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Editorial 

 
Djibril al-Ayad 

 
 
It has been our habit in recent issues of The Future Fire 
to write a topical editorial, referring to critical events in 
the world and thinking about ways speculative fiction—
and the stories in this issue in particular—can address 
and comment on them. There is so much going on this 
year, that it seems almost impossible to do it justice with 
such a glib comparison. Would we, after all, write about 
plagues, and the arguably genocidal (failure of) 
responses to them? Would we talk about the necessity of 
antiracist and antifascist protest; about runaway 
consumerism and profiteering; about the spread of 
dystopian technology; about bigoted and hateful laws 
coming into force? Would we try to make a case for SF 
responses to fascist dictators all over the world, or to the 
climate disaster just around the corner? 

Speculative stories can and do address all of these 
issues, and more, and we will always welcome both 
cautionary tales and optimistic “we can do better” 
narratives, each of which is an equally political, equally 
radical form of storytelling. 

Better then to start from the stories, poems and art. 
The pieces in this issue of the magazine critically 
address questions including: the importance of allyship 
and intersectionality in dealing with any individual act 
of prejudice and mistreatment; our need for solidarity, 
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plurality and diversity, all forms of survival when the 
world paints a target on your back just for existing; the 
value of fierce, unapologetic, unflinching rebellion; and 
other responses to generational violence. They deal with 
and give us fuel to think through issues around the false 
dichotomy and conflict between real life and escapism, 
the fine line between horror and the erotic, and the 
imperative to reinvent or remodel the world, reassessing 
appearances and assumptions, tell our stories, not those 
imposed on us by power. 

It has never been more important for art to insist on 
the change we want to see in the world. That is always 
what we have wanted to see in the pages of TFF, and 
we’re delighted with what Vanessa, Shelly, M., Juliet, 
Jordan, Hester, Celia, Avra and A.J. have written, and 
Cécile, Eric, Fluffgar, Josep, Joyce, Katharine, Lou, 
Martin and Miguel have drawn for us this time around. 
They’ve all done wonderful work, and I think we can all 
see a slightly better world as a result of it. Many thanks 
as always to my fabulous co-editors Valeria, Trace, 
Regina, Emma and Bruce, and to Brian and Hûw for 
copyediting. 

Enjoy, and see you in three months. Hopefully times 
will be a little less interesting by then. 

Djibril al-Ayad, July 2020 
 

Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
http://press.futurefire.net/2020/07/new-issue-

202054.html



	

 

Dragon Years 
Juliet Kemp 

 

 
Illustration © 2020, Martin Hanford. 

 
The first time the dragon came, she was eight, out in the 
back garden on a warm June afternoon. She lay down on 
her back on the grass, feeling it prickle against her skin 
around the edges of her vest top. She shut her eyes and 
saw twisting black veins against the red of the inside of 
her eyeballs. The air was full of the scent of the 
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honeysuckle that twined along the fence; then, suddenly, 
it was full of something else, something sharp and 
musky. When she sat up and opened her eyes, the 
dragon was curled around and through the climbing 
frame, staring at her with its own huge orange eyes. She 
stroked its deep green scaly muzzle, and it huffed spicy-
smelling dragon-breath into her face. 

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Of course. But I have to tell 
Mummy where I’m going. I’ll be right back. I promise, 
okay?” 

Indoors, her mother insisted that she had to do her 
homework, and have dinner, and wouldn’t listen to 
anything she had to say about dragons. 

When she finally got back out to the garden, just 
before bedtime, the dragon had gone. She told herself 
that her mother was right; it had been her imagination, 
and ignored the tightness in her throat. 

 
The second time the dragon came, she had an exam 

that afternoon. It loomed impossibly in through the 
window above her desk, its scales overlapping the 
brickwork, the glass no impediment to its muzzle. It 
nosed gently at her face, and she ducked away from it, 
pulling her hoodie up over her head. It snuffled over her 
head, asking, asking, and she shoved her fingers in her 
ears and furiously stared at her history notes. She 
needed to get an A to get her university place. Everyone 
kept telling her how vital A levels were for her future, 
and no one ever mentioned dragons. Anyway, they 
didn’t exist, and if this one did exist, it would have 
come back sooner. 

When she looked up again, the dragon had gone. 
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She got an A, and she got her university place. She 
told herself that was exactly what she wanted. 

 
The third time the dragon came, it was the middle of 

the night, and she’d just fed the baby to sleep. She lay 
on her side in bed, the baby curled into her. He smelt of 
milk and warmth and baby, his mouth still moving a 
little in his sleep though he wasn’t really feeding now. 
She was only barely awake, waiting until he was asleep 
enough to be moved. When a vast scaly nose nudged her 
back, she jumped, winced as the baby’s mouth dragged 
halfway off her nipple, then froze in place with bated 
breath; but the baby didn’t wake. She unlatched him 
with her little finger, and he sighed and snuggled down 
into the mattress. Then she turned to the dragon. 

“I can’t,” she said. “I wish I could, but…” 
She looked down at the baby, partly regretful, partly 

not, with no idea which part was larger and no wish to 
find out. She was here, now. It was what it was. 

The dragon rested its warm muzzle on her shoulder, 
and she patted it absently. The scales were warm and 
soft under her hand, and the dragon still smelt sharp and 
musky, the way it had two decades ago. She fell asleep 
with its green cheek under hers and an ache that she 
couldn’t define tingling under her navel. 

In the morning, the baby had slept a record-breaking 
four hours, and the dragon was… still there. Her head 
was on its stomach, now, instead of its head, and the 
whole of it fitted on the bed beside her, curled by the 
headboard, maybe twice the size of a small cat. It 
glowed, slightly, but not with light; with density, with 
that undefined ache. She took the baby to the kitchen, 
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put him in the high chair, made toast and tea. When she 
sat down, the dragon settled heavily onto her feet, 
radiating warmth up into her. She flexed her toes against 
its scales, and smiled. 

The baby became a child, and never asked about the 
dragon. Perhaps he couldn’t see it. Sometimes, she 
couldn’t either. Sometimes, of an evening, she thought 
the lump on the end of the sofa might just be cushions; 
then she flexed her toes, and felt scales soft and smooth 
under her feet, and let out a breath she didn’t know she 
was holding. 

When she came back from driving the child—not a 
child any more—to university, eyes still a little red, she 
expected the flat to feel empty. Instead it was full, 
wholly full, of dragon. Its orange eyes whirled, and the 
sharp musky smell was stronger than ever before. 

She put a hand on its muzzle and the dragon flexed 
its wings and extended them straight through the walls, 
spreading out into the September sunshine, glowing 
green through the window against blue sky and red 
brick. Her whole body ached, to her fingertips, tingling 
like possibility. 

“Yes,” she said, and climbed onto its back. “Yes.” 
Wings creaked, scales lay against her. They passed 

through the wall together, and out, and away 



	

 

A Stereoscopic Landscape 
View of Torino with Damsels 

and Distress 
Celia Neri 

 

 
Illustration © 2020, Josep Lledó. 

 
The stereoscope rose as high as her, in the shape of a 
crenelated tower, the wood painted to mimic stone walls 
and arrow slits. Sophia clapped her hands in delight at 
seeing it. 

“Signor Alfieri! This stereoscope is amazing!” 
The merchant bowed. 
“Thank you, Contessa Roveda. I immediately 

thought of you when it arrived in my shop. I couldn’t 
resist delivering it to you myself to see the delight on 
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your face. I think your late father would have enjoyed it: 
it has the most peculiar mechanism.” 

Sophia tore her eyes from the stereoscope standing in 
the middle of the music room to turn towards him and 
gave him a beaming smile. 

“If I may, Contessa Roveda,” added Alfieri, “I also 
have a set of stereoscopic cards made specially for this 
very device. You see, the external shape of it has been 
designed to reflect the stories told by the cards.” 

“How wonderful!” exclaimed Sophia with bright 
eyes. She went back to the stereoscope and turned 
around it. Being closer, she realised the staggering level 
of detail on the tower: each stone was drawn, a few 
blades of grass painted as if they had grown in the space 
between the slabs. The brass visor, which looked like a 
round porthole, was exactly at the right height for her 
and seemed part of the design of the tower itself. 

“It will, of course, be slightly more expensive than 
the previous one you have been kind enough to purchase 
from me. But as you are a favourite patron of mine, it 
will be my pleasure to include the exclusive set of cards 
with the stereoscope.” 

Sophia drew herself reluctantly from the device and 
moved towards Alfieri to examine the cards he held in 
his hands. There were dancing skeletons on Piazza 
Vittorio Emanuele I, two seamstresses trying to drown 
another in the Pò, a woman and a demon facing each 
other near a well in the Quadrilatero Romano, a waggish 
Beelzebub taunting someone in front of the Palatine 
Towers, all painted in bright, vivid colours. 

“Are they all views of Torino?” asked Sophia. 
“They are indeed. Made by a local artist with a taste 

for the barocco and the bizarre, as you can see from the 
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scenes and the colouring. I thought you would enjoy the 
surreal blending in with the familiar landscape of our 
beautiful city.” 

“Indeed, Signor Alfieri, indeed. In this century of 
enlightenment and industry, it is always amusing to see 
science overlapping with superstition.” 

The merchant didn’t reply, his face with a 
professional smile set upon it, and said instead: 

“May I be so bold to set the first card for you before 
we conclude so that you can enjoy the extreme precision 
of the stereoscope?” 

“Please, do.” 
Alfieri moved at the back of the stereoscope, hidden 

from view by the tower. Sophia heard a wooden trap 
door being opened, some metal clinking and then a 
slight whirring. 

“Please, Contessa, you can now look.” 
She approached her face to the visor: she could see a 

three-dimensional view of a palazzo as viewed from the 
street. 

“Oh!” she exclaimed in surprise, “It’s my home!” 
She peered closer: the stereoscope had now shifted the 
lighting and the palazzo windows were illuminated like 
coloured jewels as the street outside darkened. At one of 
the windows, she briefly thought she saw a male 
silhouette moving; but before she could remark upon 
that wonderful effect, she heard Alfieri’s voice 
murmuring coldly in her ear, “Indeed it is.” She hadn’t 
heard him moving so close. She took a step back to 
scold him about how unseemly it was. 

Her foot moved backwards, her eyes moved away 
from the visor, only to find her foot in the grass and her 
eyes suddenly contemplating not the music room in her 
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palazzo, nor Alfieri’s face, but the bank of the Pò, the 
powerful river flowing muddily in front of her. The 
herbs looked too green, the sky a striking blue; only the 
river’s colours felt natural. 

“She’s here!” shouted a voice behind her. 
Sophia turned in alarm: a young woman was hitching 

up her skirts and moving swiftly across the grass to 
reach her. 

“How did she arrive here?” asked another voice. 
Sophia turned again: another woman was standing 

just below her, on the lip of the Pò, her stockinged feet 
in the water, her dress wet up to her waist. 

The first woman had arrived next to her and violently 
grabbed her hair. 

“Ouch! You’re hurting me! Leave me alone!” 
She felt her chignon unknotting, the pins falling and 

strands of her brown hair tumbling on her neck. The 
woman wasn’t letting go of her: Sophia fell on her 
bottom and she was dragged below, to the muddy slip of 
soil the other woman was standing on. 

“Let me go!” shouted Sophia. 
“She’s squealing like a pig!” laughed the woman 

who held her. 
“She won’t scream so much once she’s in!” cackled 

the other. 
Sophia was roughly thrown into the mud and then 

dragged to the water. 
“Wait! Wait!” she said, “Why are you trying to 

drown me? What have I done?” 
“What kind of stupid question is that?” said the 

woman who was towering above her. “You know why 
we are drowning you.” 
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“I actually don’t know why we are drowning her…” 
the other one said thoughtfully. 

“What? Why do you need to know? We are going to 
drown her, that’s all that counts.” 

The cold water was now battling at Sophia’s waist. 
She couldn’t see much with her hair falling all over her 
face and the panic. She struggled to stand up but the pull 
kept her in a most undignified position. 

“You have no reason to kill me!” 
“I don’t need one. And if you really want one… I 

don’t know, maybe you stole my boyfriend, that’s why 
you need to kiss the river.” 

“Your boyfriend? Ha!” said the other woman. 
Sophia felt the grip pulling her into the river 

relaxing. 
“And what is wrong with my boyfriend, mind, 

Maria?” 
“You don’t have a boyfriend. I have. So it’s my 

boyfriend she stole. And my name isn’t Maria.” 
“I have a boyfriend. My name is Antonella, yours is 

Maria and you don’t have a boyfriend because you’re 
too ugly to have one.” 

“Am I?” shrieked NotMaria. 
Sophia felt someone rushing past her and she was 

knocked and pulled again, falling back first into the 
river. Antonella’s grip on her hair suddenly disappeared 
and Sophia rose up quickly out of the water. Spluttering, 
she moved her wet hair from her face to see the two 
women fighting each other in the Pò. Sophia stood a 
minute or two, catching her breath, her mind reeling 
from the strangeness of what had happened, until she 
realised she had to escape before these two crazy 
women turned on her again. She climbed up the bank 
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and looked down on them: they were still fighting, hair 
was pulled, slaps were given. Sophia sighed: what a 
ridiculous and pathetic sight. It was exactly like those 
two maids at home, Alessandra and Maria, she had 
stumbled upon as they were name-calling each other 
over the butcher’s apprentice. Now that she felt more 
secure, she couldn’t let that go. 

“Ladies, ladies!” she called in an imperious voice. 
“Ladies? Who’s she calling ‘lady’?” asked NotMaria 

with a sneer. 
“Certainly not you,” replied the other. 
“Nor you! Look at her with her airs!” 
“We should try drowning her again.” 
“You’re not drowning me again,” said Sophia. 

“What kind of attitude is that? Killing another woman 
for no reason at all? Fighting each other over a man? 
Don’t you have a little bit of respect for yourself?” 

Sophia was full of righteous contempt. Romance 
wasn’t in her life, never would be, and was she glad of 
that! Science was a much more interesting endeavour 
than pining for a man and his prowesses. 

“What are you harping on about?” said NotMaria, 
“I’m a seamstress, so is she. Whether we want it or not, 
we have to find a man and marry him. Then we’ll pop 
him brats who will feed us when we’re too old and blind 
to earn money. Of course we’re fighting over him!” 

Sophia tried again, hoping some flattery would win 
them to her cause. 

“You are, obviously, not without intelligence. Why 
don’t you get an education and become more than just 
seamstresses?” 

Antonella jeered. “Ha! Who’s paying for it? Look at 
her with all her fineries and her delightful little blue 



A Stereoscopic Landscape View of Torino with Damsels and Distress 

15 

slippers! Do I look like my life can be like yours? Do 
you think, with all your royal airs, that you can lecture 
me when you have no idea what I’ve to go through?” 

It was a lost cause, felt Sophia. It had been the same 
with the two maids. After all her lecture about the self 
improvement of women, they had gone back to hating 
each other; at least they had tried to be discreet and done 
their jobs well. 

She turned her back on the Pò and the two women 
and tried to orient herself: she was at one end of the 
Corso Regina Margherita. She didn’t know how she had 
arrived here but Sophia knew it was as if she was inside 
one of the cards Signor Alfieri had shown her, however 
improbable it sounded. She remembered another: the 
waggish Beelzebub at the Palatine Towers. Walking 
down the Corso, she would arrive there in twenty 
minutes. If a creature born out of superstition was 
indeed present, then she would have to think long and 
hard about how she had ended up in her own 
stereoscope and, more importantly, how to get out of it. 

“Hey, Your Highness!” said Antonella in her ear. 
Sophia jumped. She hadn’t realised the two 
seamstresses had stopped fighting and joined her. “What 
are you thinking about?” 

“Do you know if there’s a demon at the Palatine 
Towers?” asked Sophia. 

“A what?” said NotMaria. 
“A demon, Beelzebub, Prince of Hell… You 

know…” 
Sophia expected them to react with the cries of fear 

and urgent signing she associated with the little people, 
but the two women just looked bemused. 
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“I’ve never been to the Palatine Towers,” said 
Antonella. 

“Me neither,” added NotMaria. 
“Well, if you promise not to drown me, maybe we 

could go…” 
At this moment, a deafening metallic click rang. She 

cried out from the pain. She shut her eyes and put her 
hands on her ears, but it wasn’t enough to mute the loud 
whirring that followed. She felt the earth rocking 
beneath her feet, jolting her. It stopped after a minute. 

 
Sophia opened her eyes. She was now standing on a 

small piazza in the Quadrilatero Romano, the tall and 
narrow houses encircling her in shadows. In the middle 
of the paved space was a well. Casually leaning against 
it was a demon, watching her with a sneer on his face. 
Sophia stood, frozen. It was what one of the cards had 
depicted. There was no other explanation: she had 
somehow ended up inside the story the stereoscope was 
telling. 

