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Editorial 

 
Djibril al-Ayad 

 

 
 
Sometimes it feels like it’s a bad day for the heroes. In a 
fantasy novel that would probably be the penultimate 
act or the middle volume: some good guys die, the 
secret weapon breaks, the villain is smarter than we 
think and sees through the great plan, or treason brings 
the whole mission to its knees. We’ve certainly felt that 
way in recent years. But sometimes it’s just a bad day 
all round—the heroes could certainly do with a bit of 
luck eventually, but maybe things aren’t great for the 
villains either. The big boss may be stupider than we 
thought and didn’t have a grand plan in the first place; 
dictatorships and evil empires can be especially prone to 
treason or malfunctioning secret weapons. Sometimes 
everything going to hell can be the precursor to—not the 
heroes, but the masses getting their shit together and 
doing something about the tyranny we’ve been 
bemoaning for all these years. 

This issue is full of bad days: we have loneliness, 
alienation, sea monsters, curses, tyrants, regicide, 
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apocalypse, hopelessness. But behind all these troubles 
there are societies, characters and monsters willing to 
give refuge, companionship, flirtation, persistence, 
protection, education. Maybe not always enough to fix 
the problem, but we never lose hope. And we also have 
villains whose victims escape, whose repression of 
resistance is never enough, whose powers or allies turn 
against them, and worlds where the wonders, horrors 
and monstrosities aren’t as one dimensional as we might 
have thought. These are fierce stories, and our heroes 
are persistent. 

So even if it’s not a very hopeful time, maybe we can 
console ourselves that the bad guys aren’t winning 
every battle either, and so long as we don’t stop 
fighting, nothing’s over yet. 

On a lighter note: you may have seen that the latest 
print book from FFN, Making Monsters: a speculative 
and classical anthology, co-edited by Emma Bridges, 
will be published on Sept 1st, 2018. If any readers 
happen to be near or passing through London on the 
evening of Sept 6th, please do drop into our book launch 
party. If you’re not, follow the promotional blog 
carnival on Twitter or FB, for lots of interviews and 
other material, social media games, and the chance to 
win free copies and other goodies. We really can’t wait 
to share all these stories and other short pieces with you! 

Djibril al-Ayad, August 2018 
 

Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
press.futurefire.net/2018/08/new-issue-201846.html 



	

 

A Whisper from the Waves 
Carrie Gessner 

 

 
Illustration © 2018, Toeken. 

 
In a small town on the coast of Maine, a whisper drifts 
in from the sea. 

Leviathan. 
Not a name. Rather, a title. Leviathan is the Woman 

Eater, the monster who lives beneath the sea, said to 
have an appetite for disobedient wives, for ungrateful 
daughters, for women who don’t fit neatly into society’s 
boxes. 

Leviathan is a punishment. 
That’s what Marley’s banking on. 
She stands on the edge of a cliff overlooking the 

Atlantic, a lighthouse at her back. The cliff isn’t high 
enough for the jump to kill her—at least, she doesn’t 
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think so. Still, the blackness down below sends a shiver 
up her spine. The foam on the waves is the only reason 
the water level’s visible at all. 

The September night is cold. Reluctantly, she strips 
down to her underwear and a t-shirt, shedding her boots, 
socks, pants, long-sleeved shirt, and sweater and folding 
them into a pile. She’ll leave them as evidence that she 
was once here, a little reminder that they’ll never erase 
her, not completely. 

“Hear me, Leviathan,” Marley says, closing her eyes 
and holding her arms out to her sides, “and answer my 
plea.” 

She jumps. 

 
Zola Ward strides purposefully through her precinct. 

She ignores the whispers of her fellow detectives, 
whispers that have been following her for six months 
now, ever since she transferred here. It’s not just the fact 
that she’s new. It’s that she’s new and a woman and 
black in a state that’s ninety-six-percent white and 
almost as conservative. 

Can’t beat the views, though. 
“Got another one for you,” says her sergeant as soon 

as she sits down. 
“Oh, yeah? What is it this time?” 
“Missing person.” He drops the file on her desk and 

walks away. 
The captain, old-school to the bone, keeps punting 

her the cases no one else wants—the junkies, the 
prostitutes, the runaways. The ones that could’ve been 
prevented. The ones nobody cares about. And she’ll 
keep taking them because someone’s got to look out for 
the forgotten. 
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Zola opens the file. The details change, but the song 
remains the same. Marley Pelletier. Waitress at The 
Whistlin’ Whale, a pub on the outskirts of town. 
Reported missing by her husband, Mark. Says she had a 
late shift on Friday night so he went to sleep before she 
got home, like usual. When he woke up today, there was 
nothing to suggest she’d been home at all. 

After reading through the husband’s statement twice, 
she calls the local hospital, but no one’s been brought in 
in the last sixteen hours that matches Marley’s 
description. 

She slides her sweater on and heads out to The 
Whistlin’ Whale, a modest two-story structure, its 
wooden walls distressed from the salty, damp wind 
pervasive on the coast. Inside, it’s pretty much what 
Zola expected—plain wooden furniture, drink selection 
that emphasizes cheap beer, chalk sandwich board 
proclaiming lobster bisque as the day’s special. 
Saturday afternoon means it’s only on the cusp of 
getting busy, but even with just a quarter of the tables 
occupied, desperation fills the air. 

The desperation of people in a tiny coastal town that 
offers nothing but the comfort of the known. 

It took her a while after she arrived to figure out 
what it was, but now? Now, she can feel it everywhere 
she goes. 

A middle-aged waitress approaches, with the saggy 
look that comes from living the same day every day. 
Her nametag reads ‘Jo.’ “Sit wherever you’d like, 
honey. I’ll be with you in a minute.” 

“Oh, I’m not here for a meal,” Zola says, flashing her 
badge. “I’m Detective Ward. I just need a moment of 
your time, Jo.” 
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Jo shrugs. “In that case, guess you can talk to me on 
my smoke break.” 

Zola follows her into the back alley and holds up a 
photo of Marley. “Do you know this woman?” 

Jo curls her shoulders forward as she lights the 
cigarette dangling from her lips. She leans against the 
pub’s back wall, takes a long drag, and blows out the 
smoke in a long sigh. “She in trouble?” 

“She was reported missing this morning by her 
husband. She works here, doesn’t she?” 

Jo stares at the cracked concrete and twists her lips 
before nodding. 

Zola takes her time putting the photo back in her 
pocket and getting out her notebook and pen. There’s 
something this woman isn’t saying. “When was the last 
time you saw her?” 

Jo meets Zola’s gaze and says softly, almost 
pityingly, “You’re not going to find her.” 

No challenge in the words, no bravado. Simple fact. 
“What makes you say that?” Zola asks. 
“Women like that, with lives like that—they don’t 

want to be found.” 
Zola furrows her brow. Is Jo intimating that Mark hit 

his wife? Maybe Mark got out of control, killed Marley 
by accident, then covered it up. More often than not, a 
missing-person case has something to do—directly or 
indirectly—with the spouse. 

“She ever say anything about her husband?” 
“You’re not from around here, are you?” 
Zola slips her notepad and pen back into her coat 

pocket. She won’t get any more information from this 
woman, and unfortunately, what she got already isn’t a 
lot. “I think we’re done here.” 
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Jo shakes her head through the haze of smoke. 
“You’ve got this look, like you’re going to carry the 
world all by yourself. But, honey, all that will get you is 
a bad back.” 

“Thank you for your time,” Zola says through a tight 
jaw. 

As she stalks out of the alley, Jo calls, “Check 
Colossus Cliff. You’ll find what you’re looking for.” 

Zola pauses, turns. “How do you know?” 
“Dropped her off there last night.” 
“You dropped her off at the top of a cliff?” 

Unbelievable. “Did you ever hear her express suicidal 
thoughts?” 

Jo drops her cigarette to the concrete, grounds it out, 
and strolls closer. “Ever wonder why no one goes to the 
shore at night? Why the sun goes down and you feel a 
strange stirring to go inside? Why you look out at the 
ocean and instead of feeling awe, you feel uneasy?” 

Not this again. 
“There’s a monster in those waves, Detective,” Jo 

says. “We call her Leviathan.” 
“I’m not listening to urban legends,” Zola says 

before walking off. 
Jo’s drawling ‘See you around, Detective’ follows 

her out of the alley. 

 
On a gloomy, overcast afternoon like this, the park 

where Colossus Cliff is located isn’t crowded. Zola 
drives slowly up winding lanes barely big enough for 
one car before emerging from the cover of the trees. She 
pulls into a small parking lot, only eight or ten spaces, a 
little ways away from a red and white striped 
lighthouse. 
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The air is silent save for the rustle of leaves in the 
breeze and the constant breaking of the waves. Hands 
on her hips, she looks out at the ocean. She came to the 
coast because it’s pretty, because it’s calming, and 
pretty and calming mean she won’t lost another partner 
on the job. But this cliff is anything but. Though it looks 
innocuous, there’s an undercurrent of… wrongness she 
can’t quite name. 

Just the waitress’s old urban legend getting to her. 
She shakes it off. 

A hiking trail leads into the woods to her right. Since 
it’ll be the biggest area to search, she saves it for last 
and heads instead toward the lighthouse. A sign on the 
door explains it’s locked except for special occasions, 
and there’s no sign of broken entry. 

A wooden railing sits at the edge of the cliff. It 
extends from the parking lot past the lighthouse, but not 
much past it. If Marley had jumped, she wouldn’t have 
had to go over the barrier, just around it. On the hunt for 
any sign of the missing woman, Zola strides through the 
ankle-high grass to the railing’s end only to be greeted 
by a neatly folded pile of discarded clothes. 

So, Marley’s a jumper, after all. Damn. 
In a way, it disappoints Zola. She does this job to get 

the answers, but sometimes, the knowing hurts worse. 
She takes a picture of the pile of clothes and pulls on 

gloves before sifting through it. A sweater, a long-
sleeved shirt, socks, boots, and brown pants, nothing in 
the pockets. Unremarkable except for the fact that 
they’re hanging out on the edge of a cliff overlooking 
the ocean. 

The thing about life this far up the coast is in the 
autumn, the water’s pretty damn cold. If the fall didn’t 
kill or severely injure Marley and she managed to pull 
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herself back to shore, she’d have died of hypothermia in 
under half an hour. 

Damn. This isn’t how she wanted this to end. 
There’s something out there in the water, though. 

Something that calls to her. 
Something she can’t ignore. 
She calls the find in to the precinct while 

absentmindedly studying the series of switchbacks off to 
her left that leads to the rocky shore. When she hangs 
up, she traipses down the trail. Might as well do a little 
more investigating before the crime-scene techs get 
here. 

Gray rocks smoothed by the surf make the going 
uneven but not treacherous. Down here, closer to the 
sea, the itch, the inkling grows more insistent. She stares 
out at the water, almost the same dull gray as the rocks 
it brushes up against. 

