. 
 



 

 

Burning the Sinners with 
Lamplight 

Michelle Denham 
 

 
Illustration © 2017, Eric Asaris. 

 
Lamplight is a city of gods and sinners. The only laws 
in Lamplight are the laws the strong choose to enforce. 
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The girl is thin, small and brittle. When the Seventh 
Dragon Knight Samson brings his foot down on her 
stomach there is a crack! in the air and a strangled cry. 

“Vermin you are,” the Seventh Dragon Knight says. 
Samson is a bulbous man, four hundred pounds of pure 
muscle. His scales are a burnt red, the exact color of 
decaying metal. “Vermin must be stamped out.” He 
brings his foot down again and there is another 
brittle crack! and stifled moan. 

It is because the girl hides her cries that Ketha 
watches. The girl—bone-thin, naked as an open wound, 
scars across her arms and down her back—does not 
shout out loud. She bites her lips, turns her eyes upward, 
and tenses her whole body, waiting for the next blow. 

Samson will stomp forever. He will turn her to red 
mush on the cobbled stones of Lamplight. This is his 
law. 

Ketha has laws of her own. 
“Good Sir,” she says after his third footstamp lands 

on the girl’s left shoulder (crack! ) and before he can lift 
his foot again. 

Samson tilts his head in her direction. His fire eyes 
fix on her but dragon sight is notoriously bad. He smells 
her just fine, though. Patchouli incense and blood. 

“This poor sinner has offended you,” Ketha says 
smoothly. “She is yours to punish. But might I offer an 
alternative? Our Lady of Perpetual Wounds welcomes 
all the poor sinners in Her bleeding arms. Let our church 
have this girl. We will make her a nun and she will 
serve Our Goddess—most faithfully. She will not 
offend again.” 

Samson laughs. “Vermin is vermin. Will not survive 
your church’s mercy. Better I stomp in ground. Is 
quicker.” 
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Ketha spreads her arms wide in invitation. “Why not 
let this poor sinner decide if she prefers your mercy or 
mine?” 

“Eh vermin?” The Seventh Dragon Knight crows. 
“Whose boot should stop you? Mine or church?” 

The girl opens her mouth but no words come. It is 
quite possible that they can’t. Slowly a single word 
forms around her lips. 

Church. 

 
Hee-Jin wakes, which she did not expect. 
Lamplight has many gods but Hee-Jin never believed 

in an afterlife. Rather, she’s always hoped for oblivion. 
If death does not bring the solace of nothingness then 
there is no such thing as divine mercy. 

So when Hee-Jin wakes she trusts she is alive but 
does not count this as a certainty. 

The first thing Hee-Jin is aware of is the smell of 
stale blood and patchouli incense. The second thing 
Hee-Jin is aware of is fear. 

She rises. Her wounds are patched up, her body 
bandaged in many places. The Sisters of Pain are adept 
healers; no one knows the body as they do. How to heal, 
how to break. 

“And so you awake, child,” a voice says. 
Hee-Jin looks for a voice and finds a woman. The 

woman is clad in the bloodred robes of the Sisters of 
Pain. She is a thauri. She has a long, snake-like neck 
characteristic of her kind, large almond-shaped black 
eyes that take up half her face, and ears shaped like a 
cow’s protruding from the side of her head. The thauri 
are a gentle people who can kill with the sheer volume 
of their patience. 
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Three barbed necklaces pierce the skin at the base of 
the thauri’s long neck. Hee-Jin can see where the sharp 
wires dig inside and reveal blood but the blood does not 
spill. It only remains there, caught between flesh and 
metal. 

“I am Ketha Keth’Rin,” the thauri says. “But you 
may call me Mother.” 

Hee-Jin flinches as memory catches up with the 
present. 

“Ah,” the Mother says. “You remember. Good. Then 
you can enlighten me, poor sinner. You angered the 
Seventh Dragon Knight. I wish to know how.” 

Hee-Jin licks her lips. She opens her mouth and then 
swallows hard; words bubble in the back of her throat 
and remain there. She licks her lips again. “I ran,” she 
says finally, “When I should not have.” 

Her words meet silence. 
It is impossible to read the face of a thauri. The black 

eyes take up too much space, there is no white in those 
eyes that might reveal a flicker of doubt; the patience of 
a thauri leaves the face blank as eternity. “That is indeed 
a sin,” the Mother says. “I gave you a choice last night, 
child, but choices made while bleeding are not always 
truth. This, we know better than anyone. I give you the 
choice again: Samson’s mercy or the church’s. Which 
would you prefer?” 

Hee-Jin shivers. Choices made while bleeding 
are not always truth. Now that she is no longer being 
pummeled (stomped), now that she is (momentarily) 
safe from harm, now that her body is healed, Hee-Jin 
remembers why the sinners of Lamplight mistrust 
religion. 

This is not a rescue. Hee-Jin was not saved. Some 
churches might have intervened to spare Hee-Jin’s life, 
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but not Our Lady of Perpetual Wounds. (And, of course, 
the Dragon Lord would not have obeyed other churches. 
The Dragon Knight handed her over simply because he 
knew there was nothing worse he could do her.) 

“If I choose the Dragon Knight you’ll give me back 
to the Dragon Knight.” It’s not a question, not really. 
Hee-Jin knows the answer. She is, however, stalling for 
time. 

“Not just that,” the Mother says. “We will make sure 
he finishes what he began before we intervened. As is 
only right.” 

Hee-Jin thinks quickly: In case his Dragon temper 
had soothed in the meantime, she means. In case he 
forgot why he wanted to stomp me and decided it was 
better to have a live slave than a dead vermin. She saved 
me from death, she’ll return me to death. 

“Why did you intervene?” Hee-Jin asks. And this she 
has no answer for. The Sisters of Pain are not known for 
their generosity. 

“Because you did not cry out,” the Mother says, 
“when you should have. I thought you had potential to 
bear a tremendous amount of pain. Will you accept our 
mercy or not?” 

A thauri will wait forever for an answer. Hee-Jin 
isn’t sure what a nun would do. 

“Yes,” Hee-Jin says. 
Because there is no other choice. Because she does 

not want to die. Because she’s been in pain her entire 
life and does not expect anything else but more pain. 

“Yes, I will accept your mercy.” 

 
Everyone sins in Lamplight. Even Ketha. But she 

embraced the purity only pain brings long ago and now 
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it’s only a matter of knowing what sins last forever and 
what can be burned away with mercy. 

“Humankins, by their nature, are too weak for pain,” 
Sister Estha says. She has been in the church longer than 
Ketha, with spikes embedded up and down her long 
sensuous neck, and that gives her the right to question 
Ketha in private with only Our Lady as witness. “We of 
the thauri embrace pain, outlast it; we are strong and 
become stronger for our wounds. Humankins cry out at 
the smallest pinprick; they suffer loudly until the pain is 
gone. The humankins grow mad under Our Lady of 
Perpetual Wounds. Why do you welcome this one into 
our ranks when surely only madness awaits her?” 

“Because I am curious,” Ketha replies. “Just because 
no humankin has ever survived does not mean no 
humankin ever will.” 

“In many ways, you should have been a scientist,” 
Estha says. 

“Isn’t science and religion much the same thing in 
Lamplight?” Ketha enquires. 

 
The nuns waste no time. Hee-Jin is washed, 

scrubbed, rubbed, bandaged, re-bandaged and dressed. 
She wears the brown robe of initiates—she must work 
her way up to red—and they prepare her for pain. 

There is a prayer. Hee-Jin has no use for prayer but 
when the Sisters of Pain beseech their goddess they cut 
themselves with little knives, and drop blood at Hee-
Jin’s feet. Their blood falls like heated wax. With 
every drop drip plop Hee-Jin begins to feel the 
overwhelming sense of the divine and it burns. 

The gods of Lamplight are never far away and the 
Lady of Perpetual Wounds practically towers inside 
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Hee-Jin’s mind. Instantly, she realizes she’s made the 
wrong choice. To be stomped by a man, that is one 
thing. To be stomped by a goddess, that is another thing 
altogether. 

A Sister of Pain stands before Hee-Jin. The Mother 
sits to one side. 

“Your sin is running away,” the Mother says with 
her endlessly patient voice. “Your penance must match 
the sin. How else will you find salvation?” 

Hee-Jin can’t concentrate on the words. Our Lady of 
Perpetual Wounds beats against her mind—whump 
whump whump—like a heartbeat, or a hammer. Hee-Jin 
chokes on divinity; she tries to swallow it down but it 
stays in her throat. 

A Sister of Pain stands before her. The Sister’s eyes 
are sown shut, but when she looks at Hee-Jin she sees 
right through her soul. The nun might not see but she is 
far from blind. 

The Sister holds a needle in her hand. “Bless the 
Goddess,” the Sister says, “For She will save you with 
torment.” She jabs the needle into Hee-Jin’s left foot. 

Hee-Jin stifles her cries and her objections—
shouldn’t there be more ceremony? Shouldn’t they wait 
for her acquiescence? But Hee-Jin has already agreed 
and there’s a goddess in her throat that keeps her silent. 

The Sister holds up another needle. “Praise the 
Goddess, for she will hold you with bleeding arms.” She 
jabs the second needle into Hee-Jin’s left foot. Again, 
the goddess in Hee-Jin’s throat stifles her cry. 

The Sister holds up one last needle. “Love the 
Goddess, for she will bring you nothing but pain.” The 
needle thrusts upwards into Hee-Jin’s foot and the 
Goddess spreads to her whole body. 

Hee-Jin passes out. 
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Ketha remembers her own Initiation. 
The Mother at the time had also been thauri, her face 

as still as stone. 
“We of the thauri wait for the End of Time,” she 

said, “so we are very suited for a life of pain.” 
Ketha’s First Wound was five needles to her right 

hand. She did not pass out, as the humankin did, but she 
remembers wanting to immediately tear out all the 
needles and leave the church forever. 

“The trick is to wait for the pain to end,” her Mother 
had said—a thauri named Casta Kest’Rin. 

“But the pain will never end,” Ketha had replied, 
confused. “It’s not supposed to ever end.” 

“Exactly,” Casta had said. 
And for a thauri, that was all the needed to be said. 

Ketha waited. 
She is waiting still. 
“The Goddess entered her,” Sister Estha notes. 

“Perhaps you chose well after all.” 
“It is not my choice,” Ketha replies. 
“Our Lady, then,” Sister Estha says. 
“No, Sister,” Ketha says gently. And this is why 

Estha Mere’Rin never became Mother, despite being 
one of the oldest Sisters. She still doesn’t understand. “It 
is not my choice, or Our Lady’s. It is her choice: the 
humankin’s. She chose, as we always choose, as we 
make the choice anew each day.” 

Pain is a choice, Ketha thinks. Like religion. Like 
mercy. Like all things that must be endured. 

 
Hee-Jin wakes. Her foot throbs. 
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She shuffles herself into an awkward position of 
limbs. She lifts her left foot to inspect the work. 

There is a small bump just at the bottom—the only 
indication that something’s wrong. It could be a pimple 
or a wart. It’s black on the faintest tint of red: blood 
revealed that will never fall. 

The pain is not excruciating, Hee-Jin analyzes, but it 
is persistent. A dull ache, a minor irritation. She’s had 
much worse. 

Gingerly, she stands. She can put weight on her left 
foot but it sends waves of pain through her body when 
she does so. She lifts her left foot and the pain abates. 

“The First Wound is a small one,” a voice from Hee-
Jin’s doorway says. “Small, but constant. In many ways, 
it is the worst. Many Initiates give up after the First 
Wound.” 

The Sister is dressed in dark brown. She has large 
ears that look like they’ve been savaged by a dog and 
angelic wings protruding from her back. She has six 
slashes running down her face—three on each cheek—
bleeding but not bleeding, as is the Sisters’ way. 

“It’s a small pain,” Hee-Jin repeats. 
“But Perpetual,” the angelkin counters. “That is what 

the others cannot bear. Up till now pain has been 
fleeting for you. Now you must learn to feel it everyday, 
every hour, every breath, and know that relief will never 
come. It takes a toll on the mind.” 

“I will endure,” Hee-Jin says. 
The angelkin smiles. “That’s what they all say. I am 

Sister Lireal. I will be your Souer, until you either move 
up in the ranks or quit. I am to show you where to dine. 
Are you hungry?” 
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Hee-Jin is always hungry. The Dragon Knight was a 
careless man and he didn’t always remember that 
humankin slaves need to eat. 

“Yes.” 
“Then follow me.” 
Readily available food seems too good to be true. 

Hee-Jin thinks that for regular food she is willing to 
endure pretty much anything. 

Her foot screams with each step she takes but she 
walks with barely a limp. 

 
The humankin adjusts surprisingly well. Ketha 

watches her. She knows she should not care for one 
Initiate more than any other but this is a sin worth 
bearing. 

She has privately deemed the humankin her personal 
project. A daughter more than a Sister. 

The humankin moves with the urgency only the 
slaves in Lamplight posses. She eats in huge mouthfuls 
and hard swallows, scurries instead of walks, performs 
her chores in equal hastiness and efficiency. It’s like she 
expects the whip to fall at any given moment. 

We will whip you, child, Ketha wants to tell her. And 
when we do, it’s because you asked us to. 

 
Sister Lireal was right. The First Wound is the 

hardest. 
There were days in Hee-Jin’s childhood when she 

had to work with bruised body and broken bones. No 
one wastes doctoring or medicine on slaves. 
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Her earliest memory is of her umma slapping her in 
the face. “Stop crying,” she said. “Crying gets you 
killed.” 

It was a mother’s love—a slave’s love. Toughen up 
or die. Work through beatings or die. Stand up broken 
or die. 

Church life is not so different. Suffer the pain or die. 
Except it is different. Hee-Jin has a warm bed and warm 
food and clean clothes and a pain that never ends. Hee-
Jin has comfort and a throbbing foot. 

The needles are there. Some nights, Hee-Jin thinks 
she can feel each one individually. Some nights that’s 
all she feels. 

 
Ketha no longer leads everyday church service. She 

only leads on the high holidays. 
Instead, she sits to the side, positioned behind Sister 

Rebekah, as the other woman leads the ceremony. Sister 
Rebekah is at least part Dragonkin, for she is large and 
scaled but this does not show when she’s dressed in 
robes. Ketha wonders if the Sister is part humankin, but 
she never asked. 

Rebekah’s eyes are shown shut, but the Goddess sees 
for her. It is commonly assumed that she will be 
Mother, after. But “after” is not something Ketha 
discusses with her Sisters. 

 
Hee-Jin pays little attention to the other Sisters. It 

takes all her concentration just to endure. 
When she can no longer remember a time when her 

foot did not ache, when she has accepted the three 
needles as if they were a sixth toe, then her eyes start to 
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wander in meals, during church services. Then she 
notices the Sister with lake colored eyes. Her smile is a 
rapture; this woman wears prayer on her face. 

Hee-Jin is too afraid to approach her, at first. The 
other Sister’s life seems like the constant clicking of 
rosary beads—there is never an appropriate time to 
interrupt her solemnity. 

Curiosity eventually trumps reverence, and Hee-Jin 
walks up to the woman after evening prayers are 
completed. 

“I’ve been waiting for you,” the Sister says in 
greeting. “You made me wait for a very long time.” 

“Sorry,” Hee-Jin mumbles. 
“I am Sister Elena.” 
“You’re humankin,” Hee-Jin blurts out. 
Sister Elena smiles her prayer-like smile. “Yes, I am 

humankin, like you.” 
“Sister Lireal—my Souer—she said no humankin 

Initiate has ever made it past Fourth Wounding.” Only 
after Fourth Wound could you wear the bloodred robes 
of a full Sister. 

“Yes, this is true,” Sister Elena says. 
Sister Elena wears bloodred robes. 
“I don’t understand,” Hee-Jin says. 
“Our Lady is a paradox,” Sister Elena replies. “In 

time you will learn how two contradictory things can 
both be true.” 

 
Ketha moves slowly now. Thauri are a slow moving 

race, their long necks make running almost impossible. 
Ketha has not lost anything. Most days, she sits by her 
window and she waits. Her Sisters come to her, and the 
Initiates know better than to bother her. 
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“What do you see when you stare out the window?” 
Sister Estha asks. 

“I see the Goddess,” Ketha replies. “Everywhere, I 
see Our Lady, and She is beautiful.” 

Sister Estha lets out a breath. She stares out Ketha’s 
window. There is a tree directly below them. In that tree 
is a red only found in dying leaves and it grows like that 
all year long. Initiates walk past, as do the Sisters. Ketha 
can see the whole church walk by, if she sits long 
enough. And she always sits long enough. 

 
Illustration © 2017, Eric Asaris. 

 
“I wish I understood Our Lady as you do,” Sister 

Estha says. “Sometimes in my dreams I have a clarity so 
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pure I finally understand divinity. And when I wake up, 
for a split second, I feel the Goddess inside me and I 
think I have retained that knowledge. But then it is 
gone, and the world is drab again. Mother, do you think 
I should have another Wound? I have been 
contemplating one for some time now.” 

This is the purpose of Sister Estha’s visit. Estha has 
eight Wounds. A full Sister only needs four, and it is not 
unusual for many to stop after they obtain their bloodred 
robes. 

Ketha remembers asking her own Mother for a Ninth 
Wound. Casta Kest’Rin had bestowed the Wound 
herself, a red X over Ketha’s heart that she bears still 
today. It had been an intimate Wounding, tender as it 
was painful. Afterwards, Casta took Ketha to her private 
chambers and disrobed in front of her, letting Ketha 
look upon her naked body, sharing with Ketha the secret 
to her divinity. It was then that Ketha knew one day she 
would be Mother. 

“Pain brings clarity,” Ketha replies. “A kind of 
clarity even dreams do not know. But you should not 
mistake prayer for a solution. Remember, Our Lady 
asks us to endure our Wounds, but She does not ask us 
to suffer.” 

Only the ignorant equate pain with suffering. Only 
heathens believe pain and penance go hand and hand. 
The Sisters of Perpetual Wounds know the difference 
between agony and endurance. 

Sister Estha closes her eyes. “Thank you, Mother. I 
understand.” 
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“The pagans of Lamplight believe that pain is equal. 
That one agony is the same as another. But we know 
different, don’t we?” 

