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Editorial
Djibril al-Ayad

What sort of a world are we leaving behind us?
What will historians, and especially archaeologists of
other species, say when they look back at the material
remains we have left? Will we be a sorry grease spot in
the geological record? Will our self-important and selfserving words be read as epic poetry, or will they be
read at all? Will our hollow homes, our fossilised
remains, our poisoned landscapes, our mass extinction
events, tell a story?
Or will we tell our own stories—in sustainable
words, in magic thread, in space-faring vessels, in
animated scrap metal companions, in legacy, in
memorial, in empathy?
The stories and poems in this issue do all of these
things, and while we cannot say how far into the future
they will be read, we can enjoy them today. Kudos to
Jennifer R. Donohue, Shelly Jones, Nicasio Andres
Reed, Hester J. Rook, Sarah Salcedo, E. Saxey, Mary
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Soon Lee and William Squirrell for their immortal
words, and glory to Eric Asaris, L.E. Badillo, Jason
Baltazar, Fluffgar, Cécile Matthey, Sarah Salcedo,
Katharine A. Viola and Valeria Vitale for the artworks
that tell stories alongside them.
Djibril al-Ayad, July 2021
Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog:
http://press.futurefire.net/2021/07/new-issue202158.html
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The Bone Prophet
Hester J. Rook
She always found the things she needed to survive.
Dusk was the best time for collecting bones. They
glowed in the half-light, pearlescent against the browngreen grasses and ash-tinged sky. She needed a femur,
still, and a skull—the one she had found was crispcharred and missing half the lower jaw, its mouth agape
in an expression of surprise. Cassandra had laughed
when she found it, the kind of hacking, desperate laugh
that heaves through the body and can, within moments,
turn to shuddering sobs. They never did listen to her.
She crawled out of her bunker (and no, of course she
had not managed to tempt a single one of her
companions to join her there, not even as the sky turned
a red that was deep and marvellous and deadly, and it
was obvious to even the most stubborn that everything
was irrevocably wrong) and she picked her way
carefully across the broken valley. This time, the event
had left the land split and blackened and soot-dusted. A
flurry of heat had licked the edge of the Earth before
darkness shrouded the planet as the sun disappeared.
But time was stirring life into the soil once more, now
that the skies were clearing. A few remaining plants
were beginning to creep back to profusion. Scuttling
insects and reptilian eyes occasionally startled her,
peering out from the new growth. She wished that, just
once, someone intelligent would survive one of the
vanishings. It had been years since she had spoken to
another person.

Hester J. Rook

The first year was easy, easy but hard, but she coped,
she always coped—with single-minded determination
she shouldered her pack every day and crept out under
the smoke-thick sky, gathering what she needed to
repair her home and find water to purify and food to eat,
trying bitterly to ignore the decomposing corpses of her
friends. That was the nature of her curse, you see—fated
to know and overcome every catastrophe, never to be
believed, and to live through the loneliness after.
There! A thorny thicket burst up against the bank of
what used to be a dam. A tendril had wound its prickly
way through one eye socket, but there on the ground lay
a near perfect, fist-sized hadrosaur skull. With a little
whoop and a hiccupping sob Cassandra tore out the
brambles so fast and heedless that thorns tore through
her skin. She snatched the skull from the ground,
precious white treasure, and tucked it to her chest.
She searched for the remaining part for months,
perhaps years, perhaps decades—it was hard to tell, her
days merging into sticky sunrise after sticky sunrise, as
each dawn the sky became clearer and warmer and she
felt the sun heavy against her skin. She rejected the halfburied femur of what she suspected might be a
deinocheirus—it was too large, so large it would be
comical, and she did not know if she had the skill to put
something together from so many mismatched parts.
The femur of an unaysaurus was better, but hollowed
out by age and neglect and, yes, those were teeth marks,
that wouldn’t do. Cassandra bit her lip so hard it drew
blood but reverentially placed the bone down and
continued her search.
The sky was mauve, the sun crisply peering over the
horizon, its last glance out over the land before it
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plunged the valley into gloom. The nights were
becoming more temperate, reaching temperatures
Cassandra had not felt since before the vanishing, and
she could finally see the prick of a handful of
glimmering stars. She trod icy prints across the frosted
ground.
The femur was waiting for her in the dried-up
remains of the creek. The long bone was the only
salvageable part of the limusaurus, its skeleton set out
pristine like the branches of a pale eucalypt against the
sky.
She always did find the things she needed to survive.

Illustration © 2021, Valeria Vitale.

On her workbench she laid it all out. The bones first,
arranged in a rough approximation. She dyed them and
covered them in leaves and seed-heads and anything,
really, to resemble a coating of feathers. Nothing
lifelike, but perhaps sometimes she could close her eyes
and hear the rustling and pretend.
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She attached each component with care, tongue out,
respectfully arranging each part of the whole, her
fingers cold but the beat of her heart tense and frantic
with hope and anticipation. Finally, the last socket was
wired tight, and she flicked a switch, placed down her
tools and waited.
With the tiniest, almost imperceptible, scratching
sigh, her new companion twitched to a simulacrum of
life. It turned its head and searched out Cassandra’s eyes
with its own empty sockets.
Cassandra, tense as the sky before a storm, let out a
shaky laugh and scritched the creature along its leafy
back. It arched under her fingers and turned in a tight
circle, before investigating the discarded tools.
Cassandra could not be sure, but she felt deeply that the
tiny creature was pleased.
“There, darling, there. Wait with me. Wait with me
until I am no longer alone.”
The little bone-robot bared its dinosaur teeth in
agreement and settled in beside its person, ready to wait
out the long millennia.
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Stitched
Sarah Salcedo

Illustration © 2021, Sarah Salcedo.

Cara walked through the woods, dagger drawn in one
hand, the other hand clutching her cloak against a sharp
wind that wound its way through the barren trees. Her
eyes searched the dark. Bushes bucked and rolled
against the wind, every silhouetted shape was a creature
about to lunge at her, every branch a claw ready to rend.
The tangled web of wilderness at night had always
terrified Cara, long before she had to make her home in
the forest. The beast hadn’t returned from the dead
yet—Cara would feel it through their connection when
it did.
The reverberations of the cord that stretched taut
between them hummed when plucked. Just now it felt
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eerily quiet, but she could still feel the tension: the wolf
would come for her. She tightened her grip on the cloak
and kept walking, the red of the cape caught by the wind
and patches of moonlight. She could not be caught off
guard again.
She pushed back her hood and looked up, moonlight
tracing soft lines around her face, lighting up her eyes
against the shadows around her. She couldn’t afford to
panic, but she wore her fear as heavy as the cloak
pressing down on her shoulders.
Her blade was freckled in blood, its hilt and her hand
splattered scarlet as well. She stopped to wipe it off with
the edge of her cloak. All evidence of the fight
disappeared into the crimson fabric. The smell
lingered—a reminder of her failure. Images of her
grandmother’s bed torn asunder ripped through the
forest scenery. Her breath was thin and sharp in her
chest and a tight fist of fear pummeled her stomach. In
the darkness, she saw Gran’s death played over and
over—her glassy stare, her open mouth frozen in horror,
the wolf grinning at her, its mouth full.
Pale light falling through tree breaks caught the color
of her hood as she ran, like a sword drawing fresh
blood, a bloom of scarlet in the dead dark. It wasn’t so
much the sight of her that was the liability, but the scent
of blood covering her. If she could remove the red, she
would’ve done it two years ago when the village elders
had stitched it on. She was at least a few miles from the
nearest stream to wash in and snow had melted in this
part of the woods a week before. She would be leaving
her scent, as well as the scent of her grandmother and
the beast, all woven together like a rope binding her to
the site of her Gran’s murder.
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Cara had attacked the beast before. They’d been
sparring since she’d first entered the woods those two
years before, but she hadn’t killed it before the other
night. While she had been told that its kind did not die,
it still shocked her to feel it come back twice more
since—it was like her sternum snapped and a low note
thrummed through her, pulling her in a particular
direction. After killing it the first time, she had fled to
Gran’s, hoping she was free. Then she felt the snap, the
tug, and heard the growl. Gran shouted “run.” Cara saw
the blood spray like mist through the cottage as the
wolf’s claws flew.
She had paid her price for trying to be free. She
sheathed her dagger and cursed. It was still out there. It
wouldn’t let her go. If she could just reach the cave
Gran had told her about—a thin hope at best—maybe
she’d find a way…
Cara shook her head. Hope felt foolish after so much
loss, but what else was left to her but the pursuit of it?
All Reds died eventually. If she was going to be the
exception she needed to keep moving and stop hoping
for a salvation that would never come.
The sunlight was beginning to break scarlet over the
eastern mountains like a ripped seam by the time she
reached the damp creek bank. Shadows slid away deep
into the forest as the sun rose. The sound of the stream
whispering over stones relaxed Cara. She was relieved
to stop after a long night of running and dropped to her
knees in the soft mud. Everything hurt. Her muscles felt
shattered by asphyxiation and her feet had long since
passed numb and gone into a deep, bone ache. She
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crawled into the cold water, her palms steadying
themselves on the smooth basalt rocks beneath the swift
current.
At least some red washes off. She watched the water
catch ribbons of dried blood from her fingers and wrists,
carrying them downstream. She looked behind her.
Nothing in the woods stirred. She took off her pants and
slid her blouse down, tossing each garment into a nook
in the river rocks.
She touched the stitching in her shoulders—the
thread redder than the cloak itself, runes embroidered
deep into her muscles. She gathered the cloak up into
her arms in front of her and tied it into a knot, enough to
keep it out of the way while she washed.
Shivering, she tried to be thorough without exposing
herself for too long. The wind was especially rough and
the weight of the balled-up cloak tore at her shoulders,
though not enough to break the skin. Nothing had ever
been enough to break the bonding. The cloak only
stayed knotted for a few minutes. It was a stubborn
cloth, resisting any tear she had tried to make at it with
knives. It wouldn’t break or rip or fray.
Gran had been the only one to speak with her after
the village had condemned her to the red cloak. As the
village healer, Gran wasn’t afraid to seek Cara out in the
woods and invite her back to her hut that was well
beyond the village border. She would sniff, when Cara
would ask about the danger, that she’d like to see how
the village would fare the next winter when sickness fell
if they chose to come after her.
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Cara shuddered remembering those nights with Gran.
She never stayed long, Gran had too many patients
seeking her aid to make that an option. But it had
seemed like an immovable piece of home. Even after
Cara lost everything, she always thought she’d have
Gran. She had actually laughed one night, after the wolf
had told her there was always more that she could lose.
“I’ve lost everything already,” she had scoffed.
“You could lose me,” it answered.
Its smoke-colored fur caught the light of the fire that
lay between them. It was a color that was hard to look
at, a mixture of black and gray that resembled a midwinter fog on the moors.
Cara scowled.
“I’ve tried to lose you.” She grabbed her dagger and
pointed, in a broad elliptical slash, to the dozen or more
scars she had given it.
“All you do is try,” it replied in a disinterested tone,
“and fail. But what about the day I lose you? You might
anger me, and make me do something rash. You’re
special, but not like me. Your kind only die once.”
“How many times do your kind die,” she said. “I’d
like to count it down.”
The wolf grinned. Its teeth glimmered in the dark.
“We could try again and again, but you’ll never do it.
You’re weak.”
It had jumped to bite at her and had laughed when
she jumped back.
It was always like that. Or worse.
Cara’s eyes stung with tears as she looked down.
Scars adorned her arms. There were plenty of times it
hadn’t played around with threats. And yet she had gone
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back to it, to enjoy its fire, eat the food it killed, talk
with it, and worst of all—to share its company.
Wolves were supposed to be the death of their Reds.
They weren’t supposed to bond. Cara had thought
herself the exception. But now, she wondered if this was
how eventual doom came about—stupidity and trust.
Her sleep-exhausted brain had begun to lose track of
how far she had traveled that day. She had to keep
running until she reached the river—then she would
head north. She kept seeing Gran—her mangled body
had been caught in the mouth of the wolf. It had only
just released her body when Gran writhed, her arm
thrusting upward to bury a dagger deep in its chest. Her
last breath had been to save her granddaughter. Cara
wept as the night, and a rising yellow moon, overtook
the forest and swallowed the wilderness in jagged pale
light and deep pits of darkness.
The year before, on the anniversary of her Stitching,
Gran had told Cara that only a third of Reds made it as
long as she had after receiving the cape and the
banishment.
“Your wolf must be getting hungrier,” she had said.
Cara shrugged.
“It has rabbits. Deer. Sometimes another wolf. The
regular kind, obviously. Nothing like him.”
“Do you know what it is, my love?”
Cara pursed her lips. “A demon.”
Gran squinted, peering into Cara for another moment
before shaking her head.
“Yes and no. More no than yes, from what I know.”
“What do you know?” Cara snapped.
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She hated yelling at Gran, but it had been a year
since she’d seen her mother and father, a year since
she’d seen her sisters, her friends, and danced with them
in the village square. What did Gran know about
sleeping in the woods with a beast as your companion?
What did she know about being chased into the forest
by the people who’d raised you, harried by spears and
pitchforks? Being called a monster? Reviled and run out
into the wild?
Gran grabbed the quilt from Cara’s shoulders, a
move that read for a moment like a rebuke, but she laid
it over both their legs and jabbed at the spaces in the
middle where the map was embroidered.
“If you want to know what I know, go here. Once
upon a time, before we treated those we love with such
fear, we made journeys in our youth to know ourselves.”
Her fingers traced the black thread along the stream,
past standing stones, through the darkest part of the
forest, along a river, across a valley, and into the Great
Forest. In the heart of that forest, after a cliff, was a cave
embroidered in red.
“You’re stronger than you know, Cara. Even when
you feel at your weakest.”
Now Gran was gone and there was no map but the
memory of one in Cara’s mind. But it was the only thing
she could think of—the only thing she could focus on
besides the memory of her Gran’s vacant eyes.
Cara felt the wolf return at sunset. She breathed a
sigh of relief. It wasn’t much of a head start, but it was
better than if he’d returned last night as she had feared.

