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      —   Carlos Hernandez, Award-winning author of the Sal and Gabi series

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            also by cassandra khaw

          

        

      

    

    
      Hammers on Bone

      Nothing but BlackenedTeeth

      The All-Consuming World

    

  


  
    
      breakable things

      

    

    
      
        cassandra khaw

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Undertow Publications]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      BREAKABLE THINGS

      Copyright © 2022 by Cassandra Khaw

      Cover art © 2022 by Mario Sánchez Nevado

      Cover design by Vince Haig

      Interior cover art by Rawpixel.com

      Interior design and layout by Michael Kelly

      Proofreader: Carolyn Macdonell-Kelly

      First edition

      All rights reserved.

      Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication data is available upon request

      ISBN: 978-1-988964-37-9

      This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events or persons is entirely coincidental.

      Undertow Publications, Pickering ON, Canada

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Typeset in Palatino

    

  


  
    
      For Angela Slatter

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Don’t Turn on The Lights

      

      
        A Leash of Foxes, Their Stories like Barter

      

      
        Radio Werewolf

      

      
        Recite Her the Names of Pain

      

      
        Kiss, Don’t Tell

      

      
        An Ocean of Eyes

      

      
        The Truth That Lies Under Skin and Meat

      

      
        Mothers, We Dream

      

      
        How Selkies are Made

      

      
        A Secret of Devils

      

      
        Goddess, Worm

      

      
        A Priest of Vast and Distant Places

      

      
        The Games We Play

      

      
        For the Things We Never Said

      

      
        She Who Hungers, She Who Waits

      

      
        Monologue by an unnamed mage, recorded at the brink of the end

      

      
        You Do Nothing but Freefall

      

      
        The Ghost Stories We Tell Around Photon Fires

      

      
        The Quiet Like a Homecoming

      

      
        And in Our Daughters, We Find a Voice

      

      
        In the Rustle of Pages

      

      
        Bargains by the Slant-Light

      

      
        Some Breakable Things

      

    

    
      
        Publication History

      

      
        Acknowledgements

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Don’t Turn on The Lights

      

      
        A Leash of Foxes, Their Stories like Barter

      

      
        Radio Werewolf

      

      
        Recite Her the Names of Pain

      

      
        Kiss, Don’t Tell

      

      
        An Ocean of Eyes

      

      
        The Truth That Lies Under Skin and Meat

      

      
        Mothers, We Dream

      

      
        How Selkies are Made

      

      
        A Secret of Devils

      

      
        Goddess, Worm

      

      
        A Priest of Vast and Distant Places

      

      
        The Games We Play

      

      
        For the Things We Never Said

      

      
        She Who Hungers, She Who Waits

      

      
        Monologue by an unnamed mage, recorded at the brink of the end

      

      
        You Do Nothing but Freefall

      

      
        The Ghost Stories We Tell Around Photon Fires

      

      
        The Quiet Like a Homecoming

      

      
        And in Our Daughters, We Find a Voice

      

      
        In the Rustle of Pages

      

      
        Bargains by the Slant-Light

      

      
        Some Breakable Things

      

    

    
      
        Publication History

      

      
        Acknowledgements

      

      
        About the Author
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      Stories are mongrels. It don’t matter whether they were lightning-cut into stone or whispered over the crackle of a dying flame, no story in the world has pedigree. They’ve all been told and retold so many times that not God himself could tell you which one came first. Yes, every story in creation.

      Including this one.

      Especially this one.

      You might have heard it before. There was a girl once. Her name was Sally. It could have been any other name, really. But let’s go with Sally. It’s solid. Round-hipped and stout, the kind of Midwestern name that can walk for hours and don’t mind it much when the sun burns its skin red.

      Anyway.

      Sally was, maybe, about eighteen or nineteen, some freshman in a local college. And like every teenager, she sometimes got behind on her school work.

      So one night, she took all her books and went down to her dormitory’s basement, telling herself she’d study till the dawn brindled the sky in gold and claret.

      Halfway through, she realized she’d forgotten a book. And back up she went, feet making no sound at all on the old carpet. (Was it thick? Yes. Lush like nothing else. It had to be, or what happened next would make no sense.) Silent, she padded along until she reached her room and opened the door.

      Click.

      It was black inside. No lights at all. The curtains were drawn. You couldn’t see the glow of the distant town. But that was okay. Sally knew the room like the map of her palms. Slowly, she felt her way along the walls to her bed. Slowly, she realized—

      There was a smell in the air: pennies and salt.

      There was a sound in the air too: breathing, rasped and ragged, heavier than anything she’s heard. Sally knew the beat of her roommate’s breath. This wasn’t it.

      And maybe, she might have said something if it wasn’t for the itching under her skin, something that whispered, “This wasn’t alright.”

      So, Sally didn’t. It was late and she was tired and it was probably just her imagination. Thus decided, she got what she needed and clicked the door shut behind her as she left, just as something began to drip, drip, drip.

      “Damn faucet,” she mumbled as she swayed back down to the basement.

      The next day, Sally went for her exams. How did she do? Truthfully, it don’t plain matter. She took her examinations and then she went home, feet crunching across dried autumn leaves and cobbled stones.

      Into the dormitory she went, and then up the spiral staircase, unease laving its way down her spine. There were far too many people out and about, their faces bright and afraid, but that wasn’t Sally’s problem, no sir. Someone else could go worry about that. All she wanted was to sleep.

      Sleep wasn’t on the cards, though. Hell, I don’t know if she ever slept again. I know I wouldn’t be able to. Because when Sally finally walked all the way to her room, pushing past co-eds in their flower-printed pyjamas, she found police tape and policemen.

      And a smell in the air: pennies, salt, a stink of dried urine and shit.

      And a sound in the air: a drip drip dripping, oozing between the noise of the walkie-talkies.

      And a sight like nothing anyone should see: her roommate, cut up like beef, words scrawled on the wall above her head.

      “Aren’t you glad you didn’t turn on the lights?”
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      That’s the popular version.

      The socially acceptable one, as they like to say in polite company. After all, it’s one where no one really is at fault. Not Sally, not the roommate, not even the butcher who sliced up that poor girl. (You can’t pin a sin on a thing with no face, can you?)

      But there are other retellings, crueller ones. Or truer ones, I guess, depending on who you’re asking.

      And since you asked, one of them goes something like this:
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      Sally was eighteen, maybe nineteen, but she might as well have been seventy-two. Hers had not been an easy life, although it isn’t for me to explain how. That’s another story, and also not mine to tell.

      But she survived it, or at least some of her did; the girl that shambled into college was one part Sally, three parts grit, and nine-tenths rage. The world hadn’t been fair to the poor child.

      It could have been worse.

      It could have been Sally who’d taken a murderer to her bed, Sally who’d been pushed down onto the covers with a palm over her mouth, Sally who’d laid there twitching as someone carved a smile under her chin.

      Now, I bet you’re wondering: how’d Sally know about all that?

      Because she was there, of course.

      As with every variant of this story, Sally was out too late for one reason or another. Realizing she’d forgotten something, she stumbled upstairs to her room. In the popular version, all she heard was breathing, a drip drip dripping to tell her that something was wrong.

      In this one, her roommate whispered:

      “Sally, help.”

      And she froze.

      There was a smell in the air: pennies, salt, an ammonia reek. There was a sound in the air too: a gurgling noise, a shlick of steel peeling through skin, someone kicking against a bulk too big to move.

      I don’t know why she walked away, why she didn’t flick on the lights, and scream for the police. Maybe, she was scared. Maybe, it was late and she was tired and certain that it was all her imagination. Maybe, Sally thought to herself, “I ain’t dying for someone I barely know.”

      Whatever the case, she left.

      And well, you know how the rest of this tale goes, so I won’t bore us both with its end.
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      Was that one of the meaner tellings?

      Hell no.

      See, no one likes much talking about it, but everyone’s got a little blood on their hands. Most of the time, it’s metaphorical. That little lie that gets our siblings in trouble. The broken heart we blame on someone else’s lacks. Everyone is guilty of a few small sins.

      What Sally might have done? It wasn’t evil, per se. A little selfish, maybe. But can you blame her for being frightened? Imagine being on the cusp of freedom, full of hope for the first time in your life. Would you give that up for a stranger? Would you lay down and die for them?

      Yeah, I thought as much.

      I digress, though.

      Stories are defined by a beginning, a middle, and an end. In more literary circles, people talk about denouements and layers, textures, the way a word can transcend to a synesthetic experience. But at the end of day, it all comes back down to those three things. A beginning, a middle, an end.

      You’d be amazed as to how much detail gets lost in between, how a good storyteller can make you forget the bits that don’t make sense.
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      What happened that night?

      What drove Sally down to a drafty basement when she could have found sanctuary in the library? If you think about it, none of that makes sense. Every college has its reading rooms, its communal spaces. So why a basement, exactly?

      Did she really go there of her own accord?

      It’s possible.

      It’s possible too that someone decided that it’d be a mighty fine way to terrify the freshman. No better method for earning respect than kidnapping someone from their beds and throwing them into the waiting dark, a hood over their heads, the concrete cold against their legs.

      Maybe, that someone was Sally’s roommate.

      It’s possible.

      Maybe, this incident wasn’t the first of its kind.

      It’s possible.

      Maybe, as Sally sat crying in the basement, too afraid to call out, something wormed out of shadows. Something old, hungry, smelling of salt and pennies, like the taste of blood in the back of your mouth.

      Maybe, the thing said to Sally, “What’s your heart’s desire?”

      And Sally, too full of grief to think straight, replied with something that she would regret.

      That’s possible too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Is that what really happened?

      Don’t ask me.

      There are only two people who really know, and one of them might not even be called Sally. Truth is, I don’t think anyone gives a shit either. With stories like this, all people want are their bones. People like putting their own spin on things.

      It could have gone any number of ways, this tale. A lot can happen between the main event. Did Sally run straight out of the room? Did she listen for a while? Did she tell her roommate to be wary, to lock the doors and watch out for strange faces? Did she know the assailant?

      Was there an assailant?

      Who knows.

