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linger just out of sight—waiting, perhaps, around a
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W

hen we started Blind Corner Literary Magazine back in the fall of
2019, we had no idea how far it would take us. We had some hopes, a
lot of motivation, and maybe even a few good ideas, but nothing that
could prepare us for what was to come, or how quickly the magazine would find its
footing. This has been a passion project from the start, and because of that we’ve
never wanted to make any money, or do this full-time—we still don’t. But what we
did want was to put out a magazine we could be proud of, and it’s safe to say that,
because of writers and readers like you, this goal has been met every step of the way.
We are humbled by your support.
But, as they say, it takes a village, and I would be remiss not to mention the people
who have worked so hard to make Blind Corner Magazine what it is today. From the
humble beginning of just myself and Alex, we have been fortunate to adopt some

very gifted and dedicated staff members along the way.
Firstly, Talia Santopadre, who came to us as a contributor on our first issue,
eventually joined us as an editorial intern, using her deft eye for fresh talent to help us
put together the past few issues—which were by far our most successful. Since then,
she has been behind the amazing Twitter contests you’ve all seen week after week,
and has been lending us her talent as a gifted reviewer to build up our newest feature,
Retro Reviews. It’s through her dedication that this project has evolved into what it
is today.
Secondly, Sam Grandaw, who joined us this spring semester as an editorial intern and
has proven to be much more, his dedication to the art of publishing shining through
in every aspect of his work. It is through his eager, hands-on approach to editing that
this issue was created, and it is because of his skills as a curator and enthusiasm for
working with our contributors that it will be not only our largest volume yet, but one
of our most compelling. Issue 7, without a doubt, belongs to him.
And, last but not least, Alex Lukas, who is the sole reason you will be reading
this issue in PDF format. Her expertise in creative design has already brought us so
far, creating the Blind Corner brand you all know and recognize, but, with this new
format, it is safe to say that the magazine is finally looking like how we imagined it
from the start, and it’s because of her.
That said, this issue is a milestone for us, and the first step to even bigger and better
things. We have worked hard to make this happen, and we hope you all enjoy reading
it as much as we enjoyed putting it together.
So, as always, sit back and enjoy the ride. We’ll be seeing you around the next blind
corner.

Joe Buckler
Founder & Editor-in-Chief
Blind Corner Literary Magazine
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To Our Readers,
he genre of Speculative Fiction is an often misunderstood dimension of
the literary world. Audiences tend to think “isn’t all fiction technically
‘Speculative’?” Many of you may hope for the answer to this question to be
“yes,” followed by some broad placations. As Blind Corner’s editorial intern though,
I feel that it is my duty to clarify things by saying “no.” Speculative Fiction is a genre
that attempts to respond to the “what if… ” questions we have about the supernatural,
the otherworldly, the dystopian, and—frequently—the future. It is a vast realm, and
one that deserves to be represented by a diverse host of works from authors with many
backgrounds.
This is exactly what I sought to do in cultivating this quarter’s issue of Blind Corner.
You will encounter tales inspired by Persian mythology, the Filipino immigrant
experience, and the coasts of the Pacific Northwest. You will find yourselves at night in
the deserts of Arizona and during the day along the streets of New Orleans. You’ll read
stories of superheroes and seers. You will enter the world of holographic television,
hear death speak, and wonder what would happen if you saw yourself outside the
diner window. Join us as we peek through the mysterious door and make wishes in the
zoo fountain. If you find yourself reading this issue on the road though, I’d suggest you
don’t leave your motel room when it’s dark outside…