15

Sarah Salcedo

Or it’s been alive for hours, and it’s getting closer
now. Two years in and there was still so much about
their bond that she did not understand.
She turned to look behind her. The wind was felt like
an icy razor against her cheeks. She was glad she had
taken the time to dry her clothes before dressing again.
She glared into the lilac-hued woods, twilight
elongated shadows and filled them with a haunted light.
Inside she felt tainted by the stain of her failure, the
cumulative shame of all her banishment. She clenched
her jaw, tried to ignore the tears stinging her eyes. She
was close to the final valley before the wilderness
opened up.
There was only one small village in sight near her
crossing point through the valley. It was half the size of
the one where she’d grown up. Winter had only just
ended and she was far enough north that there would be
no crops to hide her crossing, but going around would
take her to the river. There’d be no safer crossing there.
She had tried to sneak into a village south of her
former one a year and a half before to buy bread—one
can only forage for mushrooms and enjoy wolf-caught
squirrel for so long before becoming desperate for a
good loaf of warm bread. She had been caught and only
saved from the swords of the villagers by the wolf.
“When you die, it’s in my jaws only,” it had said that
night after she’d tried to thank it. It was one of the many
nights she had mistaken that kind of act for friendship.
Cara peered out from behind a bush and through the
remaining tree line. Stumps of trees lined the edge of the
fields, a massacre for the sake of the village. Funny how
she felt more protective of the forest, even if it
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intimidated her, than she did of the people trying to
carve out a living from it.
No, not funny. She touched the rough stitched runes
above her collar bones where they bonded the cloak to
her.
This village probably stitches girls too, and anyone
else who scares them. Old gods demand obedience. We
become sacrifices if our behavior deviates from what
they—
A twig cracked in the forest. Cara’s breath caught.
Was her wolf closing in? It was barely dark enough to
keep moving. If she moved out now, she might be
spotted. If she stayed, she might be caught by the wolf.
Making up her mind, Cara started walking again. She
kept her back turned away from the village to keep the
remaining light from catching her red cloak.
There were no old gods in the forest that she had
met. There had never been anything beyond spirits like
her wolf, but they weren’t worshipped. They were used
to punish the aberrant. The people who acted like
wolves, taking anything they wanted, ripping and
rending—those people ended up leading the villages
once the ones they had hurt were stitched into the red
and sent away. No killing in the villages. That was the
old law. Thieves and murderers were sent down river,
but anyone who deviated, as the elders saw it, from the
law of the old gods by who they loved, how they lived,
if they merely thought and acted differently from others,
anyone who disrupted the typicality of tradition—they
were stitched to the red. Once left in the woods, their
wolves were drawn to them. Their fates were sealed.
Most died immediately. Very few lasted their first
year. No one befriended their wolves.
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Maybe if I hadn’t, Gran would still be alive, if I’d
just run like all the others and let it rip me to shreds.
Cara was halfway across the large field. A few
villagers could be seen on the outskirts of the village,
specks in the distance. She stopped, memories welling
up at the sight of it. It was foolish. If someone spotted
her, she’d be run down with pitchforks. Reds belong
deep in the woods, down the throats of their wolves, and
never near a strange village. But Cara was tired, and sat
behind some bushes to watch the early evening
preparations as the villagers wandered through the
lavender twilight to their homes.
“Home” hit Cara square in the chest. When she was a
little girl, she believed she was good and only evil
people got stitched. As she grew older, she realized the
reasons for being seen as different, as deviant, as an
“other” were as varied and unimportant as trying to
count the number of fish in the river. Labeling some
people as “correct” and other people as “wrong” was
how the elders had maintained control in a dark and
fearful age.
Cara hadn’t seen anything “wrong” in herself, what
others had labeled rebellious and willful, even strange,
until it was too late. Her reasons for being stitched were
too numerous for the elders to name, and yet not one
stood out when she asked why—she was too much, too
wild, too dangerous, but for loving who she wanted, for
saying what she wanted, for thinking how she wanted,
Cara had still tried to be a blessing to the village. To
become unwanted, to be labeled a liability, was a shock
even after a lifetime of being told that she had not fit in.
She shook herself out of her memories. The wolf
would close the distance if she sat longer. She stood up
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and continued walking. She hoped no one would look
up from their chores to see her red cloak from the
village. She scowled as her pace quickened.
Papa chased me out. Mama helped stitch me. Cara’s
face was a perfect storm as she hurried across the
fields. Monster, they called me. I wouldn’t go back even
if I was free.
She stopped walking. She caught the scent of
madder, marjoram, and mandrake on the air. She turned
towards the village and saw it. In the square was a
young girl, a few years younger than herself, tied to a
pole. She was dressed in black, her hair already shorn. A
cauldron boiled a few feet away. They were preparing
her cloak.
Cara’s fists flexed at her side as pain tightened her
stomach. She wanted to go to the girl. They’d spot her,
though. They’d run her down. But the girl needed help.
What help can I give—I can’t even save myself?
A voice from the village cried out, snapping Cara out
of her deliberations.
“Red Hood! Red Hood!”
Someone had spotted her. The call was taken up by
others in a chorus. She hoped they didn’t have horses as
she broke out into a run.
The shouts grew closer. She was still too far from the
woods, the light still too bright as night lingered on the
edge of the day for her cloak to stop waving down every
close-minded man and his sheep wife within a mile. Her
panting was ragged. A quarter mile. She focused on the
woods, heaving in and out, sprinting like a deer away
from them.
At least a dozen men followed. Torches. Weapons.
No horses. She reached the woods and began weaving
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through the trees as she ran. She didn’t know this area.
This was the beginning of the Great Forest and there
was no river on Gran’s map, just the cave.
I have to run until I can’t. She could fight, but a
dozen men were too much without her wolf and the time
for their partnership was done.
She saw their torches out of the corners of their eyes.
An arrow whizzed past her head. They weren’t just
trying to capture her to wait for her wolf to come. They
were going to kill her.
Another arrow clipped the side of her head. She felt
blood on her ear.
Enough. She wheeled around, dagger drawn. Gran
had snuck it to her after the Stitching. “You don’t have a
wolf’s teeth, my love. But you can draw blood just as
easily.”
Once Cara had begun visiting her again, Gran had
taught her to lunge and parry.
The wolf had taught her to kill.
Cara crouched, one hand outstretched to feel the air,
to balance herself. She had learned to feel the tension of
the air in moments like this.
The men caught up to her. They spread out in a
circle, their faces grinning like the wolves they gave
their daughters to, their eyes as dark as the night that
had finally covered them all.
The youngest of the group, a ruddy-cheeked youth
near sixteen or seventeen, lunged first as the men began
to laugh. Cara dodged to the side. She slid around him
as he passed by, slashing him under the ribs on his right
side. Let him learn before coming near again.
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“No one has to die tonight, not if you let me go
further into the forest. Go back to your homes and to the
children you’ll eventually betray and leave me be.”
Cara winced inside as she said it. She should’ve left
that last bit out. No parent liked to think they were evil
for sacrificing their child for the sake of a code, what’s
considered normal and acceptable to those who
followed the old ways. The way the community was
stitched together by that code was more important than
the red thread woven into the muscle of a loose or
willful girl or a boy who preferred other boys. Those
parents called it love, even as their children were ripped
from their arms. The faces of the men had hardened
even further. Two more jumped for her arms.
Cara spun around, her dagger slashing at their
outstretched palms. She landed on the ground, her
weapon hand stretched up to the side, her free hand on a
rock at her feet. Coming up, she flung it at the man who
appeared to be leading the pack, and stabbed a man who
grabbed her from behind as she twisted counter to his
movement, under his arm, grabbing his wrist, and
flinging him into the other men.
Three men had swords drawn and were advancing. It
wasn’t enough. She backed up, dagger pointing to each
of them in turn, her heels trying to sort out the ground
behind her.
“Come with us, Red. Your wolf will come and our
crops will be blessed if it kills you in our fields.”
“That’s not how it works, Alfe,” a grizzled old man
barked at the leader of the group. “Wolves steal the
winter. Next winter will be a month shorter if it kills her
here. Don’t have to be inna field.”
A few other men nodded. Cara narrowed her eyes.
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“The wolves aren’t gods and they’ll kill you as soon
as they’ll kill me,” she growled at them.
“Don’t you dare speak again, monster. It’s
blasphemy to speak to or hear from the Stitched.” The
leader looked at the rest of the group with a look that
said he meant that as much for her as for the rest of
them.
“Get her.”
Those with swords lunged first. Cara dropped down
and rolled away but a sword caught her in the arm. She
jumped to her feet in a blur, turning to run as an arrow
caught her in the shoulder. Still, she ran. She heard the
thrum of a pulled bowstring, the crack of its release. It
hit her in the back. Her breath caught and she waited for
an arrowhead to emerge above her heart, but nothing
followed. A bruise blossomed next to her spine.
The cloak.
Nothing rips it, nothing breaks it.
She stopped and, pulling the hood up over her head
as she drew the cloak around her body, ran towards the
men with her dagger out, laughing.
Swords and arrows hit her. She stumbled and it took
all her strength to keep from being knocked over, but
the cloak kept all things from piercing through. She
slashed out from underneath it and drew blood, causing
surprise and fear from the untested farmers who had
never known a real fight in their lives.
Every time they tried to grab her, she cut deeper and
deeper. The cloak was a shield and she lashed out from
every end of it as she swirled it around her, keeping
them guessing.
She couldn’t risk looking up and out from under the
hood, though. Cara felt for the tension, watched the
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ground for feet and moved as fast as she could until her
dagger found nothing. She was clubbed by the swords
that caught her unaware, but she paid them back twicefold, two cuts for every blow.
After a while, hands had stopped grabbing at her,
swords had stopped swinging into her. There was
nothing but silence.
Cara took a deep breath and pushed her hood back.
The men were running back to the village. She
allowed herself a half-smile before she grimaced in
pain. There would be more. With ropes next.
She had to keep moving.
Cara felt the pull of the wolf south of her. The
crackling buzz of their bond did not let her know the
exact distance. He had at least crossed the village. She
narrowed her eyes as she imagined those dung-filled
villagers cheering it on.
If I could just sit and rest for a moment… She looked
at the sloping trunk of a large oak longingly as she
passed it. She could barely see it, but the arc of it looked
inviting. Moonlight did not reach her in the Great Forest
the way it had in the woods where she’d been living.
The trees overhead stretched up for miles it seemed. She
hoped she was still going in the right direction, now that
the stars had been lost and her familiar trails left far
behind. Her feet were so heavy and she knew how slow
she was going.
“You’re a long way from home, little one.”
She wheeled around, panic surging like lightning
through her veins, waking her up.
The wolf was nowhere, but she heard its voice.
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“Do you remember the first time we met?”
It let loose a low growl on the “R”s in “remember.
“You were crying, shoulders bleeding, naked and
bruised and muddy. Tied to that ridiculous stake in the
clearing. I used my teeth to cut you free.”
“So you could eat me.”
“Of course.” She saw its eyes flash yellow and then
it was gone again, swallowed in shadow. It was circling
her.
“But I didn’t run. I hadn’t run until I killed you the
other night.”
“You caught me by surprise.” It sounded offended.
“Most aren’t given daggers.”
Cara closed her eyes hard and waited before opening
them again. She saw a bit more around her than she had
before as her pupils opened, adjusted more to the dark
than they had a moment before. She remembered the
cloak offered protection and drew the hood a little
lower, her eyes on her feet, waiting with her hand on the
dagger, the other hand gripping her own stomach.
“Once killed, twice killed, you’ll die again tonight,”
she sang to it.
She was crying beneath the cloak but her anger, her
exhaustion, was producing a strange humor at the
situation.
“Time to sleep again, wolf. I can rest before you
come back.”
“I’m sure you’d like that,” it said, farther away, “but
I’d rather keep you awake. You’re funny when you’re
tired. You’ve always been funny, and I like to play with
my food.”
Its claws came out of nowhere, grazing where the
hood covered her eyes, but catching her on the chin.
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Blood ran down her neck. Its claws caught her shoulder
too, but the cloak protected her there.
Cara felt it pass behind her. She whirled around.
Nothing.
“If you hadn’t killed me, if you had not said you
were leaving me for that old woman, then she’d be alive
now. You made me do an awful thing. Such a sweet
lady.”
Cara couldn’t wait. She began to walk forward in the
direction of the cave—she hoped. If it was going to
attack, this was her best bet.
“You know the rules, Cara,” it continued. “You’re
bound to me until I decide to end you. You mistook our
cohabitation as permission—”
“Permission for what?” she scoffed, her voice
shakier than she had hoped it would sound. “To exist?
To not be cursed? To lead my life?”
Cara whipped around, the breeze pushing back her
hood. She was face to face with the wolf.
“Yes. All of it. You have no permission, no rights,
no freedom. You have no ability to grant yourself that.
Permission implies authority. I’ve given you time and
that ends now. You have nothing left but your fate.”
It looked down at her cloak. “You are going to die
tonight. You have had more than enough time to get
used to the way this world works.”
Cara cried out as she drew her dagger, her free hand
pulling her hood just far enough over her face that she
could see what she was aiming at. She slashed at the
wolf’s neck and drew the cloak around her chest as it
opened its mouth, biting down hard on her arm through
the fabric. The vice-like strength of its jaw hurt, but it
didn’t pierce the fabric. The wolf shook her by the arm
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until she felt her shoulder strain. Cara passed the dagger
to her free hand and thrust out from beneath the cloak
into the wolf’s heart.
“Not dying tonight,” Cara whispered.
“The night is young,” the wolf mumbled, its mouth
still full of her cloak, still clamped down on her arm.
Its breathing slowed as its body jerked. It stopped
and she felt the heat begin to slip away from it. She
waited until its jaw loosened before pulling away.
Who knew how much time she had now or how far
the cave was? If there really was a cave? She closed her
eyes for a minute, willing a night’s worth of sleep into
her slow and practiced breathing.
She ran.
Cara came to a cliff the next day around noon. The
ground had been heaved up, exposing ancient roots,
rocks and bones in its soft earth.
The cliff seemed to stretch up as far as she could see
through the assemblage of man-sized tree trunks. She
dug her fingers into the dirt. Grabbing a hold of the
closest root to her head, she pulled herself up and began
to climb. She kept on until her fingers found level
ground and reaching it, rolled over to stare up above
her. She closed her eyes and caught her breath before
leaning onto her side, the cave from Gran’s quilt visible
just beyond her.
The cave had a dark and oblong entrance, a mouth of
earth distending up from the forest floor, roots and
stalactites stretching down like teeth from its ceiling.
She took in the sight of it, tears tracing their way
through the dirt on her cheeks. Gran had been right.
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Cara sat up on her knees and caught her breath. She
didn’t know what was waiting in there. Light only
stretched so far into the cave, and it terrified her. But
she had to embrace it. It was the darkness, the unknown,
or the certainty of the wolf. She got up and limped
forward into the cave.
Cara was soon surrounded by nothing but black. She
tried not to focus on the nightmarish images she saw in
the dark, springing out of her mind. She imagined the
wolf lunging at her over and over in a loop. She saw her
Gran’s death, saw her parents’ ashamed faces as they
watched the runes threaded into her. She wanted
something else to focus on besides the dark. She held
out her hand for the cave wall and moved slowly along
it, her fingers sliding over the slick, wet moss. She drew
a deep breath as she paid attention to the sensation of
the cave. Her feet slid out to search for obstacles or
drops before she brought her weight forward. The air
was growing stale, smelling of iron and sulfur. Making
notes of where she was and what she felt helped steady
her.
Occasionally, the cave wall would be wet from water
traveling down either the stone or a root. She drank
from it, and smelling a root familiar to her from her
Gran’s cupboard, ate. The darkness still unnerved her,
but it was changing the more she progressed into it. She
trusted her senses, caution and courage mixed together.
It was starting to feel better than sight.
She wondered how far down she had traveled. Was it
already night above ground? It was colder where she
had descended to—the air had a damp chill that gave the
atmosphere the feeling of diving into a deep pool. It was
hours still before her foot stretched forward to search
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the ground ahead and hit a wall. She traveled along the
wall, her arm outstretched, in a large circle, the cave
walls feeling like they stretched up into a dome high
above her.
This was all there was—no way out, no hidden
victory, just this stillness. Cara fought with a moment of
confusion, of panic. Why would Gran tell her to come to
a dead end? The air was close, and the silence felt holy.
Panic subsided. She said I had to know myself. She let
go of the wall and walked into the center of the cave.
She focused on the sensation of the air, the feel of the
cool rock beneath her feet. The darkness no longer held
the afterimages of her fear. It was her guide into her
other senses.
“The end of our path at last,” the wolf said.
Cara felt its presence displace the air in front of her.
“I didn’t think you’d make it so easy for me.” It was
behind her now. “Not when you’d put up such an
entertaining fight in the forest.”
Cara wrapped her cloak around her and drew the
hood down fully over her face. She was too far from the
light for her eyes to make a difference. She clutched one
side of the cloak and spun out with it, the heavy fabric
twirling around her. She heard it catch the wolf to the
side of her and her dagger was there in an instant,
catching the wolf in its side.
It snarled and bit at her back. Its teeth scraped along
the cloth before it moved away. Cara crouched down
and spun the cloak out again, moving on all fours under
it until she felt the wolf’s paws moving out of the way.
She sprang towards it but was knocked down by the full
force of the wolf jumping towards her, pinning her
shoulders down, and the air left her lungs. She gasped
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and winced at the pain. She felt its breath on her face,
knew its teeth were right above her neck.
“You did this,” it snarled. “Everything you’ve done,
everything you are—it’s led you here. To this moment.
You’re as much of a monster as I am.”
The truth of what he said hit Cara. She smiled and
pushed the hood back and opened her eyes. She gave
into the darkness and let the blade fall to the ground.
She felt the air sizzle with potential energy around her,
like the cave was inviting her to do something that Cara
had carried in with her.
In her mind, she saw the cave opening, the earth’s
teeth. She was the cave, its roots, and the rocks. She was
the darkness, unseen and no longer defined by the red of
her cloak. She was even the wolf, its teeth, its mane, and
its sharp claws. In the darkness, she couldn’t see or the
threat panting before her—just the suffusive beauty of
black. She was now a wolf herself, the cave, and the
earth, and most of all, she was Cara and she was as good
as she wanted to declare herself to be. She was
everything she wanted to inhabit in that moment and
nothing that she had been told that she was. Her body
ripped and tore, her limbs stretching and muscles
breaking down in order to be knit into something new
and transformed. Shame and doubt slipped from her as
the darkness embraced her like a friend.
“I am a monster,” Cara said.
She opened her mouth and leapt at the wolf. She
snapped her jaws upwards into its neck. She inhaled—
smoke, sinew, blood and belief seeping through her
teeth, down her throat, into her bones. It howled and
thrashed to escape. Cara bit down deeper—pulling the
wolf apart, feeling a texture to all his lies rip between
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her teeth—a blast of something warm pulsed through
the cave.
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The wolf was no more. Cara felt the crackling energy
of the cave settle, her body returning to itself, bones
realigning and clicking back into place. On the surface,
she looked as she had before, but inside, she was
something new.
She emerged from the cave mouth into the light. Her
hand traveled up to her shoulder. The cloak was soft
now, the rough red cloth had transmuted into a dark
silver fur that covered the cape. It trailed behind her in
the dirt, no longer red but the color of smoke, of mist on
a cold night. It was even not a color, as she considered
it, but a shield from both harm and the sight of others.
She pulled it over her body, her fingers tracing its
edge until she found the seams that had been stitched
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into her. She felt the same, but stronger. Cara looked
into the forest, at its tangled darkness, and felt none of
her old panic. The wilderness had been her friend, not
the wolf. Without the red the village had forced on her,
without the fear that she had somehow deserved it, she
felt distilled. Gran said I was more than they’d said; I’m
what I have chosen to be.
She thought of the village where she’d seen the girl
tied up earlier, awaiting the same punishment as Cara.
Not if I can help it.
Cara pulled her hood down. She felt the dark
embrace her as she disappeared into it, folding her into
that same close stillness she had felt in the cave.
Hidden, she turned toward the village. She began to
run, her cloak unfurling behind her like a long shadow
stretching out at the end the day until both she and the
cloak dissolved into the forest, all of them—the girl, the
wild, and the darkness—ready to fight back.
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A dog is always crying outside my window. In the
night, and sometimes in the afternoon. It’s been going
on since I rented this room, several weeks ago now.