There’s nothing out there. Leviathan is a myth, a 
legend, something made up to scare her because she’s 
new to town. 

Isn’t it? 
She takes a step closer to the churning water. 
She cuts to the right, positioning herself directly 

below the pile of clothes up on the cliff. Not much land 
between the craggy cliff face and the water here. 
Jumping straight into the water would’ve been easy. 

Being pushed into the water would’ve been easy, 
too. 

A shiver cuts through the air and down her spine, and 
beneath her sweater, goosebumps rise. Because there it 
is again. 

The call. 
This time, she can’t push it away. 
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She walks back to the section of shore that slopes 
gradually into the ocean and wades in. Her mind is 
blank save for one thing—an instinctual force driving 
her home, a home that isn’t behind her but before her. 
Her boots fill with water she knows is ice-cold but 
instead feels pleasant and welcoming. A few more steps, 
and her pants are soaked through from the knee down. 

She’s up to her chest before the land drops off 
sharply, and she plunges in. 

Something solid and warm wraps around her middle, 
tugging her down, down, down until they come to an 
abrupt stop. The water’s murky. She blinks until her 
eyes adjust to the darkness. 

There’s a woman beside her, one arm around Zola’s 
waist. Only she’s not a woman. Not just a woman. The 
form is mostly right, except for the webbing between 
fingers and toes. The naked skin has taken on a blue-
green hue and is partially coated in scales. And slits 
carved into her neck undulate as she breathes. 

Gills. 
What the hell? 
Zola tries to break out of the woman’s grasp. 
TAKE HER BACK, a voice booms. 
Zola stops fighting. She can’t tell if the voice is just 

in her mind or in everyone’s mind or spoken aloud, but 
she knows what it means. 

Leviathan. 
Zola follows the woman’s gaze into a cave, 

bioluminescent algae clinging to its ceiling. One by one, 
shadows resolve into more women, some of whose 
scales have progress further than others’. Among the 
women, Marley, and behind them, a gigantic mass with 
rippling tentacles. 
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Illustration © 2018, Toeken. 

 
“Is she not one of us, Mother?” asks the woman 

holding Zola. 
SHE DOES NOT BELONG HERE. NOT YET. 
Though the shadowed leader doesn’t turn toward her, 

Zola somehow knows she’s being addressed directly 
when the voice booms, YOU PROTECT THEM ON 
LAND. YOUR PROTECTION IS NOT NEEDED 
HERE. YOU MUST RETURN. 

Zola opens her mouth to speak, but she cannot speak 
here, not in this realm. 

Water rushes into her mouth, her lungs, and this 
world under the sea goes black. 

 
Salt water pushes itself out of her lungs and up 

through her trachea to spill onto the rocks. Violent 
coughs rack Zola’s body until her eyes are leaking tears 
and her throat feels like it’s on fire. Once the water’s 
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gone, or almost gone, her stomach heaves until there’s 
nothing left inside. 

Finally, chest heaving, she lies on her back. The sky 
above is gray, just as when she went under. Then two 
faces lean into her line of sight—EMTs, from the blue 
of their uniform shirts. 

“You see Leviathan out there?” one of them asks 
with a half-grin as he helps her into a sitting position 
and gets a blanket around her shoulders. 

Leviathan. The one the town calls the Woman Eater. 
Images flash in her mind. An underwater community—a 
safe haven?—full of women who used to be human, 
now living under the protection of their mother. 

Not a Woman Eater at all. A Woman Protector. 
Zola’s teeth chatter as she answers, “No. I didn’t see 

anything.” 

 
Zola slides into the back booth in The Whistlin’ 

Whale. She taps her fingers against the tabletop until Jo 
saunters over, pours steaming water into a mug, and 
tosses down a tea bag. She offers a knowing smile 
before she walks away. 

Zola sinks into the booth, glad to be done with the 
week of desk duty the captain assigned her as 
punishment for investigating the seaside alone, no 
matter that he hasn’t bothered to assign her a partner. 

Not that she’s ready for that. 
Jo returns with a stack of blueberry pancakes and 

sets the plate down with a clatter. Then she leans against 
the back of the opposite booth and looks down at Zola. 
“So? What’s the official word on Marley?” 

“Probable suicide,” Zola says as she unrolls the 
napkin of silverware. 
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Of course, the case will remain open until it goes 
cold, which it will, since they don’t have the 
confirmation of a body. But that’s not what Jo’s 
concerned about because it’s one thing for a thing to 
exist and quite another for everyone to know about it. 

To know about her. 
“And what do you think, Detective?” Jo asks. 
Zola lifts the bag out of her tea and sets it on the 

saucer. The water’s a perfect golden-brown now, just 
the way she likes it. “I think… some women don’t want 
to be found.” 

The only people who’ll be hearing that particular 
truth from Zola’s lips are the women who need it, the 
women she’s here to protect. 

Jo nods, satisfied with the answer. “Enjoy your meal, 
honey.” 

Zola tucks into the pancakes. She will. 
 



	

 

Five Tales of the Rose Palace 
Ephiny Gale 

 

 
Illustration © 2018, Martin Hanford. 

 
The Fifth Tale: 

My father vomits when he sees the palace. 



Ephiny Gale	

16 

I help him wipe the last traces from his mouth with a 
rag. A few flecks have stained his nicest coat, which he 
insisted on wearing to the funeral of his favourite 
daughter. 

There is barely a plant in the palace grounds that is 
not a rose. “I wish to never set eyes on another of these 
weeds again,” he says, clutching my arm for support. 
“Forgive me, Beauty, for I meant well.” 

The palace doors swing open before us. 
“I know, Father. Roses are few people’s most 

precious possessions.” 
“Monsters. Not people,” he corrects. He guides us 

down the empty corridor to the sprawling dining hall. A 
steaming banquet waits on the table. Flaming 
chandeliers hang from the ceiling, spotless burgundy 
carpet under our feet. This hall, like the rest of the 
palace I’ve seen, is lined with deep water channels 
which extend about two feet into the room. They seem 
an eccentric choice for aqueducts. 

We sit awkwardly at the table, alone and sick with 
tension. The food cools and my father weeps into his 
handkerchief. I keep silent and try not to ruin my last 
hours on earth with my own misery. 

Eventually, a loud splash echoes throughout the 
palace. Watery reflections dance in a panic across the 
ceiling. From the fountain in the middle of the hall, a 
long creature rears up and lunges towards us, resting its 
hands on the stony ledge. Light ripples across its scaly 
green tail. Blood red roses wrap around its hips to its 
shoulders. 

“Have you come of your own free will?” asks the 
beast. 

Trembling, I manage to say yes. 



Five Tales of the Rose Palace 

17 

“Very good.” It bears its teeth at my father. “Enjoy 
your supper, sir, and enjoy your sleep. Leave in the 
morning and never return.” 

My father inclines his head. The creature disappears 
down the fountain in another great splash and flicker of 
scales. 

The palace returns to overwhelming silence. 
Stunned, we help ourselves to the glistening pork, thick 
apple sauce, roast vegetables, crisp breads and 
assortment of iced cakes which adorn the table. Under 
other circumstances, it would be a meal fit for a 
princess. 

My breath catches in my throat. “Father,” I whisper, 
“did you tell me the beast was male?” 

“I don’t know,” he says. “It said to call it ‘Beast,’ 
Beauty. I didn’t check between its legs.” 

 
The next day, everywhere I walk through the palace 

appears recently abandoned. Warm, caramel-coloured 
dough waits half-kneaded in the kitchen. A spade 
protrudes from fresh dirt in the rose gardens. Cooling 
coals still smoke in a bedroom with rumpled floral 
sheets. 

Finally I find myself back in the dining hall. A note 
has been tacked to a set of adjacent double doors: 

My apologies for such a performance. You are no 
more a prisoner here than air is a prisoner in water. If 
you do choose to stay, however, everything in this 
palace is yours. I eat supper at nine. 

My heartbeat, which had begun to level out from the 
many hours alone, spikes again dramatically. I should 
leave. I should sprint down the corridor and crash 
outside, racing until I tumble safely over my own 
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wooden gate. I should return to my very ordinary, 
predictable life with my father. 

I tug the note off the doors, instead, and push them 
wide open. The room beyond is circular, with dozens of 
rows of books of every size and colour radiating from 
the centre. In the centre itself is the most elaborate 
golden harpsichord I’ve ever seen, with a pile of music 
books stacked neatly on its seat. And at the very back, 
directly opposite the doors, my reflection watches me 
nervously in an imposing silver mirror. 

I wander through the aisles, ghosting my fingertips 
over various titles and worrying the note in my other 
hand. When I reach the mirror, I whisper, “Mirror, 
mirror, should I stay? Will father die of grief that way?” 

The surface flickers for a moment, then ripples and 
runs like coloured paint. I almost trip back into a 
bookshelf and stub my toe on nothing but the floor. The 
mirror morphs into a clear, moving image of my father 
arriving home from his journey. My sisters kiss his 
cheeks and guide him inside our cottage. He is 
exhausted but okay. 

The image runs and disappears. I bite my lip. Then I 
sit at the harpsichord and start to play. 

 
At supper, the beast asks me why. 
My fingers still tremble as I cut my lamb. 

“Curiosity,” I say. “Why did you demand I come here, if 
not to keep or eat me? I don’t understand.” 

She pauses, halfway through tearing her bread loaf 
into bite-sized pieces. After a long moment, she says, “I 
wanted to know whether anyone would come. Would 
sacrifice themselves. It’s a rare quality.” 
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I wait for some time, but she doesn’t elaborate. 
“That’s really all?” 

“I can’t tell you the rest.” 
I place my cutlery down with a soft clink on the 

china. “Can’t… Or won’t?” 
The beast stares me straight in the eyes. “Can’t.” 
I spoon another mouthful of buttery potato into my 

mouth. My hands feel steadier now, daring. 
I walk over to where she’s settled on the fountain’s 

edge. It feels like approaching a wild animal. I motion 
to where the roses are coiled around her torso, and say, 
“Those look very painful. May I take them off?” 

The beast eyes me warily. She gives a tiny nod. 
I reach down to where they’re hooked around her 

waist, fiddling gently until an end comes free. My 
fingers brush against her skin, which is alternately soft 
and ridged with dozens of tiny old scars. I unwrap the 
roses, layer by layer, and a few thorns dislodge from her 
supple flesh in the process. Blood wells in their place, 
tracing down her body in rivulets. 

She gasps and shivers, and when I’m finally done 
she reaches for the pile of roses with eager hands. 

This time I’m the one to ask her why. 
The mermaid clutches the roses to her scarred human 

breasts, and all she says is, “I hope I can tell you one 
day.” 