“You understand it now, don’t you?” said the demon 
raising his voice. He looked like every demon described 
in superstition: dramatic red skin, a tail, two horns on 
his forehead, a small goatee adorning his chin, and goat 
legs. 

“You can come closer. I don’t bite, you know,” the 
demon shouted to her. 

“Excuse me for being cautious, sir, but I find myself 
faced with two impossible things: the place I’m in and 
you. It’s making me a bit wary,” replied Sophia. 

The demon laughed. 
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“I like you! ‘Excuse me for being cautious, sir…’ All 
haughty and proper when you are, indeed, deep into 
horse shit!” 

“I’m sorry, but…” started Sophia. 
“Cut the manners,” interrupted the demon, “And 

come closer. I’m tired of shouting across the piazza, and 
I can’t move too far from the well. I have things to tell 
you.” 

Sophia stepped towards him; not too close, not too 
close, she thought to herself. She moved from the house 
shadows to the grey well illuminated under the harsh 
sun. 

“I will stop here, if you don’t mind, sir.” 
“As you wish,” replied the demon. He sat on the 

coping and gestured grandly. “Make yourself at home 
on the pavement. We have to talk.” 

“I’d rather stand, sir.” 
The demon rolled his eyes. 
“God preserve me from privileged self-righteous 

young women!” 
“I’m sorry, sir, but isn’t there a paradox in a demon 

invoking God’s name?” asked Sophia. 
“What’s your name?” 
“Sophia Roveda, contessa di Tenda.” 
“Well, Sophia Roveda, contessa di Tenda, do you 

know where you are?” 
“According to all appearances, I am in Torino. But 

the situations I’m encountering are similar to a set of 
stereoscopic cards I was shown. I thus deduce that I am 
inside the stereoscopic device I was evaluating.” 

“And what do you know of stereoscopes, young 
lady?” 
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“Stereoscopy is a technique for the reproduction and 
three-dimensional perception of an image. Two parallel 
lenses, placed at a distance similar to the one between 
our eyes reproduce two images of the same subject from 
a slightly different perspective, thus creating the three-
dimensional perception.” 

“Well done! I like a well-read woman,” said the 
demon in a mocking tone. 

“My father was a scientist, he taught me. My pet 
subject is optics.” 

“So, you’ll understand when I tell you that you aren’t 
really in here. It’s just your brain watching the cards that 
thinks you’re in here. The drawback is that whatever 
happens in here, your brain will think it is happening to 
your real body.” 

“So if I had drowned in the Pò…” said Sophia 
pensively. 

“You’d have fallen dead on the floor, out there, with 
none the wiser. The illusion is so perfect that your brain 
thinks it’s reality despite what your body may tell it.” 

“But it never happened with any other stereoscope I 
tried or bought!” 

“Signor Alfieri’s stereoscope is a bit different.” 
“You know him? How? Who are you?” Sophia asked 

frantically. 
“A very stupid artist who painted the cards at his 

command and thought it would be fun to give my own 
face to a demon. Ah, well, I always knew I’d pay for my 
ego one day. Being poor and thinking yourself smart 
isn’t a good combination in our world, you know,” 
sighed the creature. 

Sophia wasn’t listening to him anymore. She was 
frowning, trying to make sense of what she had heard. 
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The panic had subsided. There was a mystery, a 
scientific mystery at that, and she would solve it. 

“I don’t understand: my consciousness, soul, 
whatever you want to name it, came into the stereoscope 
because my eyes are tricked into thinking I’m really in 
there. But how could you come into it simply by 
painting your face?” 

“As the English poet would say, “There are more 
things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of 
in your philosophy.” 

“That’s not a reply. And what’s your name anyway?” 
asked Sophia, her aristocratic manners returning fully. 

“Giancarlo Felici, Miss Sophia.” 
“That’ll be Contessa, to you, thank you. If it weren’t 

for your cards, I wouldn’t be in here.” 
“But what if I told you I know how you can get out?” 

said Giancarlo. 
Sophia considered him thoughtfully. It was difficult 

to think of him as a vain artist when seeing him, with all 
his demonic accoutrements, but he only had to open his 
mouth for the truth to be revealed. Maybe he actually 
knew something to get her out of this stupid situation. 

“Why would you help?” 
“Because I’m trapped here too. If you get out, the 

system will probably fail, and I’ll be back in my own 
body, just like you will.” 

“You have no guarantee of that,” said Sophia. 
“You’re a scientist. You know experimentation 

always comes with some risks, and that’s one I’m 
willing to take.” 

“All right, I’m listening.” 
“I painted a way out of the stereoscope by drawing it 

incomplete on this side. I didn’t really like what Alfieri 
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intended to do with it. Do you remember the card with 
Beelzebub? On it, I’ve drawn a key piece of the 
stereoscope. If you find and take it, and then if you go to 
your palazzo, you should find in there a replica of the 
stereoscope. Then…” 

Giancarlo couldn’t finish the sentence. The 
deafening metallic clinking was heard again, followed 
by the loud whirring. The world blurred before Sophia’s 
eyes until they flowed with tears. When the sound 
stopped, she wiped away her tears to find herself exactly 
where she wanted to be: the Palatine Towers, their red 
bricks glowing dully under the sun, rose in front of her. 

 
The grass stretched on Sophia’s left. Giancarlo had 

painted it with yellow hues, as if it were the height of 
summer. It rose and fell until it met the white stone of 
the Roman ruins in the distance. But against that quiet, 
bucolic scene, the Palatine Towers stood with all its 
crimson martial air. Sophia moved toward the building, 
and she couldn’t help realising how much they looked 
like the stereoscope itself, with its slits and bricks and 
crenelated tower. She could see the crumbling stone 
wall on her left, the outline of houses in the Quadrilatero 
Romano beyond. Of Beelzebub and the key, though, 
there was no sign. Sophia felt that was most vexing. 
She’d have stamped the ground, had it not been a 
ridiculous gesture for an educated gentlewoman. 

“Hey! Your Highness!” shouted a voice from behind 
her. Sophia turned and saw two women coming towards 
her: Antonella and NotMaria. 

“You’re here! But… How?” It was impossible. If 
what the painter had said was true, they were in the 
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stereoscope itself, following the cards. In the real world, 
the road from the Palatine Towers led to that stretch of 
the Pò where the seamstresses had been; here, there was 
no real topography, no path the two women could have 
followed, between them. 

“It was a bit weird,” said Antonella. 
“It was very weird,” added NotMaria. “There was a 

lot of white, like… I don’t know, the world never really 
touched the whole of itself.” 

“We ended up in a flurry of whiteness. Felt like 
when I had to go fetch my Ma last winter with all the 
snow. But less cold,” said Antonella. 

“Girls, I’m so happy to see you,” said Sophia. And it 
was true, she realised. In this eerie place, these two 
outspoken women—if murderous on occasion—had 
become familiar, and thus reassuring, faces. Their 
stubbornness reminded her of the very qualities she had 
always valued in herself, persistence and courage. 

“Excuse me,” started NotMaria when she had said 
them just that, “But why would you call us stubborn 
when you call yourself persistent and courageous?” 

Sophia looked stricken. “I… I don’t know. It just felt 
like…” 

“You know, Fidelma, it was a bit stupid of us to 
come here and try to help her. She just thinks we’re her 
maids or whatever,” said Antonella with a sneer. “Let’s 
leave Her Highness to her clever devices. Come, Fifi!” 
As one person, the two seamstresses turned their backs 
on Sophia and started to leave, the heels of their shoes 
stomping away the earth of the footpath. 

“Wait! Wait!” shouted Sophia. The two women 
stopped and turned, arms crossed in front of them. 

“Why would we wait?” asked Fidelma with a frown. 
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Because you tried to kill me and you owe me, 
NotMaria? thought Sophia. No, no, no. She couldn’t say 
that. And it wasn’t NotMaria anymore, she had 
obviously settled on another name. 

“I’ll try to do better,” she said. 
“Yawn…” said Antonella, her hand in front of her 

mouth. “My old man also said that to my mother after 
he beat her. And then he would start again.” 

“You can’t compare me to someone beating his wife! 
And furthermore, what are you going back to? I’m 
offering you an adventure!” 

“Oh?” asked Fidelma. 
Antonella shrugged. 
“Indeed!” said Sophia, her voice enticing. “Here, at 

the foot of the Palatine Towers, is a key I’m looking for. 
But it is guarded by Beelzebub himself whom we will 
have to trick to rob him of it!” 

She saw Fidelma giving a slight push with her elbow 
to Antonella. She looked at her, affronted. Fidelma 
raised her eyebrows, an evident invitation to stop 
sulking and try the offered adventure instead. 

“Oh, all right, Fifi! But if Her Highness doesn’t stop 
treating us like mud, then I’m going back,” Antonella 
finally said. 

“My name is Sophia.” 
“Yeah, right, whatever. So, where’s your 

Beelzebub?” 
The three women returned near the Palatine towers: 

on each side, two towers; linking them, a red brick wall 
with a gate. But there was no sign of a demon, nor of 
any metallic piece that would belong to a stereoscope. 
The women started looking through the grass. 
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“What does this key of yours look like? Is it like a 
key to open a door?” asked Fidelma, as they were all 
three on their knees, passing their hands through the 
yellowed blades. 

“It probably looks like a cog, or a mechanical part. 
Anything metallic you see, call me…” 

Minutes passed, what felt like hours passed. Sophia’s 
back hurt from peering at the ground. Finally, Antonella 
shouted in triumph. She stood where the brick wall met 
the grass, a cog in her hand, jubilantly held over her 
head. 

At this very moment, Beelzebub appeared. 
“Oh goodness,” sighed Sophia, “Giancarlo really 

went for all the clichés when painting him.” The 
creature in front of her was another version of the 
demon in whose form the painter was trapped, but this 
one’s face reeked of malevolence, a ghoulish smile on 
his face, a red cape flowing grandly behind his portly 
body. 

“Ladies…” Beelzebub said, “You are robbing my 
property.” 

“Your property?” asked Antonella, hands on her 
hips. “Says who?” 

Beelzebub looked confused. “Well, I… I, Beelzebub, 
Prince of Hell, adversary, accuser and slanderer.” 

“Well, I, Antonella, seamstress, adversary of that 
idiot baker in the Via delle Rosine and slanderer of any 
holier-than-thou woman, say this is mine.” 

Sophia was watching the scene, fascinated: if it had 
seemed that she had been the main character in the two 
previous cards, Antonella was very much the one here. 
She was a small woman, but with her proud attitude, it 
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felt as if she was looking down on the demon who was 
squirming in front of her. 

“It’s not… It’s not supposed to happen like that…” 
stammered Beelzebub. 

“How is it, then?” asked Antonella, majestically. 
“I’m Beelzebub, you’re supposed to fear me… You 

should give it back, or plead, or even grovel.” The 
demon tried to regain some composure and some 
semblance of a menacing air: “Give it back, or I’ll call 
the legions of demons, and we will drag you to Hell 
where you’ll be tortured for eternity!” 

“Ha!” laughed Antonella in his face. “You need your 
mates? But I can’t see anyone around. So you know 
what, ugly? I’m keeping it. Good luck getting it back.” 

Magnificently, Antonella turned her back on him, her 
skirts swishing in the process. She then started on the 
footpath heading towards the Quadrilatero Romano. 

Sophia and Fidelma hurried at her side. 
“Brilliant!” exclaimed Sophia. 
“Marvellous!” said Fidelma. 
Antonella grinned in pleasure. She put the metallic 

piece in Sophia’s hand who examined it briefly as they 
walked: it was indeed a cog. Behind them, the demon 
was wailing. 

“Where are we going now?” asked Fidelma, without 
a backward glance. 

“If everything happens as I think it will, I’ll 
disappear again and end up on Piazza Vittorio Emanuele 
I. Can you…” 

Again, the sentence was cut. Again, the clanking and 
the whirring drowned the world out of focus and in pain. 
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Before Sophia opened her eyes, she knew what she 
would find. And indeed, in front of her stretched Piazza 
Vittorio Emanuele I, immense, bordered on three sides 
by impressive white houses and arcades; on the last 
side, in front of her, the newly built bridge over the Pò 
leading to the Church of the Gran Madre de Dio. As 
ever on this square, she felt slightly seasick. She knew it 
was the illusion created by the architect who had wanted 
Piazza Vittorio to look flat when in fact it wasn’t. The 
effect, though, felt doubled this time. She started 
retching on the setts. 

“Eww…” she heard Fidelma saying next to her. 
“Are you pregnant?” asked Antonella, a glint of 

delight at the prospect of gossip in her voice. 
“Certainly not!” Sophia replied vehemently, wiping 

her mouth with the back of her hand. She fought the 
nausea now caused by the taste in her mouth and the 
foul smell coming from the paving. 

“Let’s move,” she said. “I’m glad to see you. How 
come you’ve arrived so fast?” 

“Oh, it was all Fifi’s idea,” answered Antonella. 
“Yes,” piped in Fidelma. “It was all white and flurry. 

So I thought, it means there’s no road to cross, no street 
to walk. So if they aren’t here, it also means we can 
actually be there. Oh… When I explain it, it makes no 
sense, but it was perfectly clear in my head.” 

Sophia appraised her with her eyebrows raised. 
“That’s fascinating,” she said. “You postulated a 
vacuum, a zero, rather than mass and space, and thus 
moved from one point to the other. Fascinating…” 

Antonella interrupted her: “That’s all good, but what 
are we going to find in here?” 

“Probably a danse macabre,” replied Sophia. 
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“A what?” asked Fidelma. 
“A danse macabre. It’s French, it means Dance of 

Death, dance of the dead. It’s a motif in art and music. I 
heard the Camille Saint-Saëns piece of music on this 
theme last year in Milan. It was lovely.” 

“I understood only two words out of four in all that 
you’ve said,” said Antonella. “Are you saying we’re 
going to face Death?” 

“Look!” exclaimed Fidelma, pointing in front of 
them. 

The square was slowly filling with skeletons who all 
took poses and stopped moving as others appeared. 

“Well,” said Sophia, “It all now depends if it is the 
mediaeval dance macabre or the modern one.” 
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“What’s the difference?” 
“In one, we all dance with the skeletons, because 

those skeletons represent our future, all humans must 
die; we dance in harmony as we all know that. In the 
other, Death comes looking for us.” 

Antonella seized her skirts in her hands. 
“I’m not waiting for Death to show up! I’m dancing 

with them!” 
And she started hitting the ground with her foot, 

once, twice. The lone long note of a violin rose. A 
skeleton came level with Antonella and both of them 
started marching in rhythm with the music, followed by 
couples of skeletons 

“It’s a Monferrina!” said Fidelma to Sophia. “Do you 
know how to dance it?” 

“No, it’s a folk dance, I’ve never been taught those.” 
Fidelma hurried to link arms with a lone skeleton and 

they joined the promenade. “Do as I do!” she shouted 
over her shoulder. 

The three women soon found themselves following 
the lively march steps, matched by the music that came 
out of nowhere. The skeletons turned, bowed, and cross-
stepped; the three women accompanied them. The 
rattling bones surrounded them, their white ivory 
mirroring the facades of the houses. Sophia was out of 
breath, and as she lifted her eyes away from following 
Fidelma’s feet, she saw the whole square was full of 
dancing skeletons, a sea of the dead weaving in and out 
the music, in a celebration of the passing of time. On the 
roof of a house she saw a huge black silhouette, playing 
the violin: Death. She shouldn’t worry about that, she 
thought, she had to focus on the steps. 
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“The dance usually stops when morning comes!” she 
shouted, panting, to Fidelma. 

“But it is day! How long is it going to last? A 
Monferrina is only a pattern repeated three times.” 

“How many have we done?” 
“We are on the second. Are you all right?” 
Sophia wasn’t all right. She was a scholar, for 

goodness sake! Her ballet lessons dated back to her 
childhood, and even if she was barely in her twenties, 
she hadn’t done any physical exertion such as this for at 
least the past four years. She was feeling her cheeks 
reddening and burning, her lungs bellowing to find 
some air, her heart beating faster and faster, her feet 
were trying to rebel. She had no idea what would 
happen if she faltered, but she was afraid Death would 
soon swoop down from the roof. 

“Third movement!” shouted Fidelma over the music. 
“Hang on!” 

Finally, the violin slowed down. The dancing 
couples faced each other. The skeleton in front of 
Sophia bowed low, as did all the others around her. She 
bowed too. And, like dew in the morning, they 
evaporated. 

She gave a look up to the roof were Death had been. 
It was deserted, as was the square. The sound of the 
breeze in her ears replaced the eerie music and the 
rattling bones. 

“Thank you,” she managed to say to the two 
seamstresses. 

“Are you all right?” asked Antonella. “You look like 
you could faint.” Her cheeks had taken a lovely rose 
hue, but Sophia knew it was a far cry from the puce 
colour that was probably all over her own face. 
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“No time for that. I must prepare: the next card has 
to be my palazzo.” 