The Derelict

When I can sleep, although it’s still crying, I wake
ashamed.
The dog is one or two buildings away on the street
running parallel to mine. It wouldn’t be too difficult to
pinpoint by walking down the street and waiting to hear
it behind one wall or another, especially in the evening
when it’s vocalizing. I think about that a lot as I lie back
on my couch, sip warm gin, and wait for it to stop.
“I’m here about the dog,” I say to the window
screen. “My name is Elena and I live in the building
around the way. My window faces the back of your
house, so you can imagine what I hear from this
direction every night.” I light a cigarette while the
owner sputters. I assume the owner is a man because
I’m more accustomed to the cruelty of men. He
dismisses me, of course. Turns his back and says I
should leave.
I’m across the room, reaching into the fridge, pulling
out the bread and butter. “Did you get her as a puppy?” I
ask, though it matters less whether the dog is female.
“Did you choose her from the litter? What sort of life
did you imagine that you’d have together, you and the
dog?” The owner doesn’t admit to anything, but he
gives me the dog. She sits at the foot of my couch. She
shares my buttered bread. She only cries for a moment
in the mornings when I go out to look for work. It’s at
that point, before I give her a name, that I aim to fall
asleep.
This, every night, with her unvarnished suffering
echoing in every corner of my room.
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One day I go to the agency and they need five people
to work a third shift cleaning ballrooms at a hotel. I’ve
done some hospitality catering before, so I get the job.
For five days I sleep easily through the noise of rattling
traffic. No blinds on the window, so I simply turn my
face into the back of the couch and let it be enough. The
furniture came with the room. It smells of cumin and of
my cigarettes.
Saturday comes and it’s difficult to switch back to
sleeping at night. The dog is louder than I’d
remembered, and the time between her whines is more
irregular. A break that should have been long enough
for me to nod off during is instead fraught with
anticipation. She cries deep into the night. I press my
nose into the couch and say, won’t you die
already? Morning traffic is shuddering to a start when I
doze.
I’d planned to go to the laundromat on Sunday, but I
wake up late and feeling fuzzy-mouthed and dull.
There’s still plenty of time to organize my clothes and
walk eight blocks to wash them. I’d still get home
before noon. But instead I putter in my room, waste
hours trying to win back some sleep, become angry with
myself, and declare the day a loss.
I go to the bodega on the corner for cereal and milk,
and then with my purchases in a bag I walk in a circuit
around the neighborhood. The sun is neither high nor
low, its light dripping intermittently through the clouds
like a drizzle. Traffic is thin. There’s nearly nobody else
on the sidewalks except for a work crew digging
through it across the street from me. Two of them are
heads and shoulders above the pavement. The third is
just a man’s head leaning up onto the dirt. His eyes are
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closed and his hard hat is off, his hair thinning. He
doesn’t move. The other men don’t seem alarmed, but
by the look of him he could be a dead thing, flung
haphazard into this hole in the ground. I keep him in
sight until I turn the corner.
At my building there’s a letter from my brother in
the mail. He’s in Alaska, says the work is grueling, the
town is bleak, the weather is cruel. I haven’t bought a
table yet, so I write my reply on the counter by the sink.
The city is warm, very hot some days. Work is steady
enough, and easy, nothing to complain about. I’ve made
a friend, and barely have time to miss home. It’s alright
if he does, though. He’s so much further away, and
brave.
Then the night, and the dog.
I’m so thoroughly braced to hear her that it takes me
some time to notice she’s late. The tension of waiting is
nearly as poignant as her voice itself.
Who knows how long I hold my breath until she
yelps once, twice, and I can sleep.
On Monday the agency gives me three days of work
packing boxes at a printing company. The hourly pay is
lower than I usually take, but it’s first shift and on a bus
route I can catch just outside my door. They have spots
for two people: me and another woman I’ve seen in the
agency waiting room. Her name is Gema, I remember.
Gema wears her long, dark braid in a bun and says
she’s been in the city for more than a year. She’s
worked shifts at this place before.
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“Do you have your own safety goggles?” Gema asks.
I do. “Bring them so they don’t dock you for using
theirs. They charge it per shift. Ridiculous.”
We’re at the end of the spiral bindery line. The last
station before we pack the books is a 15ft-long machine
that pierces through the paper, threads a spiral of wire
through the pages, then crimps the ends of the wire to
secure it. The hydraulics hiss and choke, hiss and choke.
The wires come out sharp at the ends. Both of us take a
moment’s lull to flip through the book we’re packing. A
55-page manual for a vending machine. We share a
disappointed smile.
Sounds in this place don’t echo, everything stops
twenty feet below the high ceiling and white lights.
We’re far from any walls, arrayed across a featureless
floor. It’s the sort of space that makes me think of how
it must look from above. Spare, clean, dry. Like a home
just after a family packs their life up and leaves.
There’s a half-hour lunch. I have a cigarette on the
curb by the parking lot, then a sandwich in the break
room. On the walls are a poster of labor rights and
regulations, new and laminated, and a poster of
workplace safety policies, tattered at the edges. There
are only three chairs, all taken by permanent staff, so I
eat fast while standing, pretending to read the posters.
Gema’s nowhere to be found until we have to get back
to the line.
When I came to the city, I thought I would work in a
dressmaking shop, then earn enough to open my own.
But my cousin’s sister-in-law, a tailor who said she
could apprentice me, had a miscarriage the week I
arrived. Between the medical expense and her grief, the
plan stalled indefinitely. The agency finds me work
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most weeks, but the longer I’m here, working in these
emptied-out warehouses and back rooms and industrial
kitchens, the more I forget what it felt like to have a
plan, a picture of a future I could want. Life shrinks, or I
do. Today it’s shrunk to how the wire on the books
pricks at the callouses on my fingertips.
At the end of the shift, Gema slips one of the books
into her handbag. She sees me seeing her and raises an
eyebrow. I tuck a book under my shirt. We tumble out
the doors giggling; I invite her back to my place.
In my room, the dog has only just started to cry. She
doesn’t know yet that it won’t stop.
“I’m sorry it’s so empty right now,” I say. I should
find a table this weekend. There’s no point to living
without a table. And a lamp—the overhead bulb washes
everything bare and flat and yellow.
“You just got here,” she forgives me, and sits very
near to me on the couch.
Gema takes my beer and sets it on the floor so she
can take my face and kiss me. She’s so forward, all
mouth and legs. I’m in the cup at the bottom of her neck
when she remarks on the dog. “Will it ever stop, poor
bastard?” I shrug, out of breath. She tears her skin from
mine and gets up to shut the window and shut out the
noise.
“I’m lonely here,” I tell her, extending my arms.
I’ve never had a dog, but there was a dog that
frequented my family’s house when I was very young.
She was tall and black with white paws, a long, square
snout, and an odd little mustache like a dragon. Nobody
knew which of the neighborhood dogs whelped her,
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since she towered over them all and they tended to be
white or brown or brindle.
When we ate dinner, this dog would press her face
right up to the screen door. With her face so long she
would have to do it sideways, her lip distorting at the
pressure, her long white tooth showing. She whined just
like a human baby and her brown eyes pleaded. My
mother smacked me if she saw me saving food for the
dog, but I did it, and she ate out of my hand. Enormous,
shabby, and gentle, and still hungry when there was
nothing left.
Thursday night I’m drinking and smoking and
talking to the dog owner out the open window again.
“You could feed her your trash.” The dog cries.
“You could put her out into the street.” The dog cries.
“You could cook her and eat her; you could do
anything.” There’s the sound of a struggle.
I’ve never heard the owner be physically violent with
the dog before—I’ve never heard the owner at all, but
I’ve lived here less than two months. The sound comes
again, then quiet, then the sound again. It’s in bursts,
just like the dog’s crying. It sounds like a strong, frantic
shaking, like the owner is holding her by the neck and
lifting her off the ground entirely, throttling her and
twisting her body around with huge force. It sounds like
something is shaking itself out of the ground. The sound
is so large, so heavy. The dog doesn’t cry during the
silences, doesn’t yelp. The sound comes again, then
stops. It keeps coming.
I can’t catch my breath. I’m at the window, at the
door, sitting down, at the door again. I pick up my
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phone, though I’m not sure who I’d call. Each time the
quiet comes I think, “There, he’s finally killed her,
thank God.” Then it begins again. The fist closes behind
my ribs. My shoes are on, I’m tripping down the stairs.
The street where the dog lives is the street where the
men were digging a hole. It’s much larger now, a deep
black rectangle with concrete pipe laid out beside it,
everything under a fish-gut-pink streetlamp. Two
women on bicycles pedal down the road, then they’re
gone and there’s no noise, nothing at all.
In the spot where I’ve thought the dog must live
there’s a big house behind a high wall, and next to it a
vacant lot. The remains of a broken concrete foundation
and the unclaimed leftovers of a building are piled,
scattered in the vacant lot, a jumble I can’t see through.
In the house there’s only one light on that I can spot
from the street. I work to still my own panting breaths.
It sounds so overwrought, like a soap opera, comical. I
pat my knuckles against my chest and stand very close
to the gate of the house where the dog must live. The
cone of lamplight cuts my toes off from my feet.
There’s nothing at all: not crickets, frogs, cicadas,
voices through the wall, not a whine, nothing. It ended
while I was on my way.
The house is like a lot of houses in this
neighborhood. Two stories, iron-barred windows, flat
roof with a spider-legged antenna. Not more than two
steps’ distance between the gated wall and the front
door. In the day I’ve seen its red trim; in the night it’s
undistinguished, a blank face that won’t acknowledge
me. I can still feel that sound in my body, that brutal
grip.
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Traffic noise encroaches again. A bus stops at the
corner and stands with its door open, nobody coming on
or off, the light from inside the bus blinking onto the
sidewalk, then closing off again, carrying its safe little
world with it down the street. The dog is dead. The dog
must be dead.
I try to wait for the light to turn off inside the house
before leaving, but it takes a long time, so I go home.
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The next day is my last shift at the printing company.
I’d like to see Gema, but it’s someone else instead—an
older white man with a red face. I worry he’ll stare at
me, ask me about myself, he looks the type. Thankfully,
it seems he’s just trying to stay upright. He pinches
himself over and over in the same spot on his inner
elbow. He pinches his flesh, the machine pinches the
pages, he pinches himself, the machine sews in the wire,
he pinches himself, he shuts his eyes tight, the wire is
bent, the book is spat into my hands.
Did the owner bury the dog? Did they put it out with
the garbage this morning? I only looked at the house
through my window as I left this morning. It looked
normal, the same.
“Pat,” I say my coworker’s name. “Have you lived in
the city long?”
There’s a long pause. “More’n thirty years,” he says.
He doesn’t sound proud of it.
More books into more boxes. It’s still the vending
machine manual. How many people could need to have
their own copy of this particular vending machine
model? Gema and I had flipped through it the other
night in my room, reeling off technical lists to each
other in bizarre accents. “So stupid,” she said right up
against my shoulder, and threw the book onto the floor.
I don’t know if she meant the book, my silly accent, or
that we’d go back the next day to stack more of these
into boxes to send them out into the world, that that’s
what we amounted to for this week at least.
“Do you like it here? Do you know a lot of people?”
I ask. I don’t usually do this, the chit-chat, but I need
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another living thing to be in the room with me. Pat
shrugs, then pinches his face, a wince, while he pinches
his arm.
“Sure. Sure. I know you now, ah?”
Something’s wrong inside the machine. It’s not
winding the wires through the pages correctly, just
skewering them. Books roll out stabbed straight
through, pages skewed. Work halts for three hours that
we won’t be paid for.
That night it rains. A deluge of noise on rooftops,
awnings, the windowpane, and the cars sluicing through
the street. The smell of cold water on hot pavement. No
lights are on in the house across from my window. I go
out into it, I have to.
Pink street light reflects orange on the sidewalk
outside the dog’s house. The hole across the street has
expanded vastly, swallowed half the block, felled a tree
and left its stump unearthed and abandoned, roots
starving in the air. There are cars parked all along the
street, but none in front of the house or the empty lot
beside it, that space that yawns dark, open with rain.
I’m slick, oily wet. My sleeves are too short. There’s
nobody here, and I slip around the corner of the house
and into the empty lot, into the space between the ruined
foundation and the house’s side wall, out of view of the
street lights. Back here it’s not clear where the lot ends,
though it must be about my own building’s rear gate. In
that gap I walk the wall, keep my fingers along it. It’s
painted cinderblocks, pebbling apart under my hand.
This is the first heavy rain since I’ve been in the city,
and it smells alien all over again. Acrid, like a coin
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between my teeth. I put my back against the wall, and
expecting nothing, I say, “Here, girl. Here.”
Right in front of me, a dog’s head lifts.
I came to the city on a bus that I’d watched drive by
all my life. Orange with a white stripe, its destinations
hand-painted along the side. When I was a girl, I’d catch
the eyes of the passengers who leaned their arms and
hair out the window. The dirt on my feet, the wind on
their cheek, we’d pass each other. When I rode the bus,
the window was closed and wouldn’t open. I pressed my
face to the glass and watched everyone on the road,
even if they didn’t watch me. Many people slept on the
bus, it was a six hour ride, but I kept my eyes open. I
wanted to see.
A dog’s head lifts in the dark and the wet. Low eyes,
short folded ears, the color of concrete. I should have
brought something. Bread, a rope. I can only say, here,
girl, and put out my hand.
There are no dog-sounds, no wary dog contortions. It
lifts its head and keeps rising. Taller, too tall, rising with
a sound like molars grinding in an enormous mouth.
There’s water in my eyes, the wall against my back. I
can’t see the edge of the lot we’re in. The street is far
now, indistinct. There might be the street to my right, a
back entrance to my building to my left, there might be
a dog in front of me, leaning closer.
It walks to me. Legs like spears, like the sound of
rain on tin. Five, six, seven of them skittering like traffic
under a tent of a body that accumulates from the
43

Nicasio Andres Reed

discarded materials of the lot, a rattling shack of a body
made of corrugated metal, woven bamboo walls, the
locked doors of a shipping container. The dog is a
house. Here and there the ends of rusted rebar curl out
like fur. Extended far in front of it all is the dog’s face,
worn loosely like a sock on a child’s hand. Eye sockets
drooping, mouth slack, snout empty, bolts driven
through the hide to hold it in place.
I think: she was white, the dog is white, I hadn’t been
picturing a white dog.
My palm is still out, up, shaking with every rain drop
that hits it. That face, slack and jellied, leans down into
my open hand. I breathe in bursts. The assorted body
sways, the sharp feet scrape against the ground, the dog
or the thing that killed the dog heaves itself nearer. Its
neck arched, the face in my hand, the steel doors of its
chest a foot from my own heaving chest. In the cold of
the rain I feel its hot breath in my palm. It puts the
muzzle of its face it my hand and rests it there, its jowls
puddled over my fingers. It’s a dog-gesture. It’s just a
dog.
A car comes down the street, a pair of headlights cuts
into our space. Everything collapses in a spatter no
louder than the rain. In a moment I’m on the sidewalk,
under the streetlamp, past the bus stop, through my
door, in my room. Outside the window, a dog is crying,
bereft, left alone in the downpour.
There’s sun in the morning. I could go to the agency,
but I go to a café. I have two cups of coffee and borrow
a newspaper to hold. Gema calls but doesn’t leave a
message. I wasn’t expecting to hear from her again. Her
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name on my screen looks so strange. Like I’m holding
someone else’s phone, this Elena who lives in the city.
More people work in this café than drink in it. They
wipe the tables down around me. A man sits down to eat
a bowl of soup. His skin hangs off his neck. He speaks
loudly, at length, to the wait staff in a conversation that
begins as if it’s gone on for years. His car is falling to
pieces, his grandson is growing too slowly, the soup is
saltier today than yesterday. When someone comes to
clear my table, she calls me Miss, and I tell her my
name. She smiles blankly and disappears into the back.
Gema lives in a high-rise on the north side of the
city. There are shops on the ground floor, and every
apartment has a small balcony. She’s on the eighteenth
floor, somewhere in the middle, but dizzyingly high,
precariously high, a sliding-glass door and lines of wet
laundry between us and the drop. The buildings below
are unreadable from this height, random roofs that could
be absolutely any place, anywhere. The noise up here is
nearly empty.
“I didn’t think you would call me back,” she says.
She’s putting magazines into a stack, adjusting the
curtain, switching on a lamp, slicing the pastry I brought
from the café. It’ll be night outside soon.
“Yeah,” I say, and press her into her bed.
She’s firm. I press, I press and knead her so that I
can feel the structure of her under her skin and muscle. I
push away her shirt to take her flesh in my mouth. She’s
body-warm, sand-brown, smiling at me like I might
smile at a strange, charming child. She puts her hand on
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my cheek and runs a thumb across my brow, sketching
my skull.
“Elena,” she says. I could sob for the sound of me in
someone else’s voice.
I press her into the bed, I press into her, until the sky
goes dark.
She leaves me in her apartment that night because
she has a third shift to work. I wear her shirt onto the
balcony. There’s a breeze up here and it flaps her wet
laundry against itself, a slap-slapping noise. From here
the city is a tangle of lights. Gold, yellow, white, pink.
Traffic strung like a line of lanterns, high roofs blunt as
teeth.
Far down, towards the train station, is a block of
darkness. I mark it, and look away. I check again, and it
might be closer. I look again and it might be larger.
I pinch my own arm to feel the meat between my
fingers.
Gema would be home at 7A.M. I leave at 5A.M. and
catch a bus to the street where the dog lives. The houses
are unremarkable in the morning light. The vacant lot is
a dry, still ruin like any other. There are men in the hole
dug across the street again. Half a dozen up to their
necks in the sidewalk. Laughing with each other,
drinking coffee out of thermoses. They don’t look up
when I walk into the lot.
Near the back, laid flat on a fallen wall like a lost
glove, is the dog’s face. I can see the pale pink inside,
the precise edges of it, its empty gums. The steel doors
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are across the lot, the flat metal roof propped on its side
another ten feet away, the seven sharp legs with three
bulbous joints scattered here and there. A line of ants is
marching near to the face, breaking off in excited
explorations as they reach it.
I take the face first. It’s heavier than it looks, and
feels dense in my hands, like a sweater just out of the
washing machine. The back gate and back door to my
building are at the back end of the vacant lot, so I can
get to my apartment without anyone watching, though I
rush up the stairs to make sure I don’t meet a neighbor
coming up or down. I put the face on the arm of the
couch that’s nearest the window. In a little while, that
spot will catch the sun.
I put some bread out on the floor nearby just in case.
I don’t know how much bread to leave. Two slices? I
keep tearing until it’s four. I could spread some butter
on it, but you shouldn’t spoil a dog.
The other parts will be harder to take up to my room.
The pipe legs, the door chest, the roof ribs. I’ll take my
time, I won’t take a new job from the agency for a few
days, to make sure it’s all inside before the next rain
comes.
That night I eat a bowl of cereal. On my couch, by
the open window, I smoke a cigarette and wait for the
dog to wake up so that I can sleep.
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I am wed to the mountain. That is the only marriage I’ll
ever know, the only lasting relationship I’ve ever had,
for though I surround myself with dogs, eagles, they all
die, one by one, too soon.
My cabin, more than halfway up the highest peak in
the world, is a constant stopping place for climbers who
demand my hospitality in their bid for immortality.
Often, I am called upon to try and find them alive after
they’ve left my threshold. More often, I am called upon
to find their bodies, so their families know their final
resting place.