When Sister Elena says it, Hee-Jin thinks she does 
know. There is a constant agony in her left foot, but it is 
not the same thing as a slave’s hunger, or a slave’s 
beating. It is not the same thing at all. 

Sister Elena rolls up her robes, exposing her naked 
legs to Hee-Jin. Her legs are withered, twisted like 
malformed fruit that dropped from the branch not quite 
right. “I have a degenerative disorder,” Sister Elena 
explains, her voice succinct. “It is eating me from the 
inside out. I was born with it. There is no cure. It will 
kill me soon.” 

“It is painful,” Hee-Jin ventures. She does not need 
to ask the question. She understands how Elena became 
a Sister without a Fourth Wound. Her body is a Wound. 

“It is painful,” Sister Elena agrees. “The doctors 
could only offer to numb. That is not a cure.” 

She speaks with certainty, but there are no absolutes 
in Lamplight. 

“Other gods might have saved you,” Hee-Jin says. 
The gods of Lamplight are not benevolent gods. At 
least, not in Hee-Jin’s experience. But it’s been known 
to happen. The streets bleed miracles in Lamplight. 

“Our Lady did save me,” Sister Elena smiles. 
“Everyone here is my Sister. Everyone here lives with 
the same pain that I do. What could be more saving than 
that?” 

 
When it has been nine months since Ketha 

intervened between Dragon Knight and humankin, she 
calls the girl to stand by her window. She has not talked 
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to the humankin since she asked her to make a choice. 
Today, she asks her to choose once more. 

“It has been nine months since your First Wound, my 
child,” Ketha says. “It is time now to decide if you can 
bear a Second.” 

Hee-Jin tugs her brown sleeve. “But I haven’t done 
anything. I thought Initiates had to prove themselves 
before accepting the Second.” 

“You bore the First Wound. That is all you need to 
do to prove you can accept the Second.” 

The humankin does not say anything. She wears 
mistrust on her face. She thinks she has been tricked 
somehow. 

“Nine months ago, I told you that if you did not pick 
the church, I would give you back to Samson.” 

“I remember,” Hee-Jin scowls. 
“Nine months ago, that was true.” Hee-Jin snaps her 

head up. “It is no longer. If you do not want the Second 
Wound, you may leave the church. I will give you 
money to go anywhere you like. You need not fear the 
Seventh Dragon Knight or anyone else’s retribution.” 

“I don’t understand,” the humankin says warily. 
“The Second Wound is a choice, a true choice. If you 

wish to stay in the church, it cannot be because you 
feared your other options. If you accept the Second 
Wound, it is because this is the place you want to be, 
and nowhere else.” 

The humankin most likely never had a choice before. 
It is very important that she understands her options 
now. 

“You could leave the city,” Ketha says. “Or you 
could set yourself up with one of the Lamplight courts, 
or another church. You are smart and hardworking. 
There are many things you could do.” 
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“Do you offer every Initiate this opportunity?” Hee-
Jin challenges. 

Ketha smiles. “No. If an Initiate chooses to leave the 
sanctuary of our church before Second Wounding, they 
may do so. But they usually receive no more aid.” 

“Then why offer it to me?” she asks. 
She is smart. And hard-working. And she can bear a 

tremendous amount of pain. Ketha has no doubt this 
humankin could do great things in Lamplight, if given 
the chance. 

“I have my reasons,” Ketha says, “and they are my 
own. If you wish to know them, you must stay a little 
longer with Our Lady.” 

 
“Tell me about your First Wound,” Sister Elena says. 
“You know my Wound,” Hee-Jin says. All the 

Sisters know her story. Hee-Jin hurries about the church 
and the eyes of the Sisters follow her every limping 
move. 

“Not what it is. Why it is. The First Wound always 
reflects your greatest sin.” Sister Elena removes her 
habit and reveals a bald head, with one bleeding cross 
cut into her scalp. 

“The drugs that might have abated my sickness 
would have removed my hair, and in my vanity as a 
child I refused them. For my First Wound, the Sisters 
took my hair and left me this.” 

Hee-Jin touches her left foot. It is amazing what you 
can accept as yourself. The needles are a part of her 
now. The ache and the throb are no different than the 
bones and blood which form the body that is “Hee-Jin.” 

“The Dragon Knight who was my master had a bet 
with the Whitecross Duke. They each unlocked their 



Michelle Denham	

26 

slaves for a night and left the door open. They told their 
slaves that if anyone tried to run away, five slave lives 
would be the forfeit. They bet each other that their 
slaves would not run. But I ran. Sir Samson had to give 
the Whitecross Duke five of his slaves in recompense. 
The Whitecross Duke killed them all in front of us and 
drank their blood.” 

“You did not know he would do that,” Sister Elena 
says gently. 

“No. I knew. I still ran. And I was caught. The five 
other slaves were my friends.” 

Hee-Jin has not told this story to anyone. Not even 
Sister Lireal, her Souer. But there is no judgment in 
Sister Elena’s face. Her smile is full of psalms and Hee-
Jin feels redeemed just looking at her. 

“You wished to be free and I wished to be beautiful. 
Your desire was purer but your sin was greater. It is no 
wonder why Our Lady of Perpetual Wounds loves you 
so.” 

“Does she?” Hee-Jin startles. 
“Oh yes. I could tell that right away. Our Goddess 

has favorites, no one can doubt that. You are one of 
them. Mother knows this, I think. That is why she tests 
you.” 

“Tests me?” Hee-Jin repeats. She’s still thinking 
about “love.” 

“She would not entice you to leave if she did not 
wish for you to stay.” 

The love of a goddess seems very similar to the love 
of an enslaved mother. A hit in the face to stop life-
threatening tears. 

“Sister Lireal says the First Wound is the worst.” 
“Not at all. The Second Wound is the worst. But I 

have never made it past the Third Wound, so you do not 
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need to take my word for it.” Sister Elena puts her habit 
back on. She kisses Hee-Jin on the cheek. Hee-Jin 
smells patchouli and blood and feels the love of a 
goddess beat against her heart. 

“I haven’t said I’ll accept the Second Wound,” Hee-
Jin says. 

“You will,” Sister Elena smiles. “I have faith.” 

 
Ketha does not know what the humankin will 

choose. She thinks to offer more temptations to get her 
to leave Lamplight. But she does not understand earthly 
desires anymore, and thus does not know what could be 
sufficiently enticing for the girl. What more could she 
want beyond freedom, wealth, or power? 

“You watch her,” Sister Rebekah accuses, “Like you 
never watched me.” 

Ketha looks away from her window to face the 
glaring anger emanating from eyes sown shut. 

“What are your desires, Sister Rebekah?” Ketha 
asks, ignoring the accusations. 

“I want to be Mother,” Sister Rebekah says. “You 
have always led me to believe one day I would be 
Mother.” 

“Because you lead services in my place and rule over 
your Sisters? Yes, I can see why you would think that.” 

She loves Sister Rebekah and also loathes her. It is 
awfully tiring to face someone who waits impatiently 
for her to die. 

“Then why do you watch the humankin?” 
Thauris hate impatience. It is the least respectable of 

all sins. 
“Our Lady grants you great vision, Sister,” Ketha 

says, “Do not deliberately blind that gift with jealousy.” 
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If Sister Rebekah intends to say anything she loses 
her chance. Ketha turns back to her window. Hee-Jin 
sits outside with Sister Elena, under the undying tree. 
Ketha thinks about temptation. Freedom, wealth and 
power might appeal to a citizen of Lamplight, but not to 
a Sister. Now it’s only a matter of waiting to see if Hee-
Jin is humankin or a nun. 

 
Hee-Jin’s Second Wound is a diagonal cut across her 

right arm. And it is worse. 
Almost immediately she wants to take it back. “Heal 

me, and send me on way. I want to explore the world 
outside of Lamplight.” 

She keeps silent. She’s still not sure why. Except that 
sometimes when she closes her eyes she can see the 
goddess with Her hands around Hee-Jin’s neck, and she 
thinks if she speaks out now Our Lady might strangle 
the words and blasphemy out of her. 

She nurses her arm instead. The Sisters allow her 
three days rest and Hee-Jin spends the entire time in 
bed, clutching her right arm tightly to her breast. 

The Wound gapes. Unlike the three needles in her 
foot, the Second Wound confronts Hee-Jin every time 
she looks down at her arm. The large gash looks foreign 
and unnatural. The blood that comes out but does not 
leave her body is an ugly, gaping reminder that Hee-
Jin’s body is not her own. She wants to wrap bandages 
around her arm—hide away the mark and have some 
illusion that it will heal—but such a thing is forbidden. 

It’s not like bandages would repair anything. 
When she grows accustomed to this new pain she 

feels irritation. Why her right arm? The cut might not 
gush with blood and the Sister’s power might keep it 
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from infection, but it is still damage. Her fingers can 
still move, but it’s harder. They’ve lost their nimble 
maneuverings and she can’t grip her fist as tightly as she 
could before. Everyday chores that were once so simple 
now take twice as long and anytime she must use her 
right arm (which is often) waves of pain flare as if 
ripping the flesh anew. 

“This is stupid,” Hee-Jin snarls, throwing a pile of 
laundry down after she fumbled a fifth time in the 
folding. 

Sister Lireal does not look impressed. She continues 
to fold as if Hee-Jin never spoke. 

“If I must suffer, why the right arm?” Hee-Jin 
continues. “Why make it so I can’t function?” 

“Why not?” Sister Lireal mocks. “Why do you think 
pain should be convenient?” 

Hee-Jin scowls. “I should have left this city when I 
had the chance.” 

“Oh yes,” Lireal says, “I’m sure the outside world 
never makes you suffer except in useful ways.” 

Hee-Jin throws the laundry at her Souer’s head. She 
uses her left arm and so the dirty cloth falls no where 
near Sister Lireal. 

 
Sister Elena’s body is found one morning, rigid in 

her bed. There is benediction frozen on her face. 
Death is not stranger to this church. Wounds are 

Perpetual and that kind of strain wears the body down. 
Sister Elena had no Wounds but she knew her fate 

regardless. She entered the church with that fate written 
in her blood and bones. 

Ketha will mourn her, because she was a Sister. But 
she also knows Sister Elena was closer to divinity that 
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anyone else in the church save the Mother, and so her 
death is not a tragedy but a homecoming. 

The humankin Initiate sobs. Her grief is loud and 
inconsolable. She has met death before—who in 
Lamplight has not? And a slave in Lamplight is surely 
an intimate friend to Lady Death. But this is the first 
Sister she has lost, and that pain is always the hardest to 
bear. 

The other Sisters surround the grieving girl, but 
Ketha signals for them to leave her alone. Ketha 
approaches the hunched over Initiate. Her body is no 
longer brittle, but it is still thin and inherently breakable. 

She stands over the girl until the sobbing stops. Hee-
Jin still does not stand. 

Thauris can wait forever. Eventually, the girl rights 
herself and stares at Ketha with bloodshot eyes. 

“Come with me,” Ketha commands, and she turns 
around without waiting to see if she will be obeyed. She 
knows she will be obeyed. 

 
No Wound could prepare Hee-Jin for the pain inside. 
She thought she knew death. She watched the 

Whitecross Duke slit the throats of her five friends 
without flinching. She watched Samson sell her mother, 
never to be seen again, and didn’t shed a tear. Slaves, as 
a rule, do not have the luxury of grief. 

But the loss of Sister Elena festers and she does not 
understand why. She didn’t know her long, they didn’t 
talk often; they shared no special connection. But Hee-
Jin feels a gaping chasm inside her heart and she hates 
it. 

“When you think back to this later, you will 
remember this as your Third Wound, and not whatever 
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ceremonial Wound comes next,” the Mother says, 
settling down in her seat by her window. 

Hee-Jin stares at her dully. Her Third Wound is the 
last thing on her mind. Her place in the church seems 
unimportant. Everything seems unimportant. 

“Grief is a pain that never ends. It was the Original 
Perpetual Wound. You will endure this as you endured 
your other Wounds, because that is what we do.” 

“This grief will never go away,” Hee-Jin says. She 
closes her eyes. “Good.” Accepting that it will always 
hurt makes it bearable. Waiting for her grief to end 
would have killed her. 

She does not see the Mother smile, but she can hear 
it in her voice. “You are a Sister. No matter what else 
occurs, this church is etched onto your bones.” 

 
Ketha leads the burial service personally, instead of 

Sister Rebekah. She does not do this for every Sister, 
but Elena had been special. 

“Let me tell you the story of how Our Lady of 
Perpetual Wounds came to be. Our Lady of Dust and 
Smoke met one day Her brother, Our Lord of Insanity 
and Ecstasy. Lady Death and Lord Love came together 
and in Their Union She birthed a child, the golden-eyed 
princess She named Hope. 

“Hope, the daughter of Love and Death, could only 
ever have but one fate: to lose Her life when She lost 
Her heart. Lady Death, knowing this, imprisoned Her 
daughter in the moon where She could meet no one to 
give Her heart. 

“But from Her place on the moon, Hope could see all 
mortalkin, and She loved all She saw. And so the 
golden-eyed princess broke Her body into a million 



Michelle Denham	

32 

pieces so each mortalkin could consume a bite of Her 
flesh. 

“Hope lives in mortalkin, but Lady Death raged at 
this loss. From Her rage She birthed a second daughter, 
twin to Hope, daughter of Love and Death. This was 
Our Lady of Perpetual Wounds. 

“You grieve, Our Lady told Her Mother, because of 
love and because of death. Let this grief be eternal. Let 
every mortalkin know that grief never ends. Let this be a 
Wound that lives forever, so that everyone who ate my 
sister Hope knows that some pain will never go away.” 

Ketha stands over the body of Sister Elena, her 
Sisters an endless sea of bloodred. 

“This is a pain that never ends,” she says. 
“Let it never end,” the Sisters intone automatically. 
“We bear our Wounds forever so that Hope can live 

in each mortalkin,” Ketha says. “Because we love, so 
must we hurt. Because all must die, so must we hurt. 
Because we have hope, so must we hurt. This is what is 
right and just.” 

“Let it never end,” the Sisters thunder in one voice. 

 
The Sisters let Hee-Jin choose her own Third Wound 

and so she picks a cross cut into her scalp, so that when 
she thinks of her Third Wounding she will always 
remember Sister Elena’s loss. 

Other Sisters die, but Sister Elena is a pain that will 
last forever. 

One night, after evening prayers, Hee-Jin is called to 
the Mother. They do not meet in front of her window, as 
is often the case, but instead in the Mother’s own private 
chambers. 
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“Three Wounds,” the Mother says, with little 
preamble. “Have you given thought to your Fourth?” 

“Only that it is something I desire,” Hee-Jin replies. 
“And how are you, these days?” 
Hee-Jin can’t pretend she doesn’t know what she 

means. 
Throbbing in her foot, a near-useless arm, a pain 

across her scalp like fire. Some days Hee-Jin wants to 
throw herself off the church’s highest tower. 

“I want my Fourth Wound,” Hee-Jin repeats. She 
wants to be a Sister. 

“You could die,” the Mother says. 
“I most likely will.” 
Ketha nods. It’s the right answer. It’s a Sister’s 

answer. Slowly she begins to disrobe. Hee-Jin watches 
the Mother remove her clothes in passive silence. She 
isn’t confused at the sudden nakedness, only trusts that 
Ketha Keth’Rin has a plan. 

When the last robe is gone, Hee-Jin stares. 
“Behold,” Ketha says. “This is what it means to be 

Mother.” 
Her body is a Wound. A thousand cuts, a thousand 

holes; she’s unskinned in some places, at her elbow 
Hee-Jin can see the protrusion of bone. Blood and 
muscle gape, caught unhealed. Her insides and her 
outsides hold little difference. Her toes are broken and 
purple, gnarled inwards. Little cuts on each finger, 
bruises all along the little unbroken skin left on her 
body. 

“Every wound a Wound,” Ketha says softly. “I lost 
the ability to heal anything when I took up the Mother’s 
mantle.” 
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“Every wound a Wound,” Hee-Jin repeats in awe. 
What would it be like if every little injury never healed? 
How could anyone remain sane? 

Ketha chuckles. “Do you really want to know?” 
Hee-Jin didn’t realize she’d asked that last question 

out loud. She nods, temporarily speechless in face of the 
wreckage which is Ketha Keth’Rin’s body. 

“I have faith the pain will someday end.” 
Hee-Jin frowns. “But the pain won’t end. That’s the 

whole point.” 
Ketha smiles and nods. “Exactly.” 
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I huffed through the high grass, crouched down in case 
the Derne lady looked out my way from one of the 
many windows of her overgrown house. Nearing end of 
the month, nine days still from getting our stamps and I 
had an ugly churn in my belly. I knew Mom did, too; 
only she tried to wear it light, like a hangnail or a paper 
cut. Guess I should’ve seen something in that, some 
lesson on grace or dignity, but what I got from it was 
permission to take what we needed. 

I’d seen the trees a week earlier, cutting a shortcut 
across the farm on the way to swim and smoke and read 
at the C&O trestle instead of sleeping through class. 
Rows of them, grown full and tall with pears hanging 
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heavy, unpicked. Just falling from the branch to wither 
in the dirt, swarmed with ants and beetles. Smelling 
sweet, even then. More and more I’d been noticing the 
things people left idle that we could get good use out of. 

So that’s how I found the well: sneaking low as I 
could through the choke of weeds, zippers on my empty 
bookbag tinkling, looking to feed the two of us a few 
days on fruit old Derne clearly gave no shits about. I 
came to a sun-bleached post laying across the ground. 
Remnant of some fence, I figured. Having to rise up a 
little to step over, I worried the farmhouse with my eye. 
A few steps past the ruined fence stretches of tiny 
yellow flowers broke up the growth of the grasses, 
which turned brown and dead. After a few steps more 
they replaced the grass completely, and in the middle of 
that patch sat the smooth half-buried stones enclosing 
the well. 

I felt yanked from my thoughts when I locked eyes 
with the first of the dead buzzards. They lay in a ragged 
black halo around the murky green disc of water, 
shining like oil slicks in the sunlight. They’d come to 
their rest in strange contortions, the arrangements of 
their bodies almost resembling an alphabet of beak and 
wing and body. One of the birds lingered, barely, and 
throated out a long call. The voice grated deeper, slower 
than in fullness of life, as though falling from one 
second into the next. 