“What?” asked Fidelma. 
“Never mind. Ladies, it was a pleasure to meet you.” 
On cue, the noises of the card changing rang loud 

and the world blurred. 

 
Sophia was in the street facing her own palazzo. She 

ignored a pang of longing for home and quickly crossed. 
She opened the door and rushed inside. She knew 
Alfieri had to be in here: when she had first watched the 
card, she had seen a silhouette passing in front of the 
windows. If Giancarlo had unwittingly painted himself 
in, Alfieri had probably planned to be in the stereoscope 
to oversee the whole scheme. “But I know the place like 
you do not,” she thought. 

There were three ways from the hallway to reach the 
music room in which the stereoscope stood on the first 
floor. She bolted for the servants’ stairs. The other 
places had had that slightly surreal aspect of a too 
brightly coloured painting, but her palazzo felt like a 
shadow theatre, all in bronze and grey hues. She quickly 
reached the first floor and opened the door: no one. She 
started running down the corridor. It was somehow 
strangely liberating to run on those parquets, as she had 
when a girl, before she was scolded too many times to 
try again. She heard a shout behind her, “Stop right 
here!” It was Alfieri’s voice, coming from the landing 
on her right, at the entrance of the music room. Instead, 
she headed straight in front of her, into the library, 
opened the door hidden among the shelves on the right 
hand wall and found herself in the music room. She 
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quietly shut the door behind her: with some luck, Alfieri 
would look for her elsewhere before coming here. 
Without a noise, she approached the stereoscope. There 
it stood, exactly where Alfieri had had it delivered in the 
real world. It looked the same, but in the strange colours 
of her palazzo, it seemed oddly menacing. She turned 
around it and found the trap hiding the mechanism. 
Sophia gave a quick look around to check if the 
merchant was coming, but she was still alone. She put 
her hand in her décolletage: just like the peasants 
women she had seen doing countless times on the 
market place with coins, she had put the cog in here for 
safekeeping. She had to search a bit, the piece had 
moved with all the dancing and the running. “What I 
wouldn’t give for pockets…” she thought. Finally, the 
metallic part was in her hand. She opened the trap and 
looked at the mechanism. Her pet subject was optics, 
but her father had been fascinated by automatons. She 
felt quite confident watching the clockworks in front of 
her: the cog had to be placed… Right here… She 
extended her hand. The voice rang again, this time full 
of rage, “Stop!” Sophia didn’t heed it, but carefully 
placed the cog and then activated the lever. 

The world clanked, and clinked, and whirred, and 
blurred. 

 
Sophia felt herself being seized by her upper arm. 

Two aggressive hands. 
“How did you escape, little Eve?” hissed Alfieri in 

her ears. He was standing behind her. She squirmed to 
escape him, but he was holding her in a vicious grip. 

“How did you escape?” he repeated. 
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“Let me go!” said Sophia. She started moving, 
pulling him with her, but he didn’t release her. 

“I won’t, oh no, I won’t. Years of planning, years of 
building and designing until I found the most perfect 
optical illusion, so perfect you thought yourself in it. 
And here you come, ruining it all.” 

“Ruining it?” screamed Sophia. “You put me in 
there! I didn’t ask anything!” 

“On the contrary, you asked for it,” he said. “Your 
father is already burning in Hell and you’ll soon join 
him. Educating you, letting you study science! 
Blasphemy! He should have had you reading Saint 
Paul’s Epistle to the Colossians instead!” 

“You are unhinged!” 
“And you are an abomination! Unmarried, childless! 

Only interested in the mysteries that belong to men! 
Abomination!” 

Inch by inch, Sophia had dragged him on the landing 
at the entrance of the music room. 

“Milady… Is everything all right?” 
Still holding her in front of him, Alfieri pivoted: two 

maids were watching them, their eyes wide in fear. 
“Everything’s all right! Go back to your duties!” 

shouted Alfieri. 
Sophia realised she had to act now. She stamped on 

his foot. From the surprise, he released his grip on her. 
She turned to face him: the merchant seemed frozen, his 
eyes wild, his mouth a fine line of rage, just a pace or 
two from the staircase behind him. With all her might, 
Sophia pushed him. 

She barely had time to see surprise on his face before 
his body, like a broken automaton, fell, disarticulating 
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itself over each step of the ancient dark wooden stairs 
until it rested on the winder, a disjointed mechanism. 

Sophia and her two maids remained a minute without 
speaking, contemplating side by side the body of the 
man below them. She took her eyes away and looked at 
them. They were the two maids she had lectured, in 
what felt now like a lifetime ago. 

With a smile, she thought of Antonella and Fidelma. 
She suddenly clapped her hands. 

“Ladies, stop dallying! Maria, you will go fetch the 
butler so he can warn the police that Signor Alfieri has 
had the most terrible accident and fell on his own in our 
staircase. Alessandra, you will carry on your duties.” 

Both maids bobbed a curtsey and answered: “Yes, 
Milady.” 

“Oh, also, you’ll tell all the maids that from now on, 
every morning during one hour, I’ll teach you all to 
read.” 

The two maids looked at each other without a word. 
As if Antonella had been over her shoulder, Sophia 

could hear her asking, in that jeering tone of hers, “You 
think you’re doing them a favour? But they’ll have to 
catch up work after that.” 

“Oh, all right,” said Sophia out loud, “I’ll also get an 
extra maid to help out. Now off you go!” 

The two maids disappeared. 
Sophia returned in the music room. The stereoscope 

was still there, standing as a proud tower. 
“What a beautiful century of enlightenment and 

spectacular technology we are living in,” she said. 
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When the bird woman of Bellelago began her weary 
trek up the mountain pass, no one noticed. They had 
long ago forgotten the augury, forgotten the creased 
pages of the Shrike’s Ledger that foretold of fire. She 
moved slowly along the path, her slender feet sinking 
lightly into the ashes. The petrified trees posed in silent 
prayer, limbs shorn and outstretched, as she passed. 
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In the Age of the Blackbird, Regulus and his kin 
caged the birds, feeding them squirming insects that 
their slaves plucked from their own scarred bodies. 
When the young master died, the birds’ necks were 
broken, their tinny croaks reverberating off the marble 
pillars, and their downy bodies strewn across the 
funereal pyre. In the dying light of the embers, Regulus 
fell asleep, the smell of burnt feathers singeing his 
nostrils. 

 
The bird woman of Bellelago had not heard the cries 

of those who perished in the fire, her mind so full of the 
shrill calls and harsh caws of the birds around her, 
flapping fiercely, a cacophony of feathers and beaks. 
She could feel the heat of the fire rolling in through the 
trees, but she did not waver in her step. Neither did she 
wonder if she should stop to pick up the fallen, or to 
bury those around her, but persisted up the mountain, 
the birds her guide through the seared debris. 

 
In the Age of the Falcon, hunters cherished their 

avian companions, providing them nesting perches in 
their homes above their own beds. The falcons learned 
to hunt for their humans and roosted in the dark, waiting 
for daylight. 

 
Those who remained after the fires were drawn to the 

sea, collecting at the water like gulls and grebes, bathing 
with abandon. They had forgotten the riptides and 
tsunamis of the Age of the Kingfisher and did not know 
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enough to fear the churning sand at their feet. Seeing 
them far below from her aerie post along the mountain 
path, the bird woman of Bellelago could not call to 
them, to warn them, her voice too low, her lungs too 
constricted with smoke. And so she climbed on, tears 
preening the soot from her cheeks. 

 
Once, the Kite was guarded, a bird of honor, 

protected by the law for its ability to clean and tidy the 
streets. A kept kingdom was a godly kingdom. But in 
the Age of the Swallow, folk were required by law to 
kill a red kite on sight. Those who allowed the 
vermillion-breasted vermin, for they were thought of as 
such then, to steal a neighbor’s wash or drag carrion and 
rubbish across the cobblestones were arrested. As 
punishment the guards whipped the perpetrators’ bare 
backs with switches ribboned with kite claws that 
shrieked through the air with each lash. 

 
The bird woman of Bellelago whistled as she 

wandered up the mountain pass, a low repetitive note 
that reverberated amongst the charred tree trunks. She 
waited between breaths, listening for a reply as she 
plucked leek and poppy seeds from her pockets and 
chewed them thoughtfully. Occasionally she would let 
some slip from her wrinkled palm, hoping they might 
blossom next year in the ash-rich earth. But these were 
scattered by the wind, and feasted upon by the grizzled 
beetles that marched across the scorched land, their 
antennae waving victoriously like banners of war. 
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In the Age of the Owl, prey were taken in the night 

as silent, downy wings splayed before crooked claws. In 
the mornings, half-digested carcasses scattered the 
forest floor, matted hair and bits of cloth caked in a 
hoary pellet, and all that was heard was the fearful hiss 
of the righteous ones promising to return. 
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As a child, the bird woman of Bellelago escaped the 

whip and the hunt, fleeing to the pine wood like any 



The Foraging 

37 

other golden-crowned kinglet. The needle-strewn floor 
of the forest welcomed her as she slipped between trees. 
Crusty snow fell, collecting on pine cones, as she rested 
against the scaly bark of the conifer. She listened to the 
wind, expecting the muffled sound of horse hooves or 
the sharp cry of a guard shouting. Instead she heard the 
rhythmic drumming against damp wood. She looked up, 
spying a blur of red and black feathers cresting above 
her, and she followed. The bird rested upon a huge tree 
toppled over, its roots ripped asunder from the mossy 
earth. With quick jabs the woodpecker punctured the 
rotted log, its beak like a bodkin to flesh, easily piercing 
and drawing out its wriggling prey. With a dip of its 
head and splash of feathers, the pileated swept to new 
quarry, leaving the child to stare at the massive hollow 
trunk, as dogs bayed in the distance. 

 
The Shrike’s Ledger once sat in great halls and 

monasteries and was as revered as the one true Flight, 
until the blood of the monks of the avian mysteries 
spoiled the pages, obscuring the words. When the first 
fires came, the monks fled, their feathered robes molting 
as they leapt from the mountain pass. They had believed 
their avian gods would protect them, transform their 
dingy fringe, stolen from the egrets and ravens, juncos 
and jays, thrushes and loons, into luminescent flights. 
But instead, they plummeted into the rocky cliffside, 
their stolen plumage uselessly flapping in the air. And 
the avian gods trilled and chirped, relieved that their 
vestiges had not protected the wicked, the forsaken. 
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It was in a forest like this that the bird woman of 
Bellelago once killed a man. Or rather, the forest killed 
him for her, and she watched. She watched as he lunged 
for her, his arms reaching out, and she slipped out of his 
grasp, her face scraping against the harsh trunk. She 
heard a wet sucking sound, like a sparrow regurgitating 
worms for her young, and she winced. The bird woman 
first noticed the man’s feet kicking spasmodically, his 
body dangling from a blunt, protruding limb. Blood 
began to seep across his insignia, a hunched black bird 
whose hooked beak seemed to pierce the man’s chest. 

 
In the Age of the Vulture, bones scattered the dry 

earth, having been dropped from great heights by 
strategic talons. Generals would have these scavengers 
sniped from their roosts with bird-bone arrows and 
mount the petrified bodies in their makeshift tents along 
the battlefield. 

 
In the Age of the Eagle, the bird woman of Bellelago 

had been escorted to the gallows by two leather-clad 
women. They thrust the noose around her throat, the 
rope scratching her skin raw. She did not fight against 
the executioners, their grey hoods crested with golden 
threads. As the floor shuddered beneath her, the bird 
woman felt a fluttering of feathers at her feet, her body 
uplifted, and she wept. 

 
With a rasping cry, a Shrike will snatch a cricket or a 

shrew or even a cardinal, and, from the nearest 
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hawthorn tree or thistle, impale its victim. The Shrike 
will wait, its head cocked thoughtfully, as the dying 
shudder, their own weight dragging the thorn further 
through their body. 

 

 
Illustration © 2020, Joyce Chng. 

 

 
The bird woman of Bellelago, her bony feet caked in 

the ash, looked around her: inky tree trunks, blistered 
pine needles the color of rust, hanging lifeless above 
her. A feather glided down from above and she watched 
a bird shedding its charred feathers, stained and stiff 
with smoke and ash. She wondered, then, as she heard a 
single distant drum of a slender beak tattooing charred 
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wood blonde, had she ever lived amongst other folks, or 
had it only ever been the birds and her all these years? 

 
When the fires cool, the Shrike’s Ledger portended, 

the Foraging will begin. The avian gods will descend, 
gleaning and hawking for a new god, a new era for 
humans to slander and stain their divine plumage. With 
each corrupt age the avian gods bristled, but continued 
their Flight, like the northern tern who flies from coast 
to coast and must seek shelter atop the barren ice or 
plummet, exhausted, into the sea. 

 
As the bird woman of Bellelago crested the forest 

ridge, she could smell the fireweed before she saw it. 
Tufts of morels sprouted from decaying logs and boreal 
toads hid, bunkered down beneath the leafy cowlicks. 
She could hear the papery wheeze of beetles flying from 
husk to husk, the rustle of golden spirea. The bird 
woman of Bellelago waited, listening for the thwacking 
of wings, the trill of a new call, one she had never heard 
before, expecting a new bird, the next era. But there was 
nothing. She gazed up, her skirt ruffling around her, 
nearly lifting her lithe body, and saw through the trees 
the Flock foraging in the burnt canopy. Dappled feathers 
sprouted from her fingertips and her thin arms 
blossomed in silvery plumage as talons lurched from her 
toes. She cooed and bowed her downy head. Then the 
bird woman of Bellelago took Flight, her new song like 
the wind passing through watery reeds, as she flew 
through the dark silhouettes toward the dusky light 
above. 
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The light changes when the train passes into the forests 
that surround the capital. The roar of the engine is 
muffled by the swirling snow and the silent ranks of 
trees. My leg is propped on the plush seat across from 
me, bound tightly to a plank, and it still feels as if nails 
are being driven into the bone. My rifle lies on the seat 
beside me, within easy reach. My guards have offered to 
find me a stick to help me walk—to carry me in a chair 
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between them, to bear me on their backs—but I laughed. 
I prefer to lean on the butt of my rifle. 

Helpmeet sits across from me, her gears clicking and 
whirring, the jewels of her eyes glittering in the light of 
the swaying overhead lamp. The warmth of her metal 
body is soothing. 

I press my face to the window, my breath fogging the 
glass, reciting in a murmur the ranks of verse I have sent 
you over the past five seasons, as if they are tiny spells 
of the Divine. 

I wonder what your face looked like as you read 
them. 

When I became the Eighth Queen of the Empire of 
Ash, I swore an oath to love and serve my Empire and 
no other. I vowed to never speak of the life that came 
before. I was reborn into my role, my old name dead 
and forgotten. 

I took the name of Our Lady Spring. I entered 
training under your rule, Our Lady Winter, and if I 
wondered how it came to pass that you were not so 
much older than I, and yet ready to pass on the mantle 
of queenhood, if I wondered which stories of your 
childhood and Ascension were true, I did not ask. 

But now I have broken my vow. Any minister 
reading our mail will have thought my lines only pretty 
bits of verse, jotted down as a headline to my reports of 
troop movements and battles won and lost, but not you. 

It was you who taught me to weave tiny spells 
together into a whole, that the Divine Empire is 
strongest when made up of cooperating individuals. 

My queen, have I learned my lessons well? 
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At your voice my new self 
Tumbles from my open chest 

Black silk in snow 
 
Do you remember the first time I saw you? 
You stood in a stone courtyard between two arms of 

the palace, your ministers and courtiers a shifting blur 
behind you. I could hear the splash of running water, 
impossible in the cold, the scents of coal and ash 
replaced by those of firs and snow. 

Your courtiers whispered among themselves. Your 
soldiers knelt around me, their faces pressed to the 
stones. The silence was so vast, I could hear the ripple 
of their wolf pelts in the biting wind. 

Just that morning I had been a girl of the capital’s 
outer district of Bracken. I had grown up trapped 
between the dark forest on one side and the seething 
factories of the district of Shadowfall on the other. I’d 
had six older brothers, and a skill for small cantrips and 
for piecing together gears and bits of metal my brothers 
brought home from the factories. If I felt the magic of 
the Divine Flame filling me I had hidden it, burying my 
face and hands in the dirty snow to cool my skin. 

I was that kind of girl, then. The kind that hides. 
It was there that your soldiers and your Mechanical 

had found me, wearing my brothers’ cast-off clothing, 
surrounded by soot-blackened walls. 

The soldiers had carried the Mechanical into our 
home wrapped in layers of fur and wool. It clanked and 
whirred as they set it down, and its wrappings fell to the 
floor. 