The Mountain’s Wife

The mountain tells them to turn back, but they don’t
know how to listen. The ones who heed the wind
survive. The mountain begs me to climb further, sings
or rages at turns. I’ve never reached the summit. Those
who stop to see me, drink my tea, summit, and many die
when they try to leave. Men mostly. Some women. The
mountain tries to pick them to my taste, keep them here,
their voices threaded through the wind, their bodies
gruesome puppets that knock on my door and are driven
off more by my silence than my protests. I’ve learned,
by now, how loud my silence can be.
The woman who lived here before me was named
Mary. She told me before she left and walked in a
straight line from the front door to the edge then off the
edge without hesitation. She was tired of being the
mountain’s bride. Tired of the voice like thunder, the
endless cold, the procession of the doomed. She had
climbed to the summit and what she saw there changed
her. If she was to be believed. Mary told me that if the
mountain’s wife summits, she grows eagle’s wings.
If that’s true, I wonder why she fell, instead of using
those wings to fly away.
But I was younger then. I was not yet the mountain’s
wife. I was not yet tired of the endless faces of people
who sketched themselves as adventurers. I was not yet
tired of feeding those people their last meals, meat
caught by eagle, of giving those people their last tea, the
finest I’m able to get here. It would shame me to give
people who may well die cheap tea. While I never leave
the mountain, I can move about on it freely, and far
below my home, where the slope is still gentle and the
air still fat, there is a trading post that suits my needs.
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I’ve watched three generations of the family be born,
trade there, and rest under cairns.
The mountain’s bride is blessed with a long life. Or
cursed.
In the way of things, some of the bodies have
become landmarks. The oldest are faded shadows who
mark distance, measure depth of snow. There is a man
whose coat was dyed a bright red, and when one comes
upon him in the snow, it at first looks like a fresh kill by
wolves. Of course, wolves don’t venture so far up,
where the air is so thin. There is a woman, and her coat
was yellow, like a spring flower or a scrap of sunshine.
There is an increasing number of guides, men and
women who survived to summit, and who survived to
leave, and they are paid to aid others in their climbs. It
was strange at first, to have so much company at once,
not just pairs of strangers, but four or five. Without fail,
they bring me small gifts, tea and salt, and sometimes
nonessentials, pleasurable surprises like wind chimes.
The mountain is jealous of the windchimes, which mask
and change its voice, and they rarely stay fixed for long
on my eaves. But word spread in the way it does, and
more and more people bring them to me. Perhaps they
think it’s lucky.
Sometimes men ask me why, and I’m unable to
answer. Not because of any spirit bann, but because
they’re asking why to the wrong question. Why won’t I
summit. Why won’t I bed them. Why won’t I let
anybody stay. Women, most of them know not to ask.
They know ‘why’ is too big, too complicated, but also
as simple as can be.
Not often, but sometimes there are others who come
see me, who aren’t climbers or guides, but just people
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who have lost their way, or people hunting. One is a girl
who hunts with an eagle, as I do, and who would be the
right age to be my grandchild, if I’d had children before
I climbed. Though the girl’s parents have arranged her
marriage, and I likely won’t be seeing her any longer
after that. She doesn’t ask, but she wants to ask, if she
can stay with me. I don’t say the words, and she leaves,
despondent, her eagle unsettled. I’ll miss her, the stories
she tells me of the world, the candies she brought me
once she realized my sweet tooth. But it isn’t my place,
to take away somebody’s daughter. Her eyes haven’t
gained even one ghost yet, though the way she talks,
that ghost may be herself.
And so the days pass, and my life moves on, or
doesn’t. I don’t know how long the mountain’s wife will
live. No white has threaded my dark hair, my skin
hasn’t gained the fissures of age, my breasts haven’t
sagged. The mountain still takes men and women, and
still comes to my door of a night, the wind of all their
dead voices shattering my chimes, the dogs huddled
about me in bed white eyed, ears pinned flat to their
skulls. I’ve never opened the door to the mountain.
But all things change, of course, just as all things
stay the same.
The sky is pewter the day a guide and his charge, a
woman, stop at my cabin. A storm is piling up, the sort
that stretches the anticipation too tight, like a poorly
made drum, and alters the landscape with its release.
The already thin air is thinner, and I know the guide,
and recognize his worry. He’s white eyed like my dogs,
and his charge has never done this sort of a climb
before.
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They wrap their hands around the mugs of tea I set
before them, frost bleeding from their eyelashes and the
edges of their clothes. “Why?” I ask them, ask her. I
don’t ask this often. I’ve never seen this guide with this
look. He is always careful, and kind, and has brought
me skeins of wool, and antlers for the dogs. They gnaw
under the table, tails thumping on the floor.
The guide drinks his tea, his eyes not leaving my
face. Either he knows or he doesn’t.
The woman looks at me, her lips still blue tinted
from the climb. Her cold weather clothing seems
sufficient, well padded, fur edged, but once she’s shed
her coat and mittens, spent some time in front of my
fire, her skin is milk pale, translucent, wrist bones
knobbly, collar bones fragile arcing wings. “The
mountain took my husband,” she says. “I’ve heard he’s
one of the bodies up here, one of the landmarks.”
“The red coat?” I ask.
She nods. The guide’s eyes, full of ghosts, haven’t
left my face.
The wind howls, whistling through the small chinks
in my walls, at my door. My youngest dog can’t help
himself, throws his head back and howls as well. The
others raise their heads and look at him until he turns his
head from them with an ashamed grin. Hooded, my
eagle dozes in her cozy corner, twitching occasionally
with her dreams of the sky.
Mary said she summited and grew wings. If I
summited, whatever of me I’ve kept back, clung to,
would slip through my fingers like running water. Or, I
would regain myself fully, and fly away from here. Was
one better than the other? I think I have begun to
mistake stasis for safety. The mountain will not harm its
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wife, but what a mountain thinks is harm and what a
person knows to be harmful are not the same.
“Will nothing stop you?” I ask the woman sometime
later, as they prepare to bed down for the night. No
snow has fallen, and the air grows thinner still.
“I can’t bear to think of him just lying there,” she
said, her voice as thin as the air, as her skin. “Have you
seen him? Is he face up or face down?”
“I haven’t gone so close as that,” I say, the truth but
not an answer. He’s face up, and I’m certain his eyes,
his tongue, are long gone. Under the sun, the red of his
coat is at long last fading to something less visceral.
The guide speaks up for the first time in hours. I’ve
always known him to be a man of few words, but these
have been too few. “I’ve told her that we won’t be able
to carry him down. We’ll have to try and cairn him, or
roll him down a crevasse.”
“If the weather breaks tomorrow, you won’t be able
to find him for either,” I say. I’ve tipped my share of
bodies into a crevasse, happening upon them while
hunting. There is something vulgar about leaving a
human to become a waypoint on the way to the summit,
but it can’t always be helped. The man in the red coat is
too far from any edges, though, and it will take many
trips and much determination to cairn him.
“We’ll find him,” the woman says, with the most
strength I’ve seen in her, conviction warming her cheeks
more than the fire and tea had.
I nod. “As you say.”
We pass the night quietly, while the winds rage up
and down the mountain. Sometimes, nights are pleasant
and clear, the stars a gauzy firmament above my cabin.
Sometimes the breeze is gentle, carrying the perfume of
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snow flowers, the scent of fresh grass from the tiny
meadows which form on certain juts of the mountain’s
shoulders. I sleep lightly, waking when the woman
mutters in her sleep, when the guide stirs at one point
and tends to the fire. Surrounded by my dogs, I have
never feared those who stop the night with me. And the
mountain would never let somebody with ill intentions
draw so close.
In the morning, the dawn barely brings light. We
built the fire up and heat some already roasted meat for
breakfast. I unhood the eagle to feed her raw strips of
goat, which she tears at with proud ferocity, head
cocked this way and that. She watches the guide in
particular, the woman too pale a shadow for her
attention.
“Will you still go?” I ask.
“Yes,” the woman says before the guide can answer.
“We will try,” he amends. “We will not risk our lives
for the dead.”
“We already have,” she says simply. She isn’t
wrong. There are some who never make it so far as my
cabin.
They leave not long after, bundling layer upon light
layer of clothing, fastening coats and furred mittens over
everything, stomping down into tall boots. The wind
flows down in a torrent from the sky, and they bend into
it as they continue to climb.
I think about Mary as they leave, as I retreat inside.
Did she come here because of a husband or wife? Did
she come here alone, as I did, to summit alone or fail
alone? I live in her house, amongst many of her things,
and many of the ghosts in the wind were perhaps
selected for her, men of an age even more bygone than
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the one I left when I climbed. But I know nothing of
her. She left no writings. She never asked my name, and
now nobody does. I am simply the mountain’s wife.
The day passes in the usual ways. No other climbers
come, not with what the weather promises, and I
exercise the dogs, and as the snow begins to fall wet and
heavy we retreat inside. I consider the yarn the guide
brought me, green like spring grass. Enough for gloves
or socks, a cowl or scarf. I don’t rush to decide. I can’t
settle myself though, and the dogs pace about, anxious.
The wind screams and the eagle screams back, starts
bating as thunder cracks and rolls the bones. I manage to
distract her with meat, hood her and gentle her down
before she hurts herself.
I know where the man in the red coat is, nearly to the
summit, and it should not have taken them more than a
day to reach him and do what they had to. Not even with
a woman who had never climbed before,
accommodating her slowness, her weakness, her
shortness of breath.
Except for this wind. Except for the mountain.
The dogs watch me with their shining firelit eyes as I
put on my layers. I regularly go out to rescue, but it is
the first time I’ve done so with so much unsettled.
Never in thunder snow, screaming wind.
I stomp into my boots and the largest dog waits at the
door, maned like a lion. She watches my face gravely as
I pocket a flask of hot tea and a flask of coals, as I pull
on mittens.
“Seek,” I tell her, and open the door to the mouth of
night.
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Her belled collar peals ahead of me, and she forges a
feathered path through the deepening snow. I follow,
pacing myself, leaning forward into the wind and the
climb. The mountain may as well be its own world,
surrounded by snow and clouds. Even the sky seems to
have disappeared.
I’ve known the mountain for many years, maybe too
many years, and the mountain is what keeps me from
walking off treacherous edges, slipping into chasm. I
could try to summit blindfolded and it would guide me.
But it does not like having prey snatched from its
influence, and I call my dog back frequently, wrapping
my arms around her big warm neck, putting my face
against hers. Because of the snow and the wind, she
eventually tracks from just a few steps in front of me,
and I can grasp the end of her tail if I extend my hand.
My breath is a plumed bird’s tail in the air, twining
about my neck and shoulders in a mockery of added
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warmth. The air is thick with voices, and we are past
where the man in the red jacket lies, almost to the
summit, and I stop. Was this the mountain’s trick? Was
there a woman after all, or were both she and the guide
driven by ghosts, having died before even reaching my
cabin? But no. If nothing else, my dogs all track live
quarry far differently than dead. They simply became
lost in the storm.
Despite my clothing, the embers in my pocket, the
wind is piercing and I am becoming too cold. I’ve
stopped to turn back when I see red ahead of me. The
man in the red coat, a grotesquery of what he was in
life, stands nearly to the summit. I take steps forward,
slow, leaden, and I can see his wife, held back by the
guide. She stares at his face in shock, the scarf pulled
from her neck, her hood cast back from her hair. I
wonder if any of what she loved remains in the man’s
face.
My dog knows this is unnatural and surges ahead
through the snow. I can feel her growl rather than hear
it, my sternum vibrating as hers must be, and she hits
the man in red bodily from behind, her outraged bark
cutting the wind, hushing the voices for a moment.
The man in red falls, and the woman looks at me,
bare faced, emotional, and I see the ghosts in her eyes
now, that she carried with her all this way. She had to
do this trip, yes, but she had no idea she would see her
husband walk again, some vestige of his spirit speaking
to her heart. Perhaps she caught the mountain’s fancy,
and the mountain thought to woo her with its best tool.
But the man in red has been here too long, and the
guide, ashen from the struggle and the thin air, releases
her and she stumbles down to me, gasping, perhaps
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weeping but the tears freezing instantly to her skin,
crystalline hurts.
I catch her in my arms, and the snow and my leaning
dog keep us on our feet. “Are you alright?” I ask, the
question we always ask, though there is no real answer.
“He was…” she stammered, her jaw out of her
control with the cold, and I pull her hood up, rewind her
scarf, the guide coming down to us, weighted with
exhaustion.
“I know,” I say. I don’t mean to be unkind, but there
is nothing else. The man in red may rise to his feet
again. He may simply be caught in the snow, the
mountain may be gathering its ghosts again to make
another bid.
“Does the mountain…?” What is it that she wants?
“I don’t know,” I say. The voices in the wind build
again, but perhaps only for my ears. The summit is
there, closer than I’ve been in years, and for the first
time in many years, I feel drawn to it again. Is it the
worst choice or the best choice? I don’t have that
answer. “My dog will take you back to the cabin,” I say.
“What will you…?” I can’t hear the rest of what she
says, for the voices in the wind, for the guide’s arm
around her shoulders.
My dog shoulders against me, and I shake off my
mittens, grip her fur in both hands. “Go home,” I say,
releasing her. Releasing her.
I don’t look to see if they’ve listened to me. If they
haven’t, they will die here, in the wind and cold. The
thunder rolls again and I feel it in my heart, my bones,
my soul. Step by step, I make my way, at long last, to
the summit, shedding my hood, my scarf, my coat. I was
too cold and now I’m too hot, as though every summer
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I’ve missed is now visiting me in the midst of this
storm, at the summit of the highest peak in the world
There’s too much snow to worry about my boots and
pants, and as I summit, I spread my arms, and I spread
my wings, and I hear “Wait!”
I turn. The woman struggles after me, with an energy
the guide cannot match. He’s torn between his safety
and his duty. My dog decides for him, takes his sleeve
in her mouth and gives him a yank that nearly takes him
off his feet. He looks down at her, follows with her
down the slope, past the struggling upright man in red.
Maybe he’ll wed the mountain next. It is no longer my
concern.
The woman reaches me, staggers, and I wrap my
arms around her, my hot skin against her icy clothing.
We take two steps, almost dancing, and then we’re over
the edge, spiraling in the sky, and I laugh at the sudden
freedom of it and embrace the world with my wings.
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The dead zone was about a half a mile from the gas
station where Sammy worked. It was in an underpass
which was under an overpass which was under another
overpass which made the middle overpass an underpass
too. The self-driving taxi would follow the expressway
as it plunged under all those layers of concrete and rebar
and the wifi would vanish for the duration of the dive.
The car would have to operate without access to satnav
or offboard AI. The ads on the windows would flicker
and vanish, the radio die, and for a minute or so Sammy
would hear the rush and roar of the traffic and the hum
of the tires and see clearly the world that lay beyond the
perpetual ghost dance of Coca Cola - Arby’s - U.S.
Marines - Geico - Farmer’s - Pharmaceuticals Pharmaceuticals - Pharmaceuticals - Robert Morris
University - Taxi - Taxi - Taxi. There was a sharpish
turn at the nadir of the dive and when it rained and the
embankment shimmered with water the reflection of the
LiDAR in that surface occasionally startled the
unsupported onboard computers into driving onto the
shoulder or into the oncoming traffic. This unfortunate
location was known locally as Desolation Corner, and
there were people living down there in the shelter of the
cavernous arch who scavenged the frequent wrecks.
The gas station was a franchise in the Fritzo chain
and still hybrid. Both in the sense that it was not yet
fully automated and that it still had a pair of actual gas
pumps in the back for the hobbyists and luddites. But
most of the action took place up front where the
robotrucks and self-driving cars would slide into the
charging stations and the passengers would disembark
to stretch their legs and have a smoke and get a bite to
eat. Sammy was there to stock the shelves with Cheetos
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and Fig Newtons, the coolers with drinks and frozen
burritos, make sure the coffee stayed fresh, wipe out the
microwaves, wake up anyone who fell asleep at the
picnic tables, and check the ID of people buying
cigarettes and edibles and booze. Management was all
offsite. And out-of-state. They’d call you if they had
something to say. Someone named Ted would call you.
Wanda, who trained Sammy and had the shifts before