      Still, before you go, let me tell me the version I like best. It’s one that few know and fewer care for, but it makes the most sense to me.

      Or maybe, I just like my stories bloody.
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      Sally was eighteen, maybe nineteen, a freshman like any other, full of hopes and newborn dreams. The future had never seemed so bright.

      There was just one problem.

      Because of circumstances, she had to share a room with someone she knew, someone she didn’t rightly like. It might have been her sister. The records aren’t clear on that. A cousin, possibly, or her mother’s best friend’s favorite daughter. Who the hell knows? One way or another, it was someone with whom Sally just had to play nice.

      And she tried.

      Oh, she tried.

      In the beginning, Sally did her absolute damnedest to be civil with that other girl, but you’d only drown that poor horse if you forced it to drink. Their relationship took no time at all to ripen to hate, soured by the need to suffer each other’s proximity, both of them jostling for space neither could afford.

      Still, it was almost bearable for a while.

      Then, Sally’s property started to disappear. Her food, her clothes, research texts, little odds and ends. Then, Sally’s father died, and her roommate used the news of his suicide against her, ransoming Sally’s reputation.

      It got worse from there.

      Sally stayed quiet, but you know what they say about people like that. And this wouldn’t be so bad if Sally was ordinary, but she wasn’t, no sir. She had a bit of witch in her blood, which is to say that she had a little too much. Sally had just enough power to talk to things the wise leave well alone.

      So she did.

      One day, Sally decided she had enough and went down into the dark, carrying the hairs from her roommate’s brush. True enough, there was something there waiting.

      She fed it those long black strands, one a time, saying nothing throughout. Only smiled when the thing politely asked for more.

      The next day, she came back with nail clippings.

      This went on for a time.

      One night, the thing, taught to hunger for one specific taste, asked Sally, “Where’d you get all that fine food?”

      “Upstairs,” she said.

      “Upstairs in the light?”

      “Yeah,” Sally replied, licking her dry lips. “I could show you where.”

      “Huh,” the thing said. “I’d like that. But I don’t like it much when someone watches me eat. It’s one thing when it’s little nibbles like this, it’s another when you’re talking about a feast.”

      (Do such creatures really talk with so much eloquence? Who knows. They do in this story, though.)

      “That’s fine,” Sally said, rising to her feet. “You can keep the lights off.”

      Thus decided, the two left the basement. Sally followed the thing up the spiral stairwell, her footsteps quiet, its footfall silent. She followed it into her room and sat down on her bed, quiet as a mouse as the thing began its work. Sally stayed true to her word. She kept it pitch-dark. Not even the glow of the distant town to light their way. Thankfully, her imagination was enough.

      When the sound of chewing stopped, when the air was the stink of piss and flayed meat, when there was nothing left to do but leave, Sally got up and walked away.

      The thing followed behind.

      The next morning, she came back to find her room transformed into a slaughterhouse, the air thick with button-black flies. There was an apology scrawled in her roommate’s blood. Sally had to hide her smile.

      “Aren’t you glad you didn’t turn on the lights?”

      No, she thought. It would have been fun to watch.
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      “Tell us a story, Papa.”

      “Which one would you like, my loves?”

      “Tell us the story of Mr. Fox!”

      “I suppose I could. But not the one those vagabonds in the inn like to recite. I will tell you the true story of Mr. Fox, and it’ll be better than any other you’d hear.”
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      Lady Mary was young and Lady Mary was fair, and she had brothers who loved her and lovers who adored her. But she was savvy, sly as a vixen, with hair like the color of the butchered sun. And of all the people she knew, of all the people who’d pledged their heart to her pleasure, she cared for only one:

      Mr. Fox.

      Mr. Fox, of course, had ginger locks and sharp white teeth, freckles like a map across his fair face and when he smiled sometimes, it wasn’t hard to see why they called him Mr. Fox and not Edgar, or Edward, or Egan. No one knew where he’d come from, of course. No clue had been given as to whether he was a count, or a lord, or some merchant’s second-born bastard. But it did not matter. Mr. Fox was brave and Mr. Fox was clever, and surely, said Lady Mary’s brothers, he was rich as well. How else could he bring her diamonds? What else could explain how he garlanded their pantries with sausages, ingots of black pudding, slabs of fresh venison and golden-gray foie gras so tender it made one weep at its flavor?

      Lady Mary did not care about these things.

      What she cared about was Mr. Fox.

      So at last, one day, it was decided that Lady Mary and Mr. Fox would wed. In glee, the latter told his new bride of what she was to expect: glades and small gods in the cold black pines, rolling lands teethed with ruins, springtimes that dripped marigolds like honey onto a lover’s lips, winters like wedding wreaths fit for a fae queen.

      “And your castle?” said Lady Mary’s brothers, eager to know.

      Mr. Fox smiled coyly. “There is no castle.”

      “Your manor, then. Your palace,” snapped the men who Lady Mary had forsaken, their wealth like sheaves of dry leaves beside the gold of Mr. Fox’s regard. “How many servants does it cradle? How many rooms do you possess?”

      “I have none of those either.” Mr. Fox cocked his head and in the wolf-light, his teeth looked very long. Lady Mary fitted her fingers through his, and their hands, so tangled, were a contract superior to any vow you could pin to paper. “But if it makes you feel better, there is a castle on my lands. It is not mine, but it is quite old and I suppose, it may still have a treasure or two.”

      Lady Mary laughed at his description and the crowd ceased its pursuit, placated by the certainty that Lady Mary would not be housed in a manor of oaks, by a river full of silver, in a place with no roof, no rules save for the whims of those quiet, inhuman woods. None of them asked what Lady Mary herself would have fancied. But that was alright.

      Mr. Fox knew what she wanted, and Lady Mary knew this as well.
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      They married in the foyer of Lady Mary’s childhood home, the autumnal owl-light a bacchanal of rare colors. He wore black and she wore white, and though Lady Mary’s parents had no end of questions, the two knew no end of knowing silences. When they smiled, it was for each other, only each other, and you’d be forgiven if you believed they were one soul halved and homed in a matching set, so gorgeous those two were, so perfect. At the altar, under ropes of dried lilac, Mr. Fox kissed Lady Mary, just a peck and a flash of white teeth, the world shivered like it bore witness to the birth of something sacred.

      “We are now,” whispered Lady Mary, “Mr. and Mrs. Fox.”

      And Mr. Fox, he laughed at the truth of this.
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      “Did they have a party afterwards?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was everyone happy?”

      “As much as they would allow themselves to be.”
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      As was traditional of all married couples, Mr. and Mrs. Fox soon absconded to the groom’s new home. But unlike what was traditional, they made no mention of where they were going, no ceremony of her departure. Like thieves, like foxes racing the dying sun, they fled into the woods while the sleeping world was still filigreed with dew.

      If it weren’t for Lord Petty, who’d loved Lady Mary dearest but also poorest, if it weren’t for him, that knave, that heart-stung wretch, no one would have known where to find the two. But a man brined in his own envy is one abhorrent to sleep, and Lord Petty could only drowse during Lady Mary’s long wedding night. Thus, he was easily awoken when the two darted from the doors, no neither bags nor finery, just the gleam of Lady Mary’s wedding ring and the glare of Mr. Fox’s smile.

      How dare they, thought Lord Petty, rousing himself from his bed. How dare they leave just like that? He followed them, a hound full of hate.

      Lord Petty was many things but he was not an incompetent hunter, and of all the men who had loved Lady Mary, he was the hungriest for her favour. He stalked them across the valleys, down into the black pines, down through where the birch and the aspen murmured like new lovers, down where the past had grooved itself in the stones, down, down into places where men should not go.

      And the woods said to Mr. Fox and Mrs. Fox: ‘ware

      And Mr. Fox and Mrs. Fox, they laughed as if that sound was a secret to share.
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      “Why don’t our woods say anything?”

      “Because it is winter and even the trees need to sleep. Ask again in the summer, when they’re dizzy with love and aching with flowers.”
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      Lord Petty followed them to the grounds of a fine castle indeed, one with strong walls and a deep moat, and a gateway inscribed with the words:

      
        
        Be bold, be bold.

      

      

      He regarded the evocation with some care, the half-moon of his grimace as bright as a predator’s grin. They were here. He was sure. Two pairs of footprints tangled in the dirt leading through the gate; he could see too a twist of Mrs. Fox’s red hair in the brambles of a rose bush growing tall beside the path. Here, sang his heart. Here, snarled that broken-backed need at the root of his lungs, the gasping, miserable whine of his want.

      Lord Petty looked about. There was no one here. The gate was open, so under its lilac-laced trellises he went up to the front doors, where he stood as he read aloud a second inscription:

      
        
        Be bold, be bold, but not too bold.

      

      

      Through those doors he slipped too, bow on his shoulder, a full quiver on his back, ambition jouncing against the glide of his hip. He went down a hall of black marble, gold chandeliers and rose-colored marquetry lending shape to the bowered hush. He went up broad stairs until he came to a door in the gallery, over which was written:

      
        
        Be bold, be bold, but not too bold,

        Lest that your heart's blood should run cold.

      

      

      But Lord Petty was nothing if not brave, nothing if not starving to skin Mr. Fox of Lady Mary’s love, nothing if not desperate. So, he, despite the cold that had burrowed to his belly, despite the way it crooned to him of warnings, opened the door and what do you think he saw? Why, bodies like cat’s cradles of chewed-down cartilage, blooms of sinew worn in the bones like flowers in a fair maid’s hair. Bodies upon bodies, gnawed to the pith.

      Lord Petty thought it was high time to get out of that horrid place and he closed the door, went through the gallery, haunted by the half-smiles of so very many corpses, dangling from the ceiling and trailing from the walls like marionettes at leisure. He was just going down the stairs, and out of the hall, when who should he see but Mr. Fox and Mrs. Fox dragging a beautiful young man down the gateway to the door.
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      “Why did they hurt the man, Papa? Why did they hurt those people?”