It was nearly human, its exposed copper workings 
clicking as it strode forward, the pistons in its knee 



Jordan Taylor	

44 

joints hissing. Its face was crafted from a hammered 
sheet of copper, its mouth a dark slash, its eyes twin 
oval windows on tiny gears and levers, the steam engine 
of its heart pumping a regular rhythm. 

“Ylena Stone,” the Mechanical spoke my name, its 
thin voice whirring. “Do you know why I am here?” 

It reached up, each separate joint in its fingers 
curling, and opened a small compartment in its chest. It 
pulled out a billow of black silk and silver fur, waves of 
fabric pooling on the floor, like a false street conjurer’s 
trick. 

When it held up the cloth, I could see that it was a 
cloak, a single red flame sewn to the middle, surrounded 
by embroidered gears. 

And then I understood. 
Now I was a queen. 
The palace rose above our silent courtyard in 

impossible glass domes, silver against the grey sky. 
Tall, narrow towers tipped with iron spires, red with rust 
like dried blood, pierced the low clouds, dwarfed only 
by the snow-covered mountains behind them. The dark 
shadows of those towers stretched over me like reaching 
arms. 

When you stepped forward, at first I did not 
understand who you were. You were small, and young. 
You wore all black, as you always do, the hood of your 
cloak thrown back, leather gloves over your hands. 
Your straight black hair fell down your back, flakes of 
snow and falling ash caught in the strands. Your face 
was marble, impossible to read. 

When you spoke, your voice was low, almost a 
man’s. 
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“Who have you brought me?” you asked your guard, 
and you turned your dark eyes on me, your face 
shimmering as if seen through a haze of flame. 

 
Your laughter paints the cold sky 

In Divine characters 
My skin tingles 

 
You are not patient. 
We are very different, you and I. 
When I began my training, I believe you considered 

me hopeless. I’d had no formal schooling, and I 
struggled to memorize the long chants for drawing forth 
the Flame, to copy their tall, spiky characters, to balance 
the equations behind the engines we built. 

Natural aptitude is all very well, but I was like a 
child thrown into the sea, and you, I think, then would 
have been happy to watch me drown. 

You set me the task of building my own rifle, and 
here at last was something I understood—simple, brutal, 
a single chain reaction. The muzzle of my rifle is 
soldered wavily into the barrel, and it took me an entire 
morning to fit together the handful of tiny gears which 
make up its workings, but when it was finished I felt a 
surge of pride very like the flaring of the Divine Flame 
in my chest. 

When you took me into our courtyard to practice my 
aim, when I used a quick spell to ignite the powder in 
the pan, firing across the icy stones at a bale of straw, 
elation lit me up from head to toe. 

Of course, I missed the bale completely. We were 
using hollow, round bullets for target practice, and mine 
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pinged off of the far stone wall and rolled to my feet, 
rocking to a rest between two cobblestones inches from 
my boot, accusingly. 

You laughed. 
I had never seen you laugh before, never thought that 

I would. The bright peal of it echoed around the stone 
courtyard, your head thrown back, your arms wrapped 
around your chest, your breath fogging in the cold. 

I looked at the bullet, and I looked at you, and I 
joined in. 

 
My heart beats 

With the weight of silence 
Leaves dropping to the forest floor 

 
“Our engineers and divinities will tell you that a 

queen carries the Divine Flame with her at all times,” 
you once told me, and I remember that my heart leapt 
unaccountably to hear you say “Our.” 

“That it is ever lit inside of her, filling her as a divine 
vessel. So that she may carry out its will, the divinities 
will say. Guiding her hands, giving the spark of life to 
everything she touches, the engineers will tell you.” 
Your mouth quirked. 

“Obviously, such a thing is fiction. A pretty story for 
those who need a divine queen.” And then you smiled at 
me, your eyes narrowed. “But you must never let them 
know that. And so you must be able to call upon the 
Divine Flame in an instant, like that,” and you snapped 
your fingers, a loud crack in our silent chamber. 

A crack. 
A crack in the silence. 



Strange Engines 

47 

Do you remember the sound of our horses’ hooves in 
the snow, the day you took me hunting in the forest? We 
wore thick leather gloves, fur-lined trousers and cloaks, 
our rifles slung over our backs. Your guard followed at 
a distance, their bridles jingling. Nicola, your falcon, 
rode on your forearm, his eyes hooded, his wings half-
raised against the cold. 

We rode through a tunnel of green firs and knotted 
branches, some with brilliant red leaves still clinging to 
their tips. My horse huffed as he picked his way across 
the frozen ground, his breath fogging. The silence was 
vast, stifling, a living thing. The red leaves fell around 
us like drops of blood. 

We paused in a clearing of short, stubborn grass, 
white and silver with frost. The forest rose in a dark 
wall around us. To the north, the distant mountains 
climbed into the sky. 

The howl of a wolf broke the heavy silence, and I 
shivered. 

You dismounted, your boots thudding against the 
frozen ground. I followed suit, swinging my rifle 
around, and two guards rode forward to take our reins. 

“There are rabbits and foxes in the forest still,” you 
told me, “And right now they are sleepy and slow, easy 
prey for Nicola. There may be deer and boar too.” Your 
red mouth curled on one side into a smile. “A deer is not 
such a hard target for a girl with a rifle, if you can get 
close enough.” 

I remember touching the barrel of my gun, 
wondering what it would be like to kill. 

There is a long history of the queens of Ash killing 
their predecessors before their assent to the throne—the 
fourth queen of Ash poisoned the third, the fifth queen 
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hired assassins to kill the fourth, and so on… They say 
that you, at nine years old— 

But I did not want to think of that, not then. 
You helped me prime the barrel of my rifle, to add 

the right amount of powder and shot. “So that you’re 
ready.” And you winked at me. 

You reached up to remove the hood from Nicola’s 
eyes, and then many things happened at once. 

Nicola took off into the sky in a rush of feathers and 
wind. Several large shapes broke from the cover of the 
trees and ran towards you, covering the space of frozen 
grass in loping bounds. Our horses reared and attempted 
to flee, the guards hauling at their reins, crying out, 
reaching for their rifles. 

Snarls and panicked whinnies echoed around the 
clearing. You fumbled with your gun, your fingers stiff 
in their gloves, powder and balls of shot spilling into the 
grass. A wolf slammed into your side. 

You turned your face towards me as you fell, fear 
like a veil over your dark eyes. The wolf sank its teeth 
into your leg, and your guards beat it away with the 
butts of their rifles. A second, larger wolf lunged 
towards you. 

I raised my rifle against my shoulder, settling its 
weight against the muscle there. 

The Flame filled my chest, my skin tingling, my 
senses heightened. I sighted along the barrel, the 
oncoming rush of teeth and silver fur filling my vision, 
and with a thought I ignited the powder, tightened my 
finger around the trigger, and pulled. 

The crack split the clearing like a thunderclap. A 
rush of energy left my chest. The horses panicking 
behind me, the yells of the soldiers, faded away, and 
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there was only the huge silver wolf on the ground, a 
hole in his chest smoking and bright with red blood. 
Only the red leaves drifting between the trees. Only the 
red of your open mouth, the black stains spreading 
across your trouser leg, your white fingers gripping your 
own gun as you struggled to your feet. The dawning 
understanding in your eyes. 

“Spring. You brilliant, brilliant girl.” Your voice in 
the cold air. 

 
Winter melts briefly into Spring 

I fear only 
What I will become 

 
By the time the war broke out, I was a different 

person. I had found something I was good at, a use for 
my magic beyond the making of your engineers’ 
intricate Mechanicals or the vague petitions of your 
divinities. 

You let me train with your guard; you had your 
sergeants drill me like a foot soldier. You sent me away 
for weeks at a time, to observe and assist in border 
skirmishes. You taught me to fight alongside your 
lumbering Mechanical war engines, to prime and fire 
their cannons from their cockpit, to guide them using 
the Divine Flame. 

Perhaps you knew, even then, that you would need 
an Imperial heroine. 

At night you dressed my bruises and drew me warm 
baths, sitting by the side of the copper tub with your 
face turned towards the wall as you quizzed me on the 
rules of governorship and the art of combat. 
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I was no longer a thrumming wire, an overclocked 
engine, but had settled at last into a rhythm all my own. 
During the rare moments I did not train, you guided my 
hand in the formation of the characters that make up the 
poetry of the Divine, listened to my chants, and seemed 
surprised by the steadiness of my hand, the evenness of 
my voice, as I spun out the spells. 

You called me your warrior queen, and rarely now 
did your mouth curl with sarcastic humor when you did 
so. 

I was patient. 
On the day that I left to join your troops in the South, 

you called me into your private chamber and pressed a 
leather writing case into my hands. 

“The army’s messengers will carry all your letters,” 
you told me, “No matter how trivial.” 

And then you kissed me. 
I had to bend my head down to reach you, my eyes 

open and fixed on your face in surprise. Your wide, 
warm mouth was like melting ice. Like Southern honey. 

You held my face between your small hands, our 
noses almost touching. “My name,” you said. “My name 
is Tatiana.” 

 
I skirt Death so close 

She can glimpse the gears 
Turning behind my eyes 

 
You sent your Mechanical maidservant—a delicate, 

clockwork thing—into the South with me, and at first I 
did not understand why. Was she your spy? Your 
scribe? If I questioned her, she would say only “I serve 
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the queen of Ash,” and leave me to puzzle out which 
queen she meant. 

 

 
Illustration © 2020, Eric Asaris. 

 
In your wisdom you had willed her observant, so that 

she could anticipate your every need, and I took 
advantage of this. 

“What did you see today, Helpmeet?” I would ask 
her each evening, and she might answer “Private Yorrik 
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had red eyes this morning, from sobbing for home the 
night before,” or “Sergeant Glass hesitated, before 
moving his line forward to protect you,” or even 
“General Snow fiddles with his cuffs when he speaks to 
you—do not trust him.” 

Your generals had never seen such a Mechanical 
before; few people outside the palace have. Though she 
can stand so still in the background that she might go 
unnoticed, often when they approached she would turn 
her head—so slowly, her gears whirring—that they’d 
startle and blink. 

I think she knew it made me laugh. 
She is stronger than she looks. She cannot, however, 

ride a horse, and so when we’d reached the fighting in 
the South and disembarked from your train with my 
guards, she’d ridden in front of me on mine, her metal 
body warm against my chest. 

There were black trenches dug through the fields, 
valuable crops trod into the mud and left to rot. The 
landscape was dotted with charred and empty wooden 
homes, snow blowing through their dark windows and 
open roofs. The wrecks of war engines lay in the fallow 
ridges of the fields, their hulking bodies reduced to 
jumbled twists of metal. Plumes of smoke rose in the 
distance. 

Occasionally, the ground shook beneath the hooves 
of our horses, booms of too low a register to hear 
echoing in my chest. The horses shied and shook their 
bridles. Something between fear and elation pounded in 
my chest and ran through my veins. 

We rendezvoused with the sergeant and the 
contingent of soldiers who were to lead us to the bulk of 
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your army and your generals. Together we rode into the 
night, towards the smoke. 

The broken ground was treacherous in the dark. 
Around me, I could feel and hear, more than see, the 
soldiers riding on all sides, the line of us snaking into 
the fields. A dim, orange-red light grew on the horizon, 
like a smoky dawn. 

“A bonfire, Our Lady,” one of my guards murmured. 
His voice was low, his face a blur in the dark. “There 
was fighting here, as recently as a few hours ago.” 

We rode towards the light, tendrils of smoke curling 
around us. I buried my face in my shoulder, my chest 
spasming. My rifle bounced against my spine. Tiny 
orange fires flickered in the trampled grass. Our horses 
shied and balked, tossing their heads. 

“This way, Our Lady,” the guard rasped in front of 
me. “We’ll skirt around it to the left.” 

I followed. I could hear the roar and crackle of the 
flames now. The scent of charred meat filled my 
nostrils. 

We passed the fire on our right. It was huge, as wide 
as three men riding end to end and much higher than my 
head. The orange light danced over our skin, in our 
horses’ wide, terrified eyes, in the gleaming metal of 
Helpmeet’s body. Sweat ran down my back and soaked 
my blouse. Helpmeet’s head swiveled to follow the fire, 
and I turned to look. 

They were bodies in the fire. Man, woman, and 
Mechanical, Imperialist and Resistance, were twisted 
together, the black of a charred leg here, a scrap of dark 
uniform there, a river of shining metal spreading here. A 
face, eyeless, its mouth open. The thick timbers of 
someone’s home. 



Jordan Taylor	

54 

A single gear fallen in the dirt. 
“You understand,” you’d once said to me, “Don’t 

you?” Your dark eyes were filled with the dancing 
flames of the fireplace in our private room, your perfect 
red mouth slow as a dream. “We are all nothing but 
strange engines.” 

 
This girl of flame burns away 

To Ash… 
 
Even as a broken thing I can remember the elation I 

felt, riding the cockpit of my war engine, high above the 
seething battlefield. Can remember the chants of your 
soldiers rising in the cold air, a thousand voices 
speaking as one. The energy of the Flame crackling 
between your soldiers and filling my body so that it 
shone from my pores, so bright that no one could look at 
me, that the Resistance fled before my face. 

But that is not what war really is. 
You don’t know this, do you? 
Most of all I remember the fall. My Mechanical 

shuddering to a halt in the midst of our last battle, the 
sudden emptiness as our minds parted, the churning 
mud rising to meet me. The pain—the air pressed from 
my body, my leg crushed in the twist of metal that was 
my cockpit, my rifle flung wide, my eyes fixed on the 
eyes of the fallen soldier beside me. 

Her eyes were blue, like the tiny flowers that grow 
on the forest floor for a week in the spring and then die. 
I do not know if she was one of yours, or one of theirs. 
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That night in my tent, when I could not stop shaking, 
Helpmeet showed me what she dreams when her eyes 
grow dark and she rides the Divine Flame. 

In her dreams, she is human. Did you know that? 
I have killed for you and I have nearly died for you. I 

have questioned all I was taught about our Empire in my 
heart. I have kept your people from starving, and I have 
sealed the fates of others. I have shared the mechanical 
thoughts of your war engines and I have dreamed the 
dreams of your enemies and my veins have run with the 
blood of your soldiers. I return to you now, broken and 
victorious and all grown up, don’t you see? 

I still share Helpmeet’s dreams. 
We dream of an Empire without war. Of 

Mechanicals walking the streets of the capital, sitting in 
classes at the academies, helping grow crops, their metal 
bodies shining in the sunlight. Of a world of equality, 
where no one starves through the winter months or is 
forced to fight over dwindling supplies. 

The Empire of my dreams will need more than a 
puppet master and her broken doll. 

My spell is nearly complete. I must believe that you 
have understood. 

My spell says: “This is who I am.” 
My spell says: “I loved you.” 
It says: “Why did you send me away?” 

 
I lean my head against the plush seat of the train and 

close my eyes. The dark trees fly past the windows. 
Helpmeet hisses beside me, steam curling orange in the 
light of the overhead lamp. My leg throbs. 
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The army’s healers have told me that my leg is 
useless, that I will never walk again. I believe, were I to 
let you, you would replace it with a leg of copper and 
gears. 

Make me a Mechanical girl. 
I have a little silver knife, sharp as the Northern cold, 

which I keep with me always, hidden in a sheath in my 
sleeve. I take this out now, to distract myself from the 
pain, and pass it from hand to hand, my eyes still closed. 

Tomorrow we will make the capital. 
Tomorrow I will disembark at our private train 

station, leaning on the butt of my rifle. It will take you a 
moment to recognize me—I am harder and tanner and 
infinitely more beat-up than when we last kissed. 

You will be wearing black, and when you see me, 
your dark eyebrows will creep up your forehead, and 
you will be too surprised to turn your expression into 
something sardonic. 

Maybe there will be tears in your eyes. 
I will step forward and embrace you, and although 

you are small, you are strong, and you will hold me up. 
“Ylena,” I will say, so low that only you can hear. 

“My name is Ylena,” and then I will reach for my little 
silver knife, and I will stab upwards, towards your heart. 
	
 
First published in Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet 39 (2019). 



	

 

The Facts Are These 
M. Bennardo 

 

 
Illustration © 2020, Cécile Matthey. 

 
The facts are these: Momo is real. 
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She’s a ghost or a demon, and she lives in the 
Internet. She appears only to kids, when you’re 
watching videos alone. She waits until the adults step 
out of the room, to stir the sauce or put the wash in the 
dryer. Then suddenly, she’s there: grinning and 
watching you from the screen, her big bulging eyes 
following you around wherever you go. 

If you’re a kid, Momo tells you to do bad things. 
You won’t want to do them because you might have to 
hurt other people or get hurt yourself. But if you don’t 
do what she says or if you tell anyone about her, then 
Momo will kill you and the rest of your family. 