and after, said she wasn’t convinced Ted was a real
person. She sometimes tried to trip him up with personal
questions but she hadn’t yet caught him out as
algorithms.
“He says he lives in Boise.” Wanda was fifty and
always sounded pissed off. “He says he’s a Broncos fan.
Divorced. Two kids. Says managing a Fritzo is a part
time gig. Says he’s a real estate agent and often calls
from the car between showings. I asked him what his
favorite holiday was and he said Easter which is a bit
weird. But maybe he’s just some kind of evangelical.”
It was Wanda who told Sammy about Jeffery. Jeffery
lived in the seething wall of bush that rose out of the
earth behind the Fritzo and ended in massive concrete
barrier that bounced all the noise from the highway back
down the hill. Beyond the barrier was, Sammy believed,
a suburban paradise of cul-de-sacs and manicured lawns
and brilliant blue swimming pools. A shining city on the
hill.
“Don’t let Ted know, but the staff let Jeffery use the
bathroom for his toiletries,” Wanda said.
“Don’t the cameras pick him up?”
“Jeffery has this gift,” said Wanda. “He finds the
blind spots in the coverage. Just drifts along like a
jellyfish in a current, wandering about the parking lot,
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never actually under surveillance for more than a
second. It’s like he is allergic to the camera, starts to
itch when he feels watched. Fritzo seems to think he’s a
glitch.”
Sammy raised an eyebrow.
“I know,” said Wanda. “It’s uncanny but you’ll see.
We leave the door open a crack for him between the
overnight and early morning shifts so it’ll be just us two
that know about it. He won’t bother you. Sometimes he
comes in and buys a few cans of tuna for his cat.”
“Is the tuna in a blind spot?”
“Actually,” said Wanda. “Yes.”
Across the highway was a boarded up motel beyond
which that the land dropped away towards the industrial
river: cranes and factories and chains of low barges
carrying scrap iron. At the end of a shift Sammy would
chat with Wanda for a minute or two and then weave
through the traffic to the motel parking lot to call for a
ride and watch the early morning fog burn away. That
was where Jeffery—only a day or two after Sammy
started—made his appearance.
Sammy had seen him first far below the motel, a
distant figure picking his way up the dirt path that
originated near the edge of a housing compound. He
followed the path across the tracks and as it cut back
and forth up the scrubby slope. He climbed slowly but
steadily, never pausing, head down, a moving element
of the feral landscape.
“Hi,” said Sammy when the man reached the end of
the path and stepped onto the ruined tarmac of the
parking lot. He was tall and angular with a wispy beard.
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He wore a wool cap and a frayed red cardigan. “I’m the
new night shift worker at the Fritzo. Are you Jeffery?”
“Yes,” said Jeffery.
“Wanda mentioned you,” said Sammy. “She said I
was to leave the bathroom door open for you.”
Jeffery nodded once, and then continued on his way.
Sammy rideshared with a semi-random collection of
commuters. Usually no one exchanged more than a nod
and then went back to their reading or the music or their
texting or just got lost in the ads that streamed across the
windows. That’s what Sammy did: disintegrate into the
smooth flow of beautiful things and lifestyle shots and
flawless faces gently flushed in a permanent state of
pre-arousal. It was safer than falling asleep. Safer than
dreaming. But there was one guy who always tried to
talk to Sammy. Declan. He was the night watchman at
some factory. Declan was from a law enforcement
family, from generations of cops and prison guards and
security bros and immigration officials and strike
breakers. Declan knew Sammy was in college and it
irritated him.
“How’s the studying?”
“Keeping your nose in the books?”
“Why not criminology? You’ll never run out of
work.”
“What about the LSAT? Have you written the
LSAT? What did you get? How did you do? I wrote it
once. Did alright. How did you do?”
When the car dropped down into the dead zone of
Desolation Corner Declan would never fail to have
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something to say about the homeless people waiting for
the wrecks:
“My cousin Gerry temps with the State police when
they’re understaffed, which is always, and he says they
won’t patrol the zone. Officially it’s a jurisdiction thing
but the truth is it’s because there are so many whack
jobs down here. Lots of crazy vets who know ten ways
to kill a guy with their bare hands and a rolled up
magazine. The City police don’t like it any better.
Nobody comes down here. No law enforcement. It’s
anarchy. It’s like crossing the border. It’s like Mexico.
Like Juarez.”
“Last Wednesday the City lost a drone down here.
The homeless dudes perch up there under the overpass
and drop weighted nets on the drones and then
dismantle them for parts to sell or trade for drugs. Third
one in a week. It was a record.”
“My cousin Gerry says they should just gas the lot of
them like roaches. You wouldn’t have to kill them or
nothing. Just make it unpleasant. They got this new tear
gas laced with nerve agents so that even after you wash
it out of your eyes you feel like there are insects
crawling around under your skin. People scratch the
fuck out of themselves. Tear their hair out. Pull out their
finger nails. Bloody messes. Easy to identify. That
would get them outta there pretty quick. It’s not safe.
Having those guys down here. They don’t just wait for
the crashes, they instigate them. Gerry says once two of
them stood at the corner with a ten foot mirror and
deliberately interfered with the LiDAR of a delivery of
Rolling Rock from Latrobe. Someone’s going to get
hurt.”
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Ted called Sammy for the first time two weeks into
the job. It was four in the morning and Sammy was
refilling the soap on the eco-cleanse mopbot in the
utility closet.
“Listen, Sammy,” Ted’s voice was suddenly in the
closet with her, suspended in the chlorinated air. “I hate
to bother you but company rules are you can’t study on
the job. My receipt says you are studying over three
hours every night.”
“Your receipt?”
“Yeah. The time-motion receipts. The day’s video
data gets analyzed every night and sent to me.”
“But I’m completing all my assigned tasks.”
“Sure, yeah, sure,” Ted sighed. “You’re a great
worker but they’re not paying you to study.”
“One of the reasons I took this job was so I could
study while I worked. I’m getting everything done. How
many times a night do they want me to rearrange the
potato chips?”
“I know, I know,” said Ted. “But listen, it’s not up to
me. So long as the shelves are stocked and the coffee
fresh and no one is sleeping at the rest stop I’d be fine
with it but the metrics have changed. I have no control
over it. And every minute you are studying or texting a
friend or watching a movie is going to come out of my
paycheck as well as yours. So it’s costing me, right,
personally?”
“Sorry about that, Ted.”
“No problem. I know it’s boring to just stand there.
And it doesn’t feel fair. But it’s all recorded and
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analyzed and then they send me a receipt and then I got
to deal with it.”
“Sorry, Ted.”
Jeffery would dance slowly across the parking lot, in
and out of the cameras’ view, past the charging stations,
past the ice and the firewood and the propane tanks,
right past the Fritzo store, out into the back parking lot
and in and out of the old gas pumps: one step forward,
slide-to-the-side, slide-slide, twirl, two steps forward,
slide, one step back, twirl twirl.
“Electric Boogie,” Sammy would say, and the Fritzo
sound system would provide a soundtrack.
“Shut Um Down.”
“Supernature.”
“Rockafeller Skank.”
One step forward, slide-to-the-side, slide-slide, twirl,
two steps forward, slide, one step back, twirl twirl. For a
few minutes the Fritzo was a slo-mo funky reggae dance
party, then Jeffery would be gone and Sammy would
change the music. For the rest of the time it was just
drunk college kids with the munchies, dads getting out
of the house, exhausted commuters and travelers and
robotruck attendants buying stimulants and food.
Jeffery stood staring at the tuna. He stood there for
what seemed like five minutes before he selected three
cans identical to all the other cans. Then he drifted over
to the register and offered Sammy a fistful of crumpled
bills.
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“Cash?” Sammy laughed. “We never see cash
anymore.”
Jeffery said nothing and when he reached out for the
change Sammy saw he had no fingernails.
Wreckage was strewn all through Desolation Corner:
tires, twisted metal, powdered glass. Yellow police tape
fluttered in the wind that came rushing through the
underpass in the heavy weather. The homeless people
watched the traffic from up in the shadows of the
concrete rafters.
“They set off some kind of an EMP bomb,” said
Declan. “My cousin Gerry said they made it from a taxi
battery they had salvaged and they waited specifically
for a Trader Joe truck. Specifically. Gerry says someone
is going to get killed.”
Ted called again.
“Listen, Sammy, hate to bother you,” he said. “But
you guys can’t let that homeless man use the bathroom
anymore.”
Sammy said nothing so Ted tried again.
“Some of the employees are letting a homeless guy
use the bathroom and we can’t have it. The city wants to
clear all those people out of the underpass down there so
we have to help discourage them from hanging about.
They’re a hazard. And it’s upsetting for the customers to
see that guy in there.”
“Did someone complain?” asked Sammy.
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“We all have to be good citizens,” said Ted. “Just
make sure the door is closed, OK? And only give the
barcode to paying customers, right?”
“Sure, Ted.”
“That piece of shit,” Wanda was furious about Ted’s
injunction against Jeffery’s bathroom use. “It’s not like
it costs Fritzo anything to let a guy brush his teeth in
there.”
“Well,” said Sammy. “I guess the water isn’t free.”
“Don’t fact-check me, Sammy,” said Wanda. “It’s
obnoxious. Nobody likes a smartass.”
They were in a parking lot blind spot Jeffery had
shown Wanda, having a smoke and waiting for her ride.
“If we just printed off the barcode on a piece of
paper he could use that,” said Sammy. “He wouldn’t
need a phone. We wouldn’t even have to leave the door
open. He could just get in and out whenever.”
Wanda cocked her head at Sammy and blew out a
stream of smoke.
“That’s more like it, kiddo,” she said. “That’s more
like it. Be useful.”
There was a police van with aerials in the parking
lot. One of the cops came in to get three coffee and a
dozen donuts. He was young. Blonde and rosy cheeked.
“What you guys up to?” asked Sammy.
“Monitoring those homeless guys that live down in
the underpass,” said the cop. “There’s weird shit going
on down there. And it’s tricky with the drones.
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Interference and feedback and shit. So we gotta be right
on top of them.”
Jeffery emerged from the bush across the parking lot.
The cop stood there with his tray of coffees and his
donuts and watched him.
One step forward, slide-to-the-side, slide-slide, twirl,
two steps forward, slide, one step back, twirl twirl.
“Blue Danube,” Sammy wanted to say to change the
Fritzo music. “Waltz of the Flowers.”
The cop shook his head.
“Jesus Christ,” he said.
“You’re Dancing This Dance All Wrong,” Sammy
wanted to say, because it would have been the perfect
song but it would have been too weird with the cop
standing right there.
Declan was very excited when Sammy told him
about the police van. He texted Gerry about it right there
in the taxi but Gerry never got back to him.
“I bet they got those new scuttling drones in there,”
said Declan. “They look like centipedes and can crawl
up walls and across ceilings. I bet they’re going to map
out the whole of the zone before they go in. Not just
with cameras and LiDAR but with chemical sniffers to
detect all the organics as well. You just turn a few of
those centipedal drones loose and they scuttle about
everywhere. They’ll explore every nook and cranny.
They just keep exploring and exploring and exploring
until you call them home.”
Declan’s eyes were half-closed when he talked about
drones. And out of focus. His breathing slowed, grew
deeper.
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“That’s what you should be learning to do,” he said
and sat up, pupils dilating, a flush crawled up out from
under of his collar. “You should be learning to code that
kind of shit.”
Sammy ignored him.
“You can weaponize those crawlers,” he sank back
down into the seat, eyes hooded again. “You can adapt
them to deliver poison and biological agents. The target
thinks an insect bit them but look out. Look out. You
deliver the payload and then just wait. They use them on
protestor camps sometimes. Instead of agent
provacateurs. They get those crawlers to pump a few
anarchists full of acid or speed or PCPs or the whole lot
and then stand back and watch all hell unleashed. Ask
those guys if they’re using them. Those cops in the van.
Ask to see them. They’re called c-bots. Ask them if
they’re using c-bots.”
The next time the young cop came in for coffee and
donuts he declined to indulge in chit-chat with Sammy.
“Sorry,” he said. “Told we can’t talk to the civilians.
Not supposed to fraternize. But thanks for the coffee.”
Declan was crushed when Sammy told him.
“Maybe next time take the coffee out to the van,” he
said. “Have a peek inside.”
Sammy was standing by the tuna studying in the
blind spot when Jeffery came in.
“How you doing, Jeffery?” Sammy said.
Jeffery nodded.
“Tuna?” Sammy asked.
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Jeffery shook his head and walked over to the toilet
paper.
“Wanda says you can find the blind spots in the
surveillance,” said Sammy. “Like by the tuna. She says
you have a gift. She says it’s like you’re a psychic.”
Sammy walked over to the register.
“She says it’s uncanny.”
Jeffery waited patiently for his change.
“Uncanny,” said Sammy.
Wanda’s kids had convinced her there was a
backdoor to what they called Algorithm Ted. They told
her she just had to figure out the right sequence of
words and she’d be able to hack him. Get right into his
head. They said there was always a backdoor built into
the system and she could find the key words by studying
Ted’s speech patterns. The coders always put in a
backdoor for those who knew where to look. That’s
what her kids had told her and she was convinced.
“I’m going to get into his head,” said Wanda.
“Unless he’s human,” said Sammy.
“He’s not human,” said Wanda. “He’s a piece of shit.
They said it’ll be words he uses a lot. They said to look
for patterns. For repetition.”
“Try: ‘Listen, Sammy, hate to bother you,’” said
Sammy.
Occasionally when the sun came up Jeffery’s cat
would emerge from the bush and sit on the very edge of
the Fritzo parking lot staring off into the middle
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distance. Feet tucked tidily into the curl of his tail, ears
pointed straight up, perfectly motionless.
“Listen, Sammy,” said Ted. “Hate to bother you, but
is Wanda alright?”
“What do you mean, Ted?”
“Well,” said Ted. “She’s acting a little odd lately.”
“Odd how?”
“She keeps repeating back everything I say to her.”
“She keeps repeating back everything?” said Sammy.
“Haha, very funny,” said Ted. “Fritzo is a little
worried about her mental health. They really do care
about our wellbeing, you know? The wellbeing of their
employees.”
“I haven’t noticed anything in our personal
interactions,” said Sammy. “She’s probably just playing
with you, probably just her sense of humor.”
“Probably,” said Ted. “Probably just her sense of
humor.”
“Now you’re doing it,” said Sammy.
“Doing what?” asked Ted.
Sammy was having a smoke with Jeffery by the
deserted motel. The cop van was across the highway at
the Fritzo.
“You think they’re watching us?” asked Sammy.
The cat was weaving in and out of his legs. Its name
was Energy. Energy was a very long cat; black and
white, with yellow eyes. If he was just a little longer
he’d be able to bite his tail and become a leminscate as
he wound in and out of Jeffery’s legs.
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“He’s like a snake,” said Sammy when Jeffery didn’t
answer. “Half snake, half cat.”
“He’s in transition,” said Jeffery. “Evolving. He is
the way off this plateau. He is the way out.”
It was a rainy night and there was a flash of light
from the underpass. Shortly after that the vehicles
stopped exiting and dark clouds of oily smoke came
pouring out.
Sammy walked outside to watch. Rubber was
burning down there. Plastic. Oil.
In the distance the sirens started. The police van sat
quietly. No light was visible inside. By the time the first
ragged people came staggering out of the underpass the
air was filled with drones: police drones, city
maintenance drones, drones from TV stations, from
ambulance services, lawyers, hobbyists. The air was
filled with the whine of drones. But the police van just
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sat there. Sammy ran in and out of the Fritzo getting
bottled water for the homeless people, commuters, and
truckers gathering on the parking lot. When the
ambulances and the fire trucks showed up a few cop
cars did as well. The medics checked everyone who
came up out of the underpass, and if they were homeless
they would pass them on to the cops from the cop cars
and the cops would ziptie their hands behind their backs
and sit them on the curb. A few of homeless people
managed to get a few gulps of water from Sammy’s
bottles before they were cuffed. A lot of them were
missing their fingernails. By the time the sun was rising
there was no longer smoke coiling out of the underpass.
The commuters and truck drivers had all been picked up
by taxis or carted off by ambulances to hospitals, and
the city had crews cleaning up the underpass. A school
bus arrived and the homeless people were loaded into it.
When everyone was gone Sammy gathered up all the
plastic bottles and dumped them into the recycling bin.
“Those dumb motherfuckers EMPed a fuel truck,”
said Declan.
At Desolation Corner the road was black with soot
and melted rubber. A few people still lingered up in the
shadows.
“Gerry says there are still dozens of them down
here,” said Declan. “Refusing to leave. Says they’re
terrorists.”
Sammy snorted.
“Laugh it up, Chuckles,” said Declan. “Lots of
former antifa. Lots of anarchists on the run.”
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“Maybe it was just an accident,” said Sammy.
“Maybe they thought it was the Rolling Rock truck.”
“Is that what the kind of logic they teach you in
college?” Declan laughed. “Be a helluva coincidence if
the one time they get the wrong truck it’s carrying fuel
and starts a major conflagration.”
“Would it?”
“Yes,” said Declan. “It would.”
“Say, Sammy,” said Ted the following day. “Sorry