T

Sincerely,
Samuel Grandaw
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T

he steam from my coffee indicated it was still too hot for a first sip.
Resisting the siren call of my cell, I casually inspected the others
sitting in the diner with me. A bittersweet cloud of loneliness
hung in the air. They might as well have been veiled. Mine was not in any
way an interested appraisal, just a way of passing time until my caffeine
made the journey from lip-burning to just right, which never lasted long
enough.
Definitely more singles than couples at the mid-morning hour on a
dreary day. One group of four in shorts and gimme caps, obviously forced
off the links due to the unexpected downpour. Only interesting subject
was an older man who kept pulling a small picture from his shirt pocket.
He would shed a few quiet tears, bring it to his lips for a moment and, with
a wistful smile, put it back. One can only hope to be paid such a tribute.
The revolver in my jacket pocket felt heavier as the minutes passed. The
metal felt cold and sinister as I started to withdraw it. If only I had some
truth to hold onto.
The faulty wiring in my brain was firing off electrons randomly from
synapse to synapse, vainly trying to find that ground wire essential to
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preventing an overload. So far, my violent outbursts had been triggered in
private, and my true danger to society was hidden from view.
Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man hurrying by outside.
His image, contorted by the droplets on the pane, was disjointed. He
progressed haltingly, confused and unsure.
Hauntingly familiar, he turned toward the diner window and stepped
into a small pocket of sunlight. His stare took my breath away.
It was me.
I abruptly stood, dropped a ten-spot on the table, and desperately hurried
after the retreating figure. The stoop of the shoulders, the shambling gait—
there was no mistake. What if I caught him?
He rounded the corner and disappeared from view. I broke into a reckless
flight. I couldn’t lose him! He might have the answer! Ignoring the stares
of strangers, I swept around the corner like a race car on two wheels.
Nothing! The street was empty. An emaciated mutt, bolting from my
sudden approach, was the only movement. I dropped to my knees and
wept.
“Who left the tenner on the empty table?” asked Thelma.
From behind the counter, Ralph answered, “I guess whoever sat there
last.”
“Nobody’s sat at this table all morning,” replied Thelma.
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lliot Masters drove down a lonely stretch of Arizona highway in
his old brown truck. He was heading back to the motel, where he’d
checked in a couple of days ago. It was nearly midnight, and the
wind was howling like a dying animal.
He had spent the past three days going over his presentation and hadn’t
slept much. Even with all the rehearsing he had done, he’d still felt anxious
that morning when he’d arrived at the conference. Given the circumstances,
though, he thought his presentation had gone well. There had been a few
questions from the audience that he hadn’t anticipated, but they hadn’t
been too hard to answer.
After the conference, there had been a party. Elliot hadn’t meant to stay
for long, but Doctor Liu had insisted. Liu was the head of the psychology
department back at the university, and not someone Elliot wanted to
disappoint. Elliot had stuck around for a couple of hours, smiling and
shaking hands until he’d felt he might pass out from fatigue.
At least it’s over with, he thought.
He stifled a yawn. Staring down the empty highway—seeing the
unchanging country landscape pass by on both sides, vaguely illuminated
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by his headlights—had a hypnotic effect. He wished he had brought
some Adderall with him, but he hadn’t expected he would need any after
finishing his presentation.
Slowly, Elliot’s head began to fall. His foot came down on the gas pedal,
pushing the truck from 60 miles per hour to 70, then to 80.
He wasn’t aware that he was falling asleep until he hit something. The
truck bounced, and he woke with a start.
“Shit!”
Without thinking, he hit the brake. The sudden stop knocked him
forward. He hit his face on the dashboard, and a bolt of pain shot through
his nose. Once the truck had fully stopped, he eased himself up. He touched
his nose, and grimaced. His fingers came away smeared with blood. He
thought he might have broken it, but that was the least of his worries.
Elliot parked the truck on the side of the road and got out. An icy wind
scattered sand and pebbles onto the road.
There were bloody tire-tracks for about forty feet. Elliot swallowed, and
tasted bile. He followed the tracks from his car and saw something lying in
the middle of the road, beneath the light of the full moon.
This isn’t happening. I made it back to the motel, and I fell asleep, and now
I’m having the worst nightmare ever. In a minute, I’ll wake up, and by the
end of the day, I won’t remember any of this.
He closed his eyes, counted to five, and opened them.
Nothing had changed. The wind still stung. The ground still crunched
under his feet, and the girl was still dead.
“No,” he moaned. “No, no, no.”
He dropped to his knees next to the girl. She was young, perhaps eight
or nine, though it was hard to tell with the blood obscuring her features.
She was wearing a light-blue dress and white shoes with pink laces. She
had blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She was lying motionless on her
back. Her eyes were shut, and her mouth was frozen in a rictus of pain.
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Elliot looked for the rise and fall of her chest that would mark even the
shallowest breathing. Nothing. He picked up her left wrist in his shaking
hands and searched for a pulse, but could find none.
What am I going to do? What the hell am I going to do?
Before he could think of an answer, he saw the girl move. A brief twitch
of her right arm, then her eyelids began to flutter.
A million thoughts ran through Elliot’s head. If the girl was still alive
somehow, then he might be able to save her. He could call 911, and they
could send an ambulance, and get her to the nearest hospital. The doctors
and surgeons could fix her, and if she was lucky, she might not even suffer
any permanent damage. She might go on to live a long, happy life, and he
might spend the next year or three in jail, suffering every day, all because he
fell asleep behind the wheel. And if the girl happened to die on the way over
to the hospital, his sentence would be even harsher. He didn’t know what
the average prison sentence was for manslaughter in Arizona—shit, who
the hell did?—but it suddenly seemed like the most important question in
the world.
His musing came to a halt when he realized the little girl had opened
her eyes, and was looking right at him.
“You,” she said. Her voice didn’t sound pained, but accusatory.
“I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I’ll get you help. I—I’ll call an ambulance.”
He fished his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed 911. He waited for
the operator to pick up, never looking away from the girl. He watched her
close her eyes, heard her take a deep, ragged breath, and then fall silent. It
left him feeling numb all over.
Too late.
Elliot could hear the operator’s voice asking him what his emergency
was. It sounded as if the voice was coming from somewhere far away. He
lowered the phone, then pressed the END CALL button.
For a while, all he could do was kneel there and think. He had killed
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a child. He had committed manslaughter—yes, manslaughter—as if that
was supposed to sound better than murder. If he turned himself in, he
would lose everything. Even if he only got a year in prison, there was no
way the university would let him come back afterward.
He saw himself sharing a cell with another inmate. The inmate towered
over him. His gaze was as piercing as a shiv.
Ya know, I had a little girl once…
“No,” he said aloud, shaking the thought out of his head. “That’s not
going to happen.”
He looked down at the little girl’s lifeless body. He could feel his eyes
welling up with tears. He hadn’t known the girl, but she couldn’t have
deserved this. Nobody deserved this.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured. Then he reached down, scooped her up in his
arms, and carried her to the back of his truck.
It took less than a minute to load the girl’s body into the trunk, but it
felt much longer. Elliot tried to work fast. He hadn’t seen another car pass
by in a long time—but he still watched for headlights. Once he tucked her
inside, he slammed the trunk shut, and let out his breath.
He got back into the truck and examined himself in the rearview
mirror. He wiped the blood from his nose. It wasn’t broken, as he had
first suspected, but it would likely be bruised for days. He took off his
blood-stained jacket and stuffed it under his seat. After making sure that
his undershirt was clean, he took an old wash rag from the back seat and
got out of the truck.
Bloodstains covered the grill, hood, and tires. Elliot didn’t have any
soap or water—but he did his best to get most of the blood off. Once he
was confident that he’d cleaned the truck as best as he could, he got back
in the driver’s seat. Then he started to drive back to the motel, feeling more
awake than he had ever felt in his life.
#
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I ran over a girl on the highway. I could have turned myself into the police
while I was on the phone, but I didn’t. Now I’m driving back to the motel with
a dead body in the trunk of my truck, and I have no idea what I’m going to do.
He tried to shake the thought from his head, but it was embedded in
his brain like a tick. Focusing on the road seemed to help a bit. He drove
fifteen miles below the speed limit, but even that seemed too fast.
As he crept along the road, waiting for the motel to come into view, a
new thought leaped into his head—one that seemed completely illogical
and horrifyingly plausible in equal parts.
What if she moved?
Elliot wanted to ignore the thought, but couldn’t. Like the others, it
had already taken root in his brain. He knew that dead bodies didn’t move.
He also knew that if he didn’t check on the girl, he was going to go insane.
He pulled over to the side of the road and got out again.
The first thing he noticed was the clump of hair sticking out of the trunk.
Had it got caught like that when he’d put the girl in? If so, had anyone seen
it? He was almost positive that no cars had driven behind him in the past
hour, but “almost” was an exceedingly poor substitute for certainty.
When he opened the trunk, the clump of hair fell to the ground. That
wasn’t all of it, either. The girl’s bow had come loose, and several strands of
hair lay about her in the trunk. Her body also looked less pale, and more
flushed. She hadn’t moved, though, and she was just as dead as she had
been when he’d put her in the trunk.
I slammed the door on her hair by accident, Elliot thought. It must have
torn some of it out.
Yes, that made some sense. As for her flushed skin…well, how was he
supposed to know what people looked like right after they died? Until
that night, he had never seen someone die before. Skin discoloration was
probably normal, he thought. Especially right after death.
After making sure no part of the body was sticking out, Elliot slammed