      “Because not even monsters are safe from predators, my loves.”
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      Lord Petty rushed downstairs, concealed himself behind a cask cauled with webs, the smell of old wine so prohibitively expensive they’d bill you for a sniff. Just as Mr. Fox and Mrs. Fox came near Lord Petty’s hiding place, Mrs. Fox, her mouth so richly rouged it might as well have been bloodied with kisses, exclaimed, “Such a precious ring, this one wears. Look at that sapphire: that color, deeper even than the heart of a lake. And look, my feral darling, my fine-tailed love, look at the gorget of diamonds that frames it. Does it not make you think of the baby’s breaths in my wedding bouquet?”

      Lord Petty looked down the line of Mrs. Fox’s white arm, down to where her finger led the eye. At his end, he saw a ring without compare, its knotwork as fine as lace, too fine for the slackly hanging hand on which it had been enshrined. Better, Lord Petty thought, that it be freed and fitted upon Mrs. Fox’s finger. Better still if it was Lord Petty who set that beautiful ring there.

      But that was not to be. Not with the memory of those bodies in the gallery at the top of the stairs, not with Mrs. Fox’s red lips upon her husband’s red hair, not with the knowledge of what might happen if they found Lord Petty hiding there, hunched behind a barrel, no better than a common rogue. He remained still instead, tongue between his teeth, breath held like a fox beneath the hunter’s heel.

      “Do you want the ring then?” said Mr. Fox.

      “I suppose I would not object if you were to liberate that splendid thing. But it is not necessary, Mr. Fox, not with you in my bed, not with your heart in my armoire, not with your love, so wild and true, to wear like a queen’s trousseau.” She stroked that beautiful corpse’s still hand and jealousy did clench Lord Petty’s heart tight. If only she’d permit him, he’d lay his cheek upon her lap, a hound faithful to the grave, and there’d be nothing he would not bring her, no prey too ferocious, no antlered prize too fearsome. Everything and anything, so long as she’d let him be hers.

      Mr. Fox, hair matted to the sleek frame of his face, looked to where Lord Petty squatted, safe from the eye, but not nose or black-tipped ear. He said: “Let’s not trouble ourselves then. If it will not disappoint you too much, we’ll just leave that ring here, so you won’t worry at want the way a dog might worry at his mites.”

      Mrs. Fox laughed and Lord Petty did not. Without preamble, Mr. Fox freed his sword, which was as slim and sharp as he, and sawed through corpse’s bony wrist. The hand tumbled free, and rolled to where Lord Petty lurked, the ring gleaming like the hope of a star, cold and blue and helpless as love.

      “To the boudoir, my love?” said Mr. Fox.

      “To the boudoir,” said Mrs. Fox, dragging their prize up those broad stairs.

      Lord Petty stayed in his place, listening to every thump, every crunch of small cartilage, every laugh to flit from between Mrs. Fox’s teeth, every kiss the couple thought to share on the way, a leg in each hand, a corpse between them, their matrimony made sacrosanct by the marrow and meat of that poor murdered man. Only when he was certain that those two would not emerge from the gallery again did Lord Petty flee that dread place, a dead boy’s hand clutched to his breast.
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      Walled by both peasantry and a pageantry of nobles, scullery maids and jilted suitors all come to bear witness, Lord Petty, a bowl of warm pumpkin soup in his cold hands, sat whispering of what he’d seen. The journey had been long, longer than he’d remembered, longer than his provisions could survive, the way made byzantine by the woods he’d walked, by the aspen and the birch, by the black pines and its gods. At the end of his exodus, Lord Petty was so starved, so weakened, he could only crawl to the stoop of Mrs. Fox’s childhood home, his ribs like rings worn on the finger of his spine.

      “He’s a monster,” he said, thinking again of how Mrs. Fox had laid her brow against her husband’s fair cheek. “They’re monsters.”

      His audience nodded and murmured themselves, wise to witches, wise to the world, wise to the wolves in women’s clothing. They did not ask if Lord Petty had misspoken, or question the authenticity of his accusation. Lords, they’ve been told, never have cause to lie.
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      They sent a messenger to the castle in which Mr. Fox and Mrs. Fox lived, a callow girl with colourations like the summer: gold hair, blue eyes, sun-freckled cheeks. Unlike Lord Petty, she was not beggared by the journey. The woods were kind, the way they are always kind to those who make space for the squirrel and the sparrow, the wildflowers blooming reckless in autumn’s last, long, gold-burnished days.

      “They want you to join ‘em for breakfast,” said the girl, who’d meet her Death one winter’s dusk with no knowledge of how anyone could mistake this man and his lean-limbed wife for monsters, what with their kindly manners, their insistence she do them no favours, only sit down and eat what they offered her: a fortune in good bread and cold butter, more ham and rare cheeses than she’d seen in her life.

      Mr. Fox poured the girl a draught of plum cider and looked to his wife, who said quietly then: “Tell them we will come.”
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      The date they had elected was the eve of Lady Mary’s own mother’s birthday and it was hotter than anyone could remember. Yet despite the dripping heat, Mr. Fox and Mrs. Fox both arrived in Lord Petty’s manor wearing rose-and-gold brocade, their coats brilliantly embroidered, the hems heavy with seed pearls and stitchings of warm amber. They wore their finery like they’d been born sleeved in those rich materials, like they were pelts only slightly too thick for the season.

      “We have come,” said Mrs. Fox, striding through the doors like she owned every life in its walls and every generation that would come after. “As you have asked.”

      Lord Petty stood with the men that Mrs. Fox had spurned, dukes and dour-faced barons and merchants made noble by the money they ferried to the vaults of their king, their chests gleaming with medals and cunning satin panelling. But none of them were as splendid as Mr. Fox. None of them had his easy grace, his sly fashion of smiling, his aptitude for entreating the light to love his face best. None of them had Mrs. Fox, who stood with her arm threaded around her husband’s own. They smiled, a matching set, far more beautiful than that bitter crowd deserved.

      “We are pleased to see you well,” said Lord Petty.

      Mrs. Fox nodded. “And I am pleased you look well, Lord Petty. I had a dream recently that distressed me to no end. In this dream, I saw you racing through glade and glens, down to the black pines, down to where the water is cold and pure it’d burn your tongue to ash. I saw you kneel by a lake, Lord Petty, and I saw you get down on your knees, and I saw you cut the heart from your chest.”

      And Lord Petty swallowed then. “Why would I do such a thing?”

      “For a ring,” said Mrs. Fox, glib as anything. “A silver ring with a sapphire as perfect and lifeless as a heart that cannot imagine happiness for anything but itself.”

      Lord Petty said nothing in riposte, only stared at Mrs. Fox, the hairs that fronded the back of his neck prickling and for a moment, he was returned to those woods and he was, without question, afraid.

      The doors to the dining hall opened.

      “Breakfast is ready,” said a thin serving girl with the high, bright voice of an aria and bowed.

      Mr. Fox and Mrs. Fox bowed in answer, slinking past her to find their seats. Lord Petty, his brothers-in-discard, followed after in a neat queue, looking for all the world like the guilty marching themselves to the gallows.
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      “I had a dream too,” said Lord Petty without even a scratch of warning, his voice booming through the steepled halls. He lowered his cutlery and the clatter of their descent was as loud as musket shots. “I dreamed that I went yestermorn to your castle, and I found it in the woods, with high walls, and a deep moat, and over the gateway was written:

      
        
        Be bold, be bold.

      

      

      If Lord Petty had thought to entice apprehension from Mrs. Fox’s expression, or tease fear from Mr. Fox’s lidded regard, he would go to his rest unslaked. Their countenances remained serene. Sighing, Mrs. Fox pushed aside her plate of roast lamb, the polished blue ceramic heaped high with charred broccoli florets and reams of gravy.

      “It is not so, nor was it so.”

      But Lord Petty would not be dissuaded from his keening declamation, his grief lettered in its delivery. “And when I came to the doorway, over it was written:

      
        
        Be bold, be bold, but not too bold.

      

      

      “It is not so,” said Mr. Fox and then together with his wife, they spoke as one, the words intoned with all the weight of prophecy: “Nor was it so.”

      “And then I went upstairs, and came to a gallery, at the end of which was a door, on which was written:

      
        
        Be bold, be bold, but not too bold,

        Lest that your heart's blood should run cold.

      

      

      “It is not so, nor it was not so,” said the Foxes, now with pity in the lilt of their faces. Outside the lancet windows, the light grew bruised, as though the sun was suddenly curtained by an encroaching storm. But the color was wrong, as was the quality of that glow, its texture, and the smell of air, damp earth and still water, menaced with its eldritch promise.

      “And then,” Lord Petty launched himself from his seat, roaring as he did, no more guile to be seen, no more subtlety. “And then I opened the door, and the room was filled with bodies and skeletons of poor dead souls, all stained with their blood!”

      “It is not so, nor it was not so. And God forbid it should be so,” chorused the foxes, their shadows limbering like animals.

      “I then dreamed that I rushed down the gallery, and just as I was going down the stairs I saw you, Mr and Mrs. Fox, coming up to the hall door, dragging after you a poor young man, rich and beautiful!”

      “It is not so, nor it was not so. And God forbid it should be so.” In that strange, wild, drowning light, no one looked as they did before, least of all the two foxes so regally enthroned in the hall.

      “I rushed downstairs, just in time to hide myself behind a cask, when you two came in dragging the young man by the arm. And, as you passed me,” Lord Petty shrieked. “I thought I saw you try and free his sapphire ring, and when you could not, it seemed to me in my dream, that you pulled out your sword and hacked off the poor man’s hand.”

      And as Lord Petty drew a rattling breath, his diatribe chaptered by deep inhalations, Mrs. Fox said in a voice so calm, so certain, that the world stilled at its conviction. “And then you stole the dead man’s hand so you could barter it for my own. Though you watched me be wedded to my husband, though you drank to our happiness, though you claim yourself an honorable man. You stole a dead man’s ring and then bade the wolves to come devour us.”

      Mrs. Fox rose and something ancient stood in her place. “No, Lord Petty. That is not how the story ends.”
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      “How did the story end, Papa?”

      “Bloody, of course.” Mr. Fox said primly. “Now go to bed, my loves. Tomorrow, a hunt waits.”
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      “You really think there are Nazis in these woods?”