There were some kids who saw her, and they said 
that when Momo appears, you can’t stop or pause the 
video. You can’t click away or even turn off the phone. 
It’s like a glitch in the Internet. You have to watch and 
listen, and later she’ll stay: stuck in your head. 

 
The facts are these: Momo is real. 
She’s been on the news and the police have issued a 

warning. She isn’t a ghost or a demon, but if you don’t 
think she’s real, you’re just fooling yourself. She’s an 
avatar or a program that sick people use to talk to your 
kid. They can hack into your laptop or phone, and watch 
through the camera until your kid is alone. 

Then they can talk to your kid through the speaker 
and microphone, and there’s no way that you’d ever 
even know. Even if you have filters, there are ways 
around that. Even if you check the browsing history, 
there are ways to hide that. 

They’ll tell your kids exactly what to do to make 
sure you never find out. They’ll threaten and bribe them, 
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and make them do sick things. You can’t trust anybody. 
You can’t even trust your kid. You have to always be 
watching, every single second that they can access a 
screen. If you’re not, then you’re just asking for trouble. 

 
The facts are these: Momo is not real. 
She’s just a hoax and no one has ever actually seen 

her. Her face is a sculpture that an artist made of a 
traditional Japanese ghost called an ubume. Her name is 
just nonsense syllables. And the rest of the story is just a 
new twist on old urban legends like the Blue Whale 
Challenge and no less implausible. 

Where are the screenshots and chatlogs? Where are 
the real people who have seen her on YouTube? The 
kids who are scared always admit they heard about her 
from other kids. Have any of them actually seen Momo 
themselves? And the adults who are scared just heard 
about her on the news. But even the news doesn’t have 
any proof. Even the news is just repeating an urban 
legend. 

No one can really make videos stop and play and say 
your name, not the way they say Momo can. Maybe 
there are some trolls who are doing a few Momo pranks, 
but they’re just exploiting the hysteria and trying to 
scare people. Don’t let them get under your skin. If you 
ignore them, they’ll get bored and go way. You really 
have to look at these things critically. If you think 
Momo is real, you’re just a fool. 

 
These are the facts: Momo is real. 
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She’s a symptom of our sick society, a projection of 
our collective id. How else do you explain how popular 
she’s become? Everyone is talking about her because 
they recognize themselves and their fears in the mirror 
of her face. There’s a reason she gets stuck in your head. 

The truth is that we all secretly want to do hurtful 
things and have the power to make other people scared. 
We all want to be somebody else. We all want to give in 
to our worst impulses, but not have to take the blame or 
responsibility for what happens next. 

Whether you admit it or not, we’re each of us a little 
bit of Momo. The kids are Momo, the parents are 
Momo, the police are Momo, the newscasters are 
Momo. That’s why we all keep scaring each other, 
repeating the story and keeping Momo alive. She’s an 
excuse, a cover. A way to blame our own sickness on 
other people who are strangers to us. Of course, you 
would never do anything sick or bad to a kid. You 
would never scare a kid, or even an adult. It’s just weird 
strangers on the Internet who do that, or demons or 
ghosts. But look at the statistics. That’s not who is 
hurting kids. 

 
The facts are these: Momo is real. 
Her name is Miss Peters, and she teaches first grade 

at Riverbend Elementary School. The kids in her class 
are mostly too young to know that’s she Momo, but 
their older brothers and sisters talk about it a lot. 

The older kids have always made fun of Miss 
Peters’s thin black hair and bulging eyes, and there’s 
definitely something not right about the way she smiles. 
Her skin is so pale that you can see her veins through it, 
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and sometimes she bends in ways that only ghosts and 
demons can bend. There were some kids who said one 
time, they saw her hand go all the way in the wrong 
direction and then she ran out of the room. 

Behind Miss Peters’s back, they call her Miss 
Momo. They don’t really believe that Miss Peters is 
Momo, except sometimes when they really do. They 
don’t know how much her joints hurt and how she 
dislocates her knees getting out of bed sometimes. They 
don’t know a lot of things about her. But it’s no wonder 
there’s something not right about the way she smiles. 
She’s still smiling, but she’s always in a lot of pain. 

 
These are the facts: Momo is real. 
She will stick in your head, whether you’re a kid or 

an adult. A lot of stories and legends admit that ghosts 
and demons don’t have any power beyond what we give 
them, and that is definitely true. So what really is a 
ghost or demon if not a story that sticks in your head? 

But the more rational you are, the more exposed you 
become. Holy water and white sage and salt circles can 
never protect you from Momo. Not really, not in a way 
that you could ever believe. Because a rational outlook 
means that you always lose faith in the remedy long 
before the edge is dulled on your fear. 

A two-minute news story or a rumor on the 
playground is enough to plant the seed. It’s enough for 
Momo to get stuck in your head, but it’s not enough to 
teach you how to break the charm or get her back out 
again. All you can really do is argue with yourself: she’s 
a hoax, she’s a troll, she’s a panic, she’s a delusion. But 
where is the proof? And where is the protection? You 
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can never learn enough about a ghost or a demon to be 
sure that it doesn’t exist, only that it might. 

 
These are the facts. Momo is real. 
Or maybe she’s not. But just try to prove it. 

 
 



	

 

The Shadow Catchers 
Vanessa Fogg 
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Cin isn’t afraid of catching shadows. 

He’s been at it for a long time, of course. Longer 
than any of the other boys here. So long that he can’t 
remember doing anything else; he doesn’t know 
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anything other than the glide of a boat through moonlit 
water, the pulling of oars or the repetitive arc of the 
birchbark bucket in his hands. Over and over he scoops 
up shadows from the lake, and there’s a faint hiss as the 
shadows touch magic-gilded birch and then vaporize 
into the cool night air. They have to be caught at the 
right time. Taken after they’ve drifted up from the 
deeps, but while they’re still beneath the surface, 
swirling in plumes just under the lake’s moonlit skin. 
The shadows have to be caught before they cohere, 
before they contract and develop form. Before they rise 
from the water of their own volition. 

Cin has never seen what would happen if a catcher is 
too late. He’s never seen a shadow escape. 

No one speaks about the possibility. It’s never 
happened, as far as anyone knows. That’s what the 
children on the lake are here for: to keep it from ever 
happening. Night after night, they row and dip their 
buckets. They’re bound to this task, body and spirit. 
They’re here to hold back the dark. 

 
There’s a new boy out with them tonight. “Ash,” the 

others are calling him. The Master bought him from a 
city trader; he was a failure as a chimneysweep, the 
boy’s former guardian complained. Afraid of heights, of 
falling, of enclosed spaces. Perhaps he’ll do better on a 
boat. 

Ash looks to be about five or six years old, although 
it’s hard to tell with boys bought from the city; they’re 
all so thin and small. He won’t meet anyone’s eyes, 
won’t talk. He flinches at sudden movements. One of 
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the younger boys makes him flinch on purpose, until 
Cin makes it stop. 

Cin and a boy named Pey take Ash on board; they 
paddle toward the lake center, where the shadows are. 
The moon is only a crescent, so the shadows aren’t too 
active tonight—yet the lake catches and reflects each 
gleam of light in the sky, so that the whole water glows 
a faint silver-blue. Lanterns on the boats beam 
additional bright spots. 

Pey steers on the glass surface, while Cin shows Ash 
how to catch. How to slide a birch bucket’s lip gently 
under a shadow’s swirling black tendrils, how to gather 
the wisps together and tilt smoothly up. You don’t want 
the shadow aware that you’re catching it. You want it to 
stay calm. And you want to catch as much of it as 
possible, as smoothly as possible, in one go. Otherwise 
you have to chase down the fragments left behind, and 
those fragments are now agitated, angry. They thrash 
and splash and twist toward the light. 

“They’re talking,” Ash says, fascinated. 
Most boys learn to ignore it. Row, scoop, and scoop 

again. No time to listen. The shadows’ whispers are 
soft—like the rustle of trees, like the distant roar of 
waves trapped beneath the lake’s glass surface. The 
shadows whisper to each other, to themselves, in the 
dark. Cin tilts up his bucket. 

The hiss and fizz as the magic takes. The captured 
water, and shadow, evaporate. 

Ash cries out—a sobbing, choking sound. “You 
killed it!” All shyness forgotten, he stares into Cin’s 
eyes, horrified. 

Pey laughs, and there’s an edge to it. “Don’t you 
know anything? You can’t kill a shadow.” He gestures 
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broadly at the lake. “It will come back the next night. 
They always do.” 

Ash looks uncertainly at him. 
“It’s true,” Cin says. And he repeats what the 

younger boy has already been told. “Remember not to 
touch one. And don’t let a shadow touch you.” 

It’s the first thing they all learn. The cardinal rule. 
Cin wonders how long this latest boy will survive. At 
nearly fourteen, Cin has already lasted longer than any 
he knows. 

 
The Master will bind the newest boy. And once 

bound to the lake and his duty, the boy will never leave. 
This is what country and King require. This is the price 
of peace. This is the outcome of a compact made by 
sorcery and gods and Life and Death themselves, among 
these lonely hills, in this high, small valley, by the side 
of a dark lake amid the ruins of fire and war. 

Cin hears the whispering of shadows. There’s one 
that he hears constantly, since he accidentally touched 
her almost a month ago. 

He wakes early these days, sometimes long before 
dusk. He leaves the other boys who are sleeping in the 
room with him, in the only intact building in the village. 
It was built after the Black Wars: a single long room to 
house children, the Master’s private quarters to one side. 
Cin walks past the remains of other buildings, most 
marked only by a crumbling wall or two. He’s drawn to 
the great abbey which looms over all. Sky shines 
through its pointed archways, and through intricate 
stone tracings which once framed glass. Columns and 
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walls stand, but the roof is gone, and underfoot grass 
has reclaimed stone. 

Here, says the voice in his head. 
Here, she says as he walks past what were once the 

cloisters. Here is where I came to collect the 
washing. Here is where the Sisters slept. 

Here, she says as he passes open ground. There was 
a kitchen on this spot. My best friend worked there. 

Here, she says as he walks under open sky. Here. 
He’s come to what was once a great hall, surrounded 

by pillars on each side. A stone altar stands at the end, 
still intact. 

Here is where we all ran when we heard the enemy 
coming, the shadow says in his mind. Here is where we 
all crowded, the Sisters and the servants of the abbey 
and all the people of the village. Here is where we 
prayed to the Mother of Heaven for protection, while 
the enemy broke down the door. 

Cin smells the smoke of centuries ago, tastes fire in 
his lungs. 

“It was long ago,” he says aloud. 
As though hearing him, she says, It happened just 

now. 

 
None of the other boys know that Cin has been 

touched. Pey didn’t see. It was a night of full moon, the 
lake seething with shadows, everyone working fast, 
urgency like a drumbeat driving them on. The Master’s 
voice in their heads as sharp as a whip. Cin brought up a 
bucket too quickly, too roughly. He severed a wisp of 
shadow. Angrily, it writhed on the lake’s surface. As he 
went back for it, it splashed in a wave on his hand. 
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It fizzed away in his bucket. Its touch stayed on his 
skin. 

He froze. 
It—she—spoke. He realized that he’d caught her 

before. Of course, all these years on the lake—he’d re-
caught many again and again. 

“Hey,” Pey said sharply. “You okay?” 
Cin shook himself from his trance. He looked down. 

The water glowed, and darkness moved beneath. In his 
daze, he felt strangely calm. 

He said nothing. He bent back to work. 

 
The boys at the lake are special. They’ve 

been chosen. The Master gives a formal speech about it 
each time he binds a new boy, and on every Peace Day. 
These boys—orphans, cast-offs, failed apprentices of 
other masters—were all brought here through the hands 
of the gods. They’ve been given this chance to serve 
their King. To defend the empire from shadows of the 
past, to help maintain the Black Compact. 

Once there was no Empire. Once this land was a 
patchwork of petty kingdoms, constantly fighting. Once 
there was only chaos and despair. Out of that despair, 
out of the horror of the Black Wars—a single King to 
impose order. A single god over all. A united country, 
all minor gods bowing in obeisance to the First God. A 
compact sealed, an agreement on all sides to the 
containment of darkness. 

Once the Master made this speech with conviction. 
The years have passed, and white hairs now grow at his 
temples. He tries, but his words increasingly have the 
flat rhythms of a rote delivery. 
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On the dark of the moon, when the shadows sleep, 
the Master sometimes provides a special meal. He joins 
the boys and pours himself wine. He tells stories that are 
not of the Black Wars, not of the distant past with its 
glories and terrors. He speaks of the glories of the 
present day. The news he’s heard of the Empire’s 
growing expansion, the new weapons and sorceries used 
to advance the King’s might across the world. He 
speaks of great ships crossing seas, of wagons and 
machines that move on their own, fueled by steam and 
magic. These new sorceries—yes, they’re developed at 
the very college where the Master himself studied! And 
the Master has seen the King’s court with his own eyes! 
The Master begins reminiscing of his old life in the city; 
he speaks of great palaces, of music that plays in the 
gardens, of courtyards strung with lights like tiny suns 
captured in glass. The soft, luscious wines. Dark-eyed 
women with bold stares, who wear their hair piled high 
on their heads and silken gowns that leave their white 
shoulders bare. . . The Master goes quiet. After a 
moment, he starts talking about how he’s spent far too 
long on this assignment, in these wretched hills so far 
from home. He keeps drinking. His eyes grow glassy. 
The boys wait for him to give them permission to end 
the meal, to leave. 

Pey and two other boys were bought from the 
capital. They lived in the slums. They have no memory 
of any of the things the Master speaks of. 

 
Here, says the wisp of shadow that Cin touched. 
That was my home. It’s a bare patch of grass, not 

even a stone or brick to be seen. I lived there with my 
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mother and three sisters. We grew beans and peas in the 
garden. I slept under a quilt my grandmother made. 

There was a pear tree here, she says, where no pear 
tree is. There were plum trees on the abbey grounds. 
The gardener’s boy, Tesh, used to sneak plums to me. 
The abbey kitchen turned them to jelly and wine. 

No pears or plums, no trees at all on this sweep of 
land. All burned, all blasted. In three hundred years, 
only weeds and grass have regrown. 

Down a small slope, the lake shines before the ruined 
abbey like a jewel in the late summer light. Black 
Lake and Lake of Shadows, the people in Cin’s time call 
it. The shadow with him says, Heaven’s 
Lake and Blessed Lake of the Mother. 

 
There’s a man with the Master when Cin gets back to 

the house. A mage-official, younger than the Master, 
handsome and higher-ranked as well; Cin recognizes the 
stripes on his uniform. Such officials visit from time to 
time, on various business. The two men are standing 
outside the Master’s quarters, speaking in low tones. 
The Master looks unhappy. Neither takes notice as Cin 
slips into the boys’ section of the house. 

The boys notice, though. Cin has been out walking 
by himself too many times, for too long, before dusk. 
He forgets to answer when people speak. He’s present 
but increasingly elsewhere, listening to voices that 
others can’t hear. 

The boys look up when Cin enters. They’re eating 
breakfast. Then they all look away. Pey looks away a 
moment later than the rest. 

The Master calls. It’s time to head to the lake. 
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Cin isn’t afraid. He touched a shadow. He always 

knew that it would happen one day: that he’d make a 
mistake; that his luck would run out. That he’d meet the 
fate of every boy in this valley. It may take months for 
the shadow’s memories to devour him. When he can no 
longer work, Ash will take over and the Master will buy 
yet another child. This is how it goes. This is how it’s 
always gone, since the sealing of the Compact. 

He finds that there are still surprises. 
The visiting mage comes with them to the lake. 

That’s not the surprise; from time to time, mage-
officials have always come to inspect the lake and 
shadows, to ensure that the Compact is well. The 
officials usually stay on shore, observing from there, but 
it’s not unheard of for them to sometimes get in a boat. 

This one gets in a boat. And he has his own bucket. 
Not a bucket like the boys’. Not the soft birch-bark 

containers gilded within with silver light. The bucket 
this official carries is made of some type of metal, and 
there’s no light at all within. It’s all of a deep, deep 
black. A metal that reflects no light; a blackness that 
stands out even in the fading light of day. Blacker than 
shadows—black like the place from where the shadows 
emerge, the deeps of the lake where neither lantern nor 
moonlight can reach. 

Cin feels cold when he look at it, as though touched 
by the lake. 

Master Hamel, the visitor is named. He’s come to 
conduct an experiment, the boys’ own Master explained 
to them after breakfast. They shouldn’t concern 
themselves with it. Just focus on their work. 
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Their Master is nervous. They could all see it when 
he introduced Hamel. They see it now as he and Hamel 
push a boat from shore. As for Hamel—the younger 
man’s face is ablaze with eagerness. 

The sun is spilling gold into the water, in its final 
moments before darkness. A half-moon hangs in the 
sky. The boys follow the men onto the lake, Cin and Pey 
rowing with Ash between them. All the boys are abuzz 
with curiosity, even Pey, who as one of the older boys 
likes to affect a cool aloofness. “What is that!” he keeps 
saying of Hamel’s bucket. So little happens, so little 
changes in this valley, and here is a new official whom 
no one has seen before, young and bold, with his 
unheard-of “experiment.” 