I’d seen death before. Helped process poultry at the 
Rasmussen place when they offered pay, also when the 
Wilkins boy had wandered onto Route 40 during a 
school trip. Also the slow fade of my father a couple 
years back. This buzzard was worst of it for the sound. 
The movements too, the pulsations of its throat at work, 
the staccato twisting of its body into a feathered glyph. 
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When silence fell I became aware of the ache in my 
teeth from grinding my jaw. 

I sat dumb outside the dead circle. Sure as shit 
wanted to run, but that water acted on me, had a gravity 
to it. Not sure how long I sat there on my knees. The 
rifle crack from down by the house is what brought me 
to my mind again. 

I went prone, tried my best to melt into the field, be 
still. Brittle stems poked against my neck, lips, eyelids. I 
braced for a second shot that never came, a clench of 
sickness in my gut. 

My instincts said to go searching for better cover. 
Bellycrawling away, the well tugged at my back, asking 
me to please linger on. Must have got directions mixed 
up in my panic, because I came to see through the 
growth a downward slope in the land, the house dead 
ahead of me. Scanned for open windows and rifle 
barrels, saw none. Then Derne came around the corner. 

A groundhog swung limp from her one hand, the 
other gripped the stock of the rifle slung over her 
shoulder. The forward lean of her walk put me in mind 
of a plow. She wore a patched sleeveless dress and a 
broad sun hat. My passing knowledge put her 
somewhere in her sixties and it surprised me when, even 
at a distance, I saw her arms were ropey and taut with 
strength. She tossed the groundhog onto a compost pile, 
rubbed that palm against the dress, then went back 
inside the house, screen door smacking shut. 

I eased backward, same way I’d come. My sense of 
direction restored by sighting the house, I turned myself 
around by degrees and decided to just beeline for the 
main road, fuck the pears. We’d gone longer on less. 
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Eyes closed against the effort of movement, I’d 
travelled maybe thirty feet before I heard the one, two, 
three of a bolt action chambering a round ahead of me. 

“Care to tell why you’re crawling like a half-breed 
snake on my land?” 

My body went electric, froze. Truly don’t know how 
I didn’t piss all over myself. No way she could have 
gotten there from the house in that amount of time. I 
craned my neck and saw her planted firm five feet in 
front of me, dress billowing in the breeze, those sinewy 
arms introducing me to the business end of the gun. She 
wore a sneer, which maybe came fair enough, given the 
circumstances. 

She stepped closer. 
“I saw by your flinch you can hear fine. 

Speak. Now.” Her smoker’s rasp put me too much in 
mind of the buzzard. 

“Passing through. Ma’am. To go swimming?” Voice 
came out like a whine. 

“You didn’t pass through on your belly a week 
back,” she said. Unpleasant surprises seemed to be her 
thing. 

“The gunshot, I just dropped. Thought you were…” 
She hissed out a laugh. Her eyes narrowed on my 

backpack. “Maybe I was. I recommend cutting the 
bullshit about what you’re doing here. Go on, confess. 
Always good to get that ugliness out,” she said. 

Even with the gun barrel I felt resistance to the 
command, my mouth fighting against good sense. 
Looking right at a person and saying you meant to take 
from them? Don’t know if shame or fear locked me up, 
but it held firm. 

The shot broke like a stormcloud around me. A tiny 
spray of dirt pelted my face, thrown from the bullet 
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drilling into the earth a few inches from the tip of my 
nose. 

“You think anyone around this way’d bat an eye if I 
shot your brown ass in my own backyard? Move those 
lips.” 

“Pears,” was all I managed. Whole body shook, the 
way I’d seen anxious ankle-high dogs do. 

“Ah, we come to it. Truth, at last. Figure it’ll set you 
free?” 

“Don’t know. Ma’am.” Pushed each word out with a 
lungful of air, more expulsion than speaking. 

“That’s two thieves in one day, then. Well. I figure 
you owe me, in spirit, if not in fact of deed. Up on hands 
and knees, now. I peg you as more of a mutt than 
snake.” 

Oh, she knew the right buttons. I felt an old anger 
rear up at her words and worked to keep it from 
showing. Had practice keeping that particular feeling 
clamped down, especially after the last time Mom 
picked me up at the principal’s office with a busted lip 
and bruised knuckles. Her saying on the bus home 
‘Don’t let them make you into something you’re not.’ 
Her going on about how my father never raised a fist 
when someone called him wetback instead of Ramon. I 
just nodded and kept a lot of things bottled up, things 
like reminding her I’m not my father. 

But right there in the field I knew this hillbilly crone 
meant to kill me and I had to cooperate, stall until I had 
an opening. 

I stared at the frayed hem of her dress and her 
painted toenails, waiting. 

“So, you want what I’ve got? You have little idea 
what that—” 
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She turned and fixed on a spot behind me, like 
someone had just interrupted her and she listened to 
their say. I counted the slow steady thump in the cables 
of her neck. Eleven before she gave a slight nod and a 
smile hitched up the wrinkles around her mouth. 
Turning back to me she said, “All right, let’s go find out 
how generous my land is. We’ll see how you fare when 
tested, mutt. Move.” 

She clicked her tongue at me, indicated a direction 
with a dip of the barrel. 

Adrenaline heightened my sense of touch and I felt 
every bladed leaf, every pebble. For a second, just a 
second, I thought about the stains I probably had on my 
clothes now and how Mom was going to be pissed. I felt 
the surge that comes before tears and pushed the thought 
out. I heard soft steps fall in behind me. 

“You got a name, thief?” 
“Renato,” I spat back. 
“Guess that solves the mystery surrounding what 

shade of dark you are, huh?” 
That old anger flared again. Kept hold of the reins, 

but loosely, letting my own sneer bloom since I now 
faced away. I was all too accustomed to the local views 
in this stretch of mountain Maryland. Born into them, 
sixteen years experience wading through this town’s 
bullshit as the only Latino kid in the zip code. But being 
accustomed to and tolerating were worlds apart. If the 
gun weren’t a factor, I’d’ve been a lot less friendly by 
then. 

“Well, listen, Ren-a-to, you might as well get a 
history lesson on our short march. Most places have it, 
but none like here. My kin have kept it for eleven 
generations. You get what I’m saying, thief? I’m tied to 
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this land. My inheritance, but I guess you wouldn’t 
know nothing of inheritance.” 

“I inherited plenty.” Couldn’t stop myself. 
The butt of the rifle landed bright against my 

ribcage. 
“Fucking mouth on you. The mutt likes to snarl, 

huh? Well, you should know my land’ll eat you right 
up, precious snarl and all. My land’ll remind you of 
your place.” 

“Look, I’m sorry, okay? I’m hungry, is all. We 
barely—” 

“We? Do tell.” 
I regretted opening my mouth, as usual. Bringing 

Mom into this, even the mention of her, felt like 
betrayal. And the shame of getting caught. Plus 
wondering if I’d be seeing her again. 

One, two, three of the bolt action. “Spit it out.” 
“Mom and me. Just wanted to grab enough to last a 

few days,” I said. 
“Oh, so you’re the conscientious type? Santo 

Renato?” 
Breathing through my teeth. 
“Might interest you there used to be a church stood 

in these fields then. Built by the first settlers here, my 
line. Course, there’s nothing left of it now except the 
well.” 

Hadn’t thought of the well since the first gunshot. I 
realized then the direction she had me crawling. 

“Put it factually, the well was here before the church. 
Long before. My folk built around it. Used it for 
baptism. Matter of fact, I was the last to be reborn in 
that water,” she said. “Last to feel that spirit inside set 
free.” 
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As she spoke I saw again the dark shapes of the 

broken buzzards in the grass as we neared the well. 
With my mind turned back to it I felt the earlier pull, 
aided by the push of Derne’s footsteps behind me. Palm 
over palm, I closed the distance, little yellow flowers 
beginning to appear between my fingers. The water 
came shining into view, as a white sliver slowly 
dilating, dulling, growing green. 

“Just me now,” she said, vulnerable, fissures in the 
words. The difference in her tone made me more 
anxious. “Had two boys, used to run these fields like 
jackrabbits. Been gone awhile… in the end, it wasn’t for 
them.” 

I imagined her sons and the best I managed was a 
generic template, cookie cutter white boys, exactly like 
ones I dealt with at school. Way I pictured them, they 
had easy smiles. Never felt knuckles digging through 



Gurge 

43 

the soft skin of their cheeks, looking to knock against 
the bone underneath. Never known the hollow impact of 
a sneaker playing their ribs like a drum. They lacked 
sensory connections between pain and a catalogue of 
two-syllable words, didn’t know how to wear a scar 
over their eye like a challenge: try to do worse than this. 

I conjured them up and hated them on sight. 
Closer, the yellow flowers grew thick and I started 

tearing them up between my fingers as I went, 
sweetening the air. Tried to keep my eyes above the 
horizon, but the magnetism of the well had them rolling. 

“Stop.” 
Derne walked around me and studied the lay of the 

buzzards. I swear she read them. Then she turned to me 
with a similar search in her eye, pursed lips, not 
seeming to like whatever she found. “All right, to the 
edge. You’ll be tested, but you should know I meant to 
put you down right where I found you.” 

I begged, even as I obeyed. “Listen, I’m sorry, I 
mean it. Don’t do this, I should never have come here.” 

“Let’s see if there’s truth to that last. Why don’t you 
dip a finger in, test the water?” She spoke with the same 
comfortable sneer, but her look was all worry. 

I reached out. When my fingertip passed through the 
opaque surface of the water, there was a cold wrench, a 
feeling of being reached into and squeezed like a rag. 
The nausea flooded back. As I looked at my finger 
joined to the well a tiny silver bubble fluttered to the 
surface and burst. I pulled my hand back. Then two 
more. The surface agitated, swirled, slowly at first, but 
with gathering momentum. 

I heard Derne spitting curses. 
As the circular motion accelerated, a depression 

formed in the center of the well, deepening and 
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widening. A smell hit me, put me in mind of darkness, 
mildew, a hint of metal. Decay, very subtle, underneath 
it all. As the depression dropped into darkness the smell 
grew stronger. 

An awareness of Derne kneeling opposite took me 
from the hypnotic whirl. The rifle rested in the bed of 
flowers behind her. This might have been my chance to 
bail, if the grip of the well wasn’t so firm. She relayed 
such venom through her gaze I shifted back onto my 
haunches on reflex. She bowed to the water and reached 
into the glassy green current with cupped hands, 
allowing the bowl of her palms to fill. With great 
ceremony, she brought the water to her mouth and drank 
deep. Then she rested her wet palms on her thighs and 
resumed her stare. 

She growled across to me, “My own sons not good 
enough and it comes to you, a little mixed blood thief? 
I’d rather’ve gone to my grave as the last. You’re gonna 
see about inheritance. Hope you choke on it, boy.” 

I watched her breathing deepen, a shudder run her 
length. Her stomach seized, hollowing the middle of her 
dress, then pushing taut against it, like an enormous 
second heart learning to pump in her gut. Again and 
again. Her mouth set to chattering, but the words fell 
indistinct. The retching started. Raw, wet grunts that so 
raised those cables in her neck I thought they’d break 
loose. Each came in a longer interval than the last, until 
she croaked one out with no end. 

She turned her face to the sky. The slender fluted 
column of her throat fluttered at double the pace of her 
body. There rose from just above her sternum a slow, 
upward pulsation that reminded me of limbs moving 
under a blanket, of something burrowing through a 
sheath of skin. Vaguely aware of piss soaking my legs 
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as I followed the pulse. Something poked free of her 
upturned mouth and I first took it for her tongue, until it 
kept stretching skyward a foot, then two, higher and 
higher. Her moan underneath, all the while. 

A wind picked up, the little flowers of the field 
trembling behind her. The stalk ascended, glistening all 
inside-the-mouth pink and translucent grey. It unfolded 
outward, billowing like a cloud of organ tissue. As the 
mass swelled above her, the wind whipped the field, bits 
of dry, dead grass tumbling around us. Tendrils sprouted 
from the organ cloud, twisting and curling as they 
branched out, forming what looked to be a writhing 
alphabet suspended in the air. Though its meaning 
remained hidden as my wide eyes scanned, I felt 
something stirring. There was meaning to their strange 
shape and they spoke to some part of me, deep inside, a 
part that knew to be terrified. 

The thing seemed to reach its physical limit and 
Derne rose. Only, she didn’t raise herself. She was 
lifted, buoyed up by the growth until she hung limp 
beneath it like ribbon dangling from a balloon. 

The frenzy of the wind continued to build, kicking 
up a wall of grit and tiny flower petals, pulling sleek 
feathers from the buzzards. When the tips of Derne’s 
toes left the stone the dozen or so tendrils of pink-grey 
flesh sprouting from the disgusting form overhead 
lashed through the air. They encircled me, pulling my 
body all at once toward the well. I fought. Dug in my 
heels, leaned back. Turned over and tried to grip the 
meadow which only came up in clumps as I slid. I 
screamed, but my voice was sucked in to join the coil of 
dirt and feathers and yellow flower petals. 

I tumbled over the lip of the well. 
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I felt Derne release me to the cold of the water. I felt 
sinking, such spinning. 

Mostly though, I felt that rage. I flailed against the 
current, deep primary instincts struggling to find air 
again while the other parts of my thinking, usually 
keeping that ugly eye-for-an-eye urge from boiling up, 
they were letting go. Giving in. Gateways Mom begged 
me to ignore burst open, worn thin by constant pressure. 
Thinking in her direction, I’m sorry, I really tried but 
they keep pushing and I want to push back. I’m not my 
father. The tightness in my chest built around my seized 
lungs. More than I feared the monstrous thing alive 
inside Derne now floating over the well, so much more 
than that, I hated her for this. There in the water my 
fluttering thoughts went to hate like a butterfly landing 
on the brightest flower and sucked it dry. 

Her insults. My name on her mouth. Her petty little 
brain and its crooked way of thinking. The look of her. 

Fuck that pale piece of shit. 
I felt shame try to come creeping up for feeling this 

way, but the water urged me on. Derne wanted to test 
me, wanted to break me? Get in line. Even as I 
weakened, I wanted to hurt her the way I’d been hurt. 
Only fair she should feel some of the fear, some of the 
pain. I wanted more than anything to plant inside her my 
memories of being chased, being spit on, punched and 
kicked, the spill of my blood laughed at, celebrated. 
Selfish for me not to share when my cup runneth over. 

I was feeling very generous when my lungs gave out 
and the stinking well water filled me up. I had a sense it 
deliberately sought its way through my empty spaces 
from somewhere deep below. My body went into a 
dance, a twitching rhythm of full-system panic. But, 
divorced from that, I imagined Derne caving in to pain 
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long before I would have, because of her thin, less 
experienced skin. 

I thought about Mom, trying to fill the gap my 
father’d left behind that cancerous winter of twenty 
twelve with her three part-time jobs. I thought about the 
singlewide we’d moved into, then about Derne sitting 
alone in all the bloated space of her farmhouse. I heard 
mom’s stomach growling while Derne let her orchards 
rot. Pointing a gun at me for wanting a small piece of 
what insects feasted on undisturbed. I wished my body 
could become a trigger, a barrel, a bullet. 

The water spoke from inside, pleased. The feeling of 
my body changed, grew numb and remote. My senses 
compressed into the center, traveling out of my open 
mouth like a thread, a new body emerging from the old. 

I fed the hate. The water approved. I imagined 
increasingly subtle variations of pain on Derne’s face, of 
permutations in the bend of her fingers as she braced 
against it. I swelled with this feeling and wanted to find 
her, make it real. 

There was a rising, a change in temperature as the 
swirling water released me, then the warmth of the 
sunlit meadow on my still growing form. Like being 
born again. I saw in all directions through the pores of 
swelling flesh instead of the two feeble eyes hung 
somewhere below. I smelled and tasted and touched all 
around me through this churning skin. I felt expansion, 
like endless inhaling, my anger spreading its claim over 
the space around me. Now I became the center of the 
storm, the whip of circling wind turning around me. I 
saw the Derne-thing beneath me. Small. 

I saw her and I was hungry. 
Just the shape of her inspired a scream that sent 

twisting tendrils in her direction, a strange new reflex 
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rooted to this form. I felt my thoughts traced and seared 
into the air as they moved this body, ensnaring her. The 
curling and twisting forms of these new limbs seemed 
perfect translations of the hate roaring through my mind. 
Somewhere, some tiny place underneath, my mouth 
watered. I thought about pain, and the tendrils wrote an 
action of pulling the Derne-thing to me. 

I engulfed her, drew her mind and body into the 
membranous tissues of my appetite. I felt her rage and 
disgust and jealousy flood through as she dissolved inch 
by inch. The waterborne senses told me hers was an act 
of surrender, of grudging obedience to the powers at 
work in this place. She’d abdicated for a new heir, one 
more fitting than the two boys with snapped necks at the 
bottom of the well, one with more raw fuel burning up 
their guts in the form of blind rage. I knew she’d lost 
something more precious to her than life, and it pleased 
me. 

Finally, when near to being nothing, came her fear, 
sweetest of all. 

Even now I’m growing, diffusing to fill the open 
space around me. Derne wasn’t enough. I’ll uproot the 
trees in the orchard; strip them whole, fruit and leaves 
and even the soil sticking to the tangle of roots. I’ll pull 
down her house, shingle-by-shingle, board-by-board, 
and then I’ll scour its foundation clean. 

Then this entire town. 
I’m young but I have a long memory. Every name. 

Every face. The water is telling me I now have a reach 
to match my appetite. I’ll cover every inch until I’m 
full. 

Here I am, spilling over. 
Here I am, eager to share. 

 



 

 

Shadows in the Water 
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THE GROWLERS ARE COMING. 

The shadows taunt her, writing letters of smoke 
which appear, floating against the peeling Victorian 
wallpaper. Astrid has a lot of practice ignoring ghosts. 
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Still, the letters make her stumble. She darts out of the 
hall, into the library. Black shapes slide beneath the 
wood and glass bookcases, like roaches retreating from 
the light. At night she hears them whispering, placing 
bets about speed and distance as the temperature drops 
in her bedroom until she can see her breath turn to 
crystal mist and frost forms over the blankets. 

Astrid can’t tell her brother. She is the one who is 
healthy, the one who can go outside and stand in the 
sun. He claims not to mind it—Hart has his books, walls 
and walls of leather-bound classics and slim volumes of 
obscure poetry. He does not feel the house tip at night, 
nor smell salt in the air. 