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the trunk shut again. As he got back in the truck and started driving the
rest of the way back to the motel, he considered how he would get rid
of the body. The idea sounded so lurid, and so melodramatic, that it was
almost funny.
Maybe I can find a book on proper corpse disposal at a local library. Maybe
if I put on my best smile, the librarian will believe me when I tell her it’s for a
research paper.
Elliot smiled. He checked the rearview mirror to appraise his expression.
He looked like a sick clown. The thought made him laugh aloud—a
mirthless giggle that sounded dangerously close to hysterical.
I just need to stay cool, he thought. So long as I can stay cool, everything
will be fine.
#
He pulled into the motel parking lot at around 1:00 a.m. He counted
five other vehicles in the lot and made sure to park as far away from any of
them as possible. Thankfully, he appeared to be the only person in the lot
at that hour.
He had devised a plan shortly before reaching the motel. In the morning,
he would drive to the nearest hardware store and buy a shovel. Then he
would drive into the desert and bury the girl’s body. After that, he would
give the truck a thorough washing, and clean out the trunk.
Body? Gone. Evidence? Gone. Problem? Gone.
Elliot was smiling as he got out of the truck. The plan seemed so
simple—and weren’t the simplest plans the most likely to succeed?
He could feel his adrenaline rush finally wearing off. He took a deep
breath, gulped down the cool night air, and decided to wait for dawn inside
the motel. He thought he might even manage to get some sleep.
Before he could go inside, though, he needed to check on the body. It
wasn’t something he wanted to do, but he had to.
After triple-checking the parking lot to make sure that he was alone,
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Elliot moved to the back of the truck. He opened the trunk just a few
inches. Despite the darkness, he could still see what was lying inside. He
nearly screamed.
The body bore almost no resemblance to that of a little girl. Almost all
of its hair had fallen out, save for a few stray stands. Its skin was shriveled
and beet-red, like that of a burn victim. Its face looked almost skeletal, with
the skin on it drawn tight. Its lips were drawn back in a sneer. Its eyes were
open again, and seemed to be looking right at Elliot. Those accusatory eyes
were the only part of the body that hadn’t changed.
He slammed the trunk shut. Even when he heard the lock click, he didn’t
lift his hands. His thoughts were like a tangled mass of snakes—black and
threatening.
It’s not real. It’s not real. None of it is real—
“Having car trouble?”
This time Elliot did scream. He spun around, only to see a small man in
khaki pants and a brown coat standing in front of the motel entrance. The
man was bald, with wire-framed glasses and a small moustache. He didn’t
look intimidating at all. If anything, he looked spooked.
“I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said.
“Startle,” Elliot repeated, and laughed. From the way the little man
flinched, he guessed the laugh hadn’t sounded entirely normal.
Play it cool. Just play it cool.
“No,” Elliot said, “I… I just wasn’t expecting anyone else out this late.”
“It’s the jet-lag,” the little man said, regaining some of his composure.
He held his arms to his chest, rubbing them for warmth. “I thought I had
trouble sleeping before, but ever since I got off my last flight, I’ve felt like
my brain has been hooked up to jumper cables.”
“I can’t sleep either,” Elliot said. “That’s why I came out here—to have a
smoke.”
He thought his voice sounded robotic and, judging by the way the man
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looked at him, he guessed it probably did. Or maybe the man was simply
looking for evidence of the smoke Elliot had mentioned.
“Well,” said the little man, “I suppose I should go back inside, and at
least try to get some sleep.”
“That sounds like a good idea.”
Elliot hadn’t meant for the words to sound threatening, but the little
man turned and hurried back into the motel at a near-jog. Once he was
gone, Elliot waited for about fifteen minutes before finally surmising that
the little man hadn’t reported him for suspicious behavior. He barely even
felt the cold.
His thoughts kept going back to the body in the trunk. He was feeling
slightly better, content with his plan and his ability to carry it out, but
then he checked the trunk, and the nightmare resumed in full-force.
It’s probably just an anomaly: something that’s only seen in one out of every
million corpses. There’s probably even a book or three written on the subject.
Elliot clung to the explanation like a drowning man clinging to a piece
of flotsam. What other choice did he have?
He entered the motel lobby. The only other person he saw was a young
woman standing behind the front desk. She had short, dark hair and a lip
piercing, and was scanning a magazine with tired eyes. Elliot raised one
hand as he passed her. She gave him an obligatory nod, then went back to
her magazine.
Just one night. I’ll buy the shovel in the morning, as soon as the stores open.
Then I’ll bury the body and put all this shit behind me. Just one night. There’s
no such thing as monsters. There’s always an explanation, even for things we
think we can’t explain. Just one fucking night.
His room was on the second floor. Darkness greeted him as he opened
the door. He struggled to find the lights, and felt panic starting to overtake
him. It was like some horrible ooze, enveloping him until he could barely
move or breathe. Panic driven by a singular thought: that he wasn’t alone
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in the room, and that at any second, he would feel a small, cold hand grab
him…
He found the switch, and light flooded the room. He was alone, with
the exception of a few lingering shadows.
He let out a long, shuddering breath, then collapsed onto the bed. The
past hour had felt like one awful drug rush that had left his nerves shot to
hell. Now, lying on the soft surface of the bed, Elliot felt himself finally
coming down. He thought he could sleep off the residual adrenaline, and
hopefully wake up with a clearer head.
He closed his eyes, and eventually fell into an uneasy sleep.
#
Elliot woke up. His dreams had been a jumbled mass of images that
he couldn’t recall. The only thing he could remember was the sound of
someone screaming. Maybe it had been him.
He got up from the bed and walked over to the window. It was
still dark outside. He looked at his phone and saw that it was quarterpast 5:00 a.m. The sun wouldn’t be coming up for at least two more
hours—and most stores wouldn’t be open until well after that.
He might have tried to lie down for another couple of hours, but
something outside caught his attention. From his window, he had a
clear view of most of the motel parking lot. He could just make out
the shape of his truck, parked at the back of the lot.
The trunk was wide open.
Elliot thought of the little man he had run into, out in the parking
lot. The man might not have called the cops, but perhaps he’d still
been suspicious. And perhaps his curiosity had gotten the best of him.
“You son of a bitch,” he muttered, and hurried out of his room,
toward the elevator. He didn’t know what he would do if he caught
the man. All that mattered was keeping his secret safe.
He got into the elevator and went down—all the while, willing it to
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go faster. At last, it dinged, and the doors slid open.
He was back in the motel lobby, but something was wrong.
The lobby’s overhead lights were all off. The only light came from a small
lamp on the now-deserted front desk.
“Hello?” Elliot said. His voice quavered. Fear was creeping over him
again. He wanted to turn around, run back upstairs, and lock himself in
his room. Yet that awful curiosity was also back. Unable to stop himself, he
slowly approached the front desk.
Lying on the floor behind the counter, bathed in the sick, yellow light
of the lamp, was the young woman with the short hair and lip piercing.
Her throat was torn open, as if something with incredible strength had
tried to rip her head off, but had given up partway through. Her face was
stained with blood. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth hung open in a
silent scream.
Elliot would have screamed himself, had he not felt paralyzed. Even
when he heard footsteps coming, he couldn’t make himself move.
“I guess I gave you a scare, huh?”
Forcing his muscles to obey, Elliot slowly turned away from the dead
woman. Standing in front of him in the middle of the lobby was the little
girl.
“I killed you,” he said. “I didn’t mean to, but I did.”
“You thought you did,” she corrected him. Stepping into the light of the
desk lamp, Elliot saw that she really was a little girl, and not the monstrous
figure he’d last seen. Her skin was normal again, and all her hair was back,
although no longer tied up in a bow. If it wasn’t for the blood on her—
some dried, some fresh—she would have resembled a perfectly ordinary
child.
Blood. She had been covered in blood when he’d first found her, lying
in the middle of the road after he’d hit her. Some of it had gotten on his
truck. And yet he couldn’t remember finding so much as a scratch on her.
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“I was just sleeping,” she said. “It happens when I get hurt like that. But
you didn’t have to worry about me. I can’t die.” She said those last words
with the tone of a child showing off some mildly interesting talent, such as
being able to fold one’s tongue in half.
She took a step forward. Then another.
“I ate just before you hit me,” the little girl said, “but sleeping always
makes me hungry. And when I get really hungry, I start to turn back.” She
pointed to the body of the young woman behind Elliot, and said, “I’m
better now, thanks to her.”
Elliot tried to speak, but he could only manage a low whimper.
The girl stopped just a couple of feet away from him. Her lips pulled
back in a grisly smile, revealing rows of cruel little teeth.
“Better,” she said, “but not perfect.”
Now it’s my turn to sleep, Elliot thought. The notion struck him as funny.
He might have laughed, but she was already upon him.
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hat a disgusting creature.
That was my only thought as I watched this Daemon
scarfing down honey cakes dunked in sweet wine. Our people
do not often bake sweets. They are merely a formality we picked up from
our southern neighbors. But she insisted on skipping to dessert.
She reached across to my husband’s side of the mesob to grab a handful
of dates. She might as well have been a dog. Comparably, my husband
looked so wise at that table. The sparkle of his jewelry accentuated his
skin like it was a date on a silver dish. His ivory horned crown—a symbol
of blessed Maher—was dazzled with gold while his white headcloth
remained pristine underneath. His slight nose and dark, well-trimmed
beard complemented his high cheekbones. A red kilt, beautifully striped
with gold, loosely coated his waist. All while his red cloak hung neatly
around his shoulders. A true King. His deep umber eyes met mine.
“Dear?” he inquired. “Would you get the servants to bring more sweets?
I believe our friend is quite hungry.”
“At once my love,” I smiled. The Daemon had asked that we excuse our
servants and guards for the night. She assured us that we would only need