Dread tightens in Cin’s chest, rolls in his belly. He 
doesn’t speak as the other boys chatter. He tries not to 
look at the mage with the black bucket. 

The sun sinks. Nightfall. Shadows rise to the surface. 
Shadows whisper. 
Over the past month, Cin has heard those whispers 

more and more clearly. He doesn’t understand—he only 
catches the occasional word—but he knows they have 
stories like the shadow he touched. She’s out there, too, 
in the lake somewhere, even as part of her lingers with 
him. 

He’s only just scooped up his first shadow when he 
feels the scream. 

He feels it, a silent wail that echoes through the lake. 
Darkness thrashes and churns around his boat, as though 
all the shadows have been cut in half. Pey swears. 

Cin finds himself shaking. 
He looks to the Master’s boat nearby, and in the 

twilight he sees horror on his Master’s face. Triumph in 
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Master Hamel’s. Hamel is holding his black bucket up 
and out, showing it off with pride. 

Ash is crying. 
“What’s wrong with you!” Pey hisses at them both. 

He means, Get back to work! Back to work before the 
Master notices, before the shadows come close to 
getting out— 

The thrashing around the boat calms, although Cin 
can still feel the shadows’ anguish. He can hear them 
crying. Does anyone else? Ash is wiping his eyes. 

He feels the Master in his head, a soft, warning 
command to get back to work. Not yet the lash. Cin 
feels the compulsion of his binding. “Hold the lantern,” 
he tells Ash, even though Cin doesn’t need the light; 
after so many years, his eyes are well-trained and have 
been spelled to see shadows. The darkness in the water 
swirls, angry but more manageable; with care, he can 
catch them. The new boy doesn’t need to do this, not 
now, not yet. 

After all, Cin has already been touched. 
A shudder through the water. Another silent wail. 

Something caught. Something trapped and held. 
He looks again to the mages, sees Hamel in the act of 

lifting his bucket from the water a second time. He sees 
the man’s face aglow in lamplight and moonlight. 

“He’s not letting them go,” Ash whispers. In that 
instant, Cin understands: the black bucket doesn’t 
vaporize and release shadows back to the world. It holds 
them fast. It takes them as prisoners. 

Pey bites his lip. He works silently, grimly, bailing 
the water of shadows. The whole fleet of boys is doing 
the same. 
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The lantern trembles in Ash’s hands. Cin bends 
down with his bucket. 

Hamel scoops a third time, then a fourth. Each time, 
Cin feels the shadows wail. The piece of shadow that he 
carries with him stirs, sensing the present moment, and 
cries out as well. The lake shivers and stills. He hears 
his Master’s voice: crooning to calm the waters and also 
shouting in his head. 

Cin hardens something inside himself. He dips his 
bucket. He keeps working. 

 
At the end of the night, the young mage is jubilant. 

Once on shore, he whirls and whoops like a boy, his 
black hair flying. “It worked!” he keep shouting. “You 
know what this means!” He grabs the Master by the 
shoulders as he says this. Master stares back, his face 
tight-lipped and gray in the early dawn. Hamel laughs. 
“You will remember this day,” he promises the children. 
And he hugs his metal bucket to his chest. 

The bucket that holds four shadows. Shadows that 
can’t escape, can’t return to the lake. On the way back 
to the house, Hamel doesn’t stop talking; words spill 
from his lips in a rush. He speaks of the ore from which 
the bucket’s metal was mined, precious and newly 
discovered. He speaks of the casting of intricate spells. 
He crows that it’s a historic day, a day that will be 
written in books to come. No longer will the shadows 
languish in the lake, their power wasted. They can be 
put to work. They’ll be harvested, pressed into service 
for His Majesty, their power used to fuel the new war 
machines deployed overseas. 
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That’s not the Compact, Cin thinks but doesn’t say. 
None of the boys speak. It’s not their place to speak. 
Their Master looks ill. 

“A drink!” Hamel says, as he and Master walk 
toward the Master’s quarters. He puts a hand on the 
Master’s arm. They disappear through the doorway, 
neither looking back at the children. 

The children go into their own section of the house. 
Cin immediately falls onto his thin mattress. The others 
are talking all around him, trying to understand what’s 
just happened. He closes his eyes. He hears the voices 
of trapped shadows. 

 
What happened? she asks in his head. What’s 

happening? 
Darkness behind his closed eyelids. He hears 

weeping. 
She keeps reliving her last moments, and he lives 

them with her. Her little sister in her arms. Her mother’s 
arms around them both. Her older sisters somewhere in 
the crush of people, the gardener’s boy across the room. 
Everyone she knows is here, her entire world. The 
Sisters are singing, praying to their Mother Goddess; the 
elder men and women of the village kneel at the altar 
with them. And then everyone is singing, or trying to 
sing through throats choked with fear. Their goddess 
will protect them. She must. Even barbarians respect 
this sacred place, her holy abbey and lake. They would 
not dare to attack. They wouldn’t. 

Shouts outside the door. The explosion of mage-
spells against the abbey walls. 



Vanessa Fogg	

76 

The girl who remembers is still singing in her 
memory. She’s singing and praying and singing even as 
everyone else falls silent, even the Sisters; even as glass 
shatters high above and smoke steals into the room. 
Even as the door falls and there’s only screaming and 
fear and pain and her mother is dragged from her 
sobbing and they take her little sister, too, stomping on 
her hands as she tries to cling on; she’s praying and 
singing within even as she screams. 

 
Hamel is gone the next day. Back to the capital with 

his bucket of caught shadows. Back with proof of what 
he’s achieved. 

He’ll return, the Master says. 
The Master looks haunted, dark smudges under his 

eyes. 
But there’s nothing to do other than what they’ve 

always done: to bail the lake out each night, to keep the 
darkness at bay. It’s what they’ve been brought to do. 
Hamel and the mage council have simply found another 
way to do this, one that better serves the King and 
country, and which the boys will implement as soon as 
Hamel returns. 

More metal buckets, black as night, are on their way. 
Cin catches a shadow in his birch container, and 

before it evaporates it speaks of sunlight on the hills. 
Wind in the meadows. He understands the words. 
Another shadow whispers of falling snow and fire on 
the hearth, of warmth and family gathered close. 

Ash is crying again. He’s just a little kid, so he’s 
always crying. Cin and the others try to ignore it. 
 



The Shadow Catchers 

77 

 
Illustration © 2020, Katharine A. Viola. 

 

 
The shadow in Cin’s mind speaks of what happened 

afterward, after the suffering and fire. 
Darkness. Silence. 
And then a goddess’ voice like white lightning. 
The girl was no longer a girl, hurting and afraid. She 

was something else—a scream in the wind, a breath 
moving through trees, something rushing over meadows 
and hills and scraping the roof of the sky. A storm, a 
howl, a flood. 

The boys’ Master has spoken of this. The last, 
terrible phase of the Black Wars, when the gods 
themselves hurled the souls of the dead into war. The 
Mother Goddess of the Hills began it, in revenge for the 
attack on her abbey. Then other gods, in turn, unleashed 
their own dead. 

Trees and fields were stripped bare, the earth 
blackened. A cloud of shadows hid the sun. Black tides 
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swept over city walls, and wherever the darkness 
touched, the living went mad. Even the greatest of 
mages were possessed, their minds warped and 
overthrown. 

On the brink of utter ruin: a call for truce. 
A collective prayer for peace. 
The gods were merciful. They stepped back. They 

considered. And then they knelt to the First God, 
pledging allegiance to him, even the angriest and most 
stubborn of little gods. And the First God chose the First 
King to rule the new nation. 

It’s the next part of the story that Cin knows best: 
how the gods called back their dead. How they pledged 
to never again to use them against one another, or 
against any of the people who were now one people. 
One nation. It was a Compact sealed with blood, with 
souls both living and dead. The dead shadow-souls were 
contained, lulled into a dreaming sleep. Some were 
buried deep in the earth. Some were stripped of all 
memory and set loose, scattered among the stars. 

The Mother Goddess of the Hills gathered her own, 
the first shadow-souls, and set them dreaming in a black 
lake. There they are till this day, a memory of what once 
happened, and a warning. And every night a chosen 
group of children are tasked with catching the shadows, 
not letting them escape. 

Half-dreaming, Cin remembers his Master’s stories, 
and he thinks of what his shadow has shown him. 

She’s not angry, he thinks. She just wants to 
remember, and to tell someone. 
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Hamel comes back with black buckets. He comes 
with others to help him. 

The old Master is dismissed. 
Cin is the last to see the Master before he leaves. It’s 

been years since he’s stood alone in the man’s chambers 
like this. He remembers running to this door, crying 
because an older boy had been tormenting him and the 
Master was the only person he knew to turn to for help. 
The mage had sighed and rubbed Cin’s back. He can be 
harsh, his command-voice a lash, but it’s needed to keep 
the boys focused. He could be much worse. He feeds the 
boys well. He can be distantly kind. 

Cin remembers stories from older boys long gone, of 
cruel Masters who have served at the lake before. This 
one is the only one he knows. 

The Master looks at him now, from behind a desk 
that’s been swept clean. His eyes are tired. His 
belongings are already packed in his trunk. 

“Mage Hamel. . .” Cin starts. He stops. His heart is 
clanging behind his ribs. 

They look at each other. 
The Master’s gaze is steady. He says softly, “Do 

what Master Hamel tells you to do, Cin. Do whatever 
they say.” 

“But—” Cin is thinking of the stories he knows now. 
“But it’s wrong. Master.” 

The Master gets up from behind his desk. He places 
a hand on Cin’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he says. 

He leaves soon after, while the other boys are still 
asleep. A hired porter helps carry his things. He looks 
old and defeated as he walks away, and guilty. But as he 
raises a hand to Cin and turns away, Cin thinks he sees a 
flash of relief on the man’s face, too. 
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And now there’s a new Master, and shadows to 
capture and keep. 

 
Hamel and his assistants have worked everything 

out: which areas of the lake to start with, which boys 
should begin. There are only so many black buckets, so 
they’re rotated among boats. It’s all planned: the rate at 
which the lake will be emptied, the storage and transport 
of shadows to war. The gods approves, Hamel says. The 
Mother Goddess was consulted. The Compact holds: her 
shadows won’t be used within the confines of the 
nation; they’ll be used only outside, against outsiders. 
Against those who aren’t covered by the Compact. 

Cin still feels each shadow’s cry as it’s stolen. 
The first group of boys are given new buckets, and 

they come back looking shaken. Some are near tears. 
Everything’s changed. So many strangers in the 

empty village. The officials who have accompanied 
Hamel, and the servants who attend them. Temporary 
quarters that bloomed overnight amid ruins, canvas tents 
and magically rebuilt stone. Wagons rattle up the little-
used road with supplies. 

What’s happening? Cin’s shadow asks. 
He’s never been sure how much she senses of the 

present. Or of how aware she is of him. She tells her 
story again and again, as though to herself and to the 
world at large. Part of her dreams in the lake, speaking 
to water and air and night. 

They’ve found a new way to use you, he silently tells 
her. 

She doesn’t reply. 
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They’re on the lake, catching shadows. Half-moon in 

the sky. Shadows swirl in silvered waters, and Ash is 
sobbing hard on the floor of the boat, a black bucket at 
his feet. He doesn’t want to do this. No, no, no, he’d 
shouted, a child’s stubborn resistance, unyielding to 
threat or reason. The mind-lash that Hamel used on the 
other boys, that he used just now on Cin—that white-hot 
whip of pain, or the slower, warning aches and stings—
only drove the little one into a screaming mess. But now 
Ash quiets and sits suddenly upright, as though pulled 
on a string. He grabs his bucket and pivots to the side of 
the boat. All his movements are abrupt, jerking and 
forced. In frustration, the mage has taken over the 
child’s body; he forces his will inside as a hand might 
push itself into a glove. He’s not careful. He doesn’t try 
to be careful. The child’s movements are sharp and 
clumsy, and on the very first scoop, Ash’s hand touches 
a shadow. 

Cin sees it. Pey sees it, too. 
The shadow cries out as it’s trapped. 
Ash is silent, but tears stream down his face. He 

catches three more. His movements smooth out, but he’s 
still crying. 

 
Pey isn’t gentle. He hasn’t been gentle in a very long 

time. He’s willed himself to be hard. But that morning 
both he and Cin sit on either side of Ash’s bed, and Pey 
holds the little one’s hand. 

Ash stares blankly at the ceiling, at nothing. 
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Pey and Cin’s eyes meet over the child’s body. It’s 
been a while since they’ve looked directly at one 
another like this. 

“How long do you have?” Pey says softly. 
Cin shrugs. “I don’t know.” He casts his mind 

backward. “I think it’s been three months.” 
Pey nods. Three months could mean anything. Cin 

might be close to perishing now. Or he could linger 
three months more. Pey and Cin have seen boys pass 
within weeks of a touch, and after half a year. 

“I hate this,” Pey says. 
“Me, too,” says Cin. 

 
Cin walks to the abbey. It’s the middle of the day. 

People stare, but no one stops him. 
Noon sun on the stone columns and arches. The 

heavy air of late summer, pressing thick on his skin. He 
wanders through the ruined colonnade, down the great 
space of what was once the worship hall. There are 
white roses on the altar at the end. Some of the new 
servants are locals from the lower valley, and they’ve 
taken to placing flowers there. 

He smells the aftermath of fire. Wet soot and ash. 
The sunlight fades; the sky turns gray. 

Why? he whispers. Why does she keep bringing him 
back here, dwelling in this place in her memories? Why 
have the gods condemned her to this? 

Walls rise up around him, solid and strong; a great 
roof arches overhead. Light pours through stained glass 
high above. He hears song. 

There’s a woman standing at the altar. Robed all in 
white, before the white roses. When she speaks, her 
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voice rings through him, and he vibrates like a struck 
bell. 

“This isn’t the Compact,” she says. 
Her tone is calm. But there’s anger beneath. 
He sees the cloud of darkness again, sweeping the 

world. Living minds are ravaged: mothers throw their 
children from the tops of city walls and soldiers fall 
upon their own swords. Kings lie in the dirt, weeping 
and clawing. Cities burn. And then he feels wind, dust 
on his lips, a sense of time passing. He sees mages bent 
over Hamel’s black buckets. He sees them emptying 
those buckets, murmuring spells, and feels shadows 
screaming. And then he sees great wagons fueled by 
shadow-essence, racing over deserts and fields; he sees 
towers flashing in the sun and shooting flame. He sees 
men wielding weapons that he can’t understand; they 
point small cannons but cause explosions from miles 
away, greater and more devastating than anything 
humans did in the Black Wars. 

The visions fade. Sunlight pours down from a blue 
sky, through the roofless abbey. Cin finds himself 
soaked in sweat. 

The woman at the altar is still there. 
I never meant this, she says in his head. This isn’t the 

Compact. The King and his priests and mages lie. They 
twist the terms. 

He feels the shadow within him, grieving. She’s 
always grieving. 

The Goddess is grieving, too. 

 
Full moon on the lake. The riskiest night of the 

month. The sky so bright that it blots out all stars. 
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Cin and his boat-mates are on the water, Hamel’s 
buckets in their hands. They shouldn’t have these 
buckets; it’s too early in the rotation; the buckets should 
have gone to others. But Hamel knows that Cin and Ash 
have both been touched. Better to use them again than to 
keep risking others. For as long as they can still be used. 

Hamel is regretful over Ash, in his way. “Too 
young,” he’d said, shaking his head. “Your old Master 
was a fool to take him on.” And he even grew a little 
teary over the old man’s mistake. 

Ash hasn’t spoken since. His gaze is turned inward. 
But he holds his bucket readily enough. 

The shadows are restless. In the light of the moon, 
the entire lake glows the color of milk. No lamps are 
needed to track the darkness beneath. 

Cin hears every one of them now. 
His heart aching, he dips his bucket. 
He’s caught this shadow before. It was once a little 

boy. A boy who threw acorn caps at his sister and 
laughed, who ran foot-races with friends and played on 
the shores of the lake. Who followed his father to the 
fields and cried for his mother on his last living day. 

The bucket holds the shadow. The water boils away. 
The shadow remains. 

The scream cracks across Cin’s mind like forked 
lightning. For a moment, he can’t see at all. Then the 
world resolves itself through blurred eyes. 

Ash beside him is mechanically scooping. Pey on the 
other side is scanning the water. Around him, boys in 
other boats are scooping shadows up with the old birch-
buckets and then letting them go. 
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Two mages on the lake: Hamel to control each 
binding as needed, and another to help keep the 
shadows calm. 