to bother you. That was a great gesture, handing out the
water like that, very kind. Empathetic. But I’m afraid
those items were for sale and the cost will be coming
out of your next paycheck.”
“Sure, Ted,” said Sammy.
“Also, while Fritzo has no problem with charity, and
in fact contributes to numerous philanthropic
organizations, including some that work directly with
homeless people, please remember such activities
belong in your private life and not your work life. While
you are on the job you are a representative of Fritzo, and
such activities as handing out water to criminals and
trespassers, however well-intentioned, might be
construed as authorized or sanctioned by Fritzo.”
“Of course, Ted. Sorry, Ted.”
“No problem, Sammy,” said Ted. “Really admirable
instincts, though, really compassionate. Just not
appropriate to the workplace.”
“Sure, Ted. Sorry.”
The cop van was still there.
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Sammy brought them coffee and donuts.
“Courtesy of Fritzo,” Sammy said. “Thanks for
keeping us safe.”
“Sure,” said the young cop.
Sammy looked past him at all the equipment in the
back. The other two cops bent over keyboards, looking
at screens. A dozen small drones hung from the ceiling
like dead song birds.
“Listen,” said the cop. “I’d be careful about the
homeless guy you hang around with. The one that lives
up there in the woods. Some of these guys are pretty
crazy. Psycho.”
“Jeffery’s OK,” said Sammy.
“Some of these guys are ex-cons. Real bad types.
Immigrants. Illegals.”
“Thanks for the heads up,” said Sammy. “I’ll keep
that in mind.”
“It was a nice gesture,” said Ted. “It really was, and
we love the police, Sammy, we really do, but if I don’t
take it out of your paycheck I’m going to have to take it
of mine. And Fritzo says you need to stop giving stuff
away. Please wait until the end of your shift, then buy it,
and make it clear you are doing it on your own. Buy the
stuff before you give it away, OK? Please?”
“What happened to your fingernails,” Sammy asked
Jeffery. They were having a smoke at the motel staring
out at the city skyline across the industrial valley.
Sammy’s skin was crawling at the thought of the young
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cop watching them through the tinted windows of the
van.
Energy was writhing about in the dirt in lazy throes
of ecstasy, stretching his long body into ropes, purring.
“I tore them out,” said Jeffery. “It’s where they used
to stick the microchips. After the anti-vagrancy laws.
When they’d catch you they’d put them under your
nails. Now they put them inside your skull where you
can’t get at them.”
Declan was peering up at the rafters through the
clear, ad-free windows. Peering up at the little shanty
town that had grown up in the joints between the arch
and the embankments that supported it.
“Cockroaches,” he said. “Rats. They should clean
them all out of there. They should have done it after the
fire. The homeowners association of that that suburb
above the Fritzo should contract it out to a militia if the
city police are too chickenshit to do it. Like the
homeowners associations did with those camps in
Cleveland. Like in Philadelphia. It’s a fucking blight.
It’ll totally bring property values down if prospective
buyers know they have to drive through this shit.”
“They’re just people with no place to live,” said
Sammy.
“They choose to have no place to live. There’s
shelters. There’s plenty of cheap housing if they would
just get a job. And don’t start on about mental illness.
Plenty of crazy people have jobs. And it’s a choice to go
off your medication. To give yourself an excuse.”
Sammy said nothing.
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“Any civic-minded citizen could take care of them
all with a few bottles of cheap whiskey and some rat
poison,” said Declan.
“Stop the car,” said Sammy.
“What?” said Declan.
“I cannot stop here,” said the car. “It’s not safe.”
“Stop the car,” said Sammy. “I have to get out.”
“Is there an emergency?” asked the car. “You will be
charged extra for emergency stops that are not a
consequence of automobile error.”
“Don’t stop,” said Declan. “There is no emergency.”
“Stop the car now,” said Sammy. “I’ll accept any
additional charges.”
The car pulled up onto the shoulder.
“What the hell,” said Declan.
Sammy opened the door and stepped out onto the
shoulder. Stepped out into the dead zone. On the other
side of the car the traffic rushed past so rapidly Sammy
could not distinguish between the vehicles: a relentless
roaring cascade of steel plastic and rubber. The air was
cold and dry.
“I was joking!” Declan was leaning across the
interior of the vehicle. He was shouting. “This is nuts!
Get back in! It’s not safe!”
Sammy slammed the door and stepped away from
the vehicle. The car slipped off the shoulder, merged
with the traffic, and vanished. Sammy turned around.
The air was thick with the smell of burned rubber and
wood smoke. Daylight trickled in from both ends of the
underpass but the sky was not visible. A massive
concrete embankment rose up from where Sammy stood
by the road towards the bottom of the first overpass. A
long row of arches like ribs reinforced the seam that
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joined the embankment to the bottom of the highway
that ran over it. It was like standing in a giant gloomy
cathedral. The shacks and shanties built between the ribs
of those arches looked like a sort of crenellation. A man
was squatting on the slope of the embankment about
thirty feet away from Sammy. He was wearing a faded
green military jacket with a small black-red-yellow flag
sewn on the sleeve, blue jeans, and crocs. Sammy
thought he was smiling and smiled back but realized in
that instant the smile was an illusion created by the way
the bad burn scar on the side of the man’s face pulled
his skin up and away from his teeth.
Sammy scrabbled up the slope past the man,
scuttling, bent forward, fingers brushing the cold
concrete for balance.
There must have been thirty or forty people living up
there in shelters constructed out of the flotsam and
jetsam of the roaring highway: cardboard, plastic
paneling, blown tires, tarps, rope, bungees, pylons,
police tape, traffic signs. People sitting and chatting
quietly. Smoking. Sleeping. A few small children
playing. Sammy heard snatches of English and Spanish,
a burst of French or Creole. There were tidy spaces in
which were tightly rolled sleeping bags and blankets.
Dry goods and bottled water were stacked against the
concrete walls. A couple of small fires burning. No one
paid Sammy any mind. No one said hello. No one stared
for any longer than was reasonably polite. Not even the
kids. At the highest point of the concrete embankment
on which Sammy was climbing, where the apex was
driven into the belly of the overpass, there was a space
in which no one had built a home and where there stood,
in the shadows, a small statue of the Madonna. Her skin
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was painted black, her eyes red, and her flowing clothes
gold. Both arms were extended, the hands delicately
turned so you could see the empty palms and the fingers
delicately opening. Scattered about her feet were weedy
flowers gathered from ditches and abandoned lots:
goldenrod, purple loosestrife, dandelions, chicory, day
lilies, clover, Oswego tea. And cultivated plants taken
from corporate frontages and traffic islands: hostas,
marigolds, snapdragons, zinnias, blackeyed susans.
Ted kept asking Sammy to stop hanging out with
Jeffery.
“I know you’re off the clock when you have your
cigarettes with him,” said Ted. “But it doesn’t look good
for Fritzo.”
“It doesn’t look good for Fritzo?” said Sammy. “I
can’t prevent him from asking me for a smoke, it’s a
free country.”
“But you don’t have to give him a smoke,” Ted said.
“Don’t have to give him a smoke?”
“I know what you’re doing,” snapped Ted. “Stop
repeating everything. “
“Sure, Ted,” said Sammy. “I’ll stop repeating
everything.”
“And stop studying in the bathroom. Fritzo is not
here to subsidize your education.”
Sammy brought the cops some coffee, but they
didn’t roll down their tinted windows. Ted called a half
hour later. Jeffery danced across the parking lot.
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At about four in the morning five cop cars and a
school bus joined the van. Sammy walked out of the
Fritzo to watch. A mist was falling through the orange
glow of the streetlights. The cops blocked the underpass
with pylons. The young cop from the van opened up an
aluminum case and, one at a time, threw about a dozen
drones into the air, each no bigger than his fist. They
hung suspended above the cops for a few minutes. The
pilots in the van ran them through a rapid sequence of
maneuvers, producing cubes, diamonds, spheres. Then
the drones swept towards the open mouth of the
underpass and vanished down its maw. The young cop
turned back to the van and pulled out a tracked robot the
size of a child’s wagon and filled with what looked like
cans of beer. The minute he put it on the ground it took
off, rolling across the parking lot, over the curb, onto the
empty highway and down towards Desolation Corner.
Sammy walked over and offered the new cops coffee
and Danishes, but they took nothing and said nothing.
Sammy stood near them, watching, until the young cop
walked over from the van and said: “Go back to the
Fritzo, Sammy.”
The cops watched Sammy walk back to the Fritzo
and sit down at a picnic table. Then they all put on gas
masks and strolled over to the underpass. Sammy could
smell a chemical: noxious and acidic. About ten minutes
later the first homeless guy came staggering out of the
underpass, hands on his face, slimy with phlegm and
tears. The police threw him to the ground, ziptied his
hands behind his back. Then the young cop dragged him
to his feet and guided back to the Fritzo parking lot and
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sat him on the curb. Two more staggered up from the
underpass by the time the cop got back to his
colleagues.
By the time Wanda arrived for her shift there were
about fifteen homeless people—men, women and
children—sitting in a row on curb—gasping, coughing,
wheezing, gagging—and most of the cops had
descended into the dead zone.
“What’s going on?” Wanda asked.
She went into the Fritzo and got a bottle of water and
some cloth.
“Ted’ll fire you,” said Sammy.
Wanda ignored Sammy and walked over to the
people on the curb. The young cop intercepted her.
Wanda tried to brush past him and he pushed her back.
She tried again and he pushed her down to the ground.
The bottle rolled from her grasp. She came back to the
Fritzo picking gravel out of the heel of her hand.
“Fucking pig,” she said. “Fucking pigs.”
The cops who went into the dead zone returned with
three more homeless people, the drones hovering over
their heads, and the beer can robot trailing after them
like a dog.
They were loading the homeless people into the bus
when Jeffery arrived. He was coming up from the valley
and making his way past the motel.
“Oh shit,” said Wanda.
“Fuck,” she hissed. “Fuck. Go away, Jeffrey. Turn
around. Go away.”
But Jeffery didn’t turn around or go away, he just
kept walking as he always did, across the highway and
right past the cops and the homeless people and the bus.
He didn’t even give them a wide berth, just followed his
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usual route as best he could. The new cops were taken
aback and might have let him go, but the young cop
from the van stepped in front of Jeffery just as he began
his anti-surveillance dance routine across the Fritzo
parking lot. The cop put a hand on his chest halfway
through the first twirl.
“Leave him alone!” shouted Wanda. “Leave him
alone!”
The cops didn’t even look at her. The young cop
turned Jeffery around and bound his hands.
“He’s not with them,” shouted Wanda and started off
across the parking lot.
“Let it go, Wanda,” said Sammy. “Let it go. You
can’t do anything. It’s not worth it.”
But Wanda strode across the parking lot.
“He’s not with them,” she kept shouting.
When she got close enough they put her on the
ground and tied her hands behind her back. Then they
put her in one of the police cars and finished loading the
homeless people into the bus. Jeffery looked over his
shoulder as they led him to the bus and saw Sammy
watching.
“Energy!” he shouted at Sammy. “Energy!”
Then the cop put a hand on Jeffery’s head and turned
it around, propelling him through the bus door and up
the steps.
Ted asked Sammy to pick up Wanda’s shifts until
they found a replacement.
“It’s too much,” said Sammy. “I have school.”
“Just for a few days,” said Ted. “Fritzo needs
employees who will go the extra mile.”
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“It’s too much, Ted,” said Sammy.
“If you can’t do this for the Fritzo family maybe you
need to think about a career switch.”
“A career switch?” asked Sammy and laughed.
Sammy was exhausted. Bathing with a washcloth in
the gas station toilets and living off Fig Newtons,
cigarettes, and Red Bull. Wanda and Jeffery were gone
and Sammy now interacted exclusively with strange
men. Strange men with muddled faces preceded the first
shift and followed the last. Strange men with muddled
faces wearing Fritzo shirts made small talk, brought up
the weather, moaned about work, about Ted, about life.
Strange men with muddled faces watched Sammy leave
open cans of tuna at the edge of the property for Energy.
Ted’s disembodied voice drifted in and out of the Fritzo,
in and out of consciousness. The ride to and from work
was a fog of muddled advertising and spastic starts from
half sleep. The descent through the dead zone was no
longer a minute of cold-eyed clarity but just another
shuddering indistinct moment in the sequence of
shuddering indistinct moments from which Sammy’s
life was comprised.
Sammy begged Ted to hire more help.
“We’re interviewing as we speak,” said Ted.
Sammy begged Ted to hire more help.
“We have someone lined up for next week,” said
Ted.
Sammy begged Ted to hire more help.
“It’s only a matter of time,” said Ted.
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Sammy saw spots swimming in the air. Spots
forming constellations: cubes, diamonds, spheres.
Sammy vomited coffee and Cheetos into the Fritzo
toilet. Into the utility closet sink. Sammy vomited
writhing masses of centipedes onto the polished Fritzo
floor and they would slither and slide away under the
display shelves and the fridges. The eco-cleanse mopbot
circulated endlessly through the aisles. A six foot-tall
Black Madonna stood in the parking lot of the deserted
motel eyes blazing with fire and watched Sammy
working her way through the assigned task list. A man
with a burned face like a plastic smile stood in the
corner of the Fritzo bathroom. He never moved. He
watched Sammy in the mirror. He watched Sammy
vomit centipedes into the sink.
Sammy left open cans of tuna just beyond the
borders of the parking lot.
“It’s coming out of your paycheck,” said Ted.
“It’s going to attract rats,” said Ted.
“Racoons.”
“Possums.”
“Vagrants.”
“Cats,” said Sammy. “I’m trying to attract cats.”
“It will attract vermin,” said Ted.
“It is coming out of your paycheck,” said Ted.
“We’ll dock you wages,” said Ted.
“We’ll let you go,” said Ted.
“Please,” said Sammy. “Please let me go. Please.”
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Sammy, holding a can of tuna, stepped from the
parking lot into the dank woods behind the Fritzo. The
trees were thin and scrubby but grew in such a tangle
you couldn’t see more than a couple of feet in any
direction. Sunlight streamed through the canopy in thick
translucent beams. Low, broad-leafed plants covered the
ground, a muddy trail running through them. It smelled
of decomposition. A fallen tree lay across Sammy’s
path. Corrugated bark almost black from the damp was
disintegrating in big, buttery chunks to reveal a copper
interior inscribed with the worm trails of insect life.
Cascades of overlapping orange lichen fed on the bark
that was still intact. Sammy stepped over the tree and
followed the trail into the cool shadows beyond, tripping
over roots, slipping in the wet clay, until the woods
opened up into a grassy, concave space like a crater.
Here the sky was a blue dome. A steep wooded slope
rose up out of the earth on the far side, a great wall
rising up, up, up until it ended in the clean, sharp line of
the sound barrier that protected the suburb on the hill
from the unholy roar of the traffic. There was something
like a ragged garden in the clearing; a sprawling weave
of pumpkin, corn, potatoes; tomatoes collapsing
together in a sloppy hedge. At the far end of it, under
the massive vegetal wall, was the opening of a stainless
steel culvert. Sammy walked over and peered in. It was
perfectly dry. A sleeping bag neatly laid out on a
cardboard floor, a pile of blankets at its foot, a pillow at
its head. Beyond the pillow the culvert had been sealed
off with scavenged bricks and cement. Sammy crawled
in and lay down. The bag and the pillow smelled of stale
tobacco. There was an empty ashtray handy.
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When Sammy woke it was night. Energy was
meowing, purring, slithering around the pitch black
culvert; muscular, dense, invisible; butting Sammy with
his head; relentless. Sammy crawled out into Jeffery’s
garden, pulled the tuna can out of a pocket, and opened
it up for Energy. Energy, now luminous in the starlight,
was rumbling purring squeaking, soft fur sliding over
the shifting muscle, weaving in and out of Sammy’s
legs, impatient-patient-impatient, a snake trying to catch
its own tail. Sammy put the open can on the ground, sat
down, and lit a smoke.
The black sky was ablaze with stars. Energy was
eating. Sammy smoking. Cool air hissed through the
canopy of the trees and Sammy imagined centipedes
rushing across the Fritzo parking lot. Mindless and
efficient. Collecting information. Mapping the zone.
Disappearing into cracks, gutters, weeds, into the bush
where Sammy and Energy were relaxing. One of the
stars was moving, tracing a slow razor-sharp arc through
the chaos of the firmament, the darkness closing up over
the wound of its passage as soon as it was made. A
plane, thought Sammy, or a satellite. A truck roared past
on the highway beyond the trees. Sammy had always
liked that sound, of cars and trucks on the highway
when you were standing still, the whining
intensification of the approach and then the sigh of
diminishment. Energy was cleaning himself. Sammy
scratched the cat’s little skull behind the ears. Energy
didn’t stop, just kept working away. Energy was getting
himself clean, getting himself right, getting himself
ready.
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“For what?” said Sammy. “For what are you getting
ready? For what are you getting yourself right? For
what?”
“Energy?” said Sammy. “Energy?”
But Energy had nothing to say.
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Not for Sale, Used Asteroid, One Owner