 
The Fourth Tale: 
Cradling my naked body on the beach, the prince 

informs me that his name is Sun. My happiness feels 
like it must be a palatable force radiating from every 
inch of me. 
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My childhood in the ocean has been marked by two 
passions: a statue of a handsome young man, and a 
garden patch of red flowers in the shape of the sun. My 
late mother had loved roses, and although my own red 
flowers did not grow quite the same, she’d often said 
they were a pleasant reminder. 

Sun has a rose petal caught in his thick, gorgeous 
hair. I reach up to caress it between my fingertips. He is 
all of my dreams come to life. He is perfection. 

Then he helps me climb to my feet, and I almost bite 
my tongue in the incredible agony of standing. 

 
After he chooses her over me, after I refuse to stab 

him, after I throw myself in the ocean, after the 
hallucinations, after I am certain I am dead… 

I wake just below the surface of the rippling water. 
Light, strong fiery light, shines down like heaven. My 
first thought is that the sun has risen and I am still alive. 
I splash clumsily, desperately, to the surface. 

“You won’t drown,” says a smooth, feminine voice. 
“No need to act like you’re suffocating.” 

I control the last of my coughing fit and cling to the 
stone wall next to me. My throat feels like it’s lined 
with spider webs, but otherwise I feel well enough. I 
realise I am far from the middle of the ocean; I am 
spluttering in the fountain in Sun’s dining hall, and it is 
unusually empty. 

The green-skinned woman sitting nearby squeezes 
water from the end of her dress. She raises an eyebrow 
at me. “You’ve finished splashing me?” she says. 

I nod, wide-eyed. 
“There are some conditions for your life.” She picks 

absently at her long nails as she speaks. “Firstly, you are 
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not allowed out of the castle grounds. You are cursed. 
Secondly, you may speak to no-one of your life before 
this moment, nor are you permitted to speak about any 
of these conditions I am imposing on you now. The 
curse shall be broken when a human falls in love with 
you.” She uncrosses her legs. “Any questions?” 

“Yes,” I say. “Many questions.” I heave myself up 
onto the fountain’s edge with weak arms, struggling to 
get my legs to work. They feel like they’re bound with 
seaweed. After several moments of struggling, the 
strange woman leans down and helps drag me up onto 
the cold stone. Water runs onto the carpet and splashes 
back onto her dress. 

I catch sight of my old, scaly mermaid tail and 
collapse, gasping and heaving like a dying fish. 

“For goodness sake,” mutters the green-skinned 
woman. “What a dramatic thing you are. You must get 
that from your mother’s side of the family.” 

I barely register her words. “If what you say is true,” 
I moan, “how am I to get a man to love me? He didn’t 
even love me when I had legs.” 

“That is the challenge and the point, dear. Some 
people put entirely too much stock in mirrors. I’m sure 
you’ll figure it out.” 

I whack my palm against the wet stone. “But why am 
I like this again? What’s in it for you?” 

Her lips curl into a smile. “How about I explain the 
debt when you win the game?” 

When I glance up again she’s vanished completely, 
and invisible hands are pouring me a glass of red wine. 

 
The Third Tale: 
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On my fourteenth birthday my father’s finger falls 
off. 

I find him twisted in the garden between our cottage 
and the fence, pawing through the sand with glassy 
eyes. He freezes when he sees me. His right hand is 
missing a forefinger, broken cleanly off, though no 
blood stains the murky water. 

Inside the cottage, my mother cradles my father’s 
injured hand and kisses his remaining fingers. They tell 
me they’re both very sick. I must fetch them a blue rose, 
which they must both eat within three days, or they shall 
literally fall to pieces. 

My parents have never left our property in fourteen 
years, and this illness is no exception. They have 
nothing more to say on the matter. They kiss me 
underneath my eyes and watch me swim out the gate 
with only a snakeskin satchel. 

Inside the fence, everything is illuminated in the 
gentle glow of lantern fish. My mother catches them and 
ties them inside dead jellyfish sacs, securing them to the 
cottage by the tentacles. 

Outside the fence, the sun barely pierces water this 
deep. I can make out the faintest outlines of the polypi 
forest, and the contours of the skeletons, driftwood, and 
various shipwrecked treasures trapped in their slimy 
arms. They strain away from their roots to stroke my 
arms and tail as I pass. They whisper to me. They tell 
me their names. They offer me wood for the fence, 
bones for the cottage walls, crystal goblets which have 
fallen from the surface like drowned angels. 

“I have no use for those today,” I whisper in return. 
“Today I am looking for a blue rose.” 

The forest ripples before me like seaweed. A 
hundred voices breathe, “There is no blue rose.” 



Five Tales of the Rose Palace 

23 

I take a metallic egg from one of their outstretched 
arms instead, and it blushes with golden light in my 
palm, illuminating the ocean floor in a small sphere 
around me. I pluck out seven strands of hair in 
exchange. 

And I look everywhere for the blue rose. 
That night I scour all the shipwrecks I know of, 

catching bursts of sleep curled inside their broken hulls. 
I find plants with red, snapping lips that wail for my 
blood between sharp teeth, and I knock flowers which 
scatter silver powder amongst the rotting wood. I do not 
find the blue rose. 

In the morning I swim to a human village. I prop up 
my arms on the sun-warmed dock so that my tail is still 
submerged, safely out of sight. A market has popped up 
nearby, and the faintest hints of lush perfumes and 
exotic flowers carry on the breeze. Sea birds circle and 
waddle and poop on the planks around me, crying and 
shedding feathers like old skin. 

A teenage boy approaches me, hands in his vest 
pockets and a grin stretching his wide mouth. “Nice day 
for a swim,” he says. 

“It’s a lovely day,” I agree. “Do you know of 
anywhere with a blue rose? Perhaps that market has 
one?” 

He shakes his head. “You’re in luck, missy. No-one 
around here got a blue rose but me.” 

Hope bubbles from my toes to my scalp in an instant. 
“Truly?” My fingers fidget with the gaps in the 

dock’s wood. “May I have it? What would you have me 
pay?” 

“Tell you what,” he says, still grinning. “You can 
have it for the price of a kiss.” 
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My throat constricts but I nod, feeling my cheeks 
colour with something other than the sun. 

He kneels on the ground and wraps his hands in my 
salty hair. His mouth seems too big on my own, and his 
tongue is aggressive and insistent. Before pulling away, 
he nips my bottom lip with his teeth and draws 
pinpricks of blood. 

When he stands I can barely move, and my heart is 
battering like a storm inside of my chest. I force myself 
to speak, “The rose?” and he says, “I’ll get it now.” 

He never comes back. 

 
On the second morning, on the bank of a long river I 

have never been down before, I come across a man with 
a deep blue beard. He eyes me like a gull may eye a 
fish, and calls, “Maiden! Whatever it is you seek, I can 
deliver it.” 

I tell him I am seeking a blue rose, and he promises 
he can supply one. Twelve gold and ruby rings adorn his 
fingers, and when I ask him what he wants in return, he 
says, “A single touch of your skin, in the hope that you 
may like it well enough to be my wife.” 

I cling to my rock in the middle of the river, 
knuckles flushing white and much more cautious this 
time. I say, “I need to take the rose to my parents, who 
are very sick. Bring me the blue rose and I shall return 
in three days’ time so you may touch me.” 

He agrees with the click of his many rings. He stalks 
across the hills and through the door of a mansion with a 
single turret, and when he emerges not long after he 
holds a rose as blue as his beard. 

At his request, I leave my golden egg glowing on the 
riverbank; I can collect it when I return in three days. 
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Then I pluck the blue rose with nimble fingers, careful 
not to touch him in the process. When I hold it to my 
nose it smells slightly metallic, in a way I have not 
known roses of other colours to be. 

He picks up the egg and strokes it with his thumb. 
“There’s a drop of blood on this,” he says. 

It must have fallen from my first kiss. 
With tensed muscles, I ask, “Is that a problem?” 
He spits on the egg, rubbing at the blood with his 

thumb, but it won’t come off. The smile grows on his 
face like ink spreading in water. “Not at all.” 

I tuck the blue rose into my satchel and dive down, 
down and away. 

 
The swim back home takes several hours, and now 

that I have the rose the adrenaline has worn off and I am 
simply exhausted. I pause halfway through the 
afternoon, stretching out on an underwater plateau a 
couple of metres from the surface. The sun plays over 
my skin and I indulge in a short, blissful sleep to rest my 
aching muscles. 

When I wake the sun is still warm, and I pry open the 
satchel to check the safety of the rose. It looks a paler 
blue in this watery light. I predict that we should reach 
my parents just after nightfall. 

At sunset I pass the palace of the Sea King, an 
extravagant structure constructed with every colour of 
coral imaginable. Usually I would give it a wider berth, 
but today I am too keen to get home to my parent’s 
arms. I miss my father’s cooking, hot and satisfying in 
the pit of my stomach, and watching my mother toiling 
over her projects with her tiny needles and knives. I 
want to see their faces light up when they see I’ve won. 
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I want to know they’re really safe so I can sleep 
properly tonight. 

A commanding female voice makes my muscles 
seize up. I glide the next few feet through the water 
awkwardly, twisting my neck around to meet her eyes. 
The Sea King’s mother calls my name again from the 
palace gardens. She crooks a finger. 

I force my weary body to meet her, my throat dry 
and pupils wide. My parents have instructed me several 
times that the palace and its inhabitants are 
unquestionably forbidden. But surely I can’t refuse such 
an explicit instruction from such a powerful woman. 

She runs her eyes over me, appraising me like a new 
tool. “How old are you, love?” 

I tell her, and she smiles like she already knew the 
answer. I catch a glimpse of her slightly greying hair as 
she bends to pluck a crimson flower from the garden 
bed and tucks it behind my ear. 

“And what are you doing by yourself, so far from 
home?” 

I don’t dare to lie. I explain, very simply, about my 
search for the blue rose. 

“May I see it?” 
I back up slightly while reaching into my satchel, 

hoping she won’t ask to physically hold the rose. The 
thought of refusing her anything makes me want to 
shrivel up. 

All she does is gaze at it. Then I catch a glimpse 
myself and drop it instantly, as if pricked. 

It is undeniably a white rose. A sickly-looking white 
rose with traces of blue around the edges, but certainly 
white, regardless of the quality of light. 
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The rose and I sink gradually to the sandy floor. I 
bend over it like a grave. It feels like being thumped in 
the guts and I am suffocating. 

“Oh dear,” murmurs the sea king’s mother. “Perhaps 
it was dyed. I’m afraid there are no blue roses anywhere 
in the royal gardens, either.” 

“I don’t know where else to look,” I say. The words 
come out somewhere between a squeak and a sob. 

She kisses me on the forehead and tells me 
everything will work out as it should. Then I am on my 
way back to the surface, the white rose abandoned at the 
bottom of the sea. 