      “I think there’s something in the woods.” He shrugs at me, tall and lean, still slightly gangly, like he’d never learned the art of his limbs. He raps the side of his nose, grey eyes stalking the pines.

      There’s something in the woods.

      I shiver and stuff my hands into my pockets, following his gaze to the treeline. Boom. A few seconds later: the crack and crash of timber, a snarl of fluttering wings. Bird screams.

      The Nazis’ broadcasts said they had guerrilla forces waiting, watching from the mouth of the pines. Werewolves. Ready to devour us whole.

      I hiss out a breath.

      “Yeah. Us.”

      He breaks out a laugh for me, sharp, this yipping thing like he’d chewed it off something bigger than him, something wilder than him. If dogs could laugh, this would be the sound they make.

      “Someone is going to get court martialed then. Between the Panzerfausts debacle and the radio transmissions.” I rake my nails along my chin and down my throat, where the stubble’s grown wild.

      He looks back at me, not quite smiling, the corner of a lip jagging upwards.

      Boom.

      “I really think someone is just fucking with us.” I grumble.

      “I don’t.”

      “Look, these woods are filled with god knows what. Someone probably just found old recordings and decided it’d be fun to, I don’t know, stir up some paranoia in the ranks. Keep things lively. I mean, we’re shooting down trees, for heaven’s sake. Everyone’s bored.”

      “There’s been witnesses.”

      “There are always witnesses. Pick a myth. Someone knows someone who has seen it, swear on their grandmother’s grave and all that. Personal testimonials are worth shit.” The words roar louder than I intended. By the end of it, I’m panting, sucking gobbets of cold air, breath curling between my teeth.

      He’s grinning.

      He’s fucking with me, I realize with a twitch, and I choke the urge to growl. “There isn’t a Nazi resistance waiting in the woods.”

      He licks his tongue over his incisors. “But there’s something in the woods.”

      “Sure. Squirrels, bears, foxes—”

      “Wolves.”

      And the world quiets when he says the word, the air wrapping itself about the sound, stretching the syllable into the echo of a howl. The hairs on my neck rise and I force a grin, shoulders scissoring back.

      In the encroaching dusk, he’s all angles and white smile, a little ungainly, like something that wasn’t meant to be standing on two legs. If you narrow your eyes just so, you can almost see it, a sharpness to his face, a certain bestial light.

      I show my teeth, a warning in the expression. I can’t help myself this time. “Wolves. Fine. And whatever else the landscape might hold. But no German resistance. If there were any, they’re dead. We’re just chasing ghosts here. Unternehmen Werwolf was propaganda. It was meant to scare us.”

      “You say it like you know it for a fact. You say it like someone who heard it from the source. All those people with their thousands of theories and you say it with the confidence of the werewolf telling the village, ‘Don’t be afraid. There aren’t any wolves in the forest.’”

      Something screams in the woods, something wild, something broken-boned, terrified.

      “And?”

      His teeth are as long as mine. “Oh, nothing at all, sir. “

      “Get back to camp.” The words slide out like claws. “This place is clearly getting to you.”

      He laughs again as he lopes away, singing under his breath the words we hear every morning, blared from Berlin. “My werewolf teeth bite the enemy. And then he’s done and then he’s gone. Hoo, hoo hoo.”

      A little later, when there is no one to watch, when the sounds of singing become muddled, a wolf stretches and follows him into the gloom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            recite her the names of pain

          

        

      

    

    
      The siren holds her fuck-yous, her how-could-yous, her-why-did-yous, her how-fucking-dare-yous, against the roof of her mouth, on her tongue, in her lungs, until the ceiling breaks and the world comes down.

      “Fuck,” she shades her eyes with a hand, debris like confetti still raining from the firmament, reality paper-shredded into pulsating glitter. No one else notices except the woman on the opposite end, mouth opened in shock.

      “Fuck,” she says again, softer this time, because sometimes—most times, if she is going to be honest about it—at the end of a world, nothing else is half-enough.
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      I check my reflection in the oval, man-sized mirror at the foot of the long hallway that marries our rooms to the apartment. The noon-light spills onto the carpet at a slant and it is colder than it has any right to be, blued by the dusty church glass. A single bristle feather, the same shade of black as my hair, points from my throat like a signpost, the little barbs gold-glossed. I pluck it out.

      “Are you going out?” Ligeia slumps against her doorway, eyes still heavy with sleep, sockets smudged with liner. She yawns. “It’s too early.”

      “Already evening in the archipelago.” I point out, putting on hoop earrings. Starlings in miniature, bronze and beautifully detailed, clench each loop with tiny, gleaming claws. Some decades ago, they used to sing whenever I sat by the sea but lately, they’ve gone quiet. Like a lot of things, I think they’re tired, husked of love for what was once home. This isn’t a country for magic any longer, no place for old ghosts or brass-boned birds.

      “So?”

      “There are supposed to be punters.” The velvet jacket might have been too much. I slough the garment and stretch, stare at where the wing stubs protrude from the cheap fabric. It is a man’s tank top, loose along the breasts and the hips. A bad fit. But I like the damask, indigo over faded eggshell-white, and how it distracts from the cigarette-burns constellating my collarbones, and how it walks the eye to the tattoos bangling my forearms: manta rays, sphinxes, feathers by the thousands.

      “Like I said: so fucking what?” Ligeia is tall and thin as a coyote’s warning, the pile-up of her curly black hair barely tethered by a tortoiseshell comb. Tendrils spill over an eye as she cocks her head. “There are enough birds on the island that they’d lie to each other about having seen sirens. If they really wanted prophecy, they’d go to Delphi. Are you really trading pancakes for tourists?”

      “There’s one—” I begin to say, an image between my lips, the taste of it like roasted marrow, the shape of it like a jag of chewed-down bone. I don’t love them the way Parthenope does. I don’t loathe them either. But sometimes, they hum like a hope I’d forgotten and their longing becomes a hurt, a fishhook dug deep, a noose around my neck pulling me onward, forward to whatever comes next. “She’s hurting.”

      “They’re always hurting.”

      “She wants answers so bad.”

      “They don’t.” Ligeia lets her hair go. When it falls, it becomes plumage, black-blue like a bruise. The air is breakfast smells: pancakes and rye-cut goat butter sizzling on the pan, alcohol cooking to caramel, bacon burnt the way I like them, Chemex coffee like only our sister can make them, sweet and oilless and golden. If I wait too long, I’ll never go. “None of them ever want answers. They just want you to tell them they’re right.”

      “Nonetheless—”

      A crooking of a rueful smile. Ligeia’s teeth gleam barbed and bright. “—she persisted. Fucking go. Maybe, you’ll make it back in time for brunch.”
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      “Is this where you eat me?” the woman demands. She’s so small, the siren thinks. Like some downy, broken-backed thing that’d staggered out of its nest and fallen out of the boughs, still shrilling like it had the deed to the sea and the sky. But at least there’s wonder there in the shine of her sclera, held like a key, like this is the moment when the world unlocks and her happy ending spills free.

      The siren regards her petitioner, heavy-lidded, still coked-up on miracle. “You wish.”
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      It must have cost them everything. Russo doesn’t rent out Gallo Lunge for cheap.

      I step out into the dusk and onto an outcropping, bend down, fingers wefted over a knee, my chin on my knuckles, and watch as the little group exits their boat. They don’t look like they belong here, don’t look like they’ve ever belonged anywhere, their voices jouncing along the cliffside, screeching and stupid.

      They run their fingers over whatever they can reach. All of them except for her, the one who’d collared me, cornered me, corralled me here with her prayer, her impassioned plea for him to be better, for her to matter, for this to not be true, please, just please. She holds herself like a dime-store empress, regal and brittle and sick with need.

      She looks up.

      I always wonder what they see. Whether it is a girl of about twenty, indeterminate height, indeterminate ethnicity, hair so wild it traps sediments of starlight, or something primordial, plumed and only precariously human. Maybe, they just see the help, someone to hold their hand as they itemize Li Galli’s trousseau of wonders, theirs for a night and the price of the world.

      I never ask.

      Like them, it doesn’t matter.
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      “Then tell me what I need to know.”

      “You won’t like it.” If the woman had asked, she’d have told her that the dust isn’t dust, but destiny shaken up like a snow globe, particulates of possibility free-floating in a soup of maybe. “You humans never like it.”

      “I don’t care.” She grabs the siren, fistfuls of feathers crushed in each hand. “Tell me what I need to know!”

      “What you need to know or what you want to know? Because there’s a difference in the two and you don’t need me for one of them.” It hurts. It surprises the siren that it does, the silhouette of the woman dwarfed by even one of her wings, because she knows it’d take no effort at all to snap her neck: one contraction of a verdigrised claw, a squeeze, a pop. But here they are, with the woman grating her palms down to the bloodied bone, feathers like sea foam pooling below them.

      “What I need to know.” The woman cries.

      In answer, the siren sighs.
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      I serve them dinner in a room frescoed with blue-white zellige. Fresh mackerel fried with salt and pepper and lemon juice and olive oil so pure it’d make a nunnery look like a bacchanal. Moussaka pilfered from Parthonepe’s oven. Dolmathakia and feta in neon-bright bowls. Stacks of pita, mason jars full of olives. Even taramosalata, beige-colored, beautifully savoury, and a wasted delicacy at that table of timid palates.

      Through it all, she watches me.

      Moonlight paints the villa opal, a nacreous glazing that seeps into their skin. For fun, I pour them wine from amphoras millennia-old, but they make no mention of the vintage except to ask why their drink is so watery and even then, they don’t press too hard. The first night is always sacred, haloed and hallowed by the understanding such expeditions are once in a middle-class lifetime.

      “Tell us a story,” says a hook-nosed man in a coat too big for him, an arm around a woman with hair like the death of autumn, freckles crowding her high-cheeked face.