17

one course of food. Clearly, she had lied.
“Wait!” the Daemon interjected. “Please, excuse my manners, I simply
cannot eat another bite. The food was extravagant, nothing like what we
have in the Hooves.”
The Hooves. A wretched set of islands that surround the continent. I
visited them once on a trade route. We were traveling to the Tail by sea
and had to stop to restock on food. The place reeked of shit and alcohol. It
only made sense that these Daemons resided there. This one, however, was
quite handsome. She had a hooked nose with full lips. Long silky hair that
shined with a cream white gloss.
Her onyx skin, however, was coarse like a dragon’s and clashed with her
ivory white horns. She stank of frankincense, which, combined with the
sweets, made the room smell nauseatingly sweet. Her clothing wasn’t much
better. She sported a small, worn-out, pleated red robe. Hardly appropriate
for the Negus of the Horns.
“Very well,” my husband replied, forcing a smile. “Shall we get to it
then?”
The Daemon smiled. “Yes. But may I say, your Queen is absolutely
stunning.”
“You are too kind,” I responded. I am no stranger to being called stunning.
My husband said as much on our wedding night. “Making love to you is
like making love to the world’s most beautiful auroch,” he whispered to me
after consummating the marriage. I believe it was intended as a compliment,
though I’m unsure. Unlike my husband, I feel my figure compliments my
face. My sharp jawline, high cheekbones, and narrow nose go well with
my body’s muscular definition. I even wear my hair out in long dreads to
shape my face even more, though now it just looks like a black coin in a
gray well. I began to go gray after having my second child, and after my
fourth, I started to wrinkle too. These wide hips of mine were once my
greatest insecurity, but ever since my first child, I accentuate them with an
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ivory sheath.
“She is a beauty is she not?” my husband responded. “I’m lucky to have
her.”
“Truly,” she said, still staring into my eyes.
“So!” I blurted out, blushing. “You plan an alliance between the Horns
and the Hooves. But what do we have to gain from such an impoverished
set of islands?”
She laughed at that.
“What she meant by that” my husband raised, “is that the Hooves aren’t
as united as the Horns. We are known across the world, while your islands
serve as independent ports—important as they may be.”
“You’re not wrong” she replied. “However, the Daemon community
across the Hooves have developed a sort of… national identity.”
“National identity?” I interjected.
“Yes!” she proudly exclaimed. “The Quindisa are a proud people. We
trace our lineage to Meher.”
“You and every other living thing on the continent,” my husband said.
“Ah, but we are his direct descendants!”
“Descendants?”
“Yes! The Quindisa believe that we are the children of Meher. Hence,
our white hair and horns. Before he died, it is said that one of the Gods
that rode the mighty auroch placed their seed inside him; ensuring that
the lineage of the Gods will never die!”
“And you believe you descend from this God and Meher?”
She smiled at that. “No.” She laughed. Her voice was like a bat’s screech
mixed with a dog’s whine. “Of course, I don’t believe in such nonsense! But
what I believe doesn’t matter.” She leaned in towards my husband. “For a
people to be united, they must believe in a shared identity or lineage. Is
that not why the Horn Empire claims to have grown out of the mind of
Meher?”

19

“Are you implying we’re liars?” I lashed out at her. “Because if you are,
then this meeting is over.” I stood to call the guards. My husband got up
and put his hand on me, but I pushed him off. “Are you going to stand for
this? This Daemon is nothing but a sycophantic deceiver. She blatantly
and repeatedly disrespected our traditions, and now she claims our people
are frauds! How can you put up with this?”
“Sit down!” he commanded me. “You learn your place, or you leave!” I
tried to speak but he cut me off. “Understand?”
I sat back down, humiliated and fuming. How dare he speak to his Queen
this way, I thought. I am his equal.
My home in the mountains of the Eastern Tip was more respectful
toward women. I come from a long line of warriors. But the capital isn’t
the same. Women are expected to be servants here. It’s why my ancestors
broke off from the Horns.
I miss the cool breeze of the Tip. The wind in the plains of the capital
feels like it sucks the moisture from your body, while the sun pierces your
core with inescapable heat. So many fertile lands exist on the body of
Maher, yet my husband’s forefathers decided to situate the capital in the
dry plains of the Northern Head—the midpoint of the Horns. I know
to hold my tongue about this though; my mother always raised me to
be a servant queen. “A shame,” she’d say. “You’re lean like an auroch, but
destined to be a mare.” Ours was the last piece of land to become part of
the Empire, uniting the Horns into one kingdom. One of many on this
massive continent.
Still, it stung every time he spoke like that to me. My husband is an
elegant man, but lacking in any kind of strength. He’s always been insecure
about this, especially when compared to me. He is your King, I kept telling
myself. The Daemon laughed at the whole debacle. Is that all she can do?
Laugh and eat?
She began to calm down. “This is the best dinner I’ve ever had. I wasn’t
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expecting a tragedy with my meal though.”
“Tragedy?” my husband asked.
She laughed more. “I mean—just look at her! She’s ready to kill you
right now!” I blushed and turned away at that, while the Daemon got up
and walked towards my seat. I had never noticed her height. She was at
least a head taller than my husband, and had such broad shoulders. “You
see,” she continued, “an alliance between our peoples could lead to the
conquest of the continent.”
“The entire continent?” he said, breathlessly.
“Yes. All of it. But I need someone who has the passion, the fury, the
strength to accomplish such a goal.” She got right in front of me and held
my face. She looked at my husband, then at me. Slowly, she kneeled down
and kissed me. I felt paralyzed by her warm and rough hands. Her breath
was like a garden of sugar. My husband stood, dumbfounded.
I saw into her mind. Every island in the Hooves becoming an army base,
the continent cut off from trade, and at the top—The Horns, piercing
through the land from top to bottom. One continent. One empire. One
people. She released me from the kiss and I gasped for air.
My husband began yelling, but I didn’t hear him. The Daemon—Mar—
whispered into my ear. “You were never meant to be a mare; you were
always an auroch. You’re like us; a descendant of Meher.”
“My children—” I whimpered.
“—are also descendants, but he isn’t. He is just a fool holding you back.
A chain on your neck. Tonight was to remind you of who you are, and of
who he is.” She pointed to my husband. “Gudit, get rid of your chains.”
I looked over at him. He kept yelling, but all I could hear was my heart
pounding in my ears. I don’t want to kill him. He is a good husband. He’s
weak. I’m weak. I’m strong. Was that an illusion or prediction? Is this really
happening?
“Yes.” She whispered into my ear again. The room went black, and then
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crimson.
My husband fell, his umber eyes becoming onyx. I noticed a red-stained
knife in my hands. Was I always holding this knife? The room lost its sweet
aroma; replaced by the metallic scent of iron and copper. I turned to look
at Mar. She smiled at me.
What a beautiful creature.
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he 9D TV Citizen Pimlico 891 could see his arm extended out
in front of him. Attached to it was a beautiful, olive-skinned
woman. She led him along a beach promenade. Her flowing,
raven black hair caught in the breeze that ran off the Mediterranean Sea
and momentarily uncovered the elegantly contoured nape of her neck. He
closed his eyes and allowed the warm rays of sunshine to flicker across the
inside of his eyelids. He opened them again, and the girl with the raven
hair paused to glance at him over her shoulder. Her soft pink lips pursed
in a heart shape, ready to whisper a sweet message of love.
They sat together in a restaurant—a small family-run eatery nestled
in a tiny Byzantine square. The mosaic-tiled décor was offset against the
blood-orange warmth of the evening. Couples cooed at each other from
across tables set for two, while the sun fell slowly behind a barren, hilly
backdrop. The dwindling light contained their shared intimacy. The girl
with the raven hair held out a morsel of grilled aubergine on the end of a
fork,the scent of it making Citizen Pimlico 891 lean involuntarily forward
to taste it.
Throbbing music began to spill out a pulsating muffled bass-growing
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steadily louder as it drew closer. The amber shards of sunlight faded
through a deep blue that mutated through purple darkness. Then, through
a blur of neon, they found themselves on a dance floor. The individual
floor tiles lit up as they glided across them. Citizen Pimlico 891´s heart
pounded in time with the bassline, and serotonin tickled his nerve endings.
The smell of her peach-scented perfume lingered in his nostrils, and words
of affection caught at the back of his throat. Then, like a carousel slide
projector transitioning, they found themselves shifting into the next scene.
Shimmering light refracted from a hotel swimming pool and glimmered
across their bodies as they lay side-by-side on a pool lounger. She held his
gaze, her green eyes vivid in the light. Her fingers lightly traced circles
across the back of his hand. She leaned forward to say something, stopping
for a moment to smile bashfully, but her words got lost in a cacophony of
fireworks that exploded above them. Golden sparks rained down. Then
they were back, walking hand-in-hand on the beach promenade at night,
bathed in golden champagne luminescence. The fireworks burst around
them like flowers blooming in the night sky.
The raven-haired girl looked at him, ready to whisper something
affectionate. Citizen Pimlico 891 waited for the words to come, the bitter
disappointment growing inside him like cancer. It was a moment that he
lived for repeatedly, yet it was always tainted with disillusionment. It left
his throat dry and his stomach cramped. A surging sensation of infatuation
poured through him like water trickling from a rusty tap. The words that
left her mouth were always the same. “Welcome to Tel Aviv,” she said. “The
Mediterranean capital of cool.”
The 9D TV flickered and buzzed. White noise disrupted the images, a
common issue with the lower-end models. The mirage of the raven-haired
girl disappeared in a crackle of static, and an advertisement for dishwasher
tablets took over. The musty smell of dirty plates invaded his nostrils. It
was produced by the 9D TV´s Aroma-Scope-360 smells that accompany
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every television set. The synthetic scent of lemon and orange filled the
space while a holographic image of a detergent brand mascot danced in
front of his face, as if laughing at his feeling of hopelessness.
Citizen Pimlico 891 shifted himself outside of the 9D TV´s catch range.
It was always a stupefying sensation, as it was for any viewer who sat for
too long in front of its sensors. It took him a few seconds to locate himself.
The familiar odour and murky green gloaming of his two-bedroom flat
brought him back to reality. He sat hunched over, his head in his hands
and his eyes burning. He understood how people could starve to death,
unable to pry themselves away from the combination of holographic
images, engineered chemical scents, and air blasts that hit the hand in a
precise sequence, transmitting feelings, both negative and positive. Love,
hate, pathos, and joy. The 9D TV was just like the radio and newspaper
advertisements promised: “Every viewing a multi-sensory and emotional
event—a curious journey down the bottomless rabbit hole.”
It wasn´t so much that people took a trip down the rabbit hole than
it was that they fell in headfirst and never hit the bottom. They sat on
their sofas or lay in bed, watching one event after another, falling in and
out of love with Hollywood starlets or losing themselves in epic war sagas.
Some viewers got hooked on the adrenaline rush of fleeing for their lives
with ravenous beasts in tow. Some became addicted to making their own
choices along a branching, multi-layered adventure with knights and
dragons. And some voyaged on an endless odyssey of adults-only skin-flick
experiences. With people willingly severed from reality, the world outside
no longer made any sense, nor even mattered. The area outside the 9D
TV catch zone was nothing more than a dried and withered shell of dust
storms, months of endless rain, and lockdowns.
Television manufacturers programmed 9D TV sets to only show
landscapes after 48 hours of continuous viewing. After 72 hours, the set
would turn off completely for 12 hours in order to prevent catatonic
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television syndrome. Hackers had learned to get around the restrictions
though, by using clandestinely imported microchips, which meant viewers
could take protracted viewing sessions that lasted for weeks or even
months. Death by overexposure was common. It was considered to be an
enlightened way to leave the outside world. It was a common belief that
if you died in front of the 9D TV, your soul entered through the screen
destined to spend eternity travelling through the holographic world.
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isty Swan’s life did not flash before her eyes. Instead of thinking
back, she thought forward, to the busy days that lay ahead.
Who would pick up Katie after school if she couldn’t? And
who would help Billy with his trig, and proofread Tom’s sales reports, and
take Bear to the vet? And who would do the laundry, and the dishes, and
the taxes, and the thousand other things she needed to do?
Misty managed all of that worrying in the span of a single second as she
watched the truck drift across the center line, and into her lane. A moment
later came the loudest noise she had ever heard, and then… nothing.
*
Misty lay quietly in her hospital bed, the sheet pulled up to her chin, her
eyes glued to the TV. Thunderwoman was on, her favorite show, and her
one guilty pleasure. The heroine, a Norse goddess, spent her days teaching
European history and her nights fighting crime. She wore two thirds of a
gymnastics leotard for a costume and repeatedly told her enemies to go to
H-E-double hockey sticks, which is why Katie was not allowed to watch.
However, in addition to her risqué wardrobe and occasional potty
mouth, Thunderwoman had a shimmering do-good attitude, as well as
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a heart of gold. She was brave and strong in ways that Misty not only
admired, but envied.
“Now use your lightning bolt to short out his laser goggles,” Misty
whispered, realizing that she’d seen the episode before, and knew the
ending already. But what about the beginning? For some reason, she
couldn’t remember that. In fact, she couldn’t seem to remember if she’d
watched from the start, or picked it up part way through.
Prying her eyes from the screen, Misty suddenly recognized where she
was. She had no idea how she’d arrived though. Terrified of what she’d see,
she gently lifted the sheet. She was dressed in a hospital gown with nothing
underneath (which was frightening in itself ), but there were no signs of
injury to be found. Other than the gap in her memory, she seemed fine.
“Oh, no!” she hissed, struck by a terrible thought. She’d never picked up
Katie! What if she hadn’t found another ride to the soccer field? What if
the coach benched her for missing practice? What if she was still waiting
at the school? What… time was it?
Failing to find a clock within view, Misty looked back to the TV, trying
to think when the reruns of Thunderwoman aired. A commercial break
had come on, previewing the nightly news, and the image on the screen
showed her minivan smoldering along the roadside. Its front half was
wadded up like the dirty clothes that collected under Billy’s bed. In a flash,
she remembered, but she didn’t understand. She couldn’t possibly have
been in the van when that happened, could she?
“How are you feeling?”
The voice startled Misty, jarring her free from her reverie. She hadn’t
noticed the doctor enter the room. She blinked hard as she met his gaze,
tears welling in her eyes.
“I’m glad to see you’re awake,” the doctor went on when she failed
to respond. With deliberate steps, he moved to her bedside. He looked
nervous, which made Misty’s fear swell in turn.
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“I had an accident, didn’t I?” she asked. “Was I thrown from the van?
Was I… ? How am I… ?”
The doctor hesitated, chewing his lower lip before answering, “Yes, you
were in an accident. And no, you weren’t thrown from the van. Other than
that, I don’t know what to say, except that I’ve worked here for twenty
years and I’ve never seen anything like this, like… you.”
With the hem of the bedsheet, Misty blotted at the tears now streaming
down her cheeks. “Will I be okay?”
“Mrs. Swan, as far as I can tell you’re in perfect health, which is nothing
short of astonishing. I don’t mean to upset you further but, the fact is, you
shouldn’t be okay. They had to cut you out of your van. Your clothes were
ruined. Your purse was burned up so badly we could barely read the name
on your driver’s license.”
“So, I got… lucky?” she asked. Then, reacting to the look on the doctor’s
face, she tried again. “I got really lucky?”
“No. You didn’t get lucky. Mrs. Swan. I watched a nurse break two
needles against your arm trying to draw a blood sample. She couldn’t
even make a scratch. It’s as if your skin is impenetrable, yet it says in
your records that you were here last year for carpal tunnel surgery. At
some point between then and now something must have happened.
Something… miraculous.”
Misty didn’t know what to think, let alone what to say.
Just then, the air conditioning kicked on, sending a current of cool
air across her bare ankles, raising goose bumps. She looked down and
realized that by bunching up so much of the sheet at her chin, she’d
dragged its lower edge above her knees, exposing way too much of
her legs.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she apologized, hurrying the sheet back into
place and failing to consider that the only other person in the room
had surely seen her naked already.