Hart is in the library when she enters, sitting in one 
of their grandfather’s ridiculous high-backed, brass-
legged chairs. There are books piled in teetering towers 
around him. A cup of tea is balanced precariously on the 
armchair. He looks too young for the setting—his 
round, boyish face appears even younger than twenty-
five, framed by floppy golden curls. He finally spares 
her a glance. 

“Ah…” she cannot say she ran into the library 
because she was being followed by ghosts. “I was 
thinking of inviting Gertrude up for drinks.” 

“Gertrude?” Hart frowns, wrinkling his nose. “Our 
tenant, Gertrude?” 

She can’t help the wild thought that perhaps the 
shadows won’t bother her with someone else around. 

“No,” Hart says, gaze set firmly on the book in his 
lap. “I don’t want strangers in my house.” 

“Our house,” she reminds him. Astrid tosses her long 
hair over her shoulder, glancing up at the ceiling, where 
black spots swirl around like migratory mold. She feels 
like she’s at the bottom of the ocean, with shapes 
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swimming above her. “Gertrude rents the basement, so 
she’s already in the house, and she wouldn’t be a 
stranger if you got to know her.” 

Hart huffs, but doesn’t say anything. They both 
know Astrid will do what she wants and he’ll hide in his 
room if the anxiety is too much. He continues to stare at 
the book and she fights the childish urge to rip it out of 
his hands. She wants Hart to be better. She wants to 
have friends again, to go out and leave the shambling 
old house and the tiny village called Winder’s Way. 

In the front hallway, the grandfather clock slices off 
another chunk of time. Not the right chunk, but then, 
there are shadow-men in the gears, warping it. 

“She is weird though, Gertrude,” says Hart. “What 
kind of person wears a fur coat these days, anyway? 
And with sneakers.” 

Astrid shakes her head, and when she looks again, 
another shadow is leaning against the wall behind her 
brother. It’s the shadow of a man leaning casually on his 
elbow, propped against something, and even though 
there’s no face—there’s never any face—she 
can feel his eyes watching her and her skin crawls. She 
snatches up the closest book—a collection of 
seventeenth century verse—and hurls it at the shadow 
man’s head. 

The shade darts across the wall, slipping and sliding 
to the floor before curling under the bookcases. The 
volume cracks against the wall with a bang, a few pages 
fluttering loose. 

“Astrid!” Hart shrieks, leaping from his seat. 
“What’s wrong with you?” He kneels before the book 
like it’s a wounded bird, afraid to touch it for fear of 
causing greater injury. 

Maybe she is crazy. Wouldn’t that be a relief? 
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A sharp knock at the front door gives her an excuse 
to back away from Hart’s hurt, angry glare. 

Gertrude stands on the porch and blinks in surprise 
when the door flies open in her face. Astrid stares at her. 
Gertrude is tall and heavy, with pasty-white skin, and 
too-short black hair that sticks up in places. She has 
dark, emo glasses, but she’s not wearing the offending 
coat, so she looks fairly normal. Astrid struggles to 
remember how to interact with other people. “Yes. Uh, 
did you need something?” 

The woman twirls a rent cheque, raising an eyebrow. 
“Oh. Oh, right. Thanks,” Astrid takes the cheque, but 

avoids her eyes. How could she think of inviting 
Gertrude in? She is lonely, but she is also crazy and 
haunted. 

“I thought I’d go for a walk,” says Gertrude. “Want 
to come?” 

Astrid glances outside. The sun is high in the sky, 
but the lemon tree in the yard blocks most of the light 
with its dark leaves. There really isn’t anywhere to go 
in Winder’s Way, but it would be an escape from the 
house, at least. “Sure,” she says, taking up a white, 
wide-brimmed hat and pulling on a pair of sandals. 

Outside, once they are standing on the road, looking 
back at it, the old Victorian looks anachronistic, 
monochrome, abandoned. The roof is comprised of 
pointed peaks and its walls are stained, its gutters 
clogged with dead leaves. She wishes she could run 
away, somewhere warm, somewhere without blackflies 
and muddy lakes. Somewhere the sun is always shining 
high and shadows never form. 

“Everything alright?” asks Gertrude. “You seem 
worried.” 

Astrid nearly laughs at that. 
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They walk, the dirt crunching under her sandals. 
There’s not much to see in Winder’s Way. It’s built 
around a now-abandoned hospital that can’t be torn 
down because of the asbestos, so stands empty in the 
very heart of the village, surrounded by a black iron 
gate. There’s a small library, an old stone courthouse 
and post office. At the end of the street, they come to a 
graveyard with a corner store plunked in front, mangling 
the view of the hill. 

“Why did you move here, anyway?” asks Astrid. She 
and Hart inherited the house. Her dream had been to 
study art at Ryerson and then maybe live in Montreal or 
Vancouver. Not here. 

Gertrude only laughs. 

 
April 12, 1912. 
The water was cold and dark and went on forever. 

The ship cut through the waves far below and Hart 
stood on one of the lower decks, between the widening 
maw of the North Atlantic and the icy air and stars. It 
had taken an hour’s exploration to find an uninhabited 
deck. The sky and ocean were both black, falling and 
bleeding together, folding end-on-end into eternity. The 
wind carried a sharp chill, slicing through the velvet of 
his jacket. Hart ignored it, stretching out his arms as 
though he could touch that empty, uncanny void. 

He smiled, but his mouth wavered. His muscles were 
not quite under his control. He was tired. Tired of 
weighing every word before he said it, of guarding 
every action. His thoughts went to past lovers—fleeting, 
secret connections made in parks and bathhouses, none 
willing to risk more for fear of ending up like Wilde, in 
chains. He even felt at risk remembering—kisses in 
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front of the fire, the graze of hands, a heated gaze, 
flushed skin—as though something in his face might 
give him away. No, it was safer to let the dark, icy night 
fill his mind. His grip on the metal rail tightened. The 
cold bit his hand. 

He thought of Astrid, gliding across the Promenade 
Deck’s ballroom in a champagne-colored gown. It 
would be cruel to leave her. He was meant to be 
escorting his sister home, to Toronto, after her holiday 
abroad. He should be inside, talking with her, greeting 
the other plutocrats. Instead all he could think was: it 
would be a long way to fall, from the deck. 

He imagined how the liner would look from above—
its golden-warm light bobbing in the darkness of the 
ocean. It was beautiful. The fastest, largest ship in the 
world. The pinnacle of man’s achievement. He should at 
least see the edge of happiness from here. 

Starlight glittered on the waves. Hart removed his 
jacket and let it go, caught on the hands of some 
invisible sprite. He gripped the railing again, bracing 
against the icy bars. 

“Hallo!” a voice called—male, German. “Is this 
yours?” 

Hart froze. Feeling like a fool, he slowly released the 
rail and turned. The German held his jacket. “It’s a little 
cold for that, isn’t it?” He had a sharp smile with long, 
narrow teeth and hard, green eyes. 

Hart swallowed. His jacket was thrust into his chest. 
He caught it with numb, fumbling hands and pulled it 
back on. There was nothing else to do. He blushed. “I—
I only—you see it was—” 

“Come, now. I’ve seen men do what you were 
planning.” 

“I wasn’t—” 
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“It would have left a bitter taste on her maiden 
voyage.” 

Other passengers made their way onto the deck. No 
space remained quiet long, on a ship such as the Titanic. 
Champagne glasses sparkled. The party had found him. 
The cold settled in his stomach, but he was jolted by the 
German’s hand on his shoulder, guiding him. 

He caught sight of Astrid. She wore a pale yellow 
shawl draped over her elbows, her curls done up with 
strings of pearls and silk flowers. She looked like she 
belonged. They were twins—how could they be such 
opposites? He was acutely aware of his own messy hair 
and unbuttoned jacket, the creases in his waistcoat. 

“Hart, where have you been?” she asked, hurrying 
towards him. She paused when she saw his companion, 
dropping smoothly into a curtsey. “Oh. Good evening, 
your lordship.” 

Hart glanced at the man beside him. In the light he 
was unbearably handsome. “Are you a lord, then?” 

His sister glared. “Hart!” she whispered angrily, “this 
is Graf von Rychtarik.” 

He wondered how she always knew everyone. 
Presumably she listened to the long-winded 
introductions at dinner. He couldn’t be expected to 
know the identity of every lord in Europe. So much for 
the Oxford education. 

“Please, Liebling,” the man grinned, taking a 
champagne flute from a passing tray, “titles have little 
meaning to anyone anymore. Just look at France. You 
must both call me Michael, I insist.” 

He led the way back to the Palm Room, where the 
band played against the constant heavy thrum of the 
engines. Michael plucked a white daisy from one of the 
crystal vases and placed it in Hart’s lapel. He froze, 
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quite unable to breathe as their foreheads brushed. 
Surely the German didn’t need to stand so close. “Come 
and sit with me.” 

Why? He wanted to ask, but the protests died on his 
lips. 

Michael handed him a glass of wine and he drank 
until he felt some of the chill leave his bones. They sat 
in cozy wicker chairs and listened to the orchestra. 
There were sweet hothouse grapes and peaches. White 
Star had wrestled Heaven down to the deep with this 
ship. And they would throw him out if they knew, sent 
into exile or imprisoned. His thoughts colored the food 
with a bitter aftertaste. 

“What are you thinking?” Michael asked. 
That I want to dance with you. Of course he couldn’t 

say that, but Hart allowed himself to wonder if Michael 
ever frequented the types of saloons he did, back in 
London. The Graf seemed unwilling to let him out of his 
sight. He felt the heat crawling back up his throat. 

The other passengers moved around them, men in 
their long tails, twirling walking sticks, placing wagers 
against the ship’s speed. 

How to even begin this conversation? “I’ve been 
living in Oxford for the past decade.” 

“But you are not English, I think.” 
“No,” he confirmed. “Sometimes I feel like I’m not a 

citizen of anywhere.” 
The German leant closer. He was so close, Hart 

could smell the brandy and cigar-smoke on his breath. 
“Perhaps it’s not the country, but the Age. I often find 
myself wondering—dreaming, really—that—” he 
murmured something Hart couldn’t hear. The ocean 
roared up, filling his ears. 
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Hart wakes uncomfortably slouched in his armchair 
in the library, drooling on his chest. Rubbing his eyes, 
he looks at the old clock on the mantel. It’s late 
afternoon. He has been having the Titanic dreams nearly 
every night since he moved back. Sometimes the sharp 
chill off the ocean waves or the thunderous, ever-present 
roar of the engines stays with him, lingering after he 
wakes. He shifts in his chair, dislodging a stack of 
books with his feet. He winces as they topple. 

If he could stop sleeping as easily as he stopped 
going outside, he would. His body is stiff from the chair 
as he pulls himself up. The library is safe, familiar and 
defined. In real life, Hart could never get on a ship like 
that—the cabins would be fine, and the long, narrow 
passageways—but to stand out on the deck, a tiny speck 
in that vast, awful ocean? Like an astronaut, spinning 
untethered and running out of air… 

Astrid is out in the void right now. Hart always 
knows when his twin isn’t there, and he always worries. 
He knows it’s stupid to worry, especially in a town 
like Winder’s Way, where you could walk from one end 
to the other without encountering a single soul. But still. 
Knowing its stupid does nothing to make the fear stop. 

Hart puts the kettle on for tea. He doesn’t like to 
think of himself as an agoraphobe, so much as 
a claustrophile. He just needs to have the edges of his 
world in sight. He needs corners and walls and a roof 
over his head. And no surprises. 

As he pours boiling water into the pot with a packet 
of Earl Grey, he thinks of how Astrid would say he’s the 
most boring person in the world, but he doesn’t know 
how to be any other way. It seems like any other way 
will get you killed. Green-haired Baudelaire died in an 
alley, reduced to rags. Rimbaud in agony, missing a leg. 
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Lorca was shot to death by soldiers in the Spanish Civil 
War. History holds a catalogue of grimly deceased 
poets. It’s better not to exist at all, or to come as close to 
that state as possible—he is invisible here, and Winder’s 
Way might as well exist outside time and space. 

Gertrude is a modern poet living under their house, 
as Astrid likes to point out. They should get along, make 
friends. Hart’s read Gertrude’s oeuvre and does not find 
it special. Her only writing credit is a collection of short 
stories and poems published by a small horror press. 

He wishes he didn’t feel the cold. It’s not even 
winter yet and a strong, damp chill permeates the house. 
The wood groans and creaks like old bones. 

A knocker raps on the front door and Hart nearly 
drops his tea. He freezes in the doorway to the kitchen. 
The knocking continues—a series of sharp bangs that 
make his skin jump. He can’t help wincing. Go away. 

Hart shudders. He sets the tea down carefully. 
This, he hates. He doesn’t want to open that door. 

What if he goes to his room and lies down with a pillow 
over his head? The knocker will give up eventually. But 
Hart has already stepped into the main hall. He stares 
down the narrow corridor. Light spills in through the 
edges of the wood. 

The knocker isn’t giving up. 
Taking a steadying breath, Hart walks softly to the 

door and opens it a crack. 
The knocker is a man in his thirties, tall and 

impressively dressed in a dark Armani suit, a grey tie 
knotted around his neck. He flashes a grin at Hart and 
his breath catches because it’s the same grin as the one 
in his dream—accompanied by the same green eyes. 

“Hi there. I’m Michael. Michael Rychtarik.” 
No, he thinks, unable to breathe or back away. 
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“I’m a friend of Gertrude’s…” Michael trails off, 
grin fading at Hart’s expression. “I’m sorry, I thought 
she was living at this address?” 

Hart gathers himself enough to say: “Yes—she rents 
the basement. There’s an entrance around the side, 
there.” He begins to shut the door. Michael reaches out 
and forces it back open. He feels the heat rising like an 
itch up his neck. This can’t be real. 

“Yeah, I tried that.” 
Hart exhales. “Well, she’s not here.” 
“Right. So, do you know where she went?” 
“No,” his voice sounds odd, strangled. 
“Look, can I just come in for a second? It’s been a 

long drive and—” 
“No.” 
Michael stares at him for a moment. Hart thinks that 

he should never have answered the door. What was he 
thinking? Who is this man? He wants to cry and he 
wants to laugh. Maybe this is his mind beginning to 
crack. Soon reality will shatter, crumbling around him, 
and he won’t be able to tell his house from a doomed 
ocean liner. He will wind up in a psychiatric ward, 
ranting about lifeboat regulations and icebergs. 

“Okay,” Michael says, frowning. “I’ll leave.” 
Hart grips the door on the inside, ready to slam it 

shut. He doesn’t need to. The stranger walks away, over 
the creaking front porch. Hart manages to shut the door 
quietly, like a normal person, though his chest is a mess 
of tightening knots. 

This is what happens when you open the door, when 
you go outside or let the outside in—it unravels the 
borders of what’s real and possible. The universe does 
contortions. Nothing remains static or safe. The man of 
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your dreams might actually step out of them, onto your 
front porch. And then what? What else might change? 

 
Astrid is enjoying the walk—up through the 

graveyard, beneath trees reaching up like souls on 
Judgement Day. That’s how she thinks of graveyards, as 
arboretums. There’s nothing really interesting—no 
stone angels or mausoleums—it’s a tree-dotted hill with 
a park-like trail winding through it. At the same time, 
it’s beautiful and open and she can see the sky. 
Selfishly, she wishes Hart were there, knowing he 
wouldn’t enjoy it, though maybe he could if he recited 
some Walt Whitman. 

Gertrude pauses to examine some of the older, 
crumbling stones. Some of them have been so smoothed 
by time that nothing remains legible—no names, no 
dates. Well, that’s alright, she thinks, they will become 
shadows who slide under our front door and haunt our 
library. She begins shaking. 

Gertrude turns and see her, raising an eyebrow in 
question. “Hey, kid, you okay?” 

Astrid covers her face with her hands and realizes 
she’s laughing—a nervous, hysterical laugh she can’t 
stop. Gertrude stands, brushing dirt off her black jeans 
and grabs her by the shoulders. “Hey! Talk to me!” 

Lowering her hands, Astrid looks Gertrude in the 
eye. “Have you seen anything, in our house?” 

The other woman remains frozen, hands still 
gripping her tightly. “You know?” 

“I know?” she breaks out of Gertrude’s hands. “Of 
course I know! I live there!” Though she thinks of Hart, 
and how he doesn’t see them, so maybe it is unusual. 
She turns on Gertrude, “wait! You mean you know?” 
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“You asked me why I moved to Winder’s 
Way,” Gertrude shrugs. “When I moved in, I told your 
brother I was coming north for the peace and quiet, and 
to work on my next book. Well, that was partly true, 
but—” 

“No,” Astrid shakes her head. 
“I read about your house in a book on hauntings by a 

local author—” 
“And you came here too—” 
“Why are you getting mad?” 
Astrid sputters. “Our house is not a sideshow!” 
“Of course not,” Gertrude catches her hand. “Look, I 

didn’t mean it that way. I’ve always been interested in 
this stuff. Ghosts. UFOs. The paranormal.” Her fingers 
are soft, soothing against her own. Astrid almost 
relaxes. “Why don’t you tell me about them?” 

Astrid yanks her hand away and stomps up the rest 
of the hill, muttering angrily. Gertrude follows slowly, 
casting her weird looks. 

At the top of the trail they hit a side-street and begin 
the walk home. She tries to calm down. Gertrude 
changes the subject and chats about city life. Astrid 
feels a pang of longing, but squashes it down. By the 
time they get back to the house she’s nearly better. 

There’s a silver Mercedes parked in their driveway. 
She freezes at the sight of the car—it’s been so long 
since there were strangers, apart from Gertrude. A tall 
figure gets out and turns towards them. 

“Gertrude?” the man asks. 
Beside her, Gertrude seems equally surprised. 

“Michael?” 
“It’s been years,” he says, a wide grin cutting across 

his face. 
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“I know!” she blinks, seeming unsure of how to 
react. “How—how are you?” 

They hug—hesitatingly, awkwardly. Astrid wonders 
if he’s an ex, or something else. 

“It must be ten years since we saw each other—” 
He laughs. “More like fifteen, Gert.” 
“As long as that? God, we’re old, Michael.” 
“And you’re hard to find. Why can’t you be on 

Facebook, like a normal person?” 
Gertrude makes a face at that and Astrid nearly 

laughs, but she feels like a third wheel. She should go, 
but it’s her house. She shifts her weight awkwardly 
from foot to foot, scuffing her sandals in the dirt, while 
Gertrude tells Michael he must be doing well, with the 
fancy suit, the expensive car. 