One owner, matriarch of the commune
who mined this main-belt asteroid,
hollowing hallways to carve a home
in a misshapen metallic lump of rock,
trading platinum, palladium, rhodium
for orchids and ornamental goldfish.
A moderately eccentric collective
prizing fragrance and form over gold:
recycled air freighted with vanilla,
dragon-eyed fish in wall aquaria,
even the toddlers taught to assess
aquaponic filters, seals, pumps.
One owner, now deceased, gray hair
enthroned in tiny platinum lockets
worn by those seeking new lodging,
this flower-strewn rock her tomb.
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Old English
Hwaet! Þēos moldstōw is ǣrende
innan mynegunga webbgeweorce.
Wē besendon þis wærword,
bealospell nīedmicel.
Wē beþōhton ūre þēode
þrȳþswīþe, unlȳtle eormenstrȳnde.
Hēr nis nān ellendǣd gemyndgod,
ne ealdgestrēon bedolfen
ne foresetl, ne frēolsstōw.
Wē forhtedon ond hatodon hwæt is hēr.
Þis bealospell warnaþ
þaet wælfȳr wiext
tō middewearde;
hēr rihtlīce is sēo ælemidde.
Wē hit hrusan heolstre bewrigon.
Hit hæfþ hēanesse ond langnesse.
Hēr wunað giet se wælcræft
nū swā swā on ūrum dagum.
Sēo frecennes frēcnaþ bānhūs
ond fordōn mǣg.
Sē bealo glēwþ,
brǣdeþ tō ūtwearde.
Gif gē delfen ond drefen
dryhtenbealu gē onbinden.
Forbūgaþ þās moldstōwe
ond manlēase þā gerȳmaþ
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Translation
Listen! This sepulchre is a message
Within a web of warnings.
We sent this warning,
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A baleful, urgent message.
We thought our people
Exceedingly powerful, a great generation.
Here is no honourable deed commemorated,
Nor ancient treasure buried
Nor high seat of honor nor festival ground.
We feared and hated what is here.