 
On the evening of the third day, I am certain I have 

failed. The time is up. My parents are probably dead 
already, and regardless, I can’t bear to face them empty-
handed. 

I collapse on a beach, half submerged, near a palace 
completely overgrown with red roses. They climb 
across every one of its walls, poke inside its windows 
and wind around its turrets. The wind blows the petals 
onto the beach, and I swallow dozens of them, soft and 
cool and rubbery on my tongue. I alternate eating petals 
with screaming underwater. I thrash on the sand, 
coming out in rashes across my belly and breasts. I bite 
my forearms hard enough to draw blood. 

Eventually I fall asleep, belly up just underwater, 
like a dead fish in a glass tank. 

 
Not too long afterwards–-although the days do bleed 

together–-I wake to a song so charming I find myself 
holding my breath. My mother used to sing, sometimes, 
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while she sewed, but this is nothing like that. It feels 
like the voice is inches from my ear-–that the melody is 
just for me-–but the singer is nowhere to be seen. 

I have been operating largely on instinct since my 
parents died, and it is this same instinct that draws me 
like a thread through the water, between schools of neon 
yellow fish and salmon-pink coral, through bunches of 
velvety seaweed and grazing the tentacles of translucent 
anemones, eventually following the voice into a sizeable 
hole in the cliffs. Darkness stretches inside, and I feel 
blindly for craggy handholds in the rock, pulling myself 
along as the voice grows louder and clearer. 

I can feel the tunnel narrowing as I go, but before it 
becomes truly claustrophobic I spy a patch of light up 
ahead. I am so close now my skin is almost crawling off 
my bones. I am half-expecting the voice to belong to an 
angel, it is so sweet. 

The melody halts just before my head breaks the 
surface. 

The air beyond is warm and syrupy and I hurry to 
wipe the curtain of water from my eyes. At the other 
end of the small, square pool stands a young woman, a 
tiara nestled in her hair and a hand over her mouth. The 
room surrounding us is not much bigger than the pool. 
She shrinks back in the water, glancing twice at the 
single door, then back to me. 

“I won’t hurt you,” I say. My voice sounds louder 
than I expected, and it echoes a little over the damp 
tiles. “Was that you singing? I’ve never heard anything 
like it.” 

I smile at her, and after a moment she removes her 
hand, and she’s smiling too. 
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Her name is Talia, and she’s locked in the pool every 
Wednesday to bathe for exactly an hour. Every 
Wednesday, she sings for me and I rise out of the water 
and into her waiting arms. She devours my stories like a 
starving shark and drip-feeds me morsels of her own 
past, a couple of pieces a week. 

Beyond the single door, her twin babies named Sun 
and Moon are watched by soldiers in tents at the gates 
of the palace. The soldiers always have at least one of 
the twins. They are a neighbouring king’s ‘property,’ 
Talia and her children, because the king impregnated 
her one day while she slept. She never even saw his face 
until after the twins were born. 

I want to murder the king. 
Not long after our meetings have become a fixture, I 

arrive to find her tears mingling with the bathwater. The 
king has announced he will be back to claim his prizes 
in seven weeks. 

I press my chest to hers, slip her hair behind her ears 
and reach for her tiara. She yelps. She parts the hair just 
above her ears, and I see the ends of the tiara disappear 
inside Talia’s skin. 

“It can’t be removed,” she says. “He had it pierced 
after his first wife burnt to death.” 

The breath catches in my throat. “Why would he do 
that?” 

She speaks slowly, almost sluggishly. “So I can 
never escape who I am. Even if I could bear to leave my 
children, no matter where I travel on this land, I know 
he’ll find me.” 

“What if it wasn’t on land?” 
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In the first week, halfway down a familiar river I spy 
a pillar of smoke on the horizon. This is no bonfire; this 
is an inferno. The location seems vaguely familiar, and 
when I reach its closest riverbank the mansion with the 
single turret is ablaze like a flaring match head. 

Standing in the grass nearby, the mansion burning 
behind her like a halo, stands a woman enveloped in 
feathers and tar. The effect would be almost comical if 
not for the soot, the slight bloodstains on her hands and 
her glinting eyes, which are the eyes of a hawk: a 
predator. 

She clutches my golden egg in a death grip. 
“You have my egg,” I yell, before I can lose my 

nerve. 
Her gaze swivels to rest on me. “Your egg?” she 

says. “You demon. You witch. You may take your egg. 
I expect there are no pools of blood to be found in the 
ocean.” 

I catch the egg with both hands, its glowing shell still 
warm on my skin from the mansion’s flames. A whisper 
of something stirring inside knocks against my palms. 

 
In the second week I take the egg back down to the 

shipwrecks, and I find nothing of consequence. In the 
third week I ask again at the markets, wary of 
charlatans, and my search is unrewarding. An older 
woman suggests I seek out the thirteen fairies, but they 
seem as unattainable as the moon. 

In the fourth week, growing desperate, I use the egg 
to light the polypi near my childhood home. They greet 
me in great clouds of whispers like a chorus of old 
friends, stretching to stroke my tail and arms and tangle 
their elastic limbs in my long hair. They circulate 
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something from one to another until it touches me, 
pressing the leather into my hip. 

I steal glances at the small, leather-bound book while 
trying to extract myself from the tentacles. Normally, 
any books found at this depth are irredeemably 
waterlogged, a mess of swollen pulp and vanishing ink. 
This one is beautiful and soft, and when I flick through 
the pages the ink is entirely legible. 

A spell-book. 
I am intoxicated. 

 
As soon as I have collected the necessary ingredients 

and tools, I return to the palace pool at an unscheduled 
time. Talia is absent. There are no songs. Just my eyes 
breach the surface, hunting for soldiers. The single door 
is open, but the corridor beyond it seems empty. Talia 
had explained that the soldiers avoid the palace if at all 
possible; they believe that it’s haunted. 

She had whispered in my ear that they were right. 
I sing a mediocre, butchered version of her own song 

and she flits into the room, her salmon-coloured dress 
floating around her calves, her face rosy with haste. She 
closes the door behind her and kneels by the water, 
cupping my jaw. 

“Do you still want to do this?” I ask. Her hands 
tremble against my cheeks. 

She takes a little while to answer. Her children bind 
her here like stones, but she is only a little older than me 
and she has been a prisoner her whole life: imprisoned 
by her parents to protect her from spinning wheels and 
flax, imprisoned inside an extended sleep through no 
fault of her own, imprisoned by a foreign king within 
her own palace. So she says yes with an edge to her 
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voice, and kisses me as if I am an elixir that can make 
her forget. 

It is not a complicated spell, but it is a difficult one. 
We mix her blood and tears with sea water, and bind the 
cuts on her arms with bandages. I take the same razor-
sharp knife and slice the two fins from the end of my 
tail. They are quick cuts, clean cuts. She holds a soft 
hand over my lips to muffle the noise. We bind my tail 
tighter than her arm, to try and stem the blood flow. 

I dip the severed fins in the pot of blood, tears, and 
sea water. Then I bind them to her feet and ankles with 
lengths of seaweed. Finally, I cut a tiny slice from the 
left fin and slip the translucent, slimy section past her 
lips. 

She swallows it, convulses once, twice and collapses 
on the watery tiles. I lunge and capture her head as it 
falls. I cradle her while the blood on my tail clots, while 
the skin on her legs slowly knits together. While it 
hardens and takes on an opalescent shine. 

When her tail seems complete, I draw back her long 
hair and find gills protruding in lines across her neck. I 
kiss her once, and she is all warm breath and rose-petal 
lips. Her eyes flutter open, and she smiles at me. 

I say, “Let me take you home.” 

 
When I push open the door to my parents’ old home, 

no-one comes to greet me. No corpses cuddle in the 
chairs. Just a layer of sand on their seats from the weeks 
I’ve been gone. 

My mother’s lantern fish are dead. The darkness is 
thick. Talia shivers at the table, though it’s hardly cold 
and I’ve given her the golden egg to cradle. If I need its 
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light elsewhere, I have to lift it from her fingers when 
she sleeps. 

Without my fins, I am embarrassingly awkward and 
it takes me several days to catch a single lantern fish. 
Talia spends these days shadowing me, if I am home, 
and trying to find a safe path to the surface if I am not. 
Merely setting eyes on the polypi makes the blood run 
from her face. She speaks of countless whirlpools near 
the house that I’ve never noticed before. Goosebumps 
prickle her skin when she lies in my arms, and no 
amount of my rubbing seems to alleviate them. 

When she doesn’t come home one day, I am frantic. 
I finally find her at the Sea King’s palace, slumped on 
the coral wall, golden egg cradled in her lap. She has 
been waiting for me. 

When I approach, she stretches out the egg like a 
peace offering. 

“You’re not coming home?” I ask. 
She shakes her head. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. She 

fiddles with the silver tiara, still locked securely to her 
scalp. “I’m a princess.” 

The Sea King rises out from behind the coral wall, 
wraps his muscled arms around her waist, and I can’t 
spot one lone goosebump wrinkling her skin. 

 
Soon after, the egg begins to twitch regularly 

between my hands. The creature inside knocks the 
glowing shell, and I feel pressure on one palm and then 
the other. Before this, I had never properly considered 
that the egg might be hollow: a container for something 
alive and beating. 

I am expecting a chicken. I watch over my prize on 
the rocks above the water, ensuring that my chick 
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doesn’t drown the minute its shell cracks. But when the 
egg ultimately fractures, two tiny sea-snakes emerge to 
tongue the air. They curl around my fingers like living, 
breathing rings. 

Over the next few years, those snakes breed and 
thrive in the sands around my house. They glide over 
my body while I wake and sleep, winding themselves 
around my waist and tail and compensating for the fins I 
lost like extra limbs. 

The polypi whisper of the Sea King’s palace: those 
inside call me the ‘Sea Witch,’ and when Talia dies 
young her six mermaid daughters blame only me. 

I never discover how she dies. 

 
I am expecting Talia’s youngest when she calls. She 

is fifteen years old and looks so much like her mother, 
pale and shaky from the journey. Where Talia clung to 
me years ago, her daughter simply eyes my snakes like a 
prey animal. 

She is lusting after her half-brother, the prince, 
which draws the first laugh from my throat in many 
months indeed. “A very bad idea,” I say, although I 
won’t explain why. That story is long and only mine, 
now that Talia has died. 

Nevertheless, the girl insists on gaining her legs, and 
I don’t refuse her. She’s willing to pay the required 
price, plus the price for my help: I bottle her beautiful 
voice. 

It sounds just like her mother’s. 
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Listening to the voice becomes compulsive, and after 

two months I feel distinctly unhinged. It reverberates 
always in my head, calling me somewhere that doesn’t 
exist anymore. Part of me is amused that I still have any 
sanity left to lose. 