He shrugs. “I guess. I’ve been working for an 
investment firm out in Vancouver, but I transferred to 
their Toronto branch when I made junior VP—” 

Gertrude whistles. Astrid doesn’t know much about 
business, but it sounds impressive. She smiles uneasily 
when his eyes flicker in her direction. 

“I ran into Shawn,” Michael continues, “and he said 
you were only a few hours north—” 

“More than a few,” she points out. Gertrude’s 
expression shifts into confusion. “Why are you here, 
Michael? You couldn’t have driven all this way—” 

“To see an old friend? Why not?” 
“Well, come in, I guess,” Gertrude then turns and 

gestures to her. “This is Astrid, my landlady.” 
“Her?” Michael laughs. “She looks about sixteen.” 
Gertrude sighs. “Astrid, this is some jerk I went to 

high school with. Ignore him.” 
“We were best friends,” Michael says, putting an 

arm around her shoulders. 
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Gertrude rolls her eyes, shoving him off. “Oh, we 
were not.” 

They bicker at each other like brother and sister. 
Astrid relaxes enough to smile. This, at least, she is 
familiar with. “Why don’t you come into the main 
house?” she offers. “There’s more space.” It would be 
nice to hear other people in that part of the house, as 
long as Gertrude doesn’t ask about the ghosts. 

“Are you sure?” Michael asks. “I don’t think your 
boyfriend is too keen on visitors.” 

Her face grows hot. He spoke to Hart? “My brother,” 
she says. “Hart. I’m sorry if he was weird to you. 
He’s… he doesn’t leave the house. He’s kind of…” 

“What? Not ever?” asks Michael. 
Astrid bites her lip. “He has anxiety… it’s a mental 

illness. It got worse, the last few years. We left the city 
and came back here, to our grandfather’s old house. 
There are less crowds, it’s less busy. I thought it would 
help, but…” she shrugs. What can she say? It did the 
opposite. “One day he just wouldn’t leave, not even as 
far as the tree.” She hates the pity she sees on 
Gertrude’s face. The ghosts would be a better topic. 

“If he can’t come out here, we can bring the party to 
him.” 

“Party?” Gertrude frowns. “Michael…” 
“What else do you call it when old friends get 

together?” he smiles at them. And even though they’ve 
just met, he does feel like an old friend to Astrid. She 
has a powerful feeling of déjà vu when she looks at him 
and Gertrude standing together. The house throws its 
century-old shadow over them and the dark leaves of the 
lemon tree rustle. 

“Okay…” Astrid nods, leading the way to the front 
door. Her heart pounds. Her palm is sweaty when she 
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reaches for the brass door handle. She no longer knows 
if she’s fearing Hart’s anxiety, or her own. Shadows slip 
across the foyer, but nobody comments. Old light 
fixtures flicker and the floor creaks beneath their feet. 

The living room, beside the kitchen and the library, 
is a mess. Old armchairs are covered in coats and 
scarves. A loveseat holds more of Hart’s books, and her 
own art books are spread out, open, on the coffee table. 
There’s an old, sagging sofa and a fainting couch beside 
the fireplace. An ancient tube-TV and some old videos, 
both covered in dust, rest on a mahogany cabinet. 
There’s a closet full of old board games from when their 
mother was little. She feels unequipped for hosting 
parties, get-togethers, or soirées. 

Gertrude and Michael don’t appear to mind, 
however, cheerfully moving the piles of books, pulling 
back the heavy drapes on the windows, chatting about 
their school days. Astrid is pulled deeper into the house, 
looking for her brother. She hesitates outside the library, 
remembering the shadow she saw there that morning. 
“Hart?” 

In the next room, she hears Michael and Gertrude 
shifting through vintage board games, laughing over 
finds like Battleship and Candyland and Clue. She can 
go to the kitchen and use some of the old vodka they 
have stashed away to mix drinks. They can still have 
fun, with or without Hart, but she wishes he was there, 
so sharply it hurts. 

“Hart?” she calls again. The hallway—has it always 
been so dark and clammy? Astrid shivers, rubbing her 
bare arms. A chill leaves goosebumps trailing down her 
neck. The dark is thick. It shifts around her, and 
suddenly she is surrounded. The narrow corridor is full 
of shadow-people. 
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They push past her, running. The floor tilts, rising 
sharply. She can’t hold onto anything. She slips, falls 
down. Invisible feet trample and kick her, knocking the 
air out of her. A high pitched wail rises in her head, so 
ringing and sharp she can’t block it out. She can’t fight 
it as she slides down. The shadows are screaming. 

 

 
Illustration © 2017, Katharine A. Viola. 

 
April 13th, 1912 
Hart wore a waistcoat and a long, black dinner 

jacket. There was a white flower in his lapel and 
moonstone studs in his gloves. The band played in 
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reception where they sipped their coffee and Michael 
kept casting him glances. 

“Oh, have you met Lady Gertrude?” asked Michael, 
standing as a woman approached. She wore a black-
brimmed hat and a double-breasted sweater coat over 
her long, grey skirt—practical, but he’d not seen any of 
the other ladies wearing one. Her black hair was short 
and curled at the sides of her round face. 

“Hello there,” she said, after Michael made 
introductions. “Marvellous adventure, isn’t it?” 

“Ja, but do you like this better or worse than Graf 
Zeppelin’s airship?” asked Michael. 

“You’ve flown in an airship?” Hart was impressed. 
He’d heard of their construction in Germany, but half-
believed it wasn’t true. 

“I tried telling her it was no place for the fairer sex, 
but—” 

“But I would throw you overboard,” she said. 
“See? She’s more Amazon than lady,” Michael told 

him. “We’ve been on many adventures together.” 
“We’ve just returned from a journey down the Nile,” 

Gertrude supplied. 
They were relaxed in each other’s company to the 

point of scandal. Hart found himself jealous of Michael 
and Gertrude’s easy speech and quick, small smiles. He 
introduced her to his sister, who was dressed in another 
Parisian gown, slim and gauzy satin, accented with a 
warm wrap. She was eager to hear about flying on silver 
ships. 

With the sky and sea conquered, what was left for 
man? Hart felt dizzily on the precipice of the future and 
isolated by it. Born into the wrong era, he thought, 
remembering the Graf’s words. 



Shadows in the Water 

67 

He and Michael could have retreated to the smoke 
room, but Hart was happy to sit with Astrid and 
Gertrude, catching the lilting murmur of their words. 

“Are you feeling better?” asked Michael. The deck 
seemed a lifetime ago. The Graf’s hand moved over his 
own. It was warm and roughened by callouses. He sat 
perfectly still, for fear that Michael would remove his 
hand. “You know…” said Michael, but he left the words 
off, abandoned. Hanging in the air like smoke. 

A few feet away, Astrid spoke excitedly about the 
Parisian art world, about Cubism and its influence by 
the late Cézanne. 

“You know there is an artist here on the ship with 
us,” said Gertrude, “an American.” 

Astrid laughed loudly at some comment Gertrude 
made, and Michael pulled his hand away to turn to 
them, asking her to repeat it. Hart tried not to mourn the 
loss of contact. His fingers curled around his knees. He 
resolutely thought of nothing. 

Later, Hart sat in his cabin, sometime after midnight, 
unable to sleep. He rose and dressed, and took to 
wandering the ship’s corridors. The ever-present rumble 
of the boilers and furnaces working below vibrated 
through everything. He stumbled, clumsy as a 
somnambulist, when he saw Michael at the other end of 
the hall. 

“It’s late for a stroll.” There was concern in his eyes. 
Hart saw him hold one hand poised to knock on a door, 
but he lowered it and turned to face Hart instead. 

I’m not going to throw myself overboard, he thought, 
but didn’t say. People died on ships all the time, it 
should have been easy to disappear beneath those dark 
waves. Why did the German care, anyways? Michael 
and Gertrude had adopted him into their social circle 
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with disarming ease, and the evening had ended with 
them making plans to breakfast together in the French 
café. 

“Are you going to see Gertrude?” Hart blurted out. 
An uncivilized question. Akin to shouting: is she your 
mistress? 

Michael only laughed. “I was, but I’d rather see 
you.” 

“She’s your lover.” 
“No,” Michael raised his brow. “Have you been 

talking to the servants? Never mind. It pleases them to 
think she’s my lover. Ah, your face—” his lips were 
curved into a teasing smile. “No, I suppose a girl like 
her causes quite a scandal. But the truth would upset 
them more.” 

“The truth?” Hart swallowed nervously. Michael 
stood quite close. 

“They would like it if I took a wife and moved back 
to the estate,” he shrugged. “I don’t care to, and as I am 
the Reichsgraf—my family’s title was appointed by the 
Holy Roman Emperor himself—it doesn’t much matter 
what the servants, or anyone else, would like. I’m sick 
of old castles. I want to see the world.” He stared at Hart 
while he spoke, his eyes searching for something. 

Gertrude opened the door to her room. She wore her 
dressing gown, and frowned at them. “The hallway is 
not the place for this conversation.” 

Michael made a little bow to her. “I was going to 
invite him back to my bedroom,” he said. 

Hart felt his face catch fire, but Gertrude merely said, 
“well, do it, then,” and shut the door in the Graf’s face. 
“Gute Nacht.” 

Michael stepped forwards, placing his hands on 
Hart’s shoulders. “What were you planning, wandering 
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the ship so late?” 
Hart found he could say nothing, as he felt the Graf’s 

lips press against his forehead. 
They walked hand-in-hand down the deserted 

passageway. 

 
Someone knocks on the library door and Hart jerks 

awake, again in the uncomfortable chair. A volume 
slides off his lap, knocking the tea-cup over. It’s just a 
dream, after all, but he can’t shake the feelings it stirs 
up. 

Michael stands in the doorway. Before Hart can open 
his mouth to say ‘what are you doing here?’ Michael 
says, “your sister… I think she fainted. Do you want us 
to call an ambulance?” 

Hart stumbles to his feet, shaking his head. “Help me 
put her on the couch.” 

The lights flicker. Michael steps back, into the 
hallway, and Hart follows. Astrid lies there, long yellow 
hair tumbling across the carpet. He feels ice water slide 
around his ankles and shakes his head, backing into the 
edge of the library door. 

Michael, kneeling by his sister, glances up at him 
and Hart wrestles his face blank. The sight of her, 
reminded him of something he can barely comprehend. 

His sister ran and clung to the railing of the ship, 
leaning over. She peered up at the iceberg so close they 
could touch it, so close it knocked ice onto the deck. 
“Did we hit it?” 

“She’s alright,” says Michael. “I think. I mean, she’s 
breathing.” 

Hart exhales slowly, dropping to his knees beside his 
sister. 
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Michael takes Astrid’s pulse. “She doesn’t have any 
medical conditions, does she?” 

He shakes his head, trying to sort out dream and 
reality. Why does it feel like the floor is tilting? 

When he reaches for her, his fingers brush against 
Michael’s and the other man flinches. “Your hands are 
like ice!” 

 
April 14, 1912 
The four friends spent the day together, exploring the 

various decks and rooms—running up and down the 
grand staircase, peeking in at the library in the first class 
lounge, with its green sofas. They played bridge in the 
café, surrounded by the pretty trellises and potted plants. 
Gertrude launched into a lecture on spiritualism and 
described a séance she’d attended in London. Astrid 
played with a Pekingese one of the other ladies had 
brought on board, chasing it around the deck with some 
laughing children. The little dog barked joyfully at the 
attention. 

When evening fell, they dined on lobster, plover’s 
eggs and quail. The tables were laid out with vases of 
pink roses. It was warming, to sit together amid such 
happy, laughing companions. They spoke of technology, 
art, spiritualism and poetry all through the eleven-course 
meal. 

Afterwards, they sat drinking coffee and smoking 
cigarettes. No one aboard seemed ready to retire, as all 
around them the festive air continued. When the 
restaurant closed they moved to the smoking room and 
Hart relaxed, seated beside Michael. The ladies weren’t 
meant to be there, but apart from a few glances, no one 
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objected to their presence. Astrid sipped a hot lemonade 
and they broke out a pack of cards. 

“Poker,” said Gertrude. 
Michael sighed, but his lips twitched into a smirk. 

“You are the worst lady I know…” he shook his head, 
but began to deal. 

When the blow came it felt very nearly like nothing 
at all. There was a knock, a tap against the ship. Some 
grumbling, but she barely shuddered. 

Then the engines went silent. 
Astrid stood. “What was that?” 
They were still, feeling the hush that had descended 

over the liner. 
“We’ve stopped,” said Hart. 
Michael laughed, dispelling the tension, and leaned 

back in his seat. “I’m sure it was nothing.” 
“Maybe a propeller is out?” Gertrude offered, not 

looking up from her cards. 
“Come on,” said Astrid, tugging her arm. “I want to 

see.” 
The four made their way out onto the deck, shivering 

and stomping their feet. Astrid gasped and Hart put an 
arm around her. The ship was pushing past an iceberg 
which reared up beside them, towering over their heads. 
It was there for a second, and then it was gone. 

“Did we hit it?” 
Ice knocked onto the deck. Michael strode over to it, 

shaking his head. “Grazed, perhaps,” he said, kneeling 
and scraping a handful of snow off the ice. “Don’t 
worry, little one. This ship is unsinkable.” He packed 
the snow into a ball and threw it at Gertrude. 

She shrieked and darted around Hart and Astrid, 
laughing. Skidding on the slippery, cold deck, Gertrude 
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darted around, grabbed up her own fistful and lobbed it 
back at him. 

A chunk of snow struck Hart in the shoulder and he 
found himself laughing. Soon they were joined by more 
passengers, all running and tossing snowballs around 
like school children, before breaking down into giggles. 

The engines had not resumed, but surely it was only 
a matter of time. Let the engineers work and the stokers 
toil, Hart thought. He was happy. 

 
The house groans above, shuddering. Astrid wakes 

on the couch with Gertrude looking down on her. “Are 
you okay?” 

Hart and Michael are on the loveseat. Her brother 
leans forward, elbows on his knees, to study her. 
“Astrid?” His curls are damp with sweat and his face 
pale. 

“You know…” Gertrude, leaning back, laughs 
nervously. She takes her glasses off, cleans them, 
shoulders trembling. “Don’t think I’m weird, or 
whatever, but something about the four of us being 
together is… nostalgic? Is that the word for it?” 

Michael nods slowly, fingers drumming against his 
leg. “Like déjà vu, or—” 

“Fate,” Astrid whispers. Her throat is scratchy. 
“Do any of you believe in past lives?” asks Hart. 
She props herself up on her elbow to look at her 

brother. Hart stares off into the distance, fidgeting 
slightly, not meeting anyone else’s gaze. They fall silent 
for a moment. 

“Let’s play a game,” says Gertrude. 
Hart pushes Battleship off the coffee table. “Not that 

one.” 
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They spend the next hour playing Monopoly, a game 
Michael is endearingly bad at. He takes off his suit 
jacket and tie, laying them on the arm of the seat. Astrid 
make popcorn and mixes drinks. Gertrude doesn’t bring 
up ghosts. Even Hart relaxes. 

Everything is going well, until a shadow unfurls 
from beneath the table, flipping the board. 

This time everyone sees it—the giant towers up to 
the ceiling. Plastic hotels and fake money spill on the 
floor, but no one takes their eyes off the shape. It bleeds 
into the plaster, only to be replaced by shadow hands 
that reach out, stretching towards them. 

Hands rise up from the floor as arms sprout from the 
walls, stretching, writhing. Long fingers flex and curl. 

“The growlers!” Astrid screams. 
Faces appear, mouths in frozen screams. 
Michael leaps to his feet. Hart grabs his arm. 

“What—” 
Astrid climbs up on the couch. 
Gertrude stares at the shadows unblinking, attention 

rapt. She looks like she wants to reach out and touch 
one, when Michael shouts at her. “Gert! Get out! We all 
need to get out!” 

Arms grow like trees, hands branching off, pointing, 
groping fingers. The entire house heaves, like something 
massive lurks beneath it. The shadows are only the edge 
of the thing. The walls shake as though battered by high 
wind. The windows rattle in their frames. The 
temperature plummets until they see their breath puffing 
out in clouds. 

An old laundry chute rattles and clangs and they all 
turn to it slowly, eyes wide. The door flies open, 
slammed against the wall by a flood of ice-water that 
spits out, churning with foamy froth. They all begin 
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speaking at once, shouting. The water keeps coming—
trickling from the corners, then running down the walls 
in thicker rivers, until the wallpaper warps and peels 
before sloughing off altogether. 

“Where is it all coming from?” cries Gertrude, 
staring up at the ceiling as pictures slide down, crashing 
and shattering against the floor. 

The walls vibrate, their old VHS tapes clatter and 
jump off the shelves. Chairs slide across the floor as 
though the house were picked up and twisted onto its 
side. 

Astrid feels the cold bleeding through her skin and 
bones. This is what she has been afraid of—what she’s 
always felt coming. She begins to laugh, high pitched 
and hysterical. 

The black water falls faster, sliding down the walls 
in thick sheets that burst into a thick salt-spray against 
the floor. The water does not run under the doors, it 
stays, pooling on the ground. It’s licking the wooden 
legs of the couch. Gertrude kicks at it, still staring in 
wonder. Astrid jumps up and down on the damp, soggy 
cushions, flinging wet hair out of her face. “Don’t do 
that!” she shouts. “Get away! Get away!” 

But they can’t. The water becomes a churning pool 
beneath their feet. The others climb up on the furniture 
as well. Wild, dark shapes, impossible and huge, slither 
across the walls, which are now only sheets of a 
waterfall. Mist hangs in the air. 

Hart straightens, balancing on a bobbing chair, head 
thrown back. A terrible feeling uncurls in her stomach 
and Astrid screams at him. Gertrude, beside her, holds 
her on the couch as Hart, entranced, takes a step and 
vanishes through the floor. 
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They all scream, because the floor should be there, 
beneath a few inches of water, but it’s not. Astrid keeps 
screaming, because her brother is gone. 

Across from her, on the tilting loveseat, Michael 
rolls up his sleeves and follows him. 