Cin dips his bucket again. 
A Sister from the abbey. A scribe. A memory of 

quiet hours in her curtained alcove, copying records and 
prayers. The songs of evening service. The peace of the 
Goddess in her heart. 

Her cry on being trapped is no less anguished than 
any other’s. 

Cin blinks and wipes his eyes. 
Another shadow drifts close. A man who’d come to 

the village on business. He traveled a long way. He had 
a sweetheart at home, and was thinking of her at the 
end. 

Cin catches him, and pauses as the shadow wails. 
The water ripples and churns. Even without Hamel’s 

buckets, full-moon nights are hard. So many shadows in 
commotion, drawn up toward the light. Now, even with 
two mages, the water seethes. 

Cin feels the pull of his binding. Master Hamel’s 
voice in his head. A band of hot iron squeezing his 
chest. 

He fills his first black bucket. He reaches for his 
second. 

She’s out there somewhere, the one that he touched. 
And part of her is with him, and she’s whispering her 
story over and over: a girl who knew sunlight and 
sorrow and love, and never wanted to be used in war. 

It’s not right, Ash had said, before his body was 
taken over and his mind broken. 

A splash. Cin hears Pey shout. Was he touched? 
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The moonlight is so strong; it’s as though the moon 
were right overhead. The eye of the Goddess. All 
around, shadows are whirling and thrashing. Both 
mages are now singing to calm them. The men are on 
the verge of losing control. 

A shadow comes near, and he knows that it’s her. 
The soul of the girl who’s haunted him for months. 

She loved climbing the hills near the village. She 
loved feeling close to the sky. She liked to look down at 
the land falling below: the valleys and hollows, sheep 
grazing in fields, the world stretching out beyond sight. 
She felt sun and wind on her skin, and felt free. 

The mages are distracted. The shadows are in tumult. 
There’s a thin slice of time in which Cin knows he can 
act. 

He drops his bucket to the floor of the boat. He 
reaches both hands into the water. 

She reaches for him, too. A flow of darkness. He 
grabs, and pulls from that darkness a pair of hands. 
She’s taking form. 

Master Hamel shouts, too late. There’s only one 
voice in his head now. The Compact is broken. 

Cin pulls her into the light, into air. 
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Stix signs to himself in his lap: this sucks. He hates 
feeling like this. Doesn’t want to keep feeling like this. 
It’s not fair. Et cet err rah. 

Bryn is leaning against the door frame, managing to 
make a floral jumpsuit look amazing. That was her 
superpower, looking good in anything. 

Stix glances around the group hunched over their 
drinks. Nothing alcoholic, out of respect for Bryn. She’s 
flapping a hand like she’s telling them all not to be silly, 
have a beer for god’s sake, she’s fine. 

But she’s not fine. She’s dead. 
The silence squeezes them all so tight, Stix can 

barely breathe. What would he do to have Bryn back? 
Change the world, that’s all. 

Gimmy is pissed off; they hate funerals. Scratchy 
and Noc look like they’ve frozen on video conference, 
but they’re there in the little movements, the twist of a 
mouth, the cut of an eye. Ray slumps in a corner, all out 
of jokes. Kal rubs at the freshest ink on her forearm; 
that’s a pain she can control. 

“That was an awful service,” Gimmy says, a 
sacrifice to the silence gods. “Bryn would have hated 
it.” 

Wasn’t what she laid out in her will, Stix signs. His 
throat is too tight, near to spasm, to trust his voice. 

“Or her note.” Gimmy scowls harder. “And who 
were all those people. I didn’t recognize them.” 

Her family. Stix makes a hopeless gesture. At least 
they had the courtesy not to misgender her. 

“Oh, now they fucking turn up. Didn’t give a shit for 
fifteen years when she was couch surfing or roughing it. 
Didn’t give a shit when the psych ward kept turning her 
away. But gave a shit when they could control the 
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narrative of her death. Oh, our poor darling!” Gimmy 
clasps their hands and makes a voice warbling with 
practised sorrow. “She was so sad inside that body. We 
did everything we could! But now she is with God, 
blessed be, barf.” 

Noises of disgust. Stix catches a little of Gimmy’s 
anger. Feels better than sheer hopelessness. 

They all sip at their drinks, eyes failing to catch each 
other. Except Ray, who is sizing everyone up for… 
something. Not clothes. Maybe an altar? Yeah. Look at 
the bloody pieces of us. 

Awkward small talk about how everything is 
different with Bryn gone. Except everything is exactly 
the same. Another trans woman that’s just a number. 

To stop his eyes flicking towards the doorway, to 
avoid awkward questions about his mental health, Stix 
directs the conversation towards Kal’s new tattoo. 

“You should really reconsider getting work done.” 
Kal rubs her jewel-coloured arms, finding a smile even 
in the depths of despair. “You have such beautiful skin. 
You’d be a masterpiece.” 

I can barely stand to stick myself with T. Punched 
rapidly thousands of times with needles? No thanks! 

The laughter fades rapidly. Everyone fidgets. Gimmy 
lifts their chin, the sure-fire tell they’re about to poke 
the wound again. 

Sure enough. “I’m so sick of this shit. Feels like no 
matter how loud we scream, nothing changes. Aren’t 
you all tired? I’m tired. I could sleep for a hundred 
years. Let this fucking world sort itself out.” 

A standard post-funeral Gimmy speech. Nodding 
ensues. Except Ray. Who has gone very still. Looking 
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into the depths of zir glass, like the answer can be found 
in orange juice. 

“Just what would you do to make change,” Ray says, 
echoing Stix’s thoughts of before. Not a burst of 
extinction level. Zir voice is always cool and calm, the 
counsellor all the losties love. 

Tableau freeze, like some cool old painting. Bryn 
shifts from foot to foot, the mote in the corner of an eye. 

Gimmy glares. “What do you mean? What would I 
do to bring Bryn back?” 

“Anything,” Scratchy murmurs, rubbing her eyes. 
Noc leans in to kiss her. “Anything, to bring them all 
back. She’s the second suicide this year, and I’ve 
already lost count of this year’s trans murder rate. Feels 
like I’m crying every fucking day. My skin can’t take 
it.” 

Ray leans forward, forearms on thighs, like ze’s 
sitting with a new load of losties at the co-op. “What if 
we could change the whole world. So we don’t have to 
make everything a fucking fight. So we could walk 
down the street in peace. Shit, find some joy.” 

“Build a time machine.” Kal grunts a laugh. “Fix all 
the big gay fuck ups in history.” 

“Yeah. Like, kill Hitler or Reagan. Vengeance 
ninja!” Gimmy’s karate chop gestures and laugh are too 
big for the ratty upstairs loft, and Stix flinches. 

Ray shakes zir head. “We don’t kill people. We’re 
better than that.” 

“But Hitler fucking deserves it,” Gimmy mutters. 
“But how does a little queer co-op build a time 

machine? We can barely get enough funding for our tea 
and coffee,” Gimmy gripes. “And time machines are 
such wish fulfilment bullshit anyway. Thousands, 
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millions of stories just like ours. What makes us any 
different? We’re not masters of the fucking universe.” 

“And everyone has a different interpretation of time 
travel theory.” Noc’s into this. Takes her mind off the 
next policy battle in parliament. “Is it a single timeline 
where every minute change has a butterfly effect we 
can’t predict, and we end up being people we might not 
like being? Is it branching multiverse timelines, and our 
branch doesn’t see appreciable effect, so what’s the 
point?” 

Isn’t that like what we’re working on anyway? We 
might not see huge change now, but that’s what the they 
said twenty, thirty, fifty years ago, and look how far 
we’ve come since Stonewall, same-sex marriage, 
declassification from the DSM. 

Ray nods. The shit ze has seen is written in the map 
of zir skin. “Imagine if colonization wasn’t the 
destructive force it was. What we could be, now.” 

Stix doesn’t like the direction the conversation is 
going, but at least it’s taking people’s mind off the Bryn 
shaped hole in their lives. Easier than going further into 
the red for therapy. 

“So, what?” Gimmy’s mood has swung towards 
enjoying the Game of Bullshit. “How do we go back in 
time to make sure Hitler has a terrible teenage bicycle 
accident, or Hinckley aims better? Fly really fast like 
Superman around the sun, make the Earth turn 
backwards? Shoot ourselves from a laser cannon at 
CERN? Bitch, I can barely keep my makeup and wig on 
at the best of times. What makes ya think this hunk of 
flesh will hold integrity at the speed of light?” 
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Laughter, just like Bryn would want. Bryn rolls her 
eyes, twirling a strand of mahogany hair between her 
long fingers. 

Ray’s mouth is set at an odd angle. “These fragile 
flesh vessels aren’t meant for time travel. We’re only 
just figuring out long-term space travel. What if… no, 
hear me out… what if there was something, someone, 
made up of all the strongest parts of ourselves, who 
could do it for us.” 

“Time Travelling Space Goddess!” yells Noc. 
“Looks like Frank N Furter!” bellows Scratchy. 
“More like Frankenstein’s monster,” Gimmy says. 

“If they’re made up from parts of the many.” 
Mary really should have given that guy a name, Stix 

signs, hands stiff with indignance. He got a dick for 
free. 

“Did Ol’ Frankay say anything about giving Herman 
a dick?” Gimmy says. “He could have been intersex for 
all we know.” 

Bitch, please. Mary loved the D. She totally would 
have written Frank Monster slash. 

“People! Focus!” Ray claps zir hands. “If we’re 
building this time travelling deity then what part of you 
would you give up to create Their Whole?” 

“Not my hole,” Scratchy giggles, and Noc shushes 
her. 

“That’s easy.” Gimmy nods. “I’d give up my tits in a 
flash. I don’t have to fork out for it, right?” 

Ray points. “Nice pun. And, nope. They’re a deity. 
Snap of the fingers. Healing time taken care of.” 

“Nice,” Gimmy whispers. 
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“They can have my dick. Absolutely. Yup. Do it.” 
Kal’s eyes glaze over. “But losing it so easy doesn’t 
sound right. Not fair for those who have gone before.” 

“Get a tattoo on your new pussy then.” Gimmy rolls 
their eyes. 

Scratchy would give up her right arm; she was a lefty 
anyway from a stroke five years previous. Noc would 
give her uterus; she was sick of fighting doctors who 
questioned her fertility decisions. Ray said her left ear; 
plastic surgery was too expensive for the old fight 
wound. 

Stix’s throat loosens slightly. “My. Tongue,” he 
croaks. 

“But how will you taste anything?” whoops Gimmy. 
“Or lick up lucky people?” 

Stix touches right index to left. Interconnects fingers, 
flick stiffens for repeat. E. W. W. 

“Alright, alright. Ray, there’s only six of us here 
though” Gimmy continues. “How do we make a whole 
deity out of boobs, dick, an ear, ute, tongue, and arm?” 

“Good lord, fam,” Ray frowns in the way that makes 
them all smile. “There were so many more that came 
before us. Taking some pieces from the living would 
like, you know, kill them.” 

Defeating the purpose. 
“Exactly. I’m sure there are plenty of past sibs who 

would gladly give up pieces of themselves now they 
don’t need them.” 

Kal rubs her hands together, skin rasping like old 
paper. “Creepy grave robbing, but okay.” 

Ray pulls out zir tablet. “Suggestions. And, go!” 
“Freddie Mercury’s vocal chords!” 
“The blood spilled by all them gays fighting Nazis!” 
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“Helen Keller’s hands!” 
“Shit, can you get Helen Keller’s hands, love?” 
“Don’t be vile. She was a great woman.” 
“Amelia Earheart’s inner ear fluid.” 
“Was she bi, though?” 
“In my dreams, she is.” 
All the hair of black trans women that’s been washed 

down the drain. 
“Fucking A-plus deity afro, friendo.” 
Big as a mother fucking galaxy, bitch. We will see 

them coming. 
They continue in this way until Bryn wanders away 

from the party and Stix breaks out the cheap bourbon. 
By the time the darkness has risen, Ray has a hefty 
shopping list to work with. 

What can this deity do? Stix must concentrate to 
make sure everyone is following his words. Do we just 
point and shoot along the strings of history and say Kill 
Hitler? 

“I’d love to scrub despots from history as much as 
the next person, but that’s not how causality works,” 
Ray says, nodding with approval at the shopping list. 
“We have to be more strategic. Eliminate one person 
and another will just take their place. Always plenty of 
genocidal assholes to deal with. Our Queer-As Deity 
would never get anything else done.” 

“That’s depressing,” mutters Gimmy. 
“Choose events small enough not to create a tsunami 

in the oceans of the universe, but big enough to create 
cascade effects that’ll nudge the cosmic tides.” 

For an atheist, you’ve really thought this out. 
Ray wiggles zir well-shaped eyebrows. 
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“So, we have to decide the outcome before we 
choose the cause,” Kal says, stroking the pastel colours 
on her neck. “That’s easy. Peace, love, and an end to the 
gendered hetero-patriarchal hegemony!” 

Ray pinches the bridge of zir nose and takes another 
sip of bourbon. 

“Nah nah, my good bitch,” Noc flaps her hands, 
sending the camera wobbling. “That would require 
completely wiping out all of humanity and starting 
again back around single celled organisms.” 

Scratchy shrugs. “Doesn’t sound like a bad plan to 
me. I for one welcome my algae overlords.” 

Think smaller, Stix signs. A pathway to worldwide 
socialized healthcare that incorporates gender 
reassignment, mental health care, sex education, and 
resources for AIDs and STDs and the like. 

“You call that small?” Gimmy laughs. “Why not 
eliminate AIDs all together? No epidemic. No lost 
generations. Or go further back. Make it so we don’t 
have to fucking fight at Stonewall and every little piece 
of legislation that wears us down like water on stone. 
Trans people walking freely without a target on our 
backs. How does our Deity make that happen?” 

You can’t just eliminate an entire disease. There are 
too many cascade factors in its evolution to be sure you 
get all of them. Like picking all those Nazis off. 

“Butterfly farts,” Noc hiccups. 
Right. 
“And we’d have to be careful about what things we 

choose to change, because not all our history is 
available to us,” Scratchy says, sober because of her 
blood thinning medication. “Or it’s been warped by 
cishet perception.” 
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Stix sits forward on the cushions of the broken old 
loft couch, hands stiff. The Sexualwissenschaft purge. 

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Ray says. 
“Save the whole institute before the purge,” Noc 

says. “Get them to open it somewhere else. 
Switzerland.” 

Bitch please, nowhere was safe. There’s still Nazi 
gold in those Swiss banks. And the Germans were doing 
amazing work on gender and sexuality before those 
Nazi fucks came along. Don’t take that from their 
history. 

Ray nods. “Right, think smaller.” 
“Give them a warning to move the institute archives 

to safety before it was burned in ‘33,” says Kal. “Then 
we don’t have to start so much from scratch.” 

Stix takes another sip of bourbon. Was this 
conversation for real? 

“That’s the first thing,” says Ray. We need two 
more.” 

Why just three things? Isn’t a Deity all powerful? 
Once we get a handle on how our changes have affected 
the world, we can send them back on another round. 

Everyone is warmer now, and it’s okay for Ray to 
clasp Stix’s shoulder. “Because like ourselves and those 
before us, our deity is only made of stardust. And 
because we all die in threes.” 

Ray is definitely drunk. It makes sense. And it 
doesn’t. But it didn’t matter. They have a plan. Save the 
Sexualwissenschaft archives. Get Jimmy Carter elected 
to a second presidential term. Convince the authors of 
New Testament gospels to chuck in a few good words 
about homosexuality because the polyam co-op who had 
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been Jesus surely meant more when they said Love Thy 
Neighbour. 

Stix goes to be bed warm. Yeah, they were being 
ridiculous to keep the pain at bay a little longer. Maybe, 
for just a moment, it didn’t matter he’d wake up 
dehydrated to a world as it had always been. A world 
without his best friend. 

A world without a Deity that could give a fuck. 

 
An alert pops up red on Stix’s screen. A vid 

conference with Kal. Too many red alerts lately. Shit, 
someone’s sick? Been attacked? 

With a hitching sigh he flicks tabs. Fighting the 
council grants process for the co-op will have to wait. 
One can say the same thing a dozen different ways, only 
to be denied a dozen different times. 

Kal’s face is lit up with excitement as five of them 
check in; Scratchy’s still down at the deli getting lunch. 
Stix glances mournfully at his squidgy cup of ramen, 
then at Bryn, collapsed artfully on the loft couch, who 
doesn’t need to eat anymore. 

“The funding for my study trip to the Shakespeare 
Institute has been approved,” she squeals, face blurring. 
“Three months in Stratford-On-Avon, fondling original 
manuscripts, being mentored by THE Doctor Peter 
Vibrant!” 