Someone else has a similar thought. 
Talia’s youngest has died and turned to sea-foam, 

which I have carefully scooped from the sunrise waves 
and stoppered in a crystal vial. And from the darkest 
depths of my little house, a green-skinned woman 
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emerges. She has two human-looking legs and a smooth 
green neck where her gills would cut. Her unfocused 
eyes and pinched expression give the impression that 
she is continuously drowning, drowning without dying. 

When she speaks her voice is deep, strained and 
watery. “You have lost some of your body, and most of 
your heart, and much of your mind. Still…” Her hazy 
eyes settle fleetingly on the black glass jar that contains 
the second-most beautiful voice I’ve ever heard. “I 
believe removing that will take the rest of it.” 

She holds out an expectant hand. Part of me, the part 
that is quick and dark and very tired, is compelled to 
hand it over right away. But I force myself to still. I 
study the sprawling treasures collected in piles on my 
floor; the tubes and boxes and pots of things, and a 
previously half-formed idea completes itself and 
solidifies. 

“I’ll give it up,” I say, “but I’d rather not just hand it 
to you. There’s something I want to do with it.” 

 
The green-skinned woman has several conditions, 

none which cause me extensive hesitation. Talia’s old 
palace, the one surrounded by roses, has been recently 
abandoned. This is explained to me quickly in the cool 
night air, in far more relaxed tones than underwater. 

When Talia fell into her extended sleep, the palace’s 
servants were also placed under a similar spell. They 
were expected to attend to the princess when she woke. 
But this spell was very flawed, and they ended up 
rotting in their sleep instead. After that there was one 
eternal sleeping beauty, and dozens of ghostly servants 
cleaning up their own decomposing bodies from the 
rooms around her bed. 
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Later, when Talia left with me, her twin babies were 
split up and the spirits eventually fell dormant. The 
palace gradually lost its haunted reputation. Until the 
day that Sun brought home his new bride, and the 
presence of female royalty woke them up again. 

The green-skinned woman announces that they’ll 
have another mistress very soon. The spirits must 
prepare the castle. Every room will need to be lined with 
water channels, two feet deep, wide enough to swim in. 

And back in my own home, I combine the little 
mermaid’s sea-foam, the locks of her sisters’ hair, 
several drops of her mother’s blood, and finally her 
heavenly voice, and I bring her back to life. 

 
The Second Tale: 
I climb through the mirror legs first, perching on the 

rim for a moment before dropping into the library. 
Already, I can feel the cut across my thighs healing. 

This library is grand and the afternoon light streams 
through the western windows. Still, the mirror looks out 
of place here; it’s a trophy on display, not something 
chosen to compliment the space. I feel my slow-boiling 
fury re-ignite in my gut. 

When I throw open the doors of the palace’s dining 
room, they bash simultaneously against the walls and all 
eyes twist to me; rows and rows of guests, including my 
twelve younger sisters in various strains of pastel frocks. 
The blue fairy has a spoon of chocolate pudding 
dangling from her slightly parted lips. 

There, at the end of the room: the king and queen 
and a bassinet. Never taking her eyes from me, the 
queen reaches down and clutches her baby to her velvet 
breast. 
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“You really didn’t invite me?” I shout. It is perfectly 
controlled. “You, of all people, Snow. You think by 
ignoring me your daughter’s life will always be perfect 
and pure? I thought you’d grown up.” 

The queen’s delicate hands start to shake. She has 
always been pale, but now her face drains to a sickly 
white. 

“Not everything is as black and white as you 
believe,” I continue. “I am not above teaching lessons.” 

She thrusts the baby into her husband’s arms and 
steps towards me. “Please. If you must punish someone, 
punish me. My daughter is innocent.” 

I suppress the desire to roll my eyes. “Yes,” I say. 
“She is.” A ragged black butterfly flies out of my dress, 
darts around the flickering chandeliers and flaps towards 
the royal family. Guests push out their seats to chase it. 
The king and queen shelter their daughter with their 
bodies, clutching for it with desperate hands. 

Too clumsy. Too slow. The butterfly flies past 
dozens of fingers and straight into their daughter’s 
gummy mouth. 

“When she is sixteen,” I announce, “she shall prick 
her finger on a piece of flax and die.” 

The king and queen bellow at me. They are crying. 
They have their fingers down their daughter’s grimy 
throat, searching for the butterfly. 

I see her then: the little cinder girl with her glass 
shoes, now with her own crown and an expression of 
heartbroken betrayal, staring straight at me. 

I am gone in a matter of moments, cutting my fingers 
and knees in my scramble back through the mirror. I am 
counting on the blue fairy to temper my death curse into 
a long-term sleeping spell. My sister has never blessed 
anyone before finishing her dessert. 
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A little more than 85 years later, I greet the very first 

mermaid in the middle of the ocean. She reclines across 
some craggy rocks, her tail dipped in the water, 
watching the roses smother the palace walls. She has 
allowed the first traces of grey to bloom in her hair. 
More than anything else, that is why I have chosen this 
moment. 

I approach from behind, my shadow shimmering 
over the rocks. She says, “Hello, old friend,” without 
properly looking at me. 

I perch next to her, the ends of my dress darkening 
and ballooning in the salt water. “There is still a debt to 
repay, old friend.” 

“I didn’t forget.” A hint of familiar mischief plays 
around her eyes and mouth. “And I have a proposition 
for you.” 

“Oh?” 
She licks the flecks of dried salt from her lips. “As 

you may well know, my son has come of age and 
declared himself the Sea King. There is no one to 
contest his title, so very well. But he persists in 
demanding a wife.” 

“I will not make him a wife.” 
She snorts. “I’m not asking for that. I would much 

rather choose that one.” Her finger stretches towards the 
top of the palace, where the roses have completely 
enveloped the highest turret in a mass of petals and 
thorns. “Wouldn’t you agree?” 

“So you know enough of the story to know that she 
sleeps, but not that she’ll wake in fifteen years? Or 
you’re planning on stealing her prematurely?” 

“No, I can be patient.” A slow smile breaks across 
the mermaid’s lips, and I find myself crossing my arms 
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to ward off the worst of it. Her beauty has yet to fade, if 
it ever will. 

“So,” I say, “continued revenge. Yes, she wakes in 
fifteen years, and? You have a plan, obviously, and I 
have growing impatience.” 

Her amusement settles quickly into solemnity. “I 
cannot enter the palace for fear of recognition. I refuse 
to send my son, partially out of fear for him, but mostly 
because he cannot pay the price the transformation will 
inevitably require.” 

She reaches for my hands and cradles them between 
her own. “I want your help to create a tithe,” she says. 
“A girl of my flesh, whose only purpose will be to seek 
and transform the princess, and then to sacrifice her own 
mind, body and heart. A girl who will pay both her own 
creation debt and my outstanding one.” 

“A girl?” 
“It’s been 89 years, my dear; grant me a little 

growth. And besides, she won’t be living with me. I 
shall craft her parents out of sand. They will be 
temporary.” She pauses, and all I can hear for once is 
the toss of the ocean. “And,” she adds bitterly, “I know 
how palace life works. It has to be a girl.” 

I drag my eyes from her face and examine the waves 
lapping at my ankles. Her fingers are still slightly 
wrinkled from the ocean, and feel vaguely like sun-
warmed seaweed on my skin. The wind teases my hair 
and wafts through my dress, and the raven croaks in 
response. Eventually, I declare, “This is acceptable.” 

The first mermaid squeezes my hands. “She will 
need to be drawn to the princess. Explicitly. Something 
ingrained, in the blood.” 

I nod. My lips curl even before the idea is fully 
formed. “My sisters always bless children with beautiful 
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voices.” In a second I am splashing to my feet, and with 
a flick of my wrist and a trace of black dust it is done. 

Seconds pass. “What are we waiting for?” asks the 
mermaid. 

“You’ll see.” 
I can almost feel it, crawling on its spindly legs up 

the princess’s throat. Prying open her lips like a cocoon. 
Wedging its way through the choking roses and out into 
the open air, and fluttering all the way down, down 
across the stinging beach and the lethal waves, all the 
way down to its mistress. 

I see it now. The ragged black butterfly. 
“It’s been sitting next to her vocal chords for over 85 

years. It knows her voice. Explicitly.” 
The first mermaid beams up at me. Her gorgeous 

eyes observe the butterfly like a morsel of meat. 
“Yes,” I say. “Open up.” 

 
The First Tale: 
This is the first time I’ve left the castle since my 

stepdaughter died. 
Then the groom lifts the veil and it is my 

stepdaughter, staring straight at me, and her skin is 
almost as white as her wedding dress. 

The priest does not speak. There are no expressions 
of love. Several men lift me from my seat and carry me 
around the corner of the palace, where a pair of shoes 
glow red-hot on flaming coals. 

Not three paces away, the grave of Snow’s mother is 
marked with its old headstone and crimson rose-bushes, 
the colour she wished her daughter’s lips. The dirt that 
covers it is fresh, and I wonder how I missed its 
transplant from my own grounds. 
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Someone removes the shoes with a pair of tongs. 
“Really, Snow,” I say. “I only wished you out of 

existence for a little while. Torture was never in my 
plans.” 

No-one replies. My own shoes are unlaced and 
thrown in the fire. My stockings are rolled off my legs 
while my stepdaughter watches, her eyes like ice. The 
red shoes are forced clumsily onto my feet and they feel 
like drowning in fire. 

I’m released and I can barely think. My feet dance 
inside the shoes, because of the excruciating pain or due 
to some enchantment, I can’t tell. The grass blackens 
and sparks underneath me. I can feel flames licking up 
my legs, I can feel my skin melting. Smoke rises and I 
smell my charred flesh. The crowd moves with me, 
avidly following the entertainment. 

I leap off the cliff believing I will die. I fall 
backwards through the void, watching what remains of 
my feet still dancing hysterically, and beyond them 
dozens of glassy eyes staring from the cliff’s edge. 
Death will be a welcome alternative. 

The sudden plunge into the ocean is even more 
welcome. 

Swimming upwards is a battle. Every nerve ending 
screams and my useless legs feel like they’ve been 
lashed together with rope and stones. The temptation to 
gulp the water into my aching lungs grows every 
moment. And then, finally, my fingertips reach through 
the bubbles and graze air. 

My fingers bleed, pulling myself up onto the rocks, 
and I barely notice. I lie there gasping on the hot stones, 
eyes closed, until the world makes some sort of sense 
again. Until my heart slows and the burning stars retreat 
from the backs of my eyelids. 
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When I open my eyes, the sun has cooled. No-one 
watches from the cliff. My legs are fused together in a 
mess of burnt flesh from my ankles to half-way up my 
thighs. Some charred bits of my dress have melted in. I 
look like a beast has chewed on and discarded me. 

Walking, and climbing out of here, will be 
impossible. 

With trembling fingers I unlace my bodice and 
remove my spell-book from where it has been tucked 
against my breasts. The pages are soggy, but still strong, 
and the enchanted ink has not run. I flick through 
potential spells with careful hands, trying to keep my 
breathing steady. 