Her clothes are soaked, clinging to her tightly. Her 
face is frozen and numb. Gertrude holds her, as they 
rock on the waves in freezing air. She feels her hand 
smoothing her hair, which is stiff with ice. 

And why are they the ones left behind? Astrid 
chokes, gasping, and tries to break out of Gertrude’s 
grasp. She can’t. Her heart hurts, sitting in her chest like 
a slab of ice. She presses her face into the other 
woman’s neck, sobbing. 

The house is dark. She sees nothing. 

 
April 14, 1912 
The bottom of the ship had been ripped out. The 

iceberg, bumped, in passing, was a growler, the mass of 
it concealed beneath the oily black waves. The call 
came for everyone to put on their lifebelts. Gertrude 
vanished back to her cabin for a moment and 
reappeared, Hart saw, with a thicker sweater and fur 
coat. She carried an armful of sweaters for his sister, as 
well. 

“She may still limp along,” said Michael, “but you 
ladies should get in the lifeboats.” 

Despite being wrapped up in her furs, Gertrude 
merely laughed, shaking her head. “And miss all the 
excitement happening up here on the deck?” 

Astrid pulled a sweater on and Gertrude helped her 
fasten a lifebelt over it. Hart watched as the crew 
prepared the boats for lowering, sixty feet into the cold 
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waters below. They appeared small and flimsy 
compared to the bulk of the ship. 

He shivered at the taunting waves, pulling at them, 
and looked away. Gertrude put her hand on his shoulder. 
“You know, it’s strange, these past hours, I’ve felt like 
I’ve known you and Astrid before—” 

Beside her, Michael nodded, peering out, into the 
night. “We all knew each other, well before—” 

“Always,” agreed Astrid. Gertrude placed her hands 
over his sister’s as the two leaned against the railing. 

Hart found his throat thick with emotion. He couldn’t 
deny it. “And we just found each other again.” 

The engines were not turning on, and the deck was 
listing, slightly to one side. “You should get in a boat, 
Astrid, Gertrude.” 

“Not without you!” 
“Women and children first,” said Michael, “that’s the 

law of the sea.” 
Gertrude struck him on the arm. “We’ll wait to the 

end, then.” 
Michael and Hart helped the crew usher women into 

the boats. Some were only clad in dressing gowns and 
bathrobes, shivering violently in the bitter air. The 
orchestra, who had played in the lounge earlier, came 
and set-up again on the deck, though it was after 
midnight, and struck up some popular tunes. This 
calmed some passengers, and he caught Michael, 
glancing at him with a smile. “See? It will be alright.” 
He hummed along with the music. 

But, Hart thought, they wouldn’t bother with this if it 
wasn’t serious. 

They helped the crew for an hour, and the listing 
deck became more pronounced. Overhead, rockets tore 
off from the ship, leaving burning trails against the 
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night. Below them, the lights of the ship bounced and 
wavered in the water. Some of the men started asking if 
they could climb into the boats as well. 

A crewman, passing, saw Gertrude and grabbed her 
arm. “What are you doing? You should be in a 
lifeboat!” 

“Let go of me!” 
“All of the women should be in lifeboats!” he 

insisted. 
Michael moved to interfere, and they started 

shouting. 
Astrid clung to Hart’s evening jacket. He hadn’t 

bothered with a lifebelt. He, out of all of them, had no 
reason to be saved. A few hours ago he had 
contemplated meeting the same end by his own free 
will. 

Isn’t this what you wanted? 
The black curtain descends – 
He shook his head at the inner voice—Yes. No. 
“I’m not leaving you,” said Astrid. “We’re twins. We 

came into this world together, we can leave together, 
too.” 

Reality was becoming as hard-edged as the ice that 
had gutted them. The ocean rose. “You have to go.” 

Michael and Gertrude continued arguing with the 
steward. More of the passengers gathered on the deck. 

“Please go.” 
It would be his fault if she died, he felt it in his gut. 
Astrid shook her head. 
Gertrude returned and wrapped an arm around his 

sister’s waist. “Come now,” she said. Her eyes were 
dark as the sky. Whatever the steward said, he finally 
changed her mind, Hart thought. 

Michael lifted Astrid in his arms and carried her to  
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the boats. They dangled off the edge of the deck, a few 
feet away, as the ship was tilting. She reached over 
Michael’s shoulder, stretching her hand out towards 
him, and Hart raised his in a stiff wave. He forced his 
face into a mask of calm. He couldn’t quite bring 
himself to smile. 

Michael threw Astrid across to the boat. She landed 
and it swayed on its ropes. 

Gertrude clasped Hart’s hand and hugged Michael. 
He embraced her for a long moment, and then offered 
her his knee to climb on. “Now, jump,” he whispered. 
Her hand lingered, balancing on his shoulder. She 
nodded and leapt from his knee to the side of the craft, 
as they were lowered. 

Hart sucked in a breath, bracing himself. Around 
them, the ship’s crew were calling for more women. The 
band struck up a waltz and Michael grabbed his hand 
suddenly, pulling him across the floor. They weren’t 
even the only men dancing. Of course, what did it 
matter now? The black ocean rose. 

They danced all around the deck, through the crowds 
of anxious, fearful people. Through the tearful goodbyes 
and the begging and the prayers. Hart closed his eyes 
and felt the music and Michael’s hand clasping his 
waist, their bodies held together. 

The ship groaned. There was a terrible clatter 
beneath them. The band switched to the somber Song 
of Autumn, and they stopped, catching their breath. Hart 
leaned against Michael. He had one hand on his 
shoulder, and the German covered it with his own, 
rubbing his fingers gently. 

Hart shuddered. His throat closed up. They were 
going down. 

“Goodbye,” said Michael, and kissed him. 
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It rains iron the day she is born. A drizzling inferno 
beginning up high as a coral glow and descending 
smokily behind the Peak of Sorrow. Every now and then 
a piece descends so big and so fast that it punches 
shockwaves through the air. The villagers behind the 
giant glass in the bunker feel the walls tremble. 

It is a bad sign, of course. 
There are two scavengers still out there, someone 

says. The boy remembers them leaving in the early 
morning, when it was yet dark and the starless sky was 
still and there was no sign of this calamity to come. 
Each clutching a grasper on a stick and carrying two 
sacks. They left unsuited, he tells someone, but that 
someone is not paying attention, because everyone 
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knows they left unsuited. In any case, the boy is very 
young. 

Everyone stares instead at the dead grey flanks of the 
mountain and there is nothing but chunks of iron 
spewing ash as they tumble. No chance of survival out 
there. 

Best to tell the mother sooner rather than later, says 
someone.  

They have seen days such as this before and a sky 
full of metal is no excuse not to head out to the 
machines. If anything, with this choking haze and heat, 
they must be tended to all the more. The villagers that 
can don their hazard suits and their masks. They look 
like horror birds with big eyes, the boy thinks. He does 
not like the suits, but he wants to wear one. To wear one 
is to be a man, or a woman, and not a child, or an elder, 
says his father. The boy longs to be a man and so do his 
friends, though they do not know what this means. 

After the last piece of metal has come to rest, 
glowering and smoking on the shimmering black scree, 
the men and women file into the airlock and then out. 
The boy stays in the bunker and watches them fan out 
across the rain farms and the particle collectors. Each 
with their own device to check, and each knowing 
precisely what to do. 

The boy never tires of watching them at work, but 
this day he hears screaming so he does not watch for 
long. He follows the noise instead, running his hands 
along the wall and over incomprehensible yellow glyphs 
as he goes. Full of secrets of the world from a long time 
ago. But even those who can read it say none of it 
makes any sense, and now there are fewer who could 
read than before, and soon there will be none. Then the 
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past will be lost forever, the old people say. And to this 
the young people say the past is already lost. 

The screaming is coming from the infirmary and as 
he comes in he sees that one of the beds is surrounded 
by old men and women. All silhouetted against the big 
window on the far side. Beyond the window, the grey 
and milky sea. A yellow fog hanging over everything 
like an infection, but still, lurking in it, he can see the 
distant mass of Shuddering Isle. 

‘Here,’ says an old woman, handing him an old jug, 
white and flecked with rust. ‘Get some fresh water. Run. 
Run!’ 

The boy runs and fills the jug from a wall-pipe and 
comes back. There is no screaming now, only sobbing. 
And then the sound of a baby wailing. 

The boy comes close and now he can hear what they 
are saying. 

‘Maybe from dark to fair,’ says the old woman 
holding the jug. ‘But never the other way around.’ 

He pushes his way through the old folk and they let 
him. There is blood on their hands and on the floor and 
on the rags they are throwing into a basin. On the bed is 
a woman and there is blood on her legs and between her 
legs and on her belly. There is blood also between her 
breasts where there is a little baby curled up like a frog, 
cord still hanging from her belly, hair thick and so pale 
it is almost transparent. The woman is stroking her and 
crying. The baby quietens. 

‘I won’t let her go,’ says the woman. ‘I won’t let 
her.’ She looks up. ‘Where is my man? Is he returned 
yet? What was that thunder I heard?’ 

The old people mutter and look out the window and 
at the sea. The boy does so too, though he does not 
understand why everyone is looking. Perhaps, he thinks, 
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they can see something he cannot. Adults always seem 
to see things that are not there. 

 
After the girl is born the village has the requisite 

number of children for a wedding. There are three extra 
boys, and of course the baby will never marry. But in 
any case all four are far too young. In the meanwhile 
Seven Hoatzin has almost reached manhood. Already, 
he has hair on his face, and everyone knows that he and 
Sky Poch’il have been sneaking off into the tunnels on 
their own. 

The sixteen eldest go into a room and their parents 
all stand outside and share protein and remember their 
own weddings. The last one ten years ago. Some of 
them were married at the one before that, sixteen years 
ago, and Nine Serpent and his wife, who is now dead, 
were married more than thirty years ago. Everyone falls 
silent when he mentions this, and the boy does not know 
why. 

‘Where is Twelve Pelican?’ asks someone. 
The boy’s father pops a piece of protein into his 

mouth and chews slowly. 
‘Outside,’ he says. ‘Heading up the peak.’ 
‘She’s gone mad. She’s still looking for Silver 

Silver.’ 
‘Wouldn’t you? In her position?’ 
‘I’d throw the girl in the sea.’ 
‘Why? Poor child.’ 
‘She’ll bring nothing but misery.’ 
‘Let her be.’ 
‘Did she take her the girl with her?’ 
The boy’s father shrugs. 
‘I saw no child.’ 
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‘Oh, father of the seas!’ groans one of the women. 
She jogs off down the corridor and a man goes after her 
and another woman sets off the other way. 

The boy’s father looks at him through all the chatter 
and smiles his strange upside-down smile. He hands him 
a piece of protein and says, ‘You be nice to that girl. 
There are people enough who will be cruel to her.’ 

The boy nods. 
There is shuffling inside the room and the elders’ 

conference is over. One of them sticks out her head. 
Pallid and grooved and hair hanging from her scalp in 
lanky clumps. She nods and the parents usher the 
children into the bunker. The boy notices for the first 
time that the ceiling is scabbed with fungus. Brown-red 
stuff blooming in concentric patches like stony tie-dye. 

They line them up, boys to the left, girls to the right, 
facing away from each other. They are ordered by age, 
so Seven Hoatzin and Sky Poch’il are at the front. The 
elders line up against the door. The eldest of them all, 
called only Grandfather, and who may have forgotten 
his own name, steps forward and clears his throat. 

‘I was married forty-one years ago,’ he says. ‘I was 
very young. We had a lot of algae that year, and there 
were twelve couples. Now, there are only seven. We are 
dwindling.’ 

He stares out the window up at the mountain and 
seems to forget what he is supposed to do. Then he turns 
and looks at the people behind him. One of them points 
to the children and he says, ‘Ah, yes,’ and turns round. 

‘Right,’ he says. ‘Seven Hoatzin and Sky Poch’il.’ 
Sky Poch’il squeals and Seven Hoatzin grins and the 

boy next to him thumps him so hard on the back that he 
staggers. Boy and girl turn and face each other and bow 
in unison. Then they take each other’s hand and go up to 
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the old folk. The witnesses cheer and all this echoes 
against the walls and down the corridors until everyone 
is lost in a great reverberating storm. 

One of the old people binds their left little fingers 
together some string and then pours some water over it 
from a little jar. 

‘I am Sky Hoatzin,’ says the boy. 
‘I am Seven Poch’il,’ says the girl. 
The elder nods and smiles and they both run hand in 

hand through the door and into the darkness. 
‘Cloud Kukulkan and Red Ke’kchi’,’ says the old 

man. 
The boy freezes. He looks at his father and his father 

is clapping and so are the others. He turns and to his left 
Red Ke’kchi’ steps forward. He goes up to her and takes 
her hand but it is cold and wet so he only touches it with 
the tips of his fingers. He looks at her but she covers her 
face with her long hair grey-gold hair and will not say 
anything. 

They go up to the old folk and when they bind their 
fingers together he hears Red Ke’kchi sniffing and 
realizes she is crying. He looks up at one of the old 
women. She puts her hand on his shoulder with its 
yellowing claws and says, ‘Give her time.’ 

‘I am Red Kukulkan,’ says the boy. 
‘I,’ The girl’s voice breaks. ‘I am Cloud Ke’kchi’.’ 
More applause, but less than before. The old folk 

step aside and the doorway gapes into blackness before 
Red Kukulkan and Cloud Ke’kchi’. They both wander 
out as if lost and down the corridor and presently there 
is nothing but the dim cool and the sporadic fizz of the 
lights. 

Red Kukulkan yanks his finger out of the string and 
takes off. Cloud Ke’kchi’ listens to the tumbling chaos 
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of his footsteps and their echoes fading into the 
distance. He did not see it, but she was looking at him. 
He did not notice, but she was trying to smile. 

 
The girl’s mother shaves her head every day with a 

piece of glass and so her scalp is covered in little scars 
and nicks. She does not give the girl a name, nor let her 
out of the bunkers. She keeps her close, and when she 
cannot see her she wanders around shouting ‘Come 
here! Come back!’ until she reappears. Then she beats 
her and tells her never to leave her side. After that she 
hugs the girl and cries and endlessly strokes her little 
hairless head. 

Then the next day she is gone, wandering around 
outside without a suit, or else through the vast dark of 
the bunkers, so far her muttering becomes less even than 
an echo. 

After the oldest man dies, the oldest woman climbs 
halfway up the Peak of Sorrows and brings back a stone. 
She sits in the observation bunker and carves a face into 
it, a leering face with big staring eyes, for the old 
woman has no talent for such things. But it is the effort 
that matters. 

The old woman goes to the mother and give her the 
stone and the mother looks at it and puts it down by her 
side. She has the child on her lap but the child is so tall 
now that her legs reach the ground. She squirms and 
looks at the old woman and tries to get off, but the 
mother holds her tight. She is not paying attention, but 
the old woman speaks anyway. 

‘You must let her go, One Pol,’ says the old woman. 
‘You must let her hair grow and let her play with the 
other children.’ 
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‘No,’ says One Pol. ‘No, I won’t let her go. You 
know she’ll run away. You know she will.’ 

‘I won’t,’ says the girl. 
One Pol looks at the oldest woman, eyes luminous 

with tears. 
‘You know she will,’ 
The oldest woman reaches out for the child and 

eventually One Pol lets her go. She takes the girl by the 
hand and leads her out of the room. The woman watches 
her, nibbling her knuckles. 

‘Stay here,’ says the old woman. ‘Close the door and 
do not listen. I will know if you have, and if you think 
your mother’s beatings are bad, you have not felt one 
from these old claws.’ 

She holds up her hands and her fingers are like twigs 
with skin stretched over them. The girl believes her. 

The oldest woman then goes back into the room and 
closes the door. She turns and looks at One Pol and One 
Pol flinches, as if it were she who was about to receive 
the beating. 

‘You can tell her to wear a suit,’ says the oldest 
woman. ‘Tell her she will burn like the others if she 
doesn’t. She does not know yet what she is and if you 
treat her like the others then it will be a long time before 
she does.’ 

‘She will. She’s clever.’ 
‘Even if you keep her here, she’ll find out 

eventually.’ 
‘But I won’t be alone before that.’ 
The old woman sighs. ‘We are all of us alone, in the 

end.’ 
‘You’re not alone. You had your man. You have 

your children.’ 
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‘I never had my man. We made children together and 
he looked after me, but you know and everyone knows 
that he was always Blue Tziimin’s.’ 

One Pol looks up at the oldest woman. Now she is 
paying attention. 

The oldest woman smiles and proceeds. 
‘It is no secret. And as for children—they are never 

truly yours. They grow up and they grow away. As I did 
with my parents, and you did with yours.’ 

One Pol is sobbing now. ‘She’ll go away. She’ll go 
away.’ 

The oldest woman sits down and puts her arm around 
the woman. 

‘Of course she will,’ she says. ‘Of course she will.’ 

 
When Red Kukulkan is big enough to fit into a suit 

they begin to send him out. He has two water-collectors 
on the cliff by the sea and and two algae-processors by a 
pond thick with greenish brown sludge. He runs 
diagnostics every day and spends two or three hours 
fiddling and fixing. The others say he has made a good 
choice, and after a while even his father comes to accept 
that this perhaps is better for him than being a 
scavenger. 

After he has finished his work, he walks along the 
cliffs as far as the blasted tree and scours the beach for 
something to take back. He sometimes he finds a shell, 
or a shiny little bead. One day he finds a little silver box 
with letters on the side and a blue and red symbol and 
one of the old folk who can read tells him it says NASA. 
He asks what this means but the old man says it makes 
no sense, like everything else that is written. 

‘Teach me the letters,’ says Red Kukulkan. 
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‘Why?’ says the old man. ‘There’s no point. Nothing 
makes sense.’ 

‘I want to see,’ says Red Kukulkan. ‘I want to see the 
nonsense for myself.’ 

The old man frowns. 
‘That is wanderer talk.’ 
‘I’m not a wanderer. I’m a tender. Besides, why did 

you learn to read?’ 
‘Much the same reasons as you.’ says the old man. 
He brings these trinkets back and through the airlock 

and then leaves them in the decontaminator with the 
suit. When the great aperture hisses and opens he takes 
his gift and leaves it outside Cloud Ke’kchi’’s room. 
Never once has she acknowledged his offerings, but if 
she likes it she threads it onto a little piece of string she 
wears around her neck, and on it are things that he has 
brought her and nothing else. 