      I oblige and recite them two stories of my beloved Parthenope, the first one a piece of libel, a lionization of that half-wit Odysseus, and the second a truth no Greek historian would put to ink. In that version, the real one, my sister doesn’t die, doesn’t drown because of a liar. Odysseus’s ship docks itself and lovelorn, the crew emerges, six abreast with a dowry of their deeds. They ask her to marry them. Yes, every last one. Even Odysseus, the memory of Penelope devolved into a half a heartbeat’s worth of hesitation.

      And of course, Parthenope marries their cook, no sin in the birdcage of his soul, a bit of magic instead, spice-touched and tawny. One day, I’ll tell the story of what happens next and how a siren fell in love with a land.

      “Tell us a truth,” says a girl who is all angles and attenuation, the spokes of her bones pressing through blemished skin. She ashes her cigarette into a blue-glassed cup, a shallow layer of sticky-sweet wine already congealing.

      I tell them to go on Twitter and follow a thread through translations of the sirens, annotated at last by a woman. “Mouths,” I intone, paraphrasing my favorite part. “keep eating the wrong things, and mouths speak and sing to enable and thwart the onward journey. Mouths are powerful and dangerous.”

      “Tell me my future,” she says and while I think how to answer, she reaches out, circles my wrist with her fingers.

      It is a big fucking mistake.
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      “He doesn’t love you. That’s why he isn’t here. It isn’t a question of dignity. If anything, it’s vanity, because he hates the idea of looking weak. But you on a good day, you with your heart on a plate, you make him believe there’s at least one person he’s better than, one person smaller and needier, one person who’d die without him. Except not really because he doesn’t want to deal with the pressure either. He just likes knowing the possibility exists.” The siren tilts a sympathetic look at the woman and there’s something ophidian now about her unblinking expression, a little bit of lizard in the lilt of her smile. “Covert narcissists, man.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Sirens don’t lie. I just told you that. We tell truths that no one wants to hear and that’s why sailors flung themselves into the sea. We sang to them of their wives, their husbands, their children and how they’d be forgotten, how their loved ones moved on. Because wars are for kings and not the people left behind.”

      “He loves me. He said so. We’ve an understanding—”

      “Just like you did with the last one.” The siren does not know how to be kind. Some days, she wishes she did. “You can still walk away. You’re still young. There’s a whole lifetime to make up for the scars they’ve both carved.”

      “Lying.” Staccato now, the objections, stilted and spit in rhythm as the woman teeters through to the kitchen, her friends flash-frozen by the prismed glare of the moon. “You’re lying. You’re lying, lying. Why the hell did I ever think this was a good idea?”

      This time, the siren doesn’t hold back.
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      I begin to speak.

      Verbiage profound as the siege of Carthage, alliterations like artillery, it rills from my lips, a trickle at first before it begins to pour. Now, there’s metaphor, verses and curses, a hip-hop throughline, swagger straight from the Bronx, and it is in Aeolic and Ionic and Gaulish, a little bit of Koine Greek, some Chinese, but no English. I’m sick of that bland mash, pasty and imperfect. Besides, it is a kind of ecstasy to knit the dead new bodies of prose.

      I swallow air, exhale prophecies of the present.

      Wisdom isn’t omniscience, but you didn’t hear that from me. She stares at me, slack-mouthed, and I pity her for a minute. She thought it was honey I’d spewed, not warnings, not game plans for what might be, not a way out but a route deeper into the stories she’d wanted.

      I recite her the names of pain: the one like rivers under your bones. The one like crushed glass. The one like lying to yourself. The one like wires looped around the muscle. The ones like giving up, like breaking down, like every day in a world you don’t want. The one like his name and his name too, nothing in the sound of them enough no matter how you rearrange the letters.

      I read them to her slow. Then, I read them to her quick. Until the tributaries of my proselytizing come together into a road map, pointing the way home. She shudders through every sibylline syllable. I repeat encores until finally, she begs me to stop.

      “You’re lying.”

      Humanity is such a piece of shit.
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      It is still morning in New York when I come back home, and Ligeia and Parthenope are at the kitchen island, sipping from ceramic cups that smell of honeysuckle and green lime. They look over, half-smile slotting into place.

      “Did she want answers?” Ligeia asks.

      I shake my head.

      Parthenope, hair a fortune of braids bronze and black, lets out a slow, smoky noise, like she’d breathing the city’s fumes for days. “Nothing wrong with trying.”

      Ligeia pushes a plate towards me. They’d saved me a sandwich: fresh-baked sourdough topped with tomatoes, fat slices of fresh mozzarella, some basil. She looks at me like she knows precisely what happened. “Nothing wrong with letting them do what they want. There’s no point to them. They’re just here taking up space.”

      “What did you do to her, anyway?” Parthenope asks as I pour myself lukewarm coffee, shrewd as always.

      “What else do you in these situations? She pulled a knife on me. First one in a hundred years. I told her the truth and I let her go home to grow old with her fear. The worst thing you can do to a coward is make sure they live forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            kiss, don’t tell

          

        

      

    

    
      You never told me she’d be so human, so sweet. Marzipan bones and caramel hair, latte skin stretched taut over a face still new to wanting. Just a mouthful, really, a morsel, her eyes brittle as she watches us flit by, heartbeats sliding between the ribs of time.

      In Europe, no one believes in kismet, but who needs faith to author fact?

      Later, you joke about serendipity. I nod in silence, my fingers still glazed with her cells and her atoms, the taste of her bitter with ghosts of Sunday afternoon pasts. How many street corners have you kissed on? How many does she remember? How many times has she sat coiled by her phone, waiting, waiting, thumbing through pictures of you together, a patchwork of possibilities that should have spelled out a future?

      I don’t sleep that night. Instead, I sit and watch the Parisian skyline, dreaming of penanggalans in waltz.

      Pontianak, huli jing, rakshaka. You called me from a country of monsters, serpent-haired, dagger-teethed, skin hot as kiamat. Nothing like her, nothing like the women that slither through London, Berlin, Paris; their bones Abrahamic, their minds agnostic, mouths full with the gospel of Apple. Was it the novelty that enticed you, or the reflection of teeth? Because I can smell it on you, your flesh, your smile; ocean salt, hydra blood, a thousand ancient wars in a thousand new molecules. We’re monsters, you and I.

      But her?

      I can tell she’s a good girl, always has been, always will be, even though her dreams cup a fading memory of black leather and black lashes, whiplash-promises on her skin. Not a monster, even though she sometimes pretends, armoring herself with lipgloss and suits cut sharp as suicide.

      Delicious, darling.

      Langsuir, jiangshi, ngu tinh. I pull myself onto the window sill, feel cartilage bulge and vertebrae give. The air burns cold. Egui, preta, desire, hunger. My blood is singing, so loud that it amazes that you can sleep. I wonder what you’d say if you woke and found me framed in the moonlight, flesh and bone turned protean, amoebic.

      I wonder what you’d think if you saw my wings: knucklebones strung together like rosaries, membranous skin, tendons to tether. Nothing like your angels, darling. Nothing so sweet.

      I wonder what you’d do if I told you I’d chased her scent across the city, her a ghost, me a knot of entrails and superstition, invisible to rational men. Because under her skin, I tasted the salt of your old desires, coiling with hers, an ouroboros of mouth and grasping hands and moans. And nothing, darling, displeases me more.

      I wonder, I wonder.

      Would you beg me to stop, darling? As I stole across the skyline of her sleeping body, over hip and thigh and sternum, to stop a breath from her mouth, would you shout out no?

      I imagine not. Women break like surf on the hearts of men, foam and whispers, frothing to nothing. You remember us for as long as we are there, stretched like cats in your beds, our flesh warm, our arms patient. No more, no less. And when we are gone, you write us into an inventory of conquests. Another notch, another monster taken by the smoke in your smile, the teeth in your eyes.

      Darling, can I tell you a secret?

      It would be so easy. To sip chi from her lips, to empty her like a broken heart, to leave her skin and only skin, like gauze or yesterday’s drunken lovemaking. Until all that is left is the instinct to walk, to breathe, to hold on, hold on, hold on.

      But should I?

      All monsters must eat, whether they are men or myth, fabrications of fear or consequences of nurture. We find our prey where we may. You in the unguarded, I in the broken, the worn-down, the street-side prayer, the alleyway fighter. But if you still cared, still held her wellbeing suspended like a prize in your consciousness, I might consider mercy.

      Maybe.

      If you were awake, darling, if you were standing framed in the moonlight, your lips stitched shut with veins, your eyes closed with red string, I would come to your ears and whisper, “What do you think will happen next?”

      Will I write my hurts into doa selamats, a hundred invocations against a thousand new anguishes? Will I graze my tongue across hers, calling the monsters in her blood? Douen, Jumbie, Loogaroo. Will I tell them to keep her safe, keep her safe from men who only have eyes for themselves, who keep their hearts locked behind doors while they hold out their hands for yours?

      Or will I dig through spine and brain, guzzle blood and lymph? Will I gorge myself on lung fibrous and vein intricate, on intestines still warm with animal heat, on a brain still shuddering with a memory of you? Darling, do you see me keeping the best parts of her for myself, those things that made you love her for more years than you’ve known me? Or do you see it pulped into energy, into fuel for flight, inconsequential as the names of all the women you never loved, only lusted for?

      One wonders, but it does not matter. When you wake up tomorrow, you won’t find me slathered in gore, throat bulging, belly heavy with meat and muscle. Instead, you will see me as you’ve always seen me, a fascination, a novelty, a hope.

      When we kiss, when we trade affection like tokens of power, it’s possible that she will just be awaking, lungs inflamed with myth, and confused, move to sit at her parents’ balustrade, wondering why she had ever wasted time on you at all. Tomorrow, it’s possible too that her parents might awake and find her ribs in her bed, cracked open for marrow, licked completely clean, her finger-bones rattling like dice in her ribs. Tomorrow, they might scream and all of Paris will wake, wondering, wondering how this disaster came to be.

      Who knows? You’ll never ask, and I’ll never tell.
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      “If I were the mayor, I’d have renamed this town long ago,” announces the man beside me, his chuckle wet with old hurts.

      I turn to read the scythe of his mouth, his milk-pale skin, his eyes like tatters of the noon sky. A foreigner, most definitely. Only outlanders court strangers in bus stands.