And flick through again. There is nothing remotely 
suitable that can be made with such a lack of 
ingredients. 

I am about to check a third time when she appears, 
like a vision. The oldest of thirteen fairies walks to my 
feet, silhouetted in the sunset. She drops to one knee, 
and in the shadows of the cliffs I can make out her 
flawless skin, the colour of fresh grass, and her hair 
shining with all the colours of autumn. I can see the 
slight fluttering of her black dress over her chest – she 
took it off once, years ago, and showed me the dying 
raven quivering inside her ribs. 

“Come to put me out of my misery?” I ask. 
“Normally I would, but you are a special case.” 
I would laugh if there was a drop of laughter left 

inside me. 
“The shoes are drenched in powerful magic,” she 

whispers, slowly pulling them from my feet, and taking 
some skin with them. “Their effects cannot be reversed, 
only altered.” 
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She leans down and wraps her long, snake-like 
tongue several times around my ankles. The change 
happens in a wave, like hair bristling along a wolf’s 
back; the pocked and blistered skin turns smooth and 
scaly, and my feet stretch and flatten into translucent 
fins. 

When she pulls her tongue away, my body ends in a 
crimson fish’s tail, and the pain is gone. 

“Now the sea will be your mirror, and you will have 
three-hundred years with which to admire yourself.” 
She smiles at me and rips bloody lines in my neck with 
her fingernails, which sting and heal and revise 
themselves into gills. “I do believe you are the fairest 
sea-beast I ever saw.” 

My viscous blood runs down my neck in rivers. 
“What can I pay you with?” I ask, feeling delirious, 

drunk and light-headed. I stare at her lips as she speaks, 
and I think they are the same shade of red as my 
stepdaughter’s. 

“You have paid for your transformation with pain 
and power and your soul. There is no magical debt. For 
my payment, I will take these,” she holds up the shoes, 
which have cooled to a transparent crystal. “There is a 
little cinder girl who will like them. Is this agreeable?” 

“Yes.” 
She goes to stand, and I cry out for her to wait. 

“There is no-one else like me in the whole ocean, is 
there?” 

She shakes her head. 
“I would so love to have a child.” 
The oldest fairy fixes me with her beady, raven eyes. 

The dress over her chest flutters. “Not a daughter, I 
think.” She stretches over me with mutterings of 
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forthcoming debt and grumbles of how she must do 
everything herself. 

Then she tears the remnants of my dress down the 
middle, and grips the bottom of my bellybutton with 
two hands, and tears a two inch hole in my abdomen. 

Her tongue plunges inside. 

 
The Fifth Tale, Continued: 
The oldest fairy pauses, her tongue darting over her 

lips. She tears a small strip of pork from the table and 
drops it into her cleavage, presumably for the raven. 
Everyone in the glittering dining hall holds their breath. 

Silence. 
I interrupt it: “Please don’t just stop there! Why did 

she want Snow dead, after all? Why did you help her?” 
The oldest fairy smirks at me. “I said I’d explain the 

debt. I won’t keep going back and back until the 
beginning of time.” She takes a swig of red wine. “By 
the way, you’ll have to forgive me putting words in 
others’ mouths, especially in that last tale. But my 
understanding is quite astute, I assure you.” 

“Wait.” The mermaid shifts in my arms. Her skin has 
dried, and I run my fingers through the tendrils of her 
still-soggy hair. “I don’t understand,” she says. “The 
debt is paid. The curse has broken. I shouldn’t be a beast 
anymore.” 

The fairy picks her words very deliberately. “I think 
you must have misunderstood me. Your body was never 
transformed by the curse. You,” she gestures to the two 
of us, and I find myself blushing, “have love, and still 
you ask for more? Have you not been listening at all?” 

The mermaid shrinks back against my chest. 
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With a half-wave and a flutter of her dress, the oldest 
fairy disappears in a puff of black dust. She leaves the 
smell of crackling firewood and damp meadows behind 
her. 

Silence. 
One of translucent ghosts brushes the black dust off 

the chair. 
Our wine glasses are refilled, the table tidied and the 

ghosts dismissed. I pull the mermaid gently off the 
fountain’s ledge and back into the water, my arms 
around her naked waist and my dress billowing around 
her tail. The water is still freezing; I kiss the 
goosebumps off her spine. 

I say, “Do you not believe I love you?” 
“I do believe you,” she says. “But I ask the mirror in 

the library each day, and each day it tells me I’m a 
monster. You deserve someone as beautiful as you. 
Someone who can take you dancing.” 

I bite my lip. “I don’t think that mirror should be 
trusted...” 

She wriggles out of my grip and dives into the 
fountain, disappearing into the depths in a cloud of 
bubbles. I watch the green of her tail dissolve into the 
dark; the exact shade as the oldest fairy’s skin. 

My dress drips all over the palace before I find her in 
the garden, staring at the headstones which mark the 
lives of her mother, her grandmother and her great-
grandmother. Roses twist around the graves like lovers, 
embracing and strangling. 

I kiss her gills with lips like rose petals. I make her 
shudder. 

We hold hands and watch the roses bloom. 



	

 

Floaters 
Joe Baumann 
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Fontaine finned his way through the water warm as 
reheated soup. He hated the temperature but vacationers 
loved it, tossing themselves off skiffs and lolling on 
inner tubes. The current Fontaine had learned how to 
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manipulate ages ago dragged them to his dock so they 
bobbed right over in their dinghies or on their jet skis 
when they were inland enough that they had to cut their 
engines to abide no-wake zones. At first they would 
squint through their sunglasses, faces etched with 
caution. Dude-bros would flex their punchy muscles as 
they pointed at his sign and said, “That for real, man?” 
while their bikini-clad girlfriends giggled nervously. 

He would bob his head, careless, as if he was 
listening to a slow rhumba: yes, the sign was for real, 
yes, the long island iced teas were only four bucks each 
or two for seven, thirty ounces a piece. 

“And the cups,” he’d say, “are biodegradable. Just let 
‘em sink right down when you’re done.” This, of 
course, wasn’t true; Fontaine swam out in the middle of 
the night with a headlamp suctioned to his forehead, 
catching the glint of the thick plastic mugs where they’d 
sunk to the lakebed. He cleaned them out in his cistern, 
fresh and ready for reuse, applying Dial soap; he may be 
a barkeep on the edge of a tepid, backwoods Missouri 
lake frequented by those who couldn’t afford the ritzier 
waters of Lake Saint Louis or even the Ozark or Table 
Rock, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t sanitary. 

Girls—and some boys—ogled him. He ignored the 
former and offered the latter his own wistful, subtle 
flirtations. Fontaine hated to admit that depictions of his 
type as bulky and ripped, chiseled like Olympic 
swimmers, were accurate, but a part of him liked the 
attention as he bobbed in the water behind the cutout in 
the dock where he kept the booze. After all, when you 
have to hide half of yourself for most hours of the day, 
you take whatever other attentions you can. So he even 
pretended interest, sometimes, when girls flirted and 
their sweaty palms glanced off his forearms or biceps. 
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The college boys with the nicest abs never did the same, 
sewn up in their fragile need to burst with straightness. 

Fontaine rarely drank while he worked; he’d done so 
once, and the results had been disastrous. He’d knocked 
over his cash drawer and had to spend an hour gathering 
up coins and soggy bills (and even more time drying 
them out), not to mention the over-pours that increased 
his overhead (plus, he let a bottle of Popov slip off the 
dock uncorked, sending sixteen shots of vodka into the 
water; he hoped the fish enjoyed the buzz). One 
particularly beautiful waifish boy—in the face only; his 
body was stacked with striated muscle, his board shorts 
cinched teasingly low on his hips—had blinked at him 
and stayed behind when his friends moved off. He 
purchased two long islands and then immediately 
handed one back to Fontaine, holding his own out for a 
wordless toast. Fontaine had felt his mouth go dry, then 
clinked his cup to the boy’s, taking a deep swallow. The 
buzzy stack of rum and tequila hit him fast, and before 
he knew it he was pouring himself—and the boy—a 
second, then a third. Just before he sent the cash drawer 
flying the boy had gazed into Fontaine’s eyes, declaring 
them the most heavenly blue he’d ever seen. The boy 
promptly vomited into the lake. 

People got it wrong that mermaids were banished to 
the water; the whole story of Ariel (that fictional bitch, 
giving everyone silly impressions about the stupidity of 
sea life) was absurd. Fontaine could walk on land; 
splitting his tail into legs wasn’t so much painful as it 
was impractical, a time-consuming transformation that 
he only undertook for trips to the bank and the liquor 
store. He hated pants, the concussive, suffocating 
feeling of fabric on his lower body, a crawling itch that 
reminded him of the raking annoyance of seaweed and 
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floating plastic scrap. The small bungalow sitting on the 
lip of the hill past the dock was his, empty except for a 
queen-size bed in the master bedroom whose sliding 
glass doors peered out onto the water. During his nights 
diving for discarded cups Fontaine imagined himself, 
naked feet toeing through the grass, one hand clasping 
the fingers of a beach boy with a smooth body and skin 
ruddy from the sun, both of them coursing with 
anticipation. On his lonelier nights Fontaine let the 
fantasy linger, stretching into the moment when they 
slid into the room and kissed, the boy’s lips tangy with 
lake water and the sharp zip of Beefeater. And when he 
felt the deepest drags of desperation, when the pressure 
of the lake was heaviest on his shoulders at its cratered 
center and he hated the thought of returning to the small, 
hidden inlet where he normally slept, Fontaine let 
himself picture he and his lover falling to the sheets, 
clothes drifting away on the lake breeze when they left 
the doors yawned open so the fish smell cantered in off 
the water. He imagined their hands curling over one 
another. 

Fontaine sighed. A cluster six college-aged kids, 
bronzed like Greek statues, was headed his way, 
bobbing on black inner tubes linked by bungee cords. 
They held Bud Light cans, and the nearest girl, a twig in 
a string bikini that matched the rubber donut she floated 
on, shrieked in salutation and raised her beer in his 
direction, the others following suit. Fontaine raised a 
palm and smiled. 

“I told you douchebags it was a real place!” the lead 
girl said. “Tommy, you have the cash, right?” 

The boy bringing up the rear nodded and adjusted his 
weight, moving with a ginger care so as not to tilt over 
into the water. Blond, the most slender of the three men 
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in the group, he carried himself with an athletic grace. 
Track and field, Fontaine figured, the boy’s torso slim, 
legs thicker with muscle from years of sprints and 
squats. His toes—Fontaine always noticed the feet—
were well-manicured, a drizzle of green veins across his 
tibialis tendons. The boy fished around in the pocket of 
his swimsuit, a forest green thing that matched the 
soggy flora lining the edge of the lake. 