This day he is coming to leave her a little piece of 
black coral when Seven Poch’il runs past him, and after 
her, three other people. The door opens and Cloud 
Ke’kchi’ looks at him and then down the corridor and 
says, ‘What is happening?’ 

It is the first time she has spoken to him in a long 
time and he does not know what to say. He holds out the 
piece of coral and says, ‘This is for you.’ 

Cloud Ke’kchi’ takes it without expression. 
‘What is happening?’ she asks again. 
‘I don’t know,’ says Red Kukulkan. ‘Let’s go and 

find out.’ 
They walk down the corridor so close together that 

Cloud Ke’kchi’’s hand brushes his and he does not 
understand why this is so exciting. They get to the 
airlock and there are people gathered there, donning 
suits. One Pol is there too and she is wailing and tearing 



The Hulks 

89 

chunks of her own hair out and three women are trying 
to stop her. 

Sky Hoatzin throws a suit at Red Kukulkan and then 
at Cloud Ke’kchi’. 

‘Get suited,’ he says. ‘We’re going out.’ 
‘What happened?’ asks Red Kukulkan. ‘Where are 

you going?’ 
‘Zero escaped,’ he says, and heads for the airlock. 
‘Zero?’ says Cloud Ke’kchi’. 
‘The girl with the white hair,’ says Red Kukulkan. 
It is a sweltering day and the suit’s conditioner 

whines with the effort of keeping them cool as they fan 
out around their side of the island. Red Kukulkan heads 
for the beach, for he knows it best, and there, to his 
astonishment, is Zero. Naked, holding her hands over 
her head, and stretching to the left and to the right. He 
picks up a pebble and tosses it at her and hits her on the 
back, but she ignores him. 

He comes up next to her and grabs her but she kicks 
him in the groin. 

‘You can’t stop me,’ she says. 
He can barely hear her through the helmet. He 

shakes his head and mimics burning as best he can but 
she smiles and runs into the sea. The silky grey water 
slurping at her feet and then at her legs and then finally 
her face as she submerges. 

The are others on the beach now. They all stand in 
silence watching her swim out into the rippling grey and 
then someone says, ‘She’s not burning.’ 

‘Look,’ says someone. 
Out to the left is a bank of fog approaching across 

the water, and out if it slips a hulk. A long black one 
with a towering white construction at the end. Vast and 
silent and even at this distance they can see it rocking 
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gently from side to side. It signals with its foghorn, a 
long dolorous blast, and they all avert their eyes and 
wish they could cover their ears. 

‘She’s drowning,’ says Red Kukulkan. ‘She’s 
flailing. Look.’ 

‘Let her go,’ says someone. ‘Maybe it’s here for 
her.’ 

‘She won’t make it. She’ll drown.’ 
No one responds. Then one of them begins to take 

off their suit. 
‘What’re you doing?’ 
‘I’m going in. She can’t swim.’ 
‘Keep your suit on, idiot. You’ll burn.’ 
‘She’s not burning.’ 
‘She’s got white hair.’ 
‘So? Why should that matter?’ 
When the suit comes off Red Kukulkan can see that 

it is a boy, but he cannot remember his name. The boy 
dives into the sea too, and he cannot swim either, but he 
is stronger than Zero and he grabs her around the neck 
and drags her back to the beach. She screams and bites 
but her teeth cannot get through the suits and eventually 
Sky Hoatzin puts her in a headlock and holds her until 
she is exhausted. 

The boy rubs his eyes. They are red and so is the skin 
around them and the water trickling off his body leaves 
powdery white residue. 

‘It stings,’ he says, coughing. ‘Eugh, it stings my 
eyes.’ 

They take them both back and put them in the 
decontamination room and wash them with fresh water. 
A few days’ supply, but Red Kukulkan does not mind, 
because it will only mean more work. Zero lies on the 
floor, eyes closed, and the boy leans against the wall 
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and shakes and wheezes. Red Kukulkan and Sky 
Hoatzin scrub them with brushes and soap and then take 
them both naked through the airlock. 

One Pol pounces on Zero and slaps her and scratches 
at her face. Screaming incoherently and sobbing. After a 
few minutes Zero grabs her face and stares at her, feral, 
and says, ‘I’m not burned.’ Then she throws her against 
the wall and stalks off down the corridor. 

‘The water tingles like diamonds!’ she shouts back. 
‘It just tingles and kisses and nothing else!’ 

After she is gone they all disperse muttering and 
leave One Pol there on the floor. Red Kukulkan looks 
for Cloud Ke’kchi’ but she is nowhere near. Then he 
sees two people sobbing over the boy who saved Zero. 
His parents ask him why he dived in when he knew the 
sea was poisoned but he cannot speak. His eyes go red 
and then white with cataracts. His skin begins to peel. 
Eventually he vomits a pink foam and then he sleeps for 
three days. Then he dies. 

 
After the boy dies, it does not rain for a long time. 

The hulks come more frequently now and people say it 
is Zero’s fault. Sometimes they sail near the shore. Each 
sliding past like some great predator upon the waves. 
Once or twice they come close enough that the villagers 
can see figures on the deck. Strange things with 
elongated limbs. Cartwheeling and dancing and 
throwing little balls of flame at each other. The children 
dream of these things at night and wake up screaming. 

They have to move the water collectors back inside 
to save them from the whipping wind that comes with 
the drought. Instead they have to deploy the seawater 
filterer. It is huge and takes twenty-four of them to 



Subodhana Wijeyeratne	

92 

move down to the beach. Red Kukulkan devises a new 
way of running the tubes into the bunker and removes 
the coil generator. He reconfigures it and puts it in the 
sea and the villagers put their hands to their mouths and 
say he is insane. But days pass and the generator is still 
working and a few days after that the filter is producing 
twice as much water as it did before. Now he is feted 
and people pat him on the back when they see him. All 
but Sky Hoatzin, who strokes his growing beard and 
says nothing. 

One cloudless day Red Kukulkan is tending to his 
processors when his father approaches. Wearing his thin 
scavenger’s suit and holding a spear. He stops by one of 
the machines and it is the first time he has ever come to 
see Red Kukulkan at work so Red Kukulkan stops and 
straightens. 

‘I’m told you’re very good at this,’ says the father. 
‘Only because I know how to fix these.’ 
‘How?’ 
‘Some of the papers the elders have. They are about 

these machines. I read them.’ 
‘You can read?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
The father purses his lips. 
‘Then it is true what they say.’ 
‘What do they say?’ 
‘You are the reason we are all growing fat.’ 
He says it without humour and Red Kukulkan does 

not realize it is a joke until the corners of his father’s 
mouth curve down into a smile. Then he smiles too and 
crouches and resumes his work. 

‘I see not an inch of fat on you,’ he says. 
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‘I’m a thin man by nature,’ says his father. He points 
up to the Peak of Sorrow with his spear. ‘I’m heading 
up and over.’ 

‘Be safe.’ 
‘Would you like to come with me?’ 
‘To the Peak?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Why?’ 
His father shrugs and turns to go. ‘No reason.’ 
‘No, wait. I’ll come. What shall I bring?’ 
‘I have everything we need.’ 
‘For two?’ 
‘For two.’ 
‘Let me carry some of it.’ 
His father pokes his suit. ‘With this heavy thing? 

You’ll find it hard enough just walking.’ 
Red Kukulkan packs away his things and gives his 

box to Nine Mis to take back and heads off with his 
father. The mountain’s flank is bare all the way to the 
top. Every now and then stones roll down past them and 
sudden belches of smoke hiss from the earth. The filter 
on his suit works overtime but still he can smell 
something like burning. It is heavy going and he sweats 
a lot and has to stop frequently. 

They ascend at an angle and curve around the 
mountain and Red Kukulkan looks back when they are 
halfway up. Down below is a little flat plain surrounded 
on all sides by blinding white ocean. A forest of white 
machines specking that expanse and beyond it the squat 
entrances to the bunker. Off to the left is a hulk and 
another one to the right, but farther away. The air is 
clear and off in the distance he can see another island 
and he realizes he has never seen it, or this view, before. 

‘What’s that?’ he asks, pointing. 
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His father does not turn around. ‘The Isle of Lies,’ he 
says. 

‘Isle of Lies? Why is it called that? Does anyone live 
there?’ 

‘Aye,’ says his father. ‘Liars. So my father told me.’ 
He stops and looks back. ‘If you like such things, wait 
till we get to the other side.’ 

Red Kukulkan has trouble climbing over some of the 
stones but his father does not. Long limbed like a spider 
and as flexible he clambers over all obstacles and he has 
strength enough to pull Red Kukulkan along too. The 
sun is setting by the time the bunker and the farms 
finally disappear behind the mountain’s bulk. This is 
farther than Red Kukulkan has ever been and he 
wonders if he will ever come this far again. Then he 
sees what is to be seen and realizes he probably will. 

The far side of the Peak of Sorrow is pocked with a 
thousand little ponds and Red Kukulkan realizes they 
are craters. The mountain levels out into another plain 
before it meets the sea and it too is covered in craters. 
Each full of greenish water and choked with slimy 
brown algae. In the middle of all this a scarred old 
building and atop that a skeletal satellite dish, still 
rotating slowly. Strewn all about is an anarchy of 
metallic detritus. Red Kukulkan cannot even begin to 
guess what they once were but now they are just 
glittering shards and scattered globs of metal. All 
twinkling redly in the twilight. 

‘That’s what we come to scavenge,’ says his father, 
sweeping his spear in an arc. ‘Dead gods. They fall from 
above at the dish. I think perhaps it is calling to them. 
And see there? That is the Isle of Night. And the big one 
on the horizon is the realm of the Hulks.’ He pauses. 
‘That is where they come from.’ 
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The Isle of Night is not far off and to the west and 
Red Kukulkan can see there is a bunker there too and 
lights inside. Just beyond it, a smattering of machines 
not unlike their own. There is a hulk drawing near it, but 
as he watches it veers slowly around and towards the 
flat dark mass hunkered on the horizon. 

‘What are they?’ he asks. ‘Who are the people on the 
Isle of Night?’ 

His father shrugs. ‘People like us, probably. I don’t 
know. I’ve never met one.’ 

‘And the hulks?’ 
‘I don’t know. But they’re not gods.’ 
They make their way down in the setting sun and 

towards the building with the radar dish. As they 
approach the door opens and someone steps out and 
waves at them. Red Kukulkan’s father tenses and lifts 
his spear and pushes Red Kukulkan behind him. Then 
they both realize who it is and relax. Red Kukulkan’s 
father sighs and lowers his spear and calls out, ‘Your 
mother is going mad with concern.’ 

Zero holds her hands up and smiles. Her hair long 
now and falling down her shoulders. She is wearing no 
suit. 

‘Such wonderful things!’ she says. 

 
Sky Hoatzin spots it first. A small black island 

drifting a mile or two offshore. He points to it and 
everyone stops and looks. As they do it tips over 
sideways. Its smooth underbelly striated with glorious 
aquamarine lines. An iceberg, then. And beyond that, a 
black umbilicus seething on the horizon. Riven now and 
then with lightning like jagged streaks of blood. They 
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feel the wind on them and even though they are wearing 
suits they can feel the cold on their skin. 

‘Stay calm,’ says Sky Hoatzin. ‘Stow your 
equipment.’ 

They do, quickly and in silence. Nothing but the 
occasional cough or murmur over the radio and those 
too falling silent as people realize they have left theirs 
on and turn them off. Red Kukulkan works with Seven 
Poch’il and she is completely quiet. He catches a 
glimpse of her face and she has a big red mark on one 
cheek and when she sees him looking she looks away. 

‘Where is Sky Hoatzin?’ he says, when they are 
finished. 

Seven Poch’il points to the beach. 
‘Probably down there.’ 
Red Kukulkan heads down the pebbly path around 

the cliffs and down to the seawater filterer. Sky Hoatzin 
is there and so is Zero. She is wearing nothing but a pair 
of shorts and a vest and she is swimming in the stinking 
sea. Collecting the generators Red Kukulkan put in there 
with her bare hands. Sky Hoatzin is fully suited and 
sitting on the beach, turning each off in turn. His hands 
gloved and the gloves charring and smoking when they 
touch the devices. He looks up and points to the filterer. 

‘What do we do with this?’ he asks. 
‘It’ll be fine,’ says Red Kukulkan. ‘It was designed 

for this.’ 
‘Let’s cover it in sand, just in case,’ says Zero. 
Red Kukulkan looks at her. Hair plastered about her 

face and down her shoulders and all over her glistening 
chest. So now that long some of it reaches her hips. He 
wonders where One Pol is. He has not seen her in a long 
time. 

‘No,’ he says. ‘If too much sand gets in it’ll jam.’ 
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Zero wraps her arms around herself. 
‘It’s getting cold.’ 
They head in. By the time they reach the bunker door 

it is already beginning to snow. The sea is rising behind 
them and soon it is halfway up the cliffs, frothing and 
screaming. They all gather in the observation bunker 
and watch the sky turn black and then deep purple and 
things condense out of the air one by one. First a yellow 
miasma, then a blue one, and finally one green-white 
and delicate. Ice frosts the window and they can hear it 
creak. All this in less than ten minutes, and everyone is 
mesmerised. 

Red Kukulkan feels someone brushing his hands and 
when he looks it is Cloud Ke’kchi’. Flawless like an 
empty sky. 

‘It is time,’ she says in his ear. 
‘Time?’ 
‘We must make a child.’ 
Red Kukulkan licks his suddenly dry lips. 
‘Right now?’ 
She watches him for a few moments and breathes in 

through her nose. Short and hard and fast. 
‘Another time, then.’ 
She turns to go. 
Red Kukulkan takes her hand, cold and slightly 

moist as ever. 
‘No, let’s go now.’ 
‘As you wish.’ 
Cloud Ke’kchi’ leads him into her room. She has 

lined the floor with scavenged carpet and covered the 
walls in images. In one corner, a small steel table, and a 
lamp too. He realizes that he has only been in here a few 
times before and the last time he was here it did not look 
like this. 
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‘Where did you find all this?’ he asks. ‘Are you a 
scavenger?’ 

She stops with her back to him. 
‘Wouldn’t you have seen me outside if I were?’ 
‘I suppose so. Where, then, did you find it?’ 
‘In the bunkers. All you need is a torch and 

patience.’ 
‘You explore the bunkers?’ 
She looks at him and holds his gaze until he looks 

away. 
‘Yes,’ she says, sitting on her bed. ‘I explore the 

bunkers.’ 
He sits next to her and they do not look at each other. 

He takes her hand and laces his fingers through hers and 
she leans in and puts her head against his shoulder for a 
moment. Her skin is cool all over and just like her hands 
she is damp all over. Red Kukulkan nuzzles her cheeks 
and feels her hands on him and his skin sliding over 
hers. Then they are lying down and he slowly reaches 
under her clothes and she under his. They fumble for a 
few moments and her breath grows heavy and his too. 
Then they both stop and lie still for a few moments and 
she says, ‘It isn’t hard.’ 

‘I know. Give it some time.’ 
He tilts her head towards him and kisses her on the 

lips but her lips are still. She rolls over on top of him 
and he can feel the weight of her on his hips and he 
wants nothing more than to do what must be done but 
still there is nothing. After a few more minutes she 
looks at him, beautiful and dead-faced, and says, ‘It still 
isn’t hard.’ 

He sits up. ‘I know.’ 
‘We can’t do anything if it isn’t hard.’ 
‘I know.’ 
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She gets off him and buttons up her clothes and sits 
with her hands in her lap. 

‘We can’t do anything if it isn’t hard,’ she says 
again, quietly. 

Red Kukulkan sits by her and strokes his chin. Then 
he gets up and gets dressed and walks out. 

He heads heavy-footed down the corridor and as he 
does Sky Hoatzin comes around the corner and looks at 
him and Cloud Ke’kchi’’s open door. He points at his 
crotch and grins and says, ‘Button up.’ 

Red Kukulkan zips up and keeps walking. When he 
looks back Sky Hoatzin is standing by Cloud Ke’kchi’’s 
open door. He looks down the corridor at Red Kukulkan 
and then back at the door and then both disappear 
around the corner. 

Red Kukulkan wanders for a while and then he hears 
singing. He follows the sound and after a while he is 
lost in the evertwisting dimness of the corridors, and no 
closer to it. He gives up and heads back and it is then 
that he sees something off in the dark to the left. A shard 
of yellow light slicing the gloom in half. He peeks in, 
and inside is Zero. 

She is singing to herself and cartwheeling around the 
room. She pauses for a second and then arches over 
backwards and stops with her palms flat on the ground. 
She has not seen him. 

Red Kukulkan heads back down the corridor but 
when he is a few feet away Zero comes to the door and 
leans against the doorframe, panting. 

‘Hello, Red Kukulkan,’ she says. Rolling his name 
around in her mouth as if she were tasting it. 

‘Hello, Zero. Why are you everywhere I go?’ 
Zero smiles. 
‘Why are you following me?’ 
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He shakes his head. ‘I wasn’t following you. I was 
lost.’ 

‘Intentionally lost?’ 
‘Yes, intentionally lost.’ 
She looks back into the room, even though he knows 

there is nothing there to look at, and when she looks 
back she is grinning. 

‘Well, enjoy being lost,’ she says. ‘Sooner or later, 
someone will find you.’ 

‘What are you doing in there?’ 
‘Cartwheels. Dancing.’ She flexes her bicep. ‘To 

stay strong.’ 
‘For what?’ 
‘I won’t tell you.’ 
‘Very well.’ 
Red Kukulkan walks down to the end of the corridor 

and disappears around the corner. Zero watches him go, 
chewing her lip, and then heads after him. 

 
They do not see a hulk again for a long time. Then 

something falls from the sky. A great glowering ball of 
metal bleeding fire as it comes. Soon after, a hulk 
appears. Distant at first but as it gets nearer they can see 
it is heading straight for the island. Then another, and 
another. All three approach in menacing and silent 
convoy for three days. Then two of them veer off and 
sail away. The last one comes to a halt not two miles 
distant and lingers in the rough seas. The villagers 
watch it for a while and then they begin to mutter 
prayers and leave the observation bunker. The young 
ask the old if they have ever seen such behaviour from 
the hulks before and the old say yes, but very long ago. 
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Eventually it is only Zero and Red Kukulkan left. 
Him leaning against the side of the window watching 
the great ship, her with her hands and her nose and her 
bulging belly pushed up against the glass. A little flower 
of moisture blooming and withering upon it with her 
every breath. 