Everyone cheers. Stix screws up his eyebrows. It was 
impossible to not be intimately acquainted with 
everyone Kal adored in the Shakes-sphere, but Vibrant 
was not a name he recalled. Maybe he forgot; he was 
like that when in a Mood. He opens another tab and 
searches. 
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You’ve decided on your thesis topic? Stix signs. 
“Only like a year ago!” Kal squishes her eyebrows 

together and pulls her head back. “So hard to think of 
something original. Every queer and their cat has a 
theory about just how bi Billy Shakes was.” 

Stix glances over Vibrant’s credentials. Pre-eminent 
Queer Shakespeare Scholar. That… that was a fully-
fledged and funded field of study? Wow, he’d really 
been doing Kal a wrong the last few months. 

Bryn shrugs. She’s wearing the op-shop kaftan he 
got her for Christmas two years back, very 70s swish. 

Kal rattles on as Stix takes slow bites of his cold 
noodles. The meta-text of pansexuality and transgender 
characters across Bill’s work? Bit of a stretch. He’d 
done subtext and het-cross dressing at best so he didn’t 
get read for filth by Liz The Original. 

Stix tries not to look at Ray’s panel, but zir eyes 
seem to be boring out of the screen. He’s relieved once 
all the enthusing is over and they make plans for 
celebratory drinks later that week. 

Feet on the creaking loft stairs, soft, slow, a green 
alert. Ray. 

Ze leans on the doorframe. Just the way Bryn used to 
when bringing Stix tea or a cola. Stix signs him to enter, 
to leave that Bryn shaped space alone. 

Sup? 
“How’s this round of grant applications going?” The 

old couch accepts Ray’s tall frame with a creak, sitting 
where Bryn had been only a moment ago. Ray thinks ze 
is so clever sitting lower in Stix’s sightline. 

Good. Will be all done by the end of the day and will 
have the report to the committee by tomorrow. 
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“No rush.” Ray brushes the air with a big hand. “We 
have plenty to tide us over into the next month.” 

That’s a lie. 
You’re doing that thing, he signs. 
“Guilty.” Ray holds up both hands with a smile. 

“You were preoccupied during that call.” 
Preoccupied. Stix gestures at his screen. Hungry. 
“That’s not it. You started to disassociate.” 
Stix shrugs. Sorry. Good news caught me off guard. 

It’s been… his hands fall into his lap. 
“Don’t need to apologize to me. I’m always here to 

talk. Just make an appointment to make it official, eh?” 
Or go see Maisey. 
“Or go see Maisey. It’s been too long, my good 

dude. Seems with the funeral and everything it might be 
a good idea. You’ve been putting it off.” 

Stix shrugs again, glances back at the half dozen 
applications begging from his screen. He knows all the 
Ts and Cs and provisos and no-goes by heart, but he 
tries anyway, in case he hits a sympathetic evaluator just 
once. 

“Stix?” 
Sorry. 
“Yeah, you’ve been checking out a bit, friendo.” Ray 

sits forward, gentle for zir size, reaching out a hand. “I 
know you worry about the cost, but it’s okay, really. I 
insist you take your allotted co-op therapy hours.” 

Stix stares at his friend. A friend he’s known longer 
than any of the fam. The oldest of them. Not necessarily 
the wisest, but perhaps the staunchest. Sometimes it’s 
like ze’s forgotten how to cry, but joking about 
something so fraught as health care? That’s just not fair. 

What do you mean? 
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Ray scrunches his eyebrows, a mirror of the amused 
look Kal just performed. “I mean what I mean. Go see 
Maisey. Get your bloods redone, check your T balance 
is good. That sort of thing. The co-op healthcare plan 
will deal with it.” 

But… it’s not easy calling out Ray for being such an 
asshole. 

“But what?” Ray is laughing now. 
That’s just mean. His eyes are gritty with unshed 

tears. He was wrung so dry, it felt like he was crying 
straight salt. You know I can’t afford Maisey. Especially 
after we drained a lot of the coffers for Bryn. You’re 
joking. 

“No, I’m not.” Ray folds zir hands on knees, and Stix 
can’t help but appreciate zir instinct for when he doesn’t 
want to be touched. “Why would you think I would do 
something like that? Because you’re right, that’s just 
mean to make a joke out of hope.” 

You did that thing at Bryn’s wake. Stix’s hands fling 
the words. The joke about the deity. 

Ray tilts his head. 
We were drunk, and we made that—Stix’s hands 

fumble—time travelling god-thing out of spare body 
parts. 

“Figuratively I presume, not literally.” 
You don’t remember? Stix’s heart is beating way too 

fast. Where’s Bryn? Where did she go? Where does she 
go? 

“We were pretty drunk, so no,” Ray shrugs. “But if 
you say so. It sounds like something we’d do at a wake. 
We’d all like to imagine we could have circumvented 
Bryn’s cancer.” 
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Stix’s body becomes stone. He tries and fails to taste 
the air. 

His gestures are so small and fast Ray has to ask him 
to repeat. 

Bryn didn’t have cancer. She killed herself. 
“Well, you could put it that way. She chose 

euthanasia rather than suffer so much pain. But it was 
still cancer in the end. Hey, let me get us tea. You don’t 
need to talk about it. But I think you need someone to sit 
with you for a bit. Okay?” 

Stix nods. Things are fuzzy around the edges. He 
grips the edge of the desk, polished wood rough under 
his blue painted nails. 

Euthanasia? Illegal. Cancer? Maybe Bryn had kept 
the diagnosis to herself, but that didn’t seem like her. 
Queer Shakespeare? Fucking government allotted 
mental health care for the big ol’ gais? 

Maybe he was having an episode. 
It has been years since the last. He tended to ignore 

the signs. 
Not mad. Just stressed. Ask for help. That crazy list 

Ray wrote will be right there, just a simple search. 
But no matter how rational the words are, they won’t 

imprint on his irrational mind. 

 
“You’re not going crazy, Stix. And even if you were, 

we’d deal with it and make sure you get the support you 
need.” 

I’m not having a break, I’m confused. I 
don’t think you told me about your surgery. 
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Gimmy’s flat was cleaner than Stix recalls it being in 
a while, westering sunshine streaming through unfogged 
windows. Gravity is definitely on normal mode. 

Gimmy gives him a big hug, and he hunches into it. 
She lets go at the mandated time and finishes preparing 
their dinner. 

“Okay, my bad. I was a fluff head. I should have put 
it in your calendar when I joined the waiting list for my 
chest reconstruction so an approximate date reminder 
would pop up. Things got a little hectic when Bryn 
happened so fast, and I had a billionty papers due at uni. 
Same with Kal and her phalloplasty and getting 
wrapped up with trip planning. I know, I’m a walking 
contradiction, but I’m not angry with you! I can get a 
nurse on wheels.” 

But they’re so expensive! 
Gimmy puts the plate of nachos on the table between 

them and gestures to dig in. Bryn reaches for a corn 
chip, fingers scooping through the mess, and she settles 
back into the corner of the kitchen booth, eyes flicking 
between the two. Today she’s reading The Stonewall 
Reader, the last research book that had been left on her 
bedside table. She had been so close to her PhD. 

“I can get a few hours a week through the system as 
part of the surgery. Anything else, that’s what my 
Helping Hand fundraiser was for. The good old trans ten 
dollars doing the rounds. And mum can always pop in 
on the weekends.” 

Stix licks his hands clean of chilli beans and sour 
cream. Your. MOTHER? He looks to Bryn, but she’s 
been washed away by the sunshine and history. 

“Yeah, why not?” 
You and her… never mind. I was just projecting. 
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Gimmy smiles. “I understand. You got us.” 
Stix keeps his hands busy with food. 

 
Bryn visits Stix in his dreams. A lot. 
Sometimes she’s just like he remembers her, upright, 

efficient, holding a schedule tablet like she used to when 
bossing the kids around or finding one more bed for a 
lostie. Other times she’s covered in luminous paint, like 
she’s just experienced a beautiful disaster with the art 
therapy group. Always something pulses gently in her 
abdomen, too low for a heart. 

She talks, but he can’t recall the exact sound of her 
voice. While her words make perfect sense in the dream, 
he can’t remember them when he wakes. He’s left with 
the feeling she’s just exited the room, a dent where she 
sat on the edge of his bed. 

She is more Bryn than before. The shape of her is 
malleable, the twisting core of a galaxy and the shadow-
shape of many that surround her. Her skin is the same, 
with a smattering of scars along her arms and inner 
thighs. She has a crooked ear and crooked arm. Stars 
glitter in a big afro puff. Parts of her blossom with light, 
supernova under her skin. 

She looks behind her and smiles. 
Stix sees nothing of what she knows. 

 
Stix slides up to Scratchy and Noc in the common 

room. They’re hot desking for a few days, paperwork 
covering every surface, before heading back to 
parliament for a round of inter-agency meetings, bill 
submissions, and working committees. 
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Do you have some painkillers and a mini pad? Stix 
keeps his hands low, directed more towards Noc 
because she’s diligent about this stuff. I don’t want to 
break into the bathroom stores. 

Noc palms him some ibuprofen with a wry smile. 
“No pad though, love. Not something I’ve needed to 
carry for twenty years.” 

Stix blinks, blinks again. She’s always complaining 
about… no. 

“Thought you didn’t get periods anymore,” Scratchy 
murmurs. 

I don’t. Stress spotting. A little cramping. That’s 
all. He shrugs. 

Scratchy scrabbles in her bag with her prosthetic 
hand. Stix wants to say that’s new, but it looks well 
worn, comfortable, and vaguely expensive. 

“Tampon?” 
NO. 
She finally finds a crumbled pink packet. Holding it 

close to his body, Stix scoots off to the toilet. 
He sits in there for a long time, trawling through 

Ray’s public co-op intranet files on his tablet, but he 
can’t find the deity body part shopping list. Ze would 
have saved it to their jokes folder, but it was also like zir 
to delete extraneous files. 

Stix stares at the toilet tiles for another long time. 

 
The city slides smoothly by a few metres below. The 

warm sun and expansive sky above. Endless cups of tea 
at hand. The easy-hard splendour of the co-op at his 
back. 
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The first-floor balcony is the perfect place to work 
on a Friday afternoon. 

It almost feels like a different world compared to the 
days surrounding Bryn’s death. The workpeople relining 
and carpeting the new bunkrooms have gone for the 
day, and it’s quieter. A double carriage from the city’s 
new light rail hums by, and there seems to be more 
electric scooters and cars than Stix recalls. The air even 
smells clearer. People wave up at them. 

Sucking up the courage to go see Maisey had made a 
difference. He wasn’t having a break. He’d had memory 
glitches before, his brain’s way of protecting him from 
the hurt. 

He hadn’t told Maisey about his dreams, though. 
There is still that spike of loss when they laugh about 

Bryn’s wild exploits and all the places she’d been. 
Sometimes Bryn favours him with that lopsided smile 
he adored. Stix rescues one of her shirts and keeps it 
tucked in a plastic bag to preserve the spicy-sweet 
perfume, bringing it out to cuddle only on the darkest of 
nights. Then she sits with him until he goes to sleep, 
fingers light in his hair and along his neck, just like she 
used to. 

“Hey, here’s an interesting one.” Scratchy sits up, 
beanbag rustling, trying not to disturb the co-op cat 
nestled in the crook of her neck. “The annual 
Decolonizing Sexuality conference is accepting 
abstracts. Ohh, this one’s for you Stix. Workshops on 
NGO resource management with a focus on 
accessibility.” 

“Where’s it being held this year?” Noc asks, not 
looking up from her screen, finishing up a submission 
on the adoption bill. 
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“Uganda.” 
“Cool. I enjoyed the one I went to. Few months 

before Katrina. Got to see New Orleans before the full 
rebuild.” 

UGANDA? COOL? Stix throws his hands in the air, 
and his own lap friend leaps up and stalks away, 
indignant. What in the actual Bejeezus? 

Ray pokes zir head through the bifold doors. “What’s 
the matter?” 

“Stix is getting excited about the idea of the 
Decolonizing Sexuality conference. It’s in Uganda this 
year,” says Scratchy. 

“Did you want to go, Stix?” Ray reads over 
Scratchy’s shoulder. “It would be a great trip.” 

Scratchy scrolls through the specs. “Scholarships 
too, for those who have to travel long distances.” 

“And I’m sure there’s gotta be one of those 
government grants we can hit up,” Ray nods. “You’d be 
able to figure out which one, Stix. Maybe you could 
present a paper on the app you designed for the non-
vocal clients.” 

You and I designed, Stix signs rapidly, trying to 
cover for his shaking hands. 

“I’m sure we could come up with specs for making it 
global in time,” Ray says, as if such a use of time and 
resources was no big thing. 

But it’s UGANDA! 
“A long way, I know,” says Ray. 
“I always wanted to visit one day,” sighs Noc. 

“Lovely place. Only got as far as South Africa when I 
was travelling after I finished uni.” 

Stix’s head grows very tight, like his scalp is too 
small for his skull. 
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“’Sides, if we got the funding, we could make it a 
twofer.” 

Beanbags rustle as everyone stares at Ray. Ze’s 
secret plays out in zir little grin. “Okay, I was gonna 
hold off telling anyone until potluck tonight, buuuut… 
I’ve been invited to present my thesis on Oceania 
mental health welfare for low income queer people to 
this year’s archival intake at the Sexualwissenschaft’s 
anniversary celebrations!” 

Noc and Scratchy cheer and leap up to hug the 
grinning Ray. Cats mingle about looking disgruntled. 

Stix takes a moment longer. He opens a new search 
tab, closes it. He inspects the scarf bundling Ray’s thick 
black locs off zir face. How long has Ray been growing 
zir locks and wearing a scarf to cover zir ears? Stix can’t 
remember. But that’s okay. 

It’s gonna be okay. 
Stix offers a hug. Ray is surprised and delighted, 

takes the embrace for just the right amount of time. 
Stix swallows, nods to show he’s about to vocalize 

so the others stop to patiently listen. He tries to say 
‘congratulations’, but it gurgles in his throat. The 
muscles are loose, the imperative is there, but his tongue 
is not co-operating. He shrugs and signs instead. 

Maisey has suggested he returns to speech therapy 
only if he wants, but hey, there are lots more ways to 
communicate than just by speech. 

When Scratchy and Noc rush to get beer o’clock 
started, Ray grasps Stix’s shoulder for a moment. And 
only a moment. “Everything okay?” 

The backyard vegetable boxes need prep for winter. 
Their bed numbers licence needs upgrading because 
there’s been an influx of queer refugees from Chechnya 
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and the Syrian war. It’s a constant struggle to keep on 
top of the hate graffiti and broken windows. Ray could 
use another counsellor on zir team. One of the cafeteria 
cookers has broken down. Their art and craft supply is 
woefully tatty. And then there was the funding round for 
the solar panels 

Yeah, he signs. Couldn’t be better. I’m proud of you, 
friendo. 

Ray blushes, something Stix hasn’t seen from zir 
in… well, maybe ever. “Thanks. That means a lot.” 

Stix couldn’t wait to dream of Bryn that night, to tell 
her all about it. 

 



	

 

Demon Summoning for the 
Modern Femme 
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Do you know what happens to little girls 
who ask too many nosy questions? 
 
Slumber party girls with cupcake icing 
around your pink mouths, 
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fingers on the yardsale ouija board 
with nails painted powder blue? 
 
Braveheart girls who call forth unknown spirits and 
demons 
as if the act is no more dangerous than 
riding your femmegang bicycles or walking down a 
busy street, 
catcalls sticking like burrs to your school uniforms? 
 
Ragefilled girls who sneak out of their houses to kiss 
boys 
or other girls, to go to climate change protests 
or write rainbow slogans on heart-shaped placards? 
 
Do you know what happens to little girls 
who ask too many nosy questions? 
Sometimes, they find all the answers. 



	

 

This Soundless Murk 
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Bathe me 
darling take my hair between your hands 
drag this comb through it, do not mind how it rips and it 
snags. 
I like the feel of teeth against my scalp. I don’t feel 
much, any more, 
you know? Oh darling 
I see you try to warm my bluish flesh and I thank you 
in kind and kindly, but I have been in this lake for so 
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long I have forgotten the taste 
of the sun, and of fire, and of the pulse of blood within 
my wrists. 
Did you know, darling 
once I sung strains, sweet-lipped and scarce 
tied rose ribbons to tree boughs and swam 
deep through snow. I was red cheeked 
and unbroken, swept up in the romance of the pines, 
the swallowed songs of birds. I forget how long ago that 
was now, 
darling. I think perhaps my body is buried near here, 
here 
or perhaps not, perhaps where this lake used to rest its 
swollen banks. 
Did you know lakes travel, darling? They move 
like bent over old men, so slow. It was so long ago. I am 
very tired, darling— 
it is hard to remember when you have been so very long 
in the cold. Isn’t the frost pretty 
this time of year? I like to count the creatures that fall 
between the gaps in the ice. 
Will you join me, darling? I will welcome you 
with grasping arms. 
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