“Does it matter if it’s a bit wet?” he said, extracting a 
clump of wilting bills. 

Fontaine shook his head. 
“We’ll take six, then!” the girl in the lead said. She 

held out her free hand. “Show me the money!” 
Fontaine watched as the cash was passed up from 

Tommy to another girl to another boy to the drunken 
leader, who waggled it toward Fontaine. He pulled the 
bills from her hand and set them on the bar, beneath an 
empty cup so they wouldn’t blow away, and started 
mixing. 

“We hear these things’ll knock you on your ass, 
yeah?” the girl said. Fontaine let out a breathless 
chuckle and nodded while his fingers, nimble and 
autonomous, worked the bottles. He flicked his eyes 
toward Tommy, but only in brief; the boy was staring at 
him with a gnarling intensity while the others chugged 
the last of their beers and talked about the kick-ass 
weather. One of the boys snapped the back strap of a 
girl’s bikini, eliciting a shriek and a seductive slap 
toward his chest. Fontaine knew they would have sex 
that night, their raw skin and baked bodies providing 
extra, tenderized heat. 

“Here you go,” Fontaine said, passing the first pair of 
drinks to the girl. He unfurled the cash after he’d handed 
off the rest of the teas. “Let me get you your change.” 
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“Keep it,” Tommy yelled from the back of the 
cluster. He tilted his sunglasses up, which Fontaine 
thought only happened in the movies. The boy was 
squinting, but Fontaine could see how sharply green his 
eyes were, glowing like a bottle of Cannabis Absinthe. 
In the murk of the water, Fontaine felt a tremble. 

“Thanks,” Fontaine said, but his voice was 
swallowed by the lead girl barking orders for Tommy 
and the others in the back to start waggling themselves 
off, finding, unknowingly, the current that Fontaine had 
created in his nightly whirls through the water, the drifts 
that not only carried people to him but, by necessity, 
away. As he pushed the bills into his cash drawer he 
watched the cluster move off, their inner tubes carried 
lazily across the surface of the water. He thought the 
one named Tommy craned his neck and looked back, 
but Fontaine shook his head and gave his attention over 
to his newest customers, a pudgy pair sitting in a rickety 
rowboat, and he let the idea of him and Tommy float off 
as all of his daydreams inevitably did. 



	

 

Little Grey Weirdos 
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Leigh 

We first noticed the end of the world because all of 
our music was gone from all of our devices, which 
really were one device because it was all made and 
stored and provided and lost by the Monopoly that 
everyone used for everything because it was so 
convenient. 

“Some glitch,” I said to Nono and she checked her 
MoPo but: same. “Let’s go get coffee,” she said, “it’ll 
be back when we get back.” 
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But they couldn’t make our coffee because their 
barista system was down and then it took around two or 
three days from there for everything to go full-on 
zombie apocalypse without the zombies but with the 
looting and the eerie quiet, people evacuating in long 
lines of cars but where to I’m not really sure. 

Then Nono remembered that her uncle was this 
paranoid retro dude who had a bunker in his backyard 
that was stocked with everything needed until things 
would go back to normal. Since no planes, no trains, yay 
automobiles, we road-tripped a part of the way until we 
ran out of gas and then started hiking. It’s kind of funny 
how we didn’t notice that we were in a disaster-survival 
movie until we were in one. It’s also really funny to 
notice how money doesn’t buy you anything when 
there’s nothing to buy and that you’re lacking basic 
survival skills. (Shit, was it freezing in the woods.) 

Nono, Jimmy, and I got pretty rich when our music 
got pretty popular and although we didn’t get along 
sometimes, we all enjoyed having some fame and 
money, so we kept making the tracks that sold well. I 
guess they sold well in part because they’re catchy but 
mainly because Nono is pretty cute and Jimmy, too, and 
I sort of stayed in the background and pushed buttons on 
the drum machine. It was easy money. We just put some 
prefab tracks together. I don’t know why not more 
people got stupid rich like that. Maybe there’s 
something in-if-able still about the right combination of 
cute and catchy. 

We had probably been on the road for a few weeks. 
It’s a really big place if you’re not on a plane; humbling, 
actually. We didn’t know much about how public life 
was progressing but San Francisco looked pretty shitty. 
Pretty dangerous, really. When people recognized us 
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they tried to rob us because they thought we had rich-
people stuff on us but our MoPos were as useless as 
everyone else’s. We tried spending the night in some 
hostel that Nono knew but it, too, had been broken into, 
just not a nice place. 

By that time I was sore and exhausted. It must have 
been there, with all the robbing, that Nono mentioned 
that our money was probably gone because if everything 
was gone, then MoPoBank was gone, too, and that’s 
where a figure sat that represented our money. Whoever 
had hoarded cash was a Big Daddy, or whoever had 
stuff to trade. We noticed that in San Francisco. As 
things were, we couldn’t buy food. We couldn’t go on 
TV and do a gossip show because TV was down. We 
couldn’t even play instruments on a street corner 
because we couldn’t really play instruments and the 
tracks were gone. Weeks after the outage, we were still 
in the process of noticing that everything had gone to 
pieces for good. 

 
Becky 
Dane dropped off the mail and everyone on there 

was like, ‘harr harr, society as we know it is finally 
seriously over’. So much gloating. I didn’t even know 
my people anymore. Who were we, after all, if we 
didn’t have society to critique? I read the zines, briefly 
feared that in a network of opinions and dependencies 
so intricate there was no place for haughtiness if one 
side crashed and burned, because sooner or later, our 
side would crash and burn, too, or we would just lose 
our identity without our unifying enemy. Then I watered 
the gardens between my building and Dane’s, fed the 
fishies, fed a dead fishy to the kitty, cleaned the solar 
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panels and went back to the lab to work on a 1970s TTY 
commission to finally connect Phoenix. 

Soldering is good for thinking, so while soldering I 
started thinking that maybe this was our utopia, or at 
least our clean slate: the place where we, the weirdos, 
would step in and build a new world for everyone, a 
better future. I didn’t go as far as Dane or as the people 
on the zines some of whom all but declared themselves 
kings of the new world order: triumph! The Man had 
finally choked on his own poison! But I couldn’t help 
but think that a lot of probably okay people had been 
thrown into a really shitty situation just because nobody 
ever taught them anything beautiful or useful. 

 
Leigh 
Nono had this life-straw thing but you needed a filter 

for it and after we had all used it a lot I suppose it 
wasn’t any good anymore. It’s really painful when 
bodies adjust to stuff, so we were all in a lot of pain. By 
the end of our disgusting shit-fest somewhere in the 
beautiful redwood forests of the Bay Area, we were 
dehydrated, depleted, but not dead yet, astonishingly. 
Eventually we started drinking creek water again, out of 
desperation. 

We stumbled down the hills, away from the ocean, 
into the suburban wastelands from the megaquake our 
teachers had talked about sometimes when they tried to 
explain to us how come the Monopoly was so popular. 
It was quiet there. The sun was beating down on the 
cracked pavement of the highway we walked on. 
Nono’s skin was peeling off her face because we had 
run out of sunscreen lotion. Jimmy was limping because 
someone had stolen his shoes in San Francisco. My 
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stomach was still cramping every once in a while. 
Everything was just sizzling hot in the sun and broken 
and creepy. We took a break close to this lagoon lake 
just off the bay. There was a sad sailboat bobbing 
around on it, otherwise it was owned by water fowl, like 
egrets. 

Suddenly Jimmy said, “Look!” 
He sounded neutral about it. But in survival disaster 

movies, you should be scared when you see another 
person, another breathing, drinking, eating organism 
that needs the same resources you need. 

So Nono said “Fuck!” and pulled me behind a bush. 
Jimmy followed, confused, not quite getting that another 
person might mean more harm than good. The other 
person was actually difficult to spot: she sat motionless, 
cross-legged, on a boardwalk right across the lagoon 
from us. She was fishing and looked way adjusted. 

 
Becky 
I first noticed the intruders in the evening when I was 

upstairs and the alarm starting flashing. Naturally I 
assumed it was our resident coyote on his evening 
round. 

“Hey, Pepe, Pepe,” I cooed into the curving tunnel 
slide that led to the ground floor, two stories below. I 
sent a bit of scrap food down the slide and stepped to 
the side to watch Pepe through the plexi-glass partition 
next to the slide’s entry hole. No Pepe. Instead, the 
silhouette of a human in the semi-dark, almost as 
scruffy as the coyote, shuffling around nervously down 
there. I got out of their potential sightline and used the 
surveillance monitor instead while morseing Dane 
across the courtyard. The grainy black and white image 
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on my screen showed me three slight figures, gesturing, 
looking around, poking at my stuff, which I really 
couldn’t have. 

Dane says I forget how small I am. So I forgot how 
small I am again, grabbed the gun, shouted down the 
slide, something along the lines of “Don’t touch my 
stuff!” and jumped after the echo of my voice. A fire 
station’s pole, I suppose, would also have been cool but 
the slide was fine for dramatic entrances: I stood up on 
the end part of the slide for some added height, gun at 
the ready. It charged with a whining sound, lighting up 
its Bellagio fountain of diodes. My intruders’ bony little 
arms were up in the air quicker than you could say 
freeze. My gun lit up their faces with its reddish glow: 
matted hair in moldy rainbow colors, peeling skin, aged 
ageless, post-racial, probably young, formerly pretty, 
with wide eyes and clenched jaws, their neck tendons 
stiff and bulging from fear. A really terrible smell 
emanated from the trio. 

“Oh please don’t shit your pants in my foyer,” I 
sighed and used the gun to gesture them outside into the 
courtyard, even at Pepe risk. 

Dane arrived, running, at the same time my little 
posse and I did. If I forgot how small I was, he never 
forgot how big he was, so he didn’t have anything like a 
weapon with him. 

“Everything a-okay?” he asked, a little bit out of 
breath, holding up two tentative thumbs. 

“Coming up roses,” I replied, but he still hung 
around between the aquaponics to watch. 

“Please,” I said to the intruders, “introduce 
yourselves.” 

“We’re the Wardrobe Party!” the boy said, indignant 
about my apparent ignorance. 
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“You’re the what now party!?” 
I scanned my peripheral memory. That nonsense 

didn’t ring a bell. I must have looked it because next the 
smaller of the two girls explained, 

“The band? The WP? And we’re just trying to get to 
this place in Mariposa county, but we aren’t really doing 
so well.” 

“We got pretty sick,” the boy added, sheepishly. 
“And then we saw you fishing earlier and it looked 

like you knew this place and how to live here and all…” 
the third person, the taller girl, added. 

I nearly laughed at them. “Mariposa county! Well, I 
guess if John Muir did it, why couldn’t you?” 

They all nodded eagerly and pleasantly. People do 
that when you have a gun aimed at them. 

“You need a place to crash? To start smelling less… 
offensive?” I asked. 