31

“No need to apologize, Mrs. Swan,” the doctor said, chuckling.
“You are not what I expected.”
“I’m sorry,” she apologized again. “I can’t explain what happened,
and I’m afraid of what’s going to happen now. I’m afraid of what this
means, and I’m afraid of what my husband will say when he finds out
about the van, and I’m afraid—”
Chuckling again, the doctor interrupted, saying, “Mrs. Swan, based
on what I’ve seen here today, I don’t think you need to be afraid—of
anything.”
*
Unable to find anything to treat, the hospital released Misty the
following morning. After spending the night by her side, her husband
had left early to see the kids before school, and reassure them their mom
was okay. Rather than waiting for him to return, Misty left as soon as she
could. She boarded the first city bus that pulled up to the curb, indifferent
to where it was headed, as long as it was away.
It was too great a coincidence to ignore when the next stop turned out
to be the zoo, the very place it had all begun.
Ten minutes later, Misty was hurrying past the African predators,
toward the fountain pool where she’d made the wish. She marveled at the
realization that not even twenty-four hours had passed. The rays of the
mid-morning sun were shining down into the clear water, making the coins
scattered across the pool’s mossy bottom sparkle like gold doubloons. In
that light, any eager child might well have seen a treasure trove submerged
before them; Misty saw something far more wondrous than that.
Bracing her arms against the fountain’s rim, she leaned over the water. As
she scrutinized the coins, she wondered if it might be possible to pick out
the specific quarter she’d tossed in? And what if she could? Would she wade
right in to retrieve it? Would her wish, and her resultant transformation,
be unmade if she did?
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From the corner of her eye, Misty spotted one of the zoo docents headed
her way and quickly straightened. A guilty blush rose in her cheeks. It was
silly to think anyone would suspect her, a grown woman, of stealing spare
change. Then again, isn’t that just what she’d done the previous day?
Sort of.
On her way to the zoo, where she was going to help with Katie’s field trip,
Misty had swung by a drive-thru for a coffee. The girl at the window had
given her the wrong change—a quarter too much. Misty hadn’t realized it
until she was a mile down the road, and there was no time to go back, so
she’d pushed the coin into her pocket and tried to forget about it.
She couldn’t though. For forty-two years, Misty had never once taken
something that wasn’t hers. That quarter, despite being the result of
someone else’s mistake, marked an end to that streak. Being as frugal as
she was, she’d never understood the expression about money burning a
hole in your pocket, but as she’d watched over Katie and her friends, she’d
become acutely aware of the heat of the coin against her thigh. It radiated
through the thin fabric of her pocket, penetrating her leg right down to
the bone—singeing her conscience.
Desperate to be rid of her guilt, she’d rushed to the fountain the second
she’d spotted it. Despite not being the wishing type, she’d made one. As
the quarter sailed through the air, she’d whispered, “I wish I could keep
them safe.” She’d only meant the six kids in her group for the next two
hours. That her wish might actually be granted never crossed her mind.
“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” the docent asked as she came within earshot.
“Are you enjoying the zoo?”
“Yes,” Misty answered, choking on the word. She was practically
hyperventilating, and in no condition to make conversation.
Sensing her distress, the docent hurried to keep up as Misty turned and
headed away from the fountain.
“Are you alright, ma’am? Do you need help?”
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Fighting off the urge to run, Misty turned toward the nearest exhibit—
the Spotted Hyenas. They were lying in the shade beneath a tree at the
rear of the enclosure, mostly hidden by tall grass that matched their tawny
coats. She leaned over the rail, feigning interest as she struggled to steady
her breathing. “I’m alright,” she said when she felt more sure of her voice.
“I had an accident, but I’m fine—not even a scratch.”
The docent seemed unsure how to respond. Instead, she defaulted to her
work spiel, saying, “Spotted Hyenas get a bad rap as villains and scavengers.
Although they do steal prey from other predators when they can, they’re
also efficient hunters. Their society is matriarchal, which means their
groups are ruled by females—fierce protectors and the strongest of their
kind. They run with a distinctive loping gait because their front legs…”
And just like that, it all made sense. Thunderwoman was like a hyena, a
matriarch, and now Misty was, too. As difficult as it was to believe, she’d
been granted her wish,and in the most incredible way imaginable. Not
for one second did she think she was blessed with tank armor skin just to
watch after six girls for two hours. Her gift was much bigger than that, and
so her responsibility must be as well. She knew what she had to do.
*
Misty felt the hand of providence at work that evening when Tom
offered to take the kids out for bowling and a movie.
“The doctor said you need to rest,” he reminded her, “and that’ll never
happen with all of us here bothering you.”
A protest rose to Misty’s lips, but she bit it back. Tom and the kids were
never a bother, and she felt far too anxious to rest, but some time alone at
the house was just what she needed. She had preparations to see to—not
the least of which was choosing an outfit for her debut.
Misty’s wardrobe was befitting a woman who cared a great deal about
frugality and very little about fashion. Most of her clothes were beige and
baggy and reminiscent of what Thunderwoman wore at her university day
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job. It was an exceedingly conservative lot, with one exception.
As she sorted through her closet and chest of drawers, there was one
rogue item Misty found herself returning to—a pair of leopard print
leggings Tom’s sister had bought for Katie. Those hooker pants, Misty
mused, were a perfect example of why she’d removed Aunt Linda from the
babysitter list.
Despite Katie’s protests, Misty had confiscated the leggings and hidden
them away. She’d felt like throwing them out, but with people in the world
with barely anything to wear, that seemed disgracefully wasteful. Then
again, if she donated them instead, wouldn’t she just be encouraging some
other woman, or girl, to dress inappropriately? Unable to decide the right
course of action, she’d stashed them away and forgotten about them…
until now.
As Misty wiggled into the leggings, she felt simultaneously mortified
and relieved. They left nothing to the imagination (as she knew they
wouldn’t), but they fit well and were surprisingly comfortable. Best of all,
when stretched out a bit, those leopard spots became quite reminiscent
of the hyena matriarch’s coat. This felt like an omen, a sign she was on the
right track.
She completed the ensemble with a pair of black sneakers and a navy
turtleneck that she hoped would look black in the dim evening light. She
turned in front of the bathroom mirror and found herself looking every
bit the part of a motherly, middle-aged ninja. Good.
Before heading out, Misty had one last decision to make. The idea of
wielding a weapon of any kind made her cringe, but how else could she
fend off a bad guy, even if she was impervious to harm? She didn’t want to
hurt anyone, of course, but she might have to—just a little.
After testing the feel of a couple of Tom’s tools, several kitchen
implements, and Katie’s tennis racket, Misty decided on (of all things),
her mother’s old purse. It was a leather monstrosity she’d kept purely for
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nostalgia’s sake. It probably could have held a bowling ball, but she filled
it with dehydrated red beans from the pantry instead. They made the bag
solid enough to pack a wallop, but not so heavy that it could do any real
damage. At least, she didn’t think so.
*
A chill ran through Misty as she rounded the corner from Constitution
Ave. onto Miller Street. Whether it was from the quickly cooling night air
or her nervousness at walking one of the city’s seediest streets at night—
alone—in hussy pants, she wasn’t sure. She marveled at the contrast
between this neighborhood and theirs, just five short blocks away. Not
so long ago, Miller Street had been lined with the well-cared-for homes
of tight-knit families, but drugs and crime had turned it into a haven for
wickedness. She felt a wave of grief at the sight. Could a similar fate befall
their street as well?
Not if she had anything to do about it.
It was only nine o’clock, late for Misty to be out, but earlier than most
crimes were committed. Criminals shunned the light, she knew, because
deep down they still knew right from wrong, and the darkness hid their
shame. The chances of her running into trouble at that hour were slim to
none, which was fine. This was just her first time out after all, her trial run.
Could she muster the courage to walk that dangerous street alone? Could
she find the strength to shoulder the mantle of a crimefighter? Could she
bear the indignity of going out in public in tramp pants?
Answering those questions was all she intended to do, but fate had other
plans.
A breeze came up and tufts of white fluff fell from a cottonwood across
the street, drifting down like slow motion snowflakes. They swirled around
Misty’s ankles and snagged in the street grates and in the bars that covered
the window of a nearby convenience store.
A hooded man brushed by, offering a fleeting glimpse of what she
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thought were familiar features. Curious, she followed him through the
entrance of the store, noting the military boots protruding beneath the
hem of his long coat. It was a cool evening, but not cool enough for a coat
like that.
“Excuse me,” she said as she reached for the man’s shoulder, trying to get
a better look at him.
The man swung around, throwing open the front of his coat and lifting
a long-barreled shotgun he’d been hiding underneath. The gun’s muzzle
gaped before Misty’s eyes, suddenly becoming the center of her universe.
The man’s hood had fallen back, revealing a halfmoon scar that stretched
along his jawline. Misty remembered the little league game where he’d
received that scar. It was unmistakable.
“David Chandler, you better put that gun down right now,” Misty said
in her sternest disciplinarian tone. As she spoke, she slowly raised her
free hand, leveling her index finger to the shotgun’s barrel like a Wild
West outlaw facing off at a high noon showdown. In her other hand, she
tightened her fist over the twin straps of her mother’s purse.
The young man’s eyes widened in response to hearing his name, but he
showed no sign that he recognized Misty. She was hardly surprised. Ten
years had passed since David and Billy played baseball together and sat
side by side in the small Sunday School classroom in the back of St. Mark’s.
David was a nice kid. At least he had been. Just like Miller had been a nice
street.
Anger swelled in Misty’s chest—not at David Chandler, but at the drugs
and crime and corruption that could turn a good kid into a shotgun-toting
hooligan.
“Get back!” David shouted, his voice cracking with nervous energy.
“How do you know my name? I said get back!”
Before Misty could reply, another voice broke in, speaking from behind
the nearby counter. “There’s a hundred bucks in the register,” the man said.
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“Take it and—”
David spun so quickly, he wiped out a rack of beer bottles, sending
them crashing to the floor. Although she was certain the alcohol would
only have bred more vile deeds had it survived, Misty was still dismayed by
the waste.
“I want the money from the back,” David shouted, his voice shifting
from fearful to frantic. “I know it’s there. Now! Get it now!”
The store owner recoiled, throwing out his hands as if they could shield
him from the young man’s anger. “It’s locked in a safe, and it’s hard to open,
and I already hit the emergency button. The cops—”
“You think I’m kidding, old man?” David screamed. The gun quavered
visibly in his hands. “You better get back there and open up that God d—”
Whack!
“Oh, no you don’t!” Misty scolded as she cocked her mother’s purse
behind her, poised to strike again. A couple red beans had slipped out with
the impact, and they skittered across the floor. “I will not stand here and
listen to you take the Lord’s name in vain!”
David stood facing her once again, a crimson blush blooming over the
right side of his face. His ear glowed like an ember.
“What the… ?” he said, briefly stunned into stillness. Despite the blow,
his weapon remained trained on Misty. “I can’t believe you just hit me
with a God d—”
Misty rushed forward, swinging her heirloom weapon again. As David
stumbled backward in fear, the gun fired, sounding through the confines
of the store like a thunderclap. Misty flew backward, arms windmilling.
She slid across the floor through the beer slick, soaking the back of her
bimbo pants.
As she picked herself up, she glanced down at the front of her turtleneck.
Centered in her chest, just below her collar bones, a saucer-sized section of
the material had been obliterated by the shotgun’s blast. Instead of covering
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her right up to her chin, the garment was now scandalously revealing.
Incredibly, her skin remained unscathed. When she looked up, she found
David staring back—and not at her eyes.
“HOW DARE YOU!!!” Misty roared. “Look what you did! No, don’t
look. Look away. Avert your eyes.”
But that’s the one thing David couldn’t do. That he might be mesmerized
not by her exposed flesh, but by her miraculous lack of injury was a
possibility Misty did not consider. Mistaking the young man’s awe for lust,
her blood boiled.
Like a pint-sized soccer mom samurai, she turned on a heel and delivered
a spinning back fist to the barrel of the shotgun, sending it clattering to
the floor. She followed it up with a perfectly timed purse slap to David
Chandler’s already-red right cheek.
David stumbled back, slipped in the beer, and went down hard on his
hiney. Then he started to cry.
“How long until the police get here?” Misty asked the store owner as
she covered herself with a skull and crossbones bandana from a nearby
shelf.
“I doubt they will,” the man answered. “I don’t really have a panic
button, and nobody around here calls the cops anymore—even if they
hear a gunshot.”
Good, Misty thought. She could finish handling this herself. “In that
case, please go lock the front door and turn off the open sign. I don’t want
anyone interrupting us.”
As the man hurried to do her bidding, she studied the young criminal
she’d just disarmed. He sat on the floor with his head between his knees,
whimpering like Bear did when he needed to pee. Not for one second did
she think it was remorse she was witnessing. He was sad because he got
caught, but he was not repentant—not yet.
Standing over her fallen opponent like a gladiatorial victor, Misty began
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spinning her mother’s purse ominously in her hand. “Now I’m going to
teach you a lesson you won’t soon forget,” she promised. And that’s just
what she did.
*
For the next hour, Misty gave David a refresher course on the Sunday
school lessons of his youth. Having noticed the row of dirty magazines
behind the counter, she asked the store owner to listen in as well. Every
time she sensed their attention starting to drift, she gave the purse a few
swings and they were right back with her.
When she finished, she made David apologize to the store owner not
once, but twice, because she could tell he hadn’t really meant it the first
time. Then she made him pay for the beer.
She intended to demand restitution for her shirt as well, but the store
owner offered her a zebra stripe tank top from his shelves—a token of his
appreciation. It was skimpy, two sizes too small, and at least as inappropriate
as her harlot pants. However, she suspected the sleeveless design might
free up her purse swing a bit. Also, the stripes made a nice addition to her
savannah motif. In the end, she said thank you and accepted the gift. She
kept the bandana, too.
Before she let him leave, she made David clean up the mess he’d made,
but told him to leave the loose red beans where they lay. She was thinking
of the lightning bolt symbol Thunderwoman always left behind at the
scenes of her heroic deeds. The beans, she decided, would be her calling
card—and the name of her alter ego.
*
The following week, Misty ran a brief personal ad in the local paper. She
doubted many of the city’s hardened criminals got their news that way, but
it seemed only fair that she issue a warning of some sort. Plus, the paper
was not only anonymous, but affordable. Her message read as follows:
To whom it may concern,
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If you’re used to getting away with lawlessness and lewd behavior
in this city, beware. If you’re accustomed to committing crimes without
consequence, be warned. If you want to get your keister kicked and
endure the sternest talking-to of your life, keep it up.
Sincerely,
The Red Bean Avenger