‘I can see them,’ she says. 
‘See who?’ 
‘The people on the hulk. Look. They dance just like 

me.’ 
Red Kukulkan stares at the ship and then he sees 

them too. Those weird distended figures. Totally black, 
like living silhouettes. Cavorting on the deck and 
throwing things at each other and into the sea. As he 
watches they bring out huge drums and tubs and begin 
tipping them overboard. Their contents red and oily and 
flecked with white chunks. Soon the stuff has formed a 
slick all around the hull and the hulk is like some 
bleeding leviathan risen from the depths to breathe its 
last in the sunshine. 

‘Red against the white,’ Zero whispers. ‘Black 
against the grey.’ 

‘What?’ says Red Kukulkan. 
She turns and walks away. 
‘Where are you going?’ 
She stops at the door and looks back and blows him a 

kiss. 
‘I have things to do.’ 
‘What things?’ 
‘It doesn’t matter.’ 
He goes out after her but she is fleet despite her size 

and good with the shadows. After a few turns he has lost 
her and then he starts running and takes a corner and 
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crashes straight into someone. A woman who screams 
and trips over backwards and lands heavily. 

‘Oh, gods in the sky! I’m sorry,’ Red Kukulkan says. 
He kneels down and when he does he hears her laughing 
and realizes that it is Seven Poch’il. 

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Hello, Seven Poch’il.’ 
‘What’s the matter?’ she says, still laughing. ‘Not so 

sorry now?’ 
‘No, that’s not what I meant.’ He helps her to her 

feet. ‘Are you alright?’ 
‘I’m alright.’ 
She looks at him grinning and in silence and after a 

few moments he looks away and says, ‘Well, then, I’d 
best be going.’ 

She punches him on the shoulder. ‘When are you 
planning on telling us?’ 

‘About what?’ 
‘About the baby!’ 
Red Kukulkan stares at her for a few moments as if 

she had just punched him in the stomach, and then he 
says, ‘How did you know?’ 

‘Well, after a while, it is obvious.’ 
Red Kukulkan has no idea what she is talking about. 

Then he sighs and smiles and says, ‘I see. Well, yes, of 
course. We haven’t talked about it. She’s quiet, you 
know. It’s hard, sometimes.’ He looks down the 
corridor. ‘It’s hard to know what she’s thinking. 

‘Well, you two decide soon! There must be a 
celebration.’ She nods. ‘I suppose we should have a 
celebration for Zero’s child too. Gods in the sky, I hope 
it’s dark-haired. I’m not sure we could handle another 
Zero.’ 

Seven Poch’il punches him on the shoulder again 
and heads off down the corridor. He watches her go, and 
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then walks the other way. When he gets to Cloud 
Ke’kchi’’s door he stands by it for a few moments 
listening. There is no sound inside but he enters anyway, 
not bothering to knock, and pushing the door so hard it 
slams against the wall. He stops in the doorway and 
looks around the room wondering what he thought he 
would find. Whatever it was, it was not Cloud Ke’kchi’ 
sitting alone in the corner, sewing something together 
out of blue and red cloth. 

She looks up. 
‘Hello,’ she says. 
‘Whose child is it?’ he asks. 
Cloud Ke’kchi’ holds up what she is sewing. ‘It’s a 

coat. Only a small one, but it will be nice when it is 
done.’ 

‘Whose child?’ 
She puts down the coat and crosses her hands on her 

lap. ‘Sky Hoatzin’s.’ 
Red Kukulkan closes the door, quietly. Then he 

walks over to her bed and sits down. He puts his head in 
his hands and covers his face and rocks backwards and 
forwards a few times. Then he takes a deep breath. 

‘I see.’ 
She watches him without expression and then picks 

up her needle. 
‘You’re not jealous.’ 
‘No.’ 
She sighs. ‘Very well.’ 
‘Why did you do it?’ 
‘I wanted a child.’ 
‘You’re my woman.’ 
She looks up at him. ‘And you’re my man.’ 
‘Exactly.’ 
‘Exactly.’ 
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She gets up and walks over to him and sits down 
next to him. No sign of a pregnancy. Her hair longer 
now than ever and glittering with the little stones he has 
brought her through the years, each woven into the 
tresses. He imagines her in a glass case, utterly still. 
And people gathering all about her to bow and scrape 
and beg her for favours. And him amongst them, 
wondering why she will not answer. 

She sits close to him and looks him in the eyes. 
‘Zero’s child is yours, is it not?’ 

‘Yes.’ 
‘Yet you are my man.’ 
Red Kukulkan pauses. 
And then: ‘Yes.’ 
She looks down at her hands for a few moments and 

then she says, ‘Come with me.’ 
‘Where are we going?’ 
‘Just come with me. Listen to your woman.’ 
They walk out to the edge of the inhabited corridors 

and then she opens one of the wall panels with dancing 
fingers and takes out a torch. For an hour they wander 
through the tunnels, traversing empty halls and sections 
flooded with clear water. The floor beneath the still 
liquid fluffy with bright green mould. They are 
accompanied always by their own echoes and other 
echoes, of sounds from far away and long ago. Finally 
they come to a flight of metal stairs that descends into 
darkness and Cloud Ke’kchi’ makes her way down to 
the bottom and shines her torch on a pile of decaying 
filth. 

Red Kukulkan looks closer and sees that it is a body. 
Face-down and lying on the stairs with its head at the 
bottom and its feet six steps up. He realizes that there is 
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a big hole in its head and he looks around and sees a 
metal bar lying not two feet away. 

‘This is One Pol,’ says Cloud Ke’kchi’. 
‘How do you know?’ 
‘When I first found her she was a lot less rotten than 

this. And those are her clothes.’ 
‘Why did you not tell anyone?’ 
‘What good would it do? They’d only punish Zero, 

but what for? You may as well punish a mouse for 
creeping. But nevertheless, you should know. Your 
lover is a murderer.’ 

‘You can’t be sure it was her. Anyone could have 
done this.’ 

‘No one else but me,’ says Cloud Ke’kchi’. ‘No one 
else comes out this far.’ 

She lingers for a few more moments and then walks 
back up the stairs. 

‘I’ll help you,’ says Red Kukulkan. ‘I will help you 
raise the child.’ 

‘Why?’ 
‘Sky Hoatzin won’t. You didn’t think he would, did 

you? He won’t even admit that the child is his.’ 
She stops and looks down at him frowning and starts 

to say something. Then she stops. 
‘I see.’ 
‘You didn’t think he loved you, did you? Do you 

love him?’ 
‘No, you idiot,’ she says quietly. ‘I’ve only ever tried 

to love you.’ 

 
He does not see Zero again for a long time. She just 

disappears into the dark deep of the bunkers. Few can be 
bothered to search for her and they too only for a little 
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while. Red Kukulkan and Seven Poch’il persevere and 
sometimes they find signs of her presence—a half-eaten 
protein cube, a water spout still moist from use—but the 
closest they ever get to her is the splat of her footfall 
receding into the darkness like light leaching from the 
dusk sky. 

Cloud Ke’kchi’ swells and then finally she gives 
birth and Red Kukulkan is on hand for it all. The baby is 
dark-haired and large and squalls incessantly. He cannot 
tear himself away from her or her mother. On occasion 
he catches Cloud Ke’kchi’ looking at him when she 
thinks he is not, and at first she looks away 
immediately. But then the looks begin to linger and one 
day, as he is cleaning the baby and tickling her belly, 
she comes up next to him and kisses him on the cheek. 

‘What have I done to deserve that?’ Red Kukulkan 
asks. 

‘Nothing,’ she says. ‘Nothing at all.’  
Three days later Seven Poch’il finds Zero. Lying in a 

corridor a mile away, her water broken, and delirious. 
‘You must come with us,’ says Seven Poch’il. ‘You 

can’t give birth here.’ 
‘All systems,’ says Zero. ‘All systems. Nominal. All 

systems nominal.’ 
Seven Poch’il looks at Red Kukulkan. ‘What did she 

say?’ 
‘What systems?’ asks Red Kukulkan. 
Zero grabs his face and yanks him close. She stinks. 
‘The nanites malfunctioned,’ she says. ‘That’s what 

happened. All systems were nominal.’ She begins to 
cry. ‘All systems were nominal.’ 

They take her to the infirmary and hoist her onto the 
bed and immediately her contractions quicken. But she 
will not let anyone else close. 



The Hulks 

107 

‘You have to let someone help,’ says Red Kukulkan. 
‘The telemetry. Look at the telemetry.’ 
One of the old women by the door approaches with a 

bowl of water and some rags. Zero looks at her and rolls 
her eyes and grunts. Another contraction hits and she 
sits up and screams. 

‘Breathe, dear,’ says the old woman. ‘Breathe.’ 
‘Where is he?’ asks Zero. 
‘Where is who? Breathe, now. Breathe.’ 
‘Where is my love?’ 
Seven Poch’il looks at the old woman and at Red 

Kukulkan and Red Kukulkan goes pale. He steps closer. 
‘I’m here,’ he says. 
The old woman squints at him and then at Seven 

Poch’il. 
‘No, not you!’ says Zero. She rakes his face with a 

hiss and draws blood. ‘You read but you don’t 
understand. Not you!’ 

‘Who, then?’ 
She doesn’t answer. She arches backwards and 

screams and the old woman says to Red Kukulkan, 
‘You had better leave.’ 

He does. Out into the corridor, but no further. 
Lingering there under a growing tension that he does not 
notice until he hears a child crying and it dissipates. He 
peeks into the room but Seven Poch’il and the old 
woman are in the way and he cannot see anything. After 
a few moments Seven Poch’il comes out and walks past 
him to a tap and washes the blood off her hands. Then 
she pinches the bridge of her nose between thumb and 
forefinger and leans her forehead against the naked 
concrete. 

‘Is she well?’ asks Red Kukulkan. ‘Is the child 
well?’ 
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‘They’re both well,’ says Seven Poch’il. ‘But the 
child has fair hair.’ 

‘What?’ 
‘The child has fair hair.’ 
‘Oh,’ says Red Kukulkan. He slides down the wall 

onto his haunches and looks down the corridor. ‘Oh, I 
see.’ 

They both linger in exhausted silence and then after a 
while the old woman comes out. 

‘She won’t look at the child,’ she says. ‘She has to 
feed it, but she won’t look.’ 

‘I’ll go,’ says Red Kukulkan. 
The old woman shakes her head but does not stop 

him. 
Zero is staring out the window and the child is on her 

belly, mewling. But she does not seem to know it is 
there. She stares out the window, sickly and pale, and 
when he approaches she says, ‘They’re gathering. For 
the feast.’ 

Out in the bay is another hulk. Sliding into view out 
of the left and curving its way around the bay. Identical 
to the one already there, except it is more distant. 

‘You must feed the baby,’ says Red Kukulkan. ‘If 
you don’t, she will die.’ 

Zero looks down at the child as if at a stone, and 
chews her lip. Then she reaches up and casually flips 
one breast out of her vest and pulls the child head-first 
towards it. Red Kukulkan says ‘Gently!’ but she ignores 
him and the child squalls but then it feels the nipple 
against its lips and clamps down. Zero winces and turns 
and looks out the window again. 

‘I just want to go home,’ she says. 
She is crying. 
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Mostly she just stands by the window staring out at 
the ships gathering in the bay. Feeding the baby when 
she must but ignoring it the rest of the time, no matter 
how loud and hard it wails. Sometimes Red Kukulkan 
hears the child crying in a distant room and comes to 
find it crimson-faced and choking and Zero sitting next 
to it with her hands on her lap, silent and oblivious, eyes 
fixed on the waters. 

And through all this the hulks gather in the bay. First 
the two that were there on the day of the birth, and then 
another, and then another. Then a larger one approaches 
and it rams one of the smaller ones and they begin 
hurling gobs of green fire at each other. The distant 
explosions shaking dust from the concrete walls and 
rattling the windows. They are all terrified, for none 
among them have seen anything like this, or even heard 
of it, not even the elderly. Then, after a battle lasting 
five days, two of the hulks burst into flames and split in 
half and their crews thrash about like insects in the 
milky waters. The other hulks sail over them and crush 
them under their bows and parents cover their children’s 
eyes, but do not stop watching themselves. 

‘This is the white haired bitch’s doing,’ says 
someone. ‘We should slit her throat.’ 

‘You will not,’ says Sky Hoatzin. 
‘And why not? We should kill her and her brat.’ 
And then someone else: ‘It will! It will!’ 
‘No,’ says Sky Hoatzin. ‘There will be no slitting of 

throats.’ 
‘You’re not an elder yet, Sky Hoatzin.’ 
‘No, not yet. But that won’t stop me slitting your 

throat in the night too if you harm the girl or her 
mother.’ 

The others fret, and Seven Poch’il smiles to herself. 
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‘What’s it to you if she lives or dies?’ 
‘We will not kill our own,’ says Sky Hoatzin, 

wrapping his arms around Seven Poch’il. ‘Be they dark 
haired or light.’ 

He is speaking to the others, but he is looking at Red 
Kukulkan, and Red Kukulkan cannot stand to look back 
at him.  

Zero will not eat unless she is brought food, and will 
not drink unless she is brought water, so Red Kukulkan 
and Seven Poch’il and Sky Hoatzin take turns doing so. 
She speaks only to them and only rarely and when she 
does they do not understand what she has to say. Seven 
Poch’il can smile and say ‘Yes, yes’ regardless, but it is 
not so easy for Red Kukulkan. For Zero says what she 
says with such calmness and sincerity that sometimes 
for a brief dizzy moment he thinks that what she is 
saying makes complete sense, and it is the rest of them 
who are mad. 

‘You’ll understand, won’t you?’ she says one day, 
not long after the child is weaned. She puts her hand on 
his shoulder and looks at him, pleading. ‘You read, 
don’t you?’ 

‘I do. Eat this.’ 
She pops the protein cube in her mouth and swallows 

without chewing. ‘You know where telemetry is. 
Everything was nominal.’ She looks up at the ceiling, 
wet-eyed. ‘How could it end like this when everything 
was nominal?’ 

‘You need to sleep,’ says Red Kukulkan. 
‘I’ll sleep soon. I didn’t want to leave it like this but 

I’ll have to sleep soon.’ 
She lies down and he brings the child over to her and 

holds it up to her face. Fat now and pink-cheeked and 
kicking its bow legs constantly. It blows a bubble but 
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Zero ignores it until Red Kukulkan says, ‘Zero.’ Then 
she turns and grazes its cheek with her lips and looks 
away. 

He tucks the child in next to her and heads out. 
When he comes back a few hours later with another 
plate of dried algae and cubes and a glass of water, the 
child is sobbing, and Zero is gone. 
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He picks up the baby and heads off in search of her. 

Then he sees people gathered in the observation bunker 
and he knows immediately what is happening. He 
pushes his way through and when they see him carrying 
the child they slide back as if he were diseased. When 
he gets to the front he sees Zero on a raft in the bay. No 
suit and hair loose and pushing herself along with a long 
stick. 

‘Idiot,’ says someone. ‘Where is she going?’ 
‘Home,’ says Red Kukulkan, but no one hears him. 
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She takes a while getting to a hulk. The black 
featureless figures gathered on the deck by the time she 
does, lined up like paper cutouts. All with their arms in 
the air and rocking from side to side. After a while her 
stick will not reach deep enough and she lies down and 
paddles. The other hulks all begin to creep towards her 
but they are too far away. She reaches the one closest 
and the figures on the deck begin to drop ropes down 
the side and she takes hold of one. They pull her up and 
they close in around her and none of the villagers ever 
sees her again. 

The hulk lets out a great blaring boom and it shakes 
the bunker and the villagers cower. But then the ships 
all turn and head out of the bay, spewing black smoke 
from their chimneys, and eventually all that is left of 
them is a blue-black haze over the water. 

Someone shoves Red Kukulkan. 
‘Be rid of that thing too,’ they say, ‘While you can.’ 
‘No,’ says Red Kukulkan. ‘You will not touch her.’ 
They spit on him and one of them tries to kick him 

but Sky Hoatzin steps between them and hits the man in 
the face. A wet crack and he goes down and one of the 
old men laughs and claps. 

The villagers look at the old man and he shrugs and 
says, ‘We are dwindling.’ 

They disperse muttering and glancing narrow-eyed at 
Red Kukulkan, and he knows then that things will not 
be easy. But he knows there is one person whose help 
will make it bearable, so he goes to her room and 
knocks on the door and waits. 

Cloud Ke’kchi’ opens the door holding her child and 
smiling. Then she sees Red Kukulkan and what he has 
in his hands, and her smile fades. 

‘Is that where you went, then?’ she says. 
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‘Yes,’ says Red Kukulkan. 
The child squirms in his hands and he nearly drops it. 

Cloud Ke’kchi’ walks over to her bed and puts her own 
child down and then comes back to Red Kukulkan. 
Wrapping her hair into a bun and sticking a pen through 
it. Still unsmiling. She stands in the doorway with her 
hands on her hips, and frowns. 

‘That’s not how you hold a baby,’ she says 
eventually. 

Red Kukulkan says nothing. She holds out her arms. 
‘Here,’ she says. ‘Let me show you.’ 



 

 

New Moon 
T.D. Walker 

After the second moon arrived, the first said  
nothing. The earth did not hide  
its disappointment behind the moon’s  
lumpy shadow. The earth was not 

pulled by new tides. The night  
birds, used to sodium-vapor’s  
glow, did not watch its rising. Only  
we recalibrate ourselves, looking 

for small creatures in the darkness to die  
off or overrun the fields behind our houses.  
An old man lets a cat out the back door.  
One plane crashes. Another 

lands on time. Its passengers check  
the carousel for their bags. The tour bus  
fills, leaves for the dark sky  
field where they’ll set up for the viewing. 

We’ll fill this one too, the tourists  
say. The second moon rises. The first  
does not show from this distance  
where we’ve landed, again and again. 

Someone will say the new  
moon does not exist, we cannot  
see it without our instruments.  
In the morning, the old man 
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lets the cat back inside. The bus  
pulls away from the field. The plane takes  
off from the same runway. The first moon  
cannot see the second: what we see 

in the darkness, a flash caught suddenly,  
the eye tugging at itself. 

 
Illustration © 2017, Christine Cartwright. 
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