      But I smile, nonetheless, a razorblade flash of enamel. Politeness mandates it.

      “I’m sorry?”

      He shrugs fluidly and lets one corner of his lips arch. His gaze flits from my countenance to my breasts, lingering where the dark fabric is stretched taut by fat. “You know the story, right? Long ago, your town let two old people get eaten alive by cats. The rest of the world certainly knows about it. Frankly, I’m amazed that this place gets as much traffic as it does.”

      The man releases a silvery little laugh, as though enchanted by his own astuteness or, perhaps, the morbidity of his observation. He shrugs again, slotting hands beneath his armpits. I deliberate on an answer. There is time. The bus will arrive in precisely twenty-one minutes unless traffic robs it of precision. A rarity, but not an impossibility. Not with this season’s crop of tourists worming through the town’s gnarled streets, maggot-fat and crow-loud, staining the bricks red with their laughter.

      “That story made headlines. ” His voice wedges between my thoughts, like a knee between resisting thighs. “Did you know that? What with the town being thousands of miles from the epicenter of interesting.”

      I hold my smile. “We have television. And radio.”

      “Yeah. I was just checking, you know?” He flashes a megawatt grin, the grin of a man accustomed to success. I do not reciprocate. His enthusiasm is too grandiose to be sincere, his voice too loud. This conversation is just foreplay, announces the jut of his hips, the width of his grin. This is just a formality before we progress to coffee, to alcohol, to salt-slick-skin-bruising sex.

      I glance down the vacant street.

      Nineteen minutes.

      “I’m Frederic, by the way.” The syllables of his name turn to music beneath his tongue, clothing them with an unexpected exoticism. “Like Frederick. Except French.”

      A blocky, bony hand stabs forward. I look down. The fingers are scar-brindled and ridged with calluses, the palm broad and brown. A laborer’s hand. A hand I could have been friends with were it not attached to the rest of him. I run my eyes up the line of his arm and find bared teeth waiting at its end. This is more than just courtesy. This is a demand for permission, for a sanctioning of pursuit. Briefly, I consider abandoning propriety and turning to clump down the road. The walk would not be so bad. The night might be deep but it is not unfamiliar. There are no dangers crouched in the gaps between streetlamps, no alleyway mongrels to fear, nothing to rationally dread.

      Frederic cocks his head. His smile drifts from arrogance to uncertainty, even as his arm wilts, sagging under the weight of doubt. “Um. Okay. We could call you Ms. Mystery instead. I—”

      “Sigrid.” I supply, curt. Age has made the burden of someone else’s naming unpalatable.

      “Like the Norse Goddess?”

      Seventeen minutes. “Yes.”

      “I see.” His eyes walk down the slant of my throat even as he purses his mouth, eyebrows crumpled together. “It’s just—”

      “Sometimes,” I lie, patient, impenetrable. “A name is simply a name.”

      Silence descends like the teeth of a jaguar, snapping the thread of conversation, a sudden execution that leaves Frederic staggered. I glance behind us. In a dark shop window, my reflection and I trade cautious smiles. Her eyes are amber, the brass of the ferryman’s wages, narrow and strange where the rest of her is not. She has dark curls and wide curves, a mouth like an invitation, a lilt to her hips that teases at a dancer’s bravado. In Asia, where the girls are crafted from reeds and finger bones, she would be branded as fat. But not here. In Ulthar, we prize endurance over taut geometry.

      My reflection tips her chin outwards. Pay attention, she mouths.

      I blink. “Pardon?”

      “I said—” His eyes flick to the glass. My reflection stares back. “—We should have coffee, sometime. Before I leave. You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in this place. I can’t just up and go without at least buying you a macchiato, you know?”

      A contraction of ventricles, half a breath’s width of quiet. And then: “You do have Starbucks here, right?”

      “No.”

      That laugh again: high and brittle, fishbone-sharp. “Oh, man. This is literally the hicks, isn’t it? Starbucks is great. Not the best, of course. Portland is where it’s at if you want coffee. But if you’re in a rush, Starbucks is good for breakfast bagels, lattes, and—”

      “—picking up chicks?”

      “Yeah!” He barks before epiphany snatches the life from his swagger. “I mean—”

      Frederic shrugs and drags fingers through lank blonde hair. He steals another longing look at my chest before he frees a vaporizer from a pocket: translucent indigo plastic brimming with dark fluids. Liquid warbles when he inhales.

      “My point is: Starbucks is delightful,” he announces, breath reeking sweetly of carcinogens and scalded cells. “Anyway, let me buy you a drink somewhere. Heck, tell you what. I’ve got a French Press. We could totally do it at your place.”

      I consider his proposition and my mouth, unbidden, thins into a line.

      Eleven minutes.

      “So, anyway, where are you off to?” He shortens the distance between us with a fluid step, posture and the fall of his shadow denoting ownership.

      Another thin extrusion of smoke, cherry-sour and chemical. His desire is gelatinous, gorged on avarice, heavy enough to choke.

      “I have a question for you in return.” I wet my lips, coax them into a smile. “If I were to tell you that I planned to walk home right now, without surrendering my phone number or a promise to see you again, would you allow it?”

      Frederic scans the night. The cityline is as jagged as an old boxer’s knuckles; hard angles that tear into stuttering rooftops, a maze of winding paths scarred by war-gutted architecture. And in between the ruin and the stones walk the cats. Hundreds of cats. An ocean of eyes pouring through spaces too alien to fathom.

      “Absolutely not. That would be ungentlemanly. What if you get jumped by someone?”

      “Ulthar is not a place where such would happen.” An indelible truth.

      He hooks a sly arm around my elbow, angles his own just so to mime gallantry. I glance up at his face and the smile that burns there, incandescent and indifferent, plump with predatory glee. “Just in case, you know?”

      Physical contact extorts revelation. I catch a sliver of his life; visions of refracted color, vials of alcohol, a rainbow of pharmaceuticals, and women. So many women. Spread open, face down, white skin and brown skin tangling into perpetuity, faceless and nameless, flesh to violate over and over and over.

      Ah, one of those.

      There is a noise in the air that reminds me of the sea, a white hiss, as of foam breaking on the rocks or too many mouths opened in hymn. “You should leave.”

      “But you’re here.” He retorts.

      “You don’t take no for an answer, do you?”

      His skin exposes an alphabet of petty sins when he strokes my arm, a liberty he takes with the slyest of smirks. The air shudders and just for a moment, the distant song is loud enough to drown. Frederic’s smile ascends to pleasure: “Never.”

      two

      It is said that in Ulthar we have outlawed the murder of cats.

      It is also said that in Ulthar we worship pagan gods and that we conduct our businesses in threes.

      Many things are said about Ulthar but as is the case with these matters, all of it is both fiction and fact. Veracity can only be found in careful dissection, a grain of sand lodged in coils of viscera. And even then, all myths stem from reality so what is truth but a lie held culpable for its existence?

      I am certain that Frederic had articulated a different account of our first encounter and that, somewhere in that boundless space commanded by the dreams of machines, there are still people marvelling over his facility at orchestrating one-night stands. But we did not sleep together. Not that first night. Nor anytime during the evenings that followed, one after another, washed in the lipid-yellow glow of the college coffeehouse, a comedy of tepid conversations.

      Let the records be clear: I did not tolerate him out of interest. I did so out of obligation. Duty. And, perhaps, if I am to be utterly honest, a grudging curiosity. Frederic’s fascination with Ulthar’s college bordered on grotesque. He would condemn its occult syllabus in one breath, and then author worshipful paeans to our libraries in the next, reversing the order whenever whim struck him.

      He did not believe any of it, of course. Not ostensibly, at least. Frederic chortled when I introduced him to Atal’s mummified remains, whose bones had been zoog-gnawed into a kind of symmetry. He laughed when we toured the temple, now a husk of itself, churning with hibernating shoggoths, unloved and uncared for in this secular decade. He was kind to the cats, at least, although he did lightly mock our generosity towards strays, convinced that overpopulation was a greater burden to the species than the judicious application of euthanasia.

      “The gods are dead, Sigrid.”

      It is midnight. It is always midnight when such proclamations are made. The cafe is an alcove of heat in the endlessness of the library, a triumvirate of narrow tables and a bar counter sparsely occupied by confections. I look up from my textbook and scrutinise Frederic’s features. He looks gaunt, as though the meat of him is receding into bone. “Which ones? The Elder Gods or that tortured Jesus of yours?”

      “Not mine.” Frederic sniffs, indignant. “I don’t believe in that stuff. But, if you must know: all of them.”

      “All of the gods?”

      “Yes.” He gestures with a hand. Beyond the illumination of the oil lamps, the book shelves stretch like rows of tightly packed teeth. “They don’t exist.”

      I sip my tea. It is silent save for the jangle of our cups, the hiss of moving pages. The waitress, a slip of a girl with salt-colored flesh, is nowhere to be seen. “Big words for a little man.”

      The answering smile is feral. “You keep saying that, but you won’t let me prove just how big I am.”

      A tongue of flame twitches, shedding odd patterns on the wall, faces and messages. Frederic’s attention darts away. He stares into the darkness like a dog who has tasted something foul in the wind, shoulders bunched, gaze stagnant. The library stares back, vast and deep and ancient.

      I cough. “When are you going back home?”

      “Home?” The sound is low and lonely in his mouth.

      Something unweaves itself from the shadows, a sleek body with agate eyes and handsome whiskers. Fearless, the tom sashays into reach, ears slicked back as he pushes into my calf, demand communicated in the supple arching of his back. I lower a hand to stroke his throat in greeting.

      “Home.” Under my fingertips, the feline thrums with impudent ecstasy. “The place where you were born. Where your family live. Where you had a girlfriend, perhaps. A wife. People who loved you.”

      “Home,” Frederic repeats to himself. He seems to deflate, shrinking, spine and mouth hunched in defeat. “I don’t—I don’t—The air is so brisk here, Sigrid. So sweet, so pure. Nothing like home. I don’t want to leave.”