41

S A X
M A N
B Y

TUCKERMAN

WUNDERLE
42

T

eddy Malone was a sax man. He first picked up the instrument at
the age of eight, thrust into it by a band teacher that simply couldn’t
afford to have another off-beat percussionist. His begrudging
acceptance of the instrument eventually turned to a general enjoyment,
and, after a few squeaky years, love. After high school, he buckled up his
case and headed to New Orleans, eager to find a job playing in a dusky bar
filled with cigarette smoke and sazerac glasses.
He didn’t find New Orleans to be quite that. In four months, he had
blown through his entire savings account on cheap wine and hotel rooms
without getting so much as a call back from any of the clubs he had
auditioned at. Down to a few crumpled twenties and some pocket change,
he stumbled into a phone booth to do the one thing he swore he’d never
do—call his mother.
“Hello?”
“Hi, Ma.”
“Ted? Teddy, is that you?”
“Yeah, Ma.”
“How’s the big city? It’s so great to hear from you! You have to tell me
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everything. Hold on, I’ll get your father on the extension.”
“No, Ma, that’s okay, I actually—”
“GET YOUR LAZY ASS OFF THE COUCH, YOUR SON’S ON
THE PHONE. Oh, sorry hun, I missed what you were saying. I was just
calling for your father.”
“That’s okay Ma, I was just—”
“NO, NOT GERALD, TEDDY. TEDDY’S ON THE PHONE.
Sorry sweetie, you know how he gets.”
“Yeah, that’s okay Ma, don’t worry about it. I was actually just calling
to—”
“Hello? Who’s this?” The gruff voice of Ted’s father cut into the call.
“Hi, Pop.”
“Ted! How’s the big city?”
“Well, it’s... actually it’s not that great, guys. I’m almost out of money
and I haven’t been able to find a job and it’s just really, really rough goin’
at the moment.”
“Oh hun, I’m...” Ted’s mother paused. He could hear trying to strain her
motherly intuition through the telephone. “I’m so... but what about your
music?”
“I still love the music Ma, I just... I just think I might head back home.
It doesn’t look like this is going to work out.”
“Well there’s always room for ya on the farm,” Ted’s father said, “It’s
almost hay season after all.”
“Yeah, I know,” Ted said, choking back a sob. “Thanks, guys I’ll let you
know.” He hung up the receiver and leaned against the side of the phone
booth, tears threatening to slip silently from his eyes.
Maybe they were the problem. Maybe his whole life he had just been godawful and his parents refused to tell him out of some blind commitment
to unconditional love. Maybe he was a spoiled brat with an unattainable
dream, floundering hopelessly in an ocean of actual talent. He pulled open
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the phone booth door and kicked his sax case hard, bursting it open and
sending the instrument tumbling down the sidewalk.
Instantly, a wave of regret washed over him. He ran to the instrument
and knelt on the concrete, cradling it like a newborn, apologizing over
and over. He fumbled through his case,
pulled out a chipped reed and wet it. After fitting the instrument
together frantically, he put the mouthpiece to his lips. Taking a deep, shaky
breath, he blew.
A rich C groaned out of the instrument, and Ted’s shoulders dropped
in relief. Almost without thinking, he began to play Coltrane’s “A Love
Supreme,” one of the first songs he had learned on the sax. His hands fell
into the rhythm naturally, mouth tightening and softening to reach every
note he possibly could. He was wailing on the sax, screaming out runs and
flourishes, the music building as his heart swelled.
Suddenly, something grabbed his tongue. His eyes opened wide in
fright. He tried to scream, but the thing was holding him to his instrument,
keeping his lips plastered to the mouthpiece. An oaky, wooden taste
filled his mouth, reaching the back of his throat and traveling down his
esophagus.
“The reed!” He thought in a panic. “What the hell is happening with my
reed?”
He frantically tried to pull the instrument from his lips but the taste
was in his lungs now, pumping them harder, making him blare out notes
he didn’t even know he could hit. He felt the reed grow into his heart, and
in seconds it was pumping through his bloodstream—reaching his arms,
fingers, legs, brain. The last of his free will was swallowed as the reed wove
its tendrils through his prefrontal cortex. Teddy felt himself slipping away,
falling into nothingness as the saxophone started to pull him down the
street.
It was a one-man funeral march.
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On the other side of the avenue, two women watched him walk past as
they were waiting for the bus.
“Who’s that?” the one in green asked.
“Oh, Teddy?” the one in the responded, “Teddy’s a sax man.”
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t was another hot morning in the valley, and the daydust played
gleamy with the distant hills. Nettie sat on the fence on the edge of
the farmland, and watched the crows fly in from the unbroken blue.
A large murder always came to roost around this time of year. Afterall, the
farm was the only place for miles with any seed to eat. They sat in rows on
the edge of the roof, above the awning, on the barren dogwood tree, and
on the edges of the silo. They watched the family as they went about their
day. Nettie was thankful for their company, and always waved hello and
goodbye as they flew about like schools of brittle skyfish. She was sure they
knew she was a friend.
“Any sign of ‘em?” cried a voice from the yard. It was Daddy, wearing
his best suit for today’s visitor.
“Maybe that?” Nettie replied, pointing at a black dot in the distant
heatwaves. Daddy clapped his dusty hands together in glee. His eyes
looked wet with tears. “I think you might be right, Nettie!”
She was. In just a moment’s time, the black dot grew into an automobile—a
long black van running hard toward the farmhouse and kicking up dirt.
Daddy put his hands on Nettie’s shoulders and watched with her as it
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came to a stop outside the property. The side read “GLASSWORKS” in
nice official letters that shone like bronze. A thin, hairless person stepped
out, dressed entirely in white.
“Good afternoon!” Daddy said. His grip on Nettie was tight, yet
shaky.
“Good afternoon,” the person said. “Clear skies today.”
“A blessed sun!” Daddy replied.
“You requested a calibration,” the person said, looking at the farmhouse.
“And not a moment too soon,” Daddy said, moving out from behind
the fence.
He extended his hand to the visitor. They watched him, glancing at his
outstretched hand and contorted face with unease.
“The glass is in the silo, correct?”
Daddy brought both his hands down to his sides and nodded.
“Let’s take a look.”
The glassworker took the lead, with Daddy close behind. Nettie followed
slowly, keeping her distance.
“Tell me about the problem.”
“Well, we’ve used the glass in our family for generations—with great
success, I might add. My wife, Cassie, and I flipped a coin to decide who,
between the two of us, would go first. We’ve been having trouble with our
crops lately and needed to figure something out.”
The glassworker stopped. They stared at the house and the crows
perched up by the attic. The crows stared back. For a moment, the murder
talked amongst itself, as if preparing for action. Nettie recognized the way
the ranks of birds shuffled on their claws—the way their feathers ruffled—
and she did not like it at all. “Continue.”
Daddy continued. “Of course. Like I was saying, it’s been a rough few
years in terms of crops. We plant and plant, but less than half grows green.
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We use what water we can on ‘em, but it’s pandemonium trying to get
good water out here.” The group made their way to the silo. “The worst has
been the cattle, though. They just keep dying. We don’t know what to do.
For years now, the number’s been whittling down— dead cow after dead
cow. Lack of grass, sickness of all kinds, coyotes from the wastes. You name
it. Just four days ago, our last cow was set to give birth, but it was suffering.
We didn’t know why, and we couldn’t get anyone out to take a look at her.
Things were desperate. Cassie said she’d use the glass to seek some wisdom.
But—”
“—but the cost has been too high,” the glassworker interrupted.
Daddy nodded, grateful to not have to vocalize it. “We understand the
cost of overuse. You can ask my father. He lives up in the attic. He built
this place, you know. Irrigated it himself, devised that clay paneling you see
on the farmhouse. Keeps temperatures down and collects what rain we get
out here in special jars. We owe him everything.”
Nettie looked at the dark attic window. It had been three months since
she had last gone up to see her grandfather. She knew it hurt her father’s
feelings, that he felt the family was failing the old man, leaving him to rot.
Nettie thought that was what her grandfather wanted. He rarely spoke or
moved from his chair by the open window, sitting just out of view. He did
not want to be seen.
They arrived at the silo. Daddy unlatched the sliding door and drew
it open slowly to minimize light exposure. The glassworker stepped in.
Nettie looked at Daddy, unsure of
what to do. Daddy nodded permissively. It was very rare he let her come
inside the silo. She smiled at him and entered, knowing full well not to leave
the door open for too long. It was a tight fit inside. Almost the entirety of
the structure was filled with the telescopic machinery of the glass. Wide at
the top, the mammoth lens was nestled up in a hole in the roof, funneling
down in jagged metal bolts suspended in place by a matrix of harnesses
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and rope. A circular set of steps behind the reclining operating chair led
ten feet up to a console. It connected to the glass with controls and tubing
that spiraled down into a metal headset that hung in the air above the seat.
Nettie stood in a dark corner, keeping maximum distance from the seat.
Her eyes were drawn to the belt-straps on the armrests and thought of her
mother’s wrists. How often they looked red and swollen—how she hid
them, rubbed them. Nettie felt the blood drain out of her head. She sat
down to keep from getting dizzy.
With the restrained fluidity of a hunting cat, the glassworker slinked
toward the equipment. They took hold of the headset, feeling the edges
of the covered lenses and the tubing that poured down from the larger
machine into the apparatus. They let out a little “tut-tut,” peered into the
headset from a distance, and let it drop. Daddy held back a panicked yelp,
as it bobbed and dangled carelessly above the seat.
The glassworker continued upwards, scaling the perimeter of the lens,
fiddling here and there with ridges, ropes and dials, explaining nothing.
Nettie looked over at Daddy to guess what he was thinking, what he
wanted from her, but his face looked so tight and strained that she didn’t
have a clue. Something felt sick about it. She realized, for the first time, that
she had never seen her father go so long without smiling. As he cleaned,
toiled, slept and ate—as he plowed the hot dry earth, or laid down in the
shade—he could always find a smile. He even smiled as he carried the
latest stillborn calf away from its sick mother out to the burying patch. It
had been a pale, thin, crescent raincatcher of a smile, but it was his. It was
him…until it wasn’t.
There was a jangle at the door. The glassworker curled around the upper
barrel of the lens to look. Daddy ran to the door as it rattled open. Light
pooled into the silo. It was Momma. “Anyone inside?”