Nods and gleaming eyes and pleasantness all around. 
“Dane…?” I checked. He agreed gracefully with a 

sarcastic smirk. 

 
Leigh 
So Jimmy did actually shit his pants when that fisher 

girl apparition with the giant-ass gun appeared out of 
nowhere in front of us after we had followed her away 
from the lagoon, along a deserted street and into some 
sort of abandoned village. Nono said it must have been a 
company rather than a village, the buildings didn’t look 
like people would have lived there. The buildings didn’t 
look like much anyway, though. Just chippy and broken 
with weeds everywhere. 

And like some retro hippie dude the fisherman girl 
just left the door wide open. Not that there was much of 
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a door. So we went in after it got dark to look for food 
and stuff. And then she appeared out of nowhere and 
had this insane gun aimed at us. Like something out of a 
sci-fi movie. She didn’t even know who we were and 
this 300 pound Black dude, Dane, didn’t either, so now 
we didn’t even have our reputation left. But they 
showed us to their showers. Showers! With running 
water! And towels! And while we were in there, they 
took all our clothes, which was awkward, but then we 
got them back all cleaned and dried. 

Even though Nono marveled out loud at every single 
one of these luxuries, we didn’t actually ask Dane and 
Becky (that was the tiny fishergirl’s name) questions 
until after they had shown us to this place that must 
have been a cafeteria before the megaquake, and fed us 
this hyper organic homegrown superfood meal. 

“Okay so how?” I asked Dane and Becky, who 
looked at each other confused. 

“How do you live here?” I specified. “You can’t just 
have lived here since the MoPocalypse!” 

They laughed. They hadn’t. Their parents had 
somehow been left behind after the megaquake, after 
everyone hadn’t really felt like sticking around. And 
Becky was like, you know, when you get left behind in 
such a way—she didn’t say in which way but it sounded 
pretty bad—you eventually say fuck it and get to work 
figuring things out on your own. So that’s what 
everyone who had been left behind and survived had 
done and taught their kids to do. They were their own 
little society and probably the only part of society that 
was doing well right now. 

 
 



Little Grey Weirdos 

61 

Becky 
After I had put the kids to bed I sat outside in the 

sand pit of the beach volleyball court with Dane who 
didn’t say anything for a while. I wasn’t so sure how he 
felt about me inviting in these strangers. 

“So the Man has sent us his wayward children…” he 
finally grumbled. 

“We can kick them out.” 
He grunted. “They’ll die before Modesto.” 
He had a point. 
“We teach them some things, then kick them out.” 
“If they’re going to some mythological relative’s 

survival bunker just to bide their time until capitalism is 
back up and running, they might as well stay here and 
be useful,” Dane suggested. I considered it. 

“Those solar panels don’t clean themselves. And I 
guess we have a few empty buildings to spare,” I added. 

“Yea, I guess.” 
We both didn’t sound or feel super excited. But 

when someone that helpless comes crawling past your 
coyote and into your living room, what can you do? 

 
Leigh 
“You’ll be Dante, I’ll be Virgil,” Becky said after 

breakfast in the morning and Jimmy was like, 
“Beyoncé? Virgin? What?” and I swear to god I wanted 
to smack him because it was becoming really 
embarrassing how we were so nothing without our 
fame, our money, and our tracks. I mean, we didn’t even 
know anything. 

“She’s offering to show us around hell!” Nono 
hissed. She was actually the only one who had sort of 
finished school despite our success with the band. 
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“Hell?” Jimmy asked, confused and a little scared. 
“Not literally,” I sighed. 
“Well,” Becky said and smirked, “The inverted 

place? Where everything is different and uncomfortable, 
where everything takes effort and it’s not a place you’d 
want to go?” 

Nono looked serious and worried. Jimmy looked 
confused. I felt ashamed and alone. 

“We don’t know that yet. Thanks for the tour, 
Virgil,” I said, politely. Honestly, some of the stuff I 
had seen already was pretty badass. Their planters with 
the fish inside that somehow was a cycle. The solar 
panels. How they knew about their own plumbing and 
so on. That gun! Like wow. 

There was tons to see. So much I felt like I would 
never be able to wrap my head around. First it felt neat, 
then it felt like giving up. I trudged along with the 
others and after a while I just sort of couldn’t listen to 
Becky’s explanations anymore. I was just full. My brain 
was. 

 
Becky 
Kids. Seriously, that’s what having kids must be like: 

constantly telling someone not to touch something, to 
get out of there, to do this, not to do that, explain things 
in the smallest possible words and everything takes 
forever. I was exhausted after day one of our MoPo 
invasion. The rift between the three kids happened as 
soon as they were cleaned, fed, and rested. They got so 
annoyed with each other and at night, the taller girl, 
Leigh, was hugging her skinny knees out in the sand pit 
of the beach volleyball court and crying big round 
bubbly baby tears about how sorry she felt for herself 
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and Dane just raised his eyebrows at me, so of course I 
felt obliged to go check on her emotional well-being, 
too. 

 

 
Illustration © 2018, Fluffgar. 

 
I went over to her and gave her an Oreo-hack that my 

other neighbor, Moira, made. She sniffled and ate the 
cookie. 

“So you were a band?” I asked because it was the 
first thing that came to my mind that might be 
distracting. She shook her bleachy rainbow hair. 

“All we did was put these prefab tracks together and 
then kind of hopped around and giggled.” She sounded 
whiney. 
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“You put things together! That’s all Dane and I do! 
That’s cool!” 

I was so not a natural at being encouraging. Leigh 
looked at me and tears welled up in her eyes again. 

“I was supposed to be the drummer but I really 
wanted to be the bass player but I can’t even drum or 
anything!” The crying had made her already difficult to 
interpret personality even more volatile and surreal. She 
babbled some more Dadaist poetry. I didn’t have any 
more cookies to stuff her with. So I said this: 

“Do you still really want to be a bassist in a band?” 
She nodded but also immediately disqualified herself 

from that option by adding another drawn out “I 
caaan’t!” 

I decided to take her across the highway to the 
building off Villa Street. 

“Just one thing,” I said before opening the door. 
“This has got to be the last time you cry because 
something is hard.” 

 
Leigh 
At first Nono still really wanted to hike to her 

uncle’s place and Jimmy was catatonic, Becky said, 
which meant that Jimmy just shrugged and didn’t say 
anything on the topic of staying or leaving. I really 
wanted to stay after Becky had shown me the guitar 
center and told me that I should just do it. You know, 
like, just do it—not wait for someone else to tell me it’s 
okay to do it. So I picked this red bass off a hook on the 
wall, Becky cabled it up for me, and even just feeling 
that thick sound when I plucked a string was so 
awesome. 
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I guess not asking Becky first was not that great but 
when she caught us one day she just smirked, which is 
her way of laughing. She never really laugh-laughs. I 
suppose there’s too much wrong with the world in her 
opinion. 

She and Dane caught us one time when I had taken 
Nono and Jimmy to that building a little way off from 
where we were staying. I suppose I figured it might 
change Nono’s mind about leaving and it might help 
Jimmy with being catatonic. 

Nono and I sort of fussed a little bit about who would 
get to be the bassist. My final argument was: I had 
already practiced some. So she took a guitar and Jimmy 
had actually been so catatonic because he had been 
thinking and was pretty upset with how everything had 
gone, so I guess banging out some of his rage on the 
drums suited him. We sounded pretty terrible, but at 
least what we started making didn’t belong to anyone 
else. 

 
Becky 
Leigh once said that maybe their success before the 

collapse was due to something ineffable at the 
intersection of catchy and cute. She has a way with 
words, really. It kind of smacks you in the face. It also 
made me more sympathetic and even sadder. The longer 
they kept at it, the angrier they became, too, the Little 
Grey Weirdos and that was somehow good for all of us. 



	

 

Echidna 
Stephen Whitehead 
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The mother-ship breached the system;  
Engines cooling in the void, her scaled skin  
Rippled with the light of biological computations. 
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She had escaped a galaxy of conflict  
Comforted by the gentle ministrations  
Of her engineer-lover Typhon. 
 
Snake, they had called him.  
Traitor. For he had attempted to overthrow  
The god-king on his lightning throne. 
 
Together they had fled. They were not powerless,  
For in her secret, cavernous bays  
Echidna was capable of birthing a cure. 
 
Together, engineer and ship toiled  
And, extracting material from her core,  
They started to forge giant fangs  
In double jaws; piston powered.  
A body of fibrous, grease-fed muscle  
And a heart of star flame.  
So Orthrus was born as guardian  
Against the god-king’s excesses. 
 
Glorying in their success, engineer and ship  
Set to work again, this time adding  
A third head, heavy with steaming teeth,  
And a serpent spine, venomous sharp.  
Cerberus guarded the secret underworld  
With sibling helper, the multi-headed  
Hydra – a snaking mass of cable whose  
Carbon structures shimmered eternal. 
 
Many more children grew in the guts  
Of the great Echidna; her gift to the world  
A barrier between arrogance and curiosity. 
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Birth bliss descended as her hope pushed forth through 
void.  
And together, in peace, the pair  
Breathed deep in hope and care. 

 
But the god-king had no respect for hard-won life  
And sent from his bright halls his sons  
To crush great Echidna’s hopes. 
 
And on their lips was whispered  
That word so beloved of power  
And with every scorching blast  
Echoed the name of ‘monster’. 
 
For they were the sons of humanity  
And as laser light shredded necks,  
So they trod the threads of love  
With a whisper of ‘monster’. 

 
In the darkness of their billion-mile cave Echidna and 
Typhon wept for their children.  
No one else weeps for monsters. 



 

 

Daphne’s Grove 
Hayley Stone 
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I take good care  
of the girls here.  
I feed them birdsong and dress  
their boughs with  
chipmunks. 
 
They no longer have  
to worry about keeping  
clean. I have planted  
weeds in the beds  
of their nails, packed  
the soil tightly around  
their skinny  
little  
waists. 
 
Some ask for flowers  
ahead of time.  
This can be arranged  
except in winter  
when the dead, crusty  
earth jealously hoards  
all color, and even the sky  
turns bloodless  
and cold. 
 
The girls are free  
to leave. Some do.  
Others stay for a season  
or two  
or three  
before climbing out  
of their wooden bodies. 
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Shaking off the nettles  
and the leaves, they  
remember  
slowly  
how to survive  
on air  
instead of sun. 
 
They move  
for the first time  
without the wind’s guidance,  
without being pressured  
by a storm. 
 
They move  
too quickly, dizzied  
by their own lightness—  
and sometimes  
not always  
they smile. 
 
It is, like everything  
a process. Some never learn  
how to go back  
to flesh, to blood, trapped  
in their own bony  
undergrowth. 
 
It is not their fault. 
 
When given  
the option of laurels  
few choose to return  
to thorns. 
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