      I gather the tomcat onto my lap and he sprawls over my thighs, contorting pleasurably, limbs whipping into frenzied configurations. He winks a gemstone eye before presenting his marrow-red abdomen, tail looping around my right arm. A flirtation or an offering, I cannot tell which. “But you can’t stay. You’re nearly broke. Ulthar is no place for a penniless tourist. No one, I’m afraid, will hire you.”

      “I haven’t run out of memories yet.” Frederic cups his jaw. Then pinches the bridge of his nose between his index finger and thumb, face scrunched in misery. “Money, I mean. The kebab lady, she has an excellent combo deal if you come after midnight. She says I can pay her in visions of the moonless ocean. If they’re long enough, if I can enumerate the sonnet of the waves.”

      “And what happens when that is gone too?”

      His eyes flutter open. “I don’t know.”

      The fugue does not linger. It retreats like an unseasonal fog, eeling back into mere possibility. Frederic’s pale blue regard clears, sharpens, becomes bright as a warning. He gawks at me in surprise, as though seeing me for the first time, his mouth slightly parted. Muscles tauten beneath a shirt that no longer fits and briefly, I glimpse the hard undulations of his vertebrae, a future written in calcium growths.

      Frederic shakes his head and spools a tendril of blonde hair around a finger. He grins as he leans forward, audaciously pompous, alive again. Vibrant. “Anyway, I can’t leave until we’ve had coffee at your place. You know that.”

      “You will be destitute before that happens.”

      “I’ll work,” he declares, without regard for our earlier exchange, arrogance clutched like an emblem of office. “I’m good with my hands. I’m charming. Spent a few years being a barista. I can even make latte art. Hell, I could work here. They look like they could need the help.”

      He flutters an emaciated arm, pulling my attention to nothing, to an emptiness haunted by the smell of old ink and even older stories. The tomcat growls his amusement, begins washing his stomach. Frederic lapses again into a quiet, his gaze lamplight-bright, mouth veined with something like happiness.

      The texture of the air alters, softens, acquires a moistness that is not entirely unpleasant.

      “You should leave.” I tell him between sips of tea, my tongue crusted with sweetness. “There is nothing for you here. There never was.”

      “There’s you.” Just a sigh, so soft that it might as well have been imaginary.

      My tomcat disentangles from my attentions, dropping onto the cold floor with a yowl of displeasure. Somewhere, someone answers.

      I smooth my fingers over my skirt, pick out the wrinkles in the material, before I speak again. “Frederic, tell me a time when I have expressed anything but the desire to be a competent host. Tell me a memory of my lust, or a shy smile that could misconstrued as want. Tell me if I have ever exhibited anything but the ambition to see you gone.”

      Slowly, delicately, like a man extricating himself from the sweetest of fantasies, he turns to study my face, his gaze split between here and whatever topography his mind now travels. His smile is radiant and a little wry, one corner of his lips raised as though in farewell. “I can’t. But you haven’t said no, either.”

      “I haven’t said yes.”

      “All maybes become a yes,” he counters, unctuous as only he can be. “All things are made mutable in—”

      His voice stutters, skips. Frederic’s eyes swell and I stretch over the table to close my hands over his own. His skin is dry, salt-dry, bone-dry, stone-dry, dry enough to flake apart, to fall into foam and rot. “Leave.”

      “No.”

      three

      I find him on the rooftop of my apartment complex, disrupting the satellite reception, his longings intertwining with news broadcasting from the ‘60s. Over the last few nights, my face has been replicated on a hundred television screens, contorted by Frederic’s interpretations of rapture. In these visions, he imagines my breasts more colossal than they are, my waist more tapered, my hair longer and straighter, spume-white. In his fantasies, my eyes are rich enough to ransom gods.

      “I told you to leave,” I tell him.

      The moon fills the sky with blood. Frederic sits in a knot of razorblade limbs, cross-legged, his shoulders like knives straining against skin. He holds a kitten cupped in his hands, a wisp of grey fluff, too small to reason.

      “I tried.” He whispers, voice coarse from disuse, feathered with phlegm. “I went to the bus station where we first met but I couldn’t remember what home was. I thought it was north, but the line doesn’t go north. Only to Yian and I am not yet worthy enough to walk even its first bridge. So, I thought about it and I came back, and Mara gave me tea and it tasted sweetly of salt. Like diabetic blood, I guess. Or taffy. Perhaps, taffy.”

      Frederic frowns. “I would miss you too much to leave.”

      “I would not miss you if you left.”

      He only smiles.

      I settle down some distance from him and stretch out my arms. The kitten jolts from his embrace into mine, coiling, curling into the crook of my elbow, its body a nest of deep vibrations. I caress her ears and she mewls in reply, eyes circles of pale light. “Can I tell you a story?”

      “Yes. Eternity is infinite.”

      “Once upon a time, there was a kitten and a boy, both marked by the depth of their color. Together with others, they travelled through the margins of the world, a breeze, never fully touching anything but each other. One day, they came into Ulthar.”

      Something is singing. Frederic is singing. It is an old song, a song inked into cartilage and marrow, a cancerous elegy, the death hymn of hares, the eulogy of squids. His voice startles with its beauty, the notes tenderly shaped despite how they abrade his flesh. The music grows wet.

      “I’ve watched you make love to yourself. With your hands and your mouth and tail.” Frederic murmurs between stanzas, scuttling closer, crab-like in gait. “I’ve seen us together too. In every position, every shape. They’ve shown me how much you want me.”

      I ignore him. “There was an old couple there who took pleasure in the death of cats. Not quick deaths. Slow ones, long and sensual, choked with open arteries and cautious vivisection. They made coats with entrails and fur. They read the stars in the screams.” I sigh. “These days, I think they misunderstood some of those signs they saw.”

      I raise my eyes to his. His gaze is moon-bleached, the hue of old bones. “Humans see what they wish to see. I am only your Virgil.”

      “You are mine,” he agrees.

      “I am not,” I correct. The kitten in my grip hisses her defiance. The choir stiffens and slows, deepening to a hungry rumble. “I never was. I never will be. The same way I was never for the old couple. Not that that stopped them. They were skillful, I will say that. I was alive when they flayed me open. Alive when they opened my gut to find a cure to liver spots and aching bones. But then my boy called to The Joyous Man and he appeared and he asked me what I desired most.”

      Frederic’s breath blisters, fever-sweet. “What did you want?”

      “What any other creature wants: to live.”

      Shadows convulse in the horizon, dividing into slick and clever shapes, to an ocean of eyes. They flit across the rooftops, one after another, on tongueless paws, their ears pinned flat against their scalps. And they are singing, all of them, that prayer we’ve carried from decade to decade, century to century, our psalm to The Joyous Man.

      The cats make circles of their bodies, ring upon rings, surrounding us, connecting us. I slide onto my feet, onto claws obsidian-deep, my kitten flouncing away to join the pack. “The problem with man is that he does not know when he is unwanted and that he will do anything to impose his want on another. I have told you to leave twice already. I will tell you again: leave.”

      “No.”

      It is not ugly, his death. The cats are careful. Frederic sings while they devour him; a new song, his own song, a sweet thing that smells of summer and rosemary. His smile is beatific. As his toes and his calves are winnowed to bone, Frederic leans forward to gather close the tide of velvet bodies and like fish, they nibble at his fingertips. It is only when his stomach has been excavated, abdominal cavity hollowed into a perfect blackness, that he rests onto his back, his arms spread out, as though in imitation of the martyred deity he so loathes.

      The cats do not let even one drop of blood escape.

      I stay with him until he ceases singing, until two kittens flee with an eyeball each, tattered membranes dripping from delicate jaws. I stay with him until he is gone, dispersed into Ulthar, a new wraith for her coffers.

      There are many things that are said of Ulthar, most untrue and some interesting, but it is never said that we are unkind.
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      english breakfast, $15.20

      Plump sausages laced with spice; black pudding still thick with the taste of copper; bread fried in pools of butter; mushrooms roasted in puddles of butter; baked beans soaked in grease and thinned-out tomato sauce. More butter. A bottle of sour brown sauce.

      Like nothing skinny, pretty Molly would normally eat.

      Meat was too triggery, Molly used to tell her friends, whenever they asked why she preferred finger-bone slivers of raw carrot to veal, heads of broccoli to lamb brains stewed in an intricate masala sauce; raw things, clean things, vegetal and bloodless. They had laughed. But it is a half-true fact.

      Meat isn’t wasn’t triggery.

      Meat triggers triggered.

      international phone call, £156.28

      Last week, he told her everything.

      Molly plucked at the seams of the armchair with her short, sharp nails until its stuffing fell out like clumps of hair and skin. Over and over, while her voice held steady and her heart thrashed in its cage of ribs.

      “And you let her just… get away?”

      “What else did you want me to do?”

      “I don’t know. Report her—?”

      “I can’t. I’ve I told you already. She has a daughter. If she goes to jail, they’re going to give custody to her next of kin: her parents.”

      Molly felt a throb of hunger, a loosening of tendons. Under her skin, cells conspired against their veneer of humanity. “So?”

      “Her parents are the reason she is the way she is, Molly. I can’t—I can’t do that to an innocent girl.”

      Molly swallowed. In her head, the words “innocent girl” were indistinguishable from “meat”.

      “Seven years,” he whispered to her. “If you’re going to do anything stupid, promise me you’ll wait seven years before you do anything stupid?” he asked and Molly said yes, okay, even though all of her, bone and blood and brain, ached to disobey.

      bottom-shelf whiskey, $125.50

      Molly drinks in gulps, not sips, without pleasure, only an inchoate fury. The alcohol glimmers like a fire in her veins, almost enough to distract from the insurrection of her flesh, the mutiny of her marrow. Almost, but not quite.

      She drains the first bottle in an hour, orders a second, a third. Halfway through the last, a man approaches, a milquetoast accountant with chins in duplicate, emboldened by booze. She does not protest his company or his conversation, nor does she argue the arm around her waist, the hand on her thigh; not even the smell of him, rank and oily with want.

      At the end of the night, he says to her: “Do you want to get out of here?”