“Yes, dear!” Daddy cried out, stopping the door from widening any
further. He leaned in for a hearty whisper. “It’s the appointment!”
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Momma smiled and took his hands. Daddy held them up close to his
heart. “Oh, but the door!” Momma cried out, realizing her mistake. Daddy
led her in and shut it quickly. “Nettie’s right this way.”
He led her over. Momma gripped Nettie’s shoulders daintily. Her
eyes were milky and unfocused. They looked off at the direction of the
glassworker descending the circular steps that surrounded the machine.
“You must be Cassie. I was just about to ask for you.”
With a slinking hop, the glassworker stepped close to Momma. Nettie
instinctively stepped back, but no one noticed. Momma’s hands dropped
to her side, her grey eyes wide with shock. The glassworker stepped forward
once again. They procured a small flashlight from their white coat pocket.
“May I?”
Momma twitched a nod.
The glassworker took hold of her chin. Click. They turned Momma’s
head side to side, shining the light into the back of her eyes.
“Before you looked into the glass, did you prepare the eyebath?”
She nodded.
“Did you use it before and after?”
Again.
Nettie backed up further, little crawlies burrowing in her skin.
“And when you fixed the glass to the sun, what did you see at first?”
“I... I saw the sun. I saw the sun go hot, then black in the middle.”
“And you kept looking?”
“Yes.”
“And then you refocused the oculi?”
Daddy cleared his throat, returning himself to the room. “I-I did. Yes.”
The glassworker’s dispassionate eyes glanced over at Daddy, bore witness,
then returned to Momma and the flashlight.
“And you kept yourself from blinking?”
“No, I didn’t blink.”
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The glassworker pulled out a second flashlight. Click.
“Look directly into the light. Tell me what you learned—what you saw.”
Momma’s eyes went dark. “In the light of the sun, I saw so many things.
I was afraid at first, afraid to see anything—afraid to look straight into
the light. But, after a moment of darkness, I could make out visions of
the farm. I could see our little homestead—Nettie laughing in the yard.
I could see the cattle. I saw them at night in the barn, breathing heavily. I
saw them licking their blood off the dirt and hay, their swollen little hearts
beating in the bed of their chest. Their muscles were dry and cracked. Their
blood pumped all slow and sludgy. Oh, I wanted to look away. I didn’t
want it all to come to me so viscerally. I had heard there would be voices in
the light that my brain could hear—that there were often angels waiting to
guide us through the light. But there was nothing. It just got redder, and
redder, and...”
She was crying.
The glassworker thumbed away one of her tears and Momma inhaled
tight with shock. “I have seen it.” They said to her. “There is no need to go on.”
Momma sighed and stepped back— rubbing away her tears. Her face
had gone pale violet. Daddy took her in his arms. The glassworker paced
once around the oculi.
“I assume you must be ready for my diagnosis.”
Daddy nodded fiercely. “What is it that’s broken? What’s gone wrong?”
The glassworker lifted the headset up gingerly, turning it about.
“There is nothing wrong with the glass. Mechanically, it is in fine
condition.” Momma fell to her knees. The glassworker went on.
“Cassie, you know the truth.”
“What truth?!” Daddy yelled.
“It’s me. The problem is me,” Momma whispered. “Oh, merciful Light.”
“Cassie’s eyes were ill equipped to look into the glass. A disorder of the
flesh. The cost of the Sight was twenty-fold for her, and she is spent.”
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Momma began to wail. Daddy looked at the glassworker with fury,
wanting desperately to wring the porcelain neck of the ghastly visitor, but
the loving woman in his arms would gain nothing from it. His bottom lip
began to quake.
“It was a flip of the coin. It all… It should have been me…”
And now Daddy, too, began to cry.
Nettie, frozen, watched the glassworker stand before her broken parents.
She wanted to say something, to fight off this alien figure and save them
from their grief, but she could not move. From the top of her head to her
toes, her skin felt pinkish and raw—like a new layer come all at once to the
surface.
The glassworker glanced at her briefly. Their eyes took on a cold and
flickering light. Silently, they turned and walked out of the dark silo,
closing the door behind them.
Without thinking, Nettie pursued them. She felt horrid for leaving
her parents in the silo, but they had gone together somewhere she
could not yet go, some hole beyond measure dug up from the bitter
earth. Fear and curiosity were all that remained inside her hollow gut
as she followed the glassworker through the yard, below the watchful
gaze of the crows, who now seemed so quiet and mournful. The
glassworker passed beneath them, and into the farmhouse.
Nettie heard the quiet footsteps of the visitor intruding on the
creaking stairs of her home. Each step sat like a stone in Nettie’s
gut— making her whole body tense and quicken. What was this
person doing? She dipped left to the kitchen and grabbed a knife
from the drawer. She held it close to her torso as she made her way
back to the foyer and the center stairs. Why was she so fixated on
the glassworker? Because they had come and everything had broken
all at once. Her parents, her happy life in the farmhouse, all of it felt
hollow now—damned like the horizon.
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But did she really mean to hurt them? Did she really want to? She knew
they had not caused her mother’s pain—that they had merely recognized
its signs. So why was she in close pursuit? And why the knife? Did she have
more questions than she could ever ask, or was she, for the first time, well
aware and terrified of knowledge’s cost?
The footfall grew quiet at the top of the attic staircase. She heard the
door creak open. Grandfather. Nettie hurried her mute crawl up the
woodwork, until she could peer from behind the wooden railing into her
Grandfather’s attic room. The glassworker stood there, facing the old man.
“Good afternoon,” the glassworker offered.
Grandfather shuffled in his chair, his dry lips furrowing.
“You’ve come far into the wastes, sunchild. And for what? A house
visit?” The glassworker chuckled. Something in their posture relaxed, as
if they had been stiffly performing since they had arrived at the farm, and
finally felt comfortable again.
“A repair call—as you seem well aware. I find it fulfilling to lend my
service. More so than the others of my order tend to, anyway.”
“The tears of my family are a service,” Grandfather grumbled bitterly.
“The Sight is a service.”
“I have travelled many miles and done what I can for your children. Your
daughter knows what is coming. The world should know.” The glassworker
paused. “You have seen it too, haven’t you?”
Grandfather said nothing.
“You know, you are the oldest Seer I have ever met outside of the
Observatory. Your son mentioned your familiarity with the cost, but
clearly he understands little. To have lasted so long, to still speak and carry
on after a life of the Sight—it is nothing short of a miracle.”
A crow cawed loudly just outside the window. Grandfather
laughed. “Ay, I looked deep into the Unknowable Well. I saw the
Old World gleaming by the riverfronts, and coveted the dead. I took
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in the movement of the stars—the many lessons of the Voice. I gave
of myself so I may shepherd this clan of babes into a less brutal
existence. But what good was it really, sunchild? What use was all
my learning if my fields go barren and my cattle rot in their bodies?
What use was it if my sweet children are damned and withering long
before their time? What good—I ask you—was selling our eyes to
the sun, if its damn light burns us all into dust?!” Nettie gasped. The
air in the attic changed instantly. She wished she hadn’t done that.
Neither turned, but she could feel that they both knew. She wanted
to scuttle away into a crack in the wall and become a bug no one had
ever seen before.
The glassworker cleared their throat and spoke softly. “Speak of the
good, then. I will try to give it meaning. In your many years of fortitude
and sacrifice, what was it that you learned?”
Silence. Outside, the crows were cursing, as heavy wind shook the panels
of the farmhouse.
Grandfather turned to face the glassworker. The murky silver of his
pupil-less eyes beamed in the dark. They looked through them and through
Nettie. They looked past the walls of the attic and out into the boiling
world, into the ocean of night that it cooked in, and the very firmament
itself—the pan above the fire.
“I learned how much I loved to watch the birds go flying by my window.”
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n a clear Tuesday evening, just after dinnertime, I took the soul
of the last human being on Earth. Some would suggest that to
watch the last of humankind enter the arms of eternity would be
powerful—sentimental even. I do not care. It’s just a job. All I do is take
each soul when their time comes. Nothing more.
Extinction happens. I’ve seen it often enough. This time it was their
fault. You ought to know that. Civilization destroyed itself. The Earth had
overflowed with people, humanity without end. But the cataclysms that
rocked the world took most of them. Then the winter of the world eroded
the remnants. But I don’t care. The only resentment I harbor toward their
mass extinction is that it kept me terribly busy for a long time.
The harvest of human life is a delicate process, one that had moved at
a consistent pace for many years. The sudden, crushing, rush of souls was
vexing for me. Immortality does not embrace change.
Still, I could not help but arrive just a little early to watch her on her final
day. She was an old, hardened thing, nearing her seventy-third year, and
full of regret. She had not always been alone. She’d had children once. A
lover. A scattering of friends. I took each one of them in their own time—a
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few of them all at once. All of them faced me with fear, pain, screams, and
regret. None of them were ready to go, but I had come. I never spoke to
any of them. Not once in thousands of years.
She did not know that the day was her last. Some part of her used to
think every passing hour would bring about her end, but the long years
spent alone brought about complacency. She hunted. She killed. And I
took what she ended.
I entered her tent in silence, but she looked up at my arrival. Her dark
eyes carried tranquil exhaustion. There was none of the fear that I usually
encountered when mortals confront mortality.
“So, it’s time?” she said.
I nodded.
“Am I the last?”
I nodded again. She lowered her eyes to her hands, the last look
humanity had at itself. Then she entered my embrace. We lingered there
for the briefest of moments. She defined the entirety of her species, her
essence a curious balance of horrifying cruelty and unspeakable beauty.
“Will I see them again? Anyone?”
I hesitated. “I don’t know.”
Then she was gone—another soul in my keeping, another cog in the
machine of the hereafter. With her went the life of all humanity. There
was no more. All their nonsense went with them: their self-destructive
tendencies, their unnatural need to harm one another, their occasional
righteousness, their bodies that lived and broke and healed and rotted
down to dust.
I did not care. It’s just a job. And nothing more.