Illustration © 2021, Cécile Matthey.
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This dire message warns
That deathly fire grows greater
Towards the middle;
Right here is the center.
We hid it in the darkness of the earth.
It has height and length.
The deadly power still dwells here
Now, just as in our time.
The danger threatens the body
And may kill
The malice glows,
Broadening outwards.
If you dig and disturb
You will unbind great misery.
Shun this tomb
And leave it uninhabited.

96

Until a Hundred Generations of People Have Departed

Illustration © 2021, Cécile Matthey.

97

Of Weeds and Witches
Shelly Jones

Illustration © 2021, Jason Baltazar.

Of Weeds and Witches

Fireweed to burn away
his memory, the witch tells me,
plucking a dried stalk from the rafter.
Milkweed to nurture my broken
heart, but as she glances
down past my tender breasts
to my belly, we both know it is not
my heart that is broken.
She places the creeping myrtle
on the floorboards, tells me to stomp.
“To rend the memories from you for good.”
I hesitate and she notices,
but does not comment.
She does not deal in guilt
or sermons, only in potions and coin,
or whatever else girls have of value.
Tucked in a vase on her table, snips of hair,
flaxen and coarse, like my shorn locks.
Rows of jars, green-blue glass obscuring
contents: eyes or chestnuts? Fingernails or eggshells?
I rub my thumb over my fingers,
the nails jagged, bitten or cut?
Trimmed with a dull knife on the table,
a curl of something still stuck in its serrated teeth.
I stomp twice on the pale-blue pinwheels,
bend to pick up the oily crushed leaves, but a bony hand
swipes them from my grasp. It is only then
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I notice the dusty footprint, a twin
to the one below my boot.
Has another girl been here, bartering
with the witch, trading her teeth,
her hair, her jar of mother dough for assistance?
Or is it only me, always me, returning again?
She thrusts a potion toward me, a dare
more than an offering and I remember this:
the blur of her arm, a tattered sleeve, a chipped cup
that feels familiar on my lower lip like a lost lover.
I sip and wonder when we will meet again.
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Guidelines for submissions
The Future Fire welcomes submissions of
speculative fiction and poetry with progressive,
inclusive and socially aware disposition. We are
particularly interested in feminist, queer,
postcolonial and ecological themes, and writing
by under-represented voices.

•
•
•
•

Fiction (up to 1000 words): pay $10 per story
Fiction (up to 17500 words): pay $20 per story
Poetry: pay $10 per poem
Illustrations: pay $10 per story illustrated
(+$10 for the image we use as cover art).

Submissions by email. Responses with 30 days.
No multiple or simultaneous submissions, please.

All guidelines at http://futurefire.net/guidelines/