59

S E A
BORNE
B Y

M Y K A
SILBER
60

I

t always started with the wind.
It would blow in from the sea and over the dark rocky headland,
rattling loose shutters, making the trees sway like drunken dancers.
The elderly would button up their coats and make for the indoors with
a prayer to see the fishermen home safe. It was the kind of wind my Nan
always said made the spirits restless.
When the wind comes to my door, it is a tamed beast, toying with the
metal chimes outside the kitchen window. I know better than to be fooled.
This beast is the herald of a gale, and so I do what all the women before me
have done in this house. I light a white taper, place it on the window sill in
the kitchen, then put on my galoshes and rain slicker.
My face ducks against the cold bite of the wind. I make sure the barn
doors are secure and close the storm shutters over all the windows, except
for the one where the white taper burns. Satisfied, I sit down to wait under
my porch awning. The frolicking wind always brings the sharp bite of
brine, and the sweet promise of rain. I inhale deeply and remember.
When I was a little girl, my Nan would do exactly what I had just done.
Then she’d scoop me up into her lap on the old rocking chair, the same
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one that had been on our porch since she’d been a little girl and the same
one I sit in today. As we waited for the storm, she would take up my hair
in her hands, her fingers deft from a lifetime of mending fishing nets, and
she would plait it. Her soft voice would weave the tale of her brother as she
wove a braid with her hands.
It was always the same story, the details exact, no matter how old she
became. Her brother had been a fisherman, same as his da and his da
before him, as far back as our family can remember. The way she would tell
the tale, it would sound like our ancestors had sprung up from the earth
itself right in this spot, and fished the sea ever since. Our family has always
survived on the sea, even when others left and the trawlers took away
livelihoods. A blessing and a curse, our uncanny ability to find fish where
others found none. My Nan would say that the ocean was our blood, its
salt in our bones. Our skin was the sand of the shore, our hair the dark kelp
that pulled at unwary feet. The stormy sky brooded in our eyes.
The story was not about that though. It was about the last time her
brother had gone out to sea. It had been late summer, and a freak storm
had rolled in too quick. The boat had capsized, and despite his crewmates’
best efforts, he’d been swept out into the deep. The survivors spoke of
strange glimmers of light under the waves as my great uncle sank. Dark,
lurking shapes. Just fish, of course, but, even years later, the story persisted.
He was claimed by the sea, a tithe of blood my family paid every few
generations to the watery depths. The tale finished, my Nan would sink
into her memories while the storm howled. None of us would trouble her
until the sun shone again.
Mainland ideas never quite took hold here. We laugh at the tourists who
come with cameras and legends in their heads, hoping to see something
other than rugged coastlines, dark copses of trees, and quaint whitewashed
houses that have been around for longer than anyone cares to remember.
In the deep of winter though, when the tourists are gone, the days are short
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and darkness becomes our keeper, the locals flocking together for safety in
the warmth of the pub at the heart of town. Once they’ve been getting into
their cups, they start to lean in, hunching their shoulders. They pitch their
voices low and glance around like they’re afraid of being overheard.
There’s a hill, with fingers of rock jutting up from the top, that we don’t
climb after dark. There are faces in the trees that we nod to politely as
we pass. We never look behind us when we walk along the shore in the
twilight hours. We swap tales of times we’d been driving alone and felt like
someone was sitting next to us in the car, or when time itself had passed us
by as a stranger.
All of us, whose ancestors might as well have sprung up fully formed
from this wind-swept island, know that there are things out there that can
neither be explained nor controlled by any amount of prayer. The land we
walk on is old, far older than memory, and change comes slowly.
There are certain secrets that my family has never shared. Of course, it
isn’t actually possible to keep a secret on an island this small. The locals
have whispered about us since time began, no doubt. They’ll bid us good
day, lend us a cup of sugar, and do business with us; but, they call us storm
crows, spirit callers, and plenty more besides. My husband, a mainlander,
laughed at the stories when he heard them. He told me that he’d always
wanted to marry a witch.
A particularly large gust of wind pushes the hood of my rain slicker
back, and I’m pulled from my reverie. Looking past the wooden fence that
marks my land from the gravel road, I watch as the wall of rain approaches.
It fills the potholes in the road. Within minutes, the puddles are vibrating
with every pounding drop of water that lands, until they’re overflowing
and the road becomes a river.
Finally, the rain rolls over my home, hammering the roof of the porch
awning like a drum of war. The downpour veils my vision past the shelter
of the porch. It is time to prepare.
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I push myself up, knees aching in the chill damp, and go back inside. My
joints always ache with storms like these, and I can never seem to get warm
until they pass. It’s alright though, because I’m waiting for my husband to
come home. Seeing him again makes up for anything else the storm may
bring.
My galoshes go by the door, the rain slicker up on its hook. The cat curls
around my legs with a questioning mew.
“I know. I’ve missed him too, Charity.”
She sits down, looking up at the door expectantly. She’s far older than
a cat has any right to be. Her once brown fur is pale around her face. Her
hips don’t work like they used to. My husband brought her home after one
of his floatplane runs to the mainland. She’d stowed away somehow, and
instead of taking her back to a mainland shelter, he insisted we keep her out
of a sense of charity. So that’s what he named her, and she slowly gained my
grudging affection. It’s been what—fifteen years now? She must be older
than I am. She shifts her paws, kneading, anticipating the reunion.
I give her a quick pat and walk to the bedroom, the old floor planks
creaking under me with each step. I shed my threadbare sweater, stained
jeans, and holey socks. I pull on the dress I reserve for reunions and
funerals—a plain black garb that makes me feel twenty years younger.
I roll stockings up my legs, taking care not to create runs in the delicate
fabric. Then I go and wait by the taper in the window, watching the rain.
There’s a triple rap on the door—my warning. My husband strides
in immediately after, still in the warm wool coat he wears for late
year flights. He stamps his feet on the front mat, a courtesy to my
nagging about tracking dirt over my clean floors.
“It sure is comin’ down out there,” he says, rubbing his hands
together.
“Welcome home,” I say, approaching him to plant a kiss on his
cold lips. I linger in the moment, remembering warm kisses of the
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past.
He smiles at me, and puts his hands on my bare shoulders. The
cool touch raises goosebumps on my arms.
“You’re all dressed up,” he comments, but it’s really a question.
We always repeat this exchange.
“I’ve been waiting for you,” I reply. “I missed you.”
He laughs, and it fills the room. “I haven’t been gone for that long,
my dear.”
I don’t tell him that the last storm that brought him to my door was
two months ago. I also don’t tell him he hasn’t been warm in years.
“I just missed you, that’s all.”
I gesture for him to come sit on the sofa with me. He hangs up
his coat before sinking into his spot with a sigh. The sofa will smell
like rotting kelp for days after this, but it’s a small price to pay for a
reunion. Charity hops onto his lap, purring, and nuzzles against him.
He tells me about his last flight. It’s always the same story, the same
sudden storm and the lightning strike that shorted his equipment. In his
version, he always makes it safely to shore—a miracle. I don’t tell him that
his plane crashed into the sea, and his body was never recovered. He was
supposed to be safe from the tithe my family pays. I thought I’d outsmarted
it by marrying a mainlander who made his living in the air, not the sea.
I share the news of our grown daughter, run off to the mainland
as far from the briny waters as she could get, where she found a
nice girl who doesn’t believe in fairy tales and has no draw to the
sea. Sometimes it’s hard to remember what I have already told him.
Sometimes I forget, and he looks puzzled when I repeat a story or
neglect to tell him a key piece of information.
It always makes me wonder if, in those moments, he recognizes
that something is wrong, if he starts feeling the tug of the deep before
the storm has passed. The moment always passes, though, and we
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laugh and joke just like old times. I don’t tell him that I hope our
beautiful girl will be free from her heritage. He’d just shake his head
and tease me.
Sometimes he’ll put on an old, scratchy, cassette tape from our
early days and we’ll dance together. Even though he’s cold to the
touch, it’s still nice to feel him there with me.
Up close, the watery smell of him wraps around me. If I close my
eyes and lean my cheek onto his chest it feels like I’ve fallen asleep
on a rock on the shore, and the breaths his body no longer needs are
the murmured lapping of waves on a calm day.
Sometimes there are rare storms that last for days, where we settle
into a routine and it feels like nothing ever happened. My neighbours
never stop by during these storms, and I’ve never spoken of these
visits.
Today though, the pounding rain and roaring of the wind disperses
too quickly. It barely feels like any time has passed—a child’s tantrum,
easily soothed.
My husband goes to the window where the lone candle still glows,
restless. He licks his fingers and snuffs out the wick. A faint plume of
smoke lingers where there had once been light.
“Storm’s passed,” he comments, running a hand through his dark
hair.
“Yes,” I say, my heart sinking. “It was a short one.”
He turns to me, but he’s no longer in the present. His gaze roams,
looking for the sea.
“I think I’ll take a walk,” he says, “down by the shore.”
“I’ll come with you,” I tell him, moving towards the door. “Let me
put on my coat.”
Somehow, his coat is already on. He waits for me, but his head is
tilted to the side like a dog listening to a far-off call. When my boots
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and coat are on, he steps through the door, forgetting himself. I hurry
to follow, as he’s already striding down the walkway towards the
road.
Outside, where the smell of the storm still lingers in the air, the call
must be stronger to him. He doesn’t seem to notice me anymore. His
long steps make me rush to keep up. Despite my best efforts, I trail
behind him, forced to be an observer. As we draw closer and closer
to the sea, he begins to lose his solidity. Once we’re at the shore, he’s
no more than a faint shadow in the air, a half-forgotten memory of the
man he once was.
There’s no use in talking to him now. He won’t acknowledge me,
let alone know who I am.
I stay on the rocks as he steps into the surf. He wades through the
shallows, the waves passing through his legs unhindered. I’ve watched this
many times before, but I never feel prepared.
When he’s up to his hips, the water rises around him. I’ve never really
been able to describe the shape it forms. It’s… aware. But it doesn’t really
look like anything at all. Sometimes if I see it out of the corner of my eye
it looks a little bit feminine, and jealousy twists my stomach. Then I blink,
and it’s just seawater swirled into a pillar. The pillar embraces my husband
as he marches resolutely deeper, hiding him from my sight, seafoam and
salt returning him home. I nod at the water, and it flickers faintly—sunlight
under the waves. My nan always taught me to respect the sea.
I stay until there’s only the rolling surf, and a horizon empty of my
husband, as is my life.
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he took careful, measured steps down underneath the bridge, where
the light could no longer reach. It was musty and cold, the way air
feels when it doesn’t pass through the constant chatter of people’s
voices. She held the sides of the wall, making sure that only her fingertips
made contact with the cold concrete. Like everything that was hers, this
place was forgotten. Weeds were overgrown and pine cones had created
their own shallow dents in the dirt floor. It was clear that the bridge was
only meant to be walked on top of, not underneath, since there were no
footprints prior to hers. She glanced behind her narrow shoulder after
hearing her heart beat loudly.
She was not afraid. No, not afraid the way she was when she had to
sneak behind the fish counter at the grocery store to take the heads out of
the garbage because the body is too expensive, and she needed something
to put on the table for her six kids at night. Not afraid the way she was
when her husband left for work and didn’t come home until well after
midnight, only to show up empty handed because he had gambled all of
his money away. Not afraid the way she was when her youngest daughter
told her she wanted to go to college, an opportunity she never had. Here,
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in the dark corners of the under bridge, she felt a kind of freedom that
made her bones shiver, and for the first time in a long time, that freedom
was not fleeting.
Walking there, where the ceiling was low and the walls seemed as though
they were inching closer and closer to her shoulders, she felt safe. Her thin,
bony hands delicately held her balance. She moved in complete silence,
careful not to inflict wounds on a place where she was a visitor. There was
an old flashlight she kept on her nightstand in the case of an intruder,
but she had never used it. In fact, she didn’t even know if it had batteries.
She wished she had it now though, to have a concrete thing to attach this
newfound sense of freedom to. Soon enough, illuminated by a sliver of
light from a crack in the ceiling, she saw a red door, rounded at the edges,
standing unapologetically at the end of the tunnel.
The redness of the door unnerved her. It brought her back to the house
she grew up in, not because the door of her home was red, but because, ever
since she was five years old, she had wanted a house with a red door. She
learned in second grade that red was the color of a heart, and she wanted
to know that every time she came home from school, there would be love
waiting for her—if not from her mom or dad, then from her brothers
and sisters. And if not from her brothers and sisters, then from the hope
that she would one day find a person to belong to. She felt a sudden panic
rushing through her veins, a panic so strong that it felt as if someone had
reached into her body, grabbed her heart, and squeezed it with their bare
hands, threatening to twist it if she moved.
If the under bridge was any better than the world above, now was it’s
time to speak.
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