      And Molly, burning inside the husk of her skin, burning with anger, burning with hate, replies: “Why not?”

      room in a two-star hotel behind the bar, free

      He lays her out on the white sheets like a bride. His touch is reverent, cautious. His fingers quiver. Molly sighs as he pushes her shirt up.

      For a moment, she thinks blearily of giving in, of delighting in his layered softness, his eager attention, the way his mouth, wet and hot and hungry, climbs the rungs of her ribs.

      She twists fingers in his damp, thinning curls and he moans as she pulls at him, inhumanly strong. Molly lets one small, sleek smile escape before the change eddies across her, skin and fat sloughing in ripples, dripping gore atop the sheets.

      He shrieks, high and thin, even as Molly’s bones rewrite themselves in the language of carnivore lusts, muscles growing long and lupine. Her skull crunches as jaws lengthen into a muzzle, and teeth into knives.

      Too late, he attempts to run.

      She lunges.

      He screams.

      entrails, free

      He is delicious, meltingly tender from a lifetime of inaction, marbled with broad strokes of fat. Better than wagyu, Molly thinks, as she cracks his sternum like an egg. Better than sex, she sighs, as she pries loose pustulant alveoli. They burst on her tongue, copper-sweet.

      She nuzzles between coils of intestines, finds the cooling gelatin of his liver, slurps it down. She has missed this so much. The years, bland, thin into nothingness, replaced by the damp, salty pleasure of fresh offal.

      So much better than anything else she has tasted in these last years. Better than this human helplessness. Better than this waiting, this endless counting of the hours and the weeks and the attoseconds until she is free.

      private investigator, $598

      “She has a daughter,” he says reproachfully. “An eleven-year-old girl who needs her mother.”

      The P.I is not a bad man. Molly wouldn’t have contracted him otherwise. He is merely unethical, encumbered with a vein of compassion no amount of money could drain. In a different life, he might have been a hero, a hunter, armored in whaleskin leather and dressed in blades. Not here, though. Where the law defangs, defuses, defeats any instinct but the urge to hunker down and endure.

      Molly smiles, shrugs carefully. Her skin feels too tight, the ridges of her vertebrae jagged against the underside of her skin. She is afraid that if she moves too quickly, her epidermis will split, disgorging clumps of muscle and slivers of change-whetted bone, the hair of the accountant from the night before, snarled like yarn in the pit of her belly, a bezoar in infancy.

      “I know.”

      The P.I hesitates, nails digging into the sheaf of brown folders, held out like temple offerings. She can tell he is second-guessing himself, weighing the consequence of a refund, balancing this month’s rent with a lifetime of guilt.

      “I made a promise,” she adds. “A promise to wait seven years.”

      He does not ask her why, or what she intends after that statute of seven. Some secrets are best left buried in the earth. Besides, there is something mythic about her proclamation, an officiousness that resonates with his intrinsic humanity, an honesty that borders on religious hypothesis. The P.I., who is really a good man in a terrible world, slumps, suddenly old.

      “Seven years?” he asks, and in the echoes of the words, she can hear him beg don’t hurt her, please don’t hurt the girl.

      “Seven years,” she lies.

      iphone 4s, $199

      She calls him again, tells him about the accountant but not the detective, or her roadmap of a woman’s daily rituals, demarcated by activity and hour, the photographs of a little girl with dark, thoughtful eyes.

      “It was a mistake,” she says, power writhing like a butterfly trapped beneath her skin.

      “You ate him?” he whispers, incredulous. The revelation frightens him.

      “The world is better without someone like him.”

      His riposte cuts her. “That’s not up to you to say.”

      Molly’s anger thumps against the cup of her skull, a warning she can’t quite define, full of thunder, full of danger, full of rot. Her mouth thins and her blood grows hot. She runs her tongue over sharp teeth that are no longer short.

      “He was just meat,” she tells him, still blood-drunk, still warm from the fat she suckled from the accountant’s breast. “A wastrel. No one will miss him.”

      “What you’re doing is not right.”

      She chokes on his defense, on the memory of his defense, of all the times he’d prescribed life to the undeserving, of all the times he had told her to sit, sit, stay, good girl, stay. For a moment, she loathes him.

      “It’s not like I can get caught.”

      It is a truth. There can be no case without evidence, no arrest without a body to put on display.

      “That’s not the point.”

      Molly pauses.

      “Is it because you’re scared I’d hurt her?”

      “No. It has nothing to do with that.”

      “Liar!” She screams, throat throbbing with the impulse to change. “It has everything to do—”

      “It has everything to do with you. We talked about this. We talked about what the change does to—”

      “You’re afraid this means I’ll find her and that I’ll hurt her.”

      “No, but—”

      “Yes.” She thumps her fist against the wall. The concrete flakes. “Yes. It’s exactly that. And I know… I know what you’re going to say. You’re going to tell me to think about the girl, about her daughter, about that stupid, useless child that will do nothing but grow up and consume and take and—”

      “And what if she grows up to become someone compassionate, someone who understands pain, someone who changes the world, someone worthy?” A shivering breath. “She didn’t hurt me. It wasn’t right. What she did. But she didn’t hurt me and her daughter shouldn’t suffer for this, regardless.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “No, it’s exactly the point. This is not your story.”

      Molly freezes.

      He continues, relentless. “This is not your story. This is mine. You understand that, right? And I am choosing to let this go. Why can’t you?”

      Rage blisters her vision. The phone smashes when it hits the wall, geysering electronics; motherboard shards and bits of plastic like shattered finger-bones lodged in her teeth.

      kitchen knife, $5.60

      She buys a dozen, even though they’re nowhere near sharp enough, intended for the softest cuts, the simplest meals.

      But she doesn’t mind. They are only for show.

      rope, masking tape, plastic bags, $21.50

      “It’s a serial killer’s shopping list!” The clerk laughs nervously.

      Molly does not correct him.

      taxi ride, free

      The money he quotes is more than she would have ever paid for a cab, but she endures the cost the way she tolerates the driver’s advances. When they arrive, she devours him whole—an appetizer, a prelude.

      retribution, one relationship

      She thinks about sending him an ear, a skin graft taken from a porcelain cheek, a bone strung on a loop of black rope.

      She thinks about sending him a picture.

      As she sits licking pancreatic juices from her fingertips, Molly thinks about many things, but mostly how much she’ll miss the tobacco-warmth of his scent, the weight of his arm about her shoulders, the years that will never happen, the price of vengeance.

      In the end, she does nothing at all. This was not for him, after all. This was for her.

      She rolls the thought in her palm, even as she enumerates the pattern of tendons, the bouquet of veins, stretched across the floor like a warning.

      “Mama?”

      Molly looks up.

      Dark eyes, an unlined face, hair still tangled in a cloud of restless sleep. Just a child, delicate as any other. For a moment, compassion pulls at the seams of her skin, at the despair that pinches her throat. Molly could still salvage this. She could—

      Hunger judders.

      She leaps.
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      It would, Henrik decided, always trouble him to hear his wife described as a barracuda, a sobriquet inflicted by her jutting underbite and cold acumen for economics, her predilection for late-year swims in the harbour, when the water wore the ice like a wedding caul. Henrik loved her for those things. True, it had taken him time to acclimatize to the uncommon construction of her mandible, even longer to adjust to the idea that she wasn’t just clever but monstrously intelligent, frightening in her aptitude for retaining shipment calendars and accounting genealogies, the living cosmos of maritime trade in its storied fullness.

      But that phase was inevitable in every matrimonial arrangement. Spouses, contrary to Grecian superstition, weren’t born conjoined at the heart. Love mandated adaptation, a commitment to personal revision, no matter how hideous the reasons propelling that change.

      “I’d appreciate you not speak of my wife as so.” Henrik spoke the words breezily, with enough humour that his peers wouldn’t parse his remark as anger, but a dutiful concern for the conceits of decorum. He smiled over the brim of his tankard, the ale feeble, barely deserving of its title. In his pocket, the contract sat heavy.

      Still, the room quieted and its drunks found reason to look elsewhere, their gossip turned again to discussions of how the king’s warship had not only foundered, but failed to escape the inlet, capsizing before the applause eddied away. Thirty sailors died that bright morning and Henrik would have made thirty-one in the list of casualties were it not for a miracle of abstruse circumstances.

      “Come on, we wouldn’t call her that if we didn’t love her.” Jamie was his best friend, unique among the immigrant Scotsmen in that he was both scholastically inclined and intrinsically tanned; a polyglot with ecclesial standards of discipline, prone towards melancholy but otherwise likeable.

      “Still,” said Henrik. “I’d appreciate if you didn’t.”

      Jamie shrugged, loose-shouldered. The tavern’s population of regulars had been gouged by the recent debacle. Henrik, combing his gaze over the empty sprawl of tables, the faces of the barmaids creviced with boredom, doubted it would ever recover. Eight years ago, hundreds came lured by the prestige of the town’s pet project. Employers looked well on those who could advertise they’d laboured for a king: monarchs trended towards being lethally exacting on the subject of their whims, after all. However, no one of efficient mind desired association with failure, least of a catastrophe of such astronomic scale.

      So they left. In twos, in fours, in families, belongings belted to their backs. There was no shame to the exodus. A mild embarrassment, perhaps, expressed in the hurried goodbyes and a reluctance to converse in absolutes. We might come back, they said. Could come back, would come back, will come back if the inquest ends in profit. But no shame. The town hollowed of its borrowed citizenry and lapsed into a kind of half-hearted, shambolic alcoholism.

      “I’d drink to that.” Jamie emptied the dregs of his cider, the sunlight brindling his hair with bronze. It glowed on his mouth, his lips sticky with the gleam of the sky. “Tell me, Henrik, you ever plan to go back to your wife? The Barracuda’s worried sick about you.”

      He stiffened. “When I am better.”

      “If you can drink six pints of bad ale and eat a whole roast dinner by yourself, you’re well enough to be a husband to the poor lass.” Jamie palmed his cheek, chin propped on the helm of his hand, and sighed, a whistle of sound that cut so sharply across the throat of the slurring hummadruz that it stopped, looked up in bleary-eyed consternation. “Ingrid misses you.”

      Henrik gazed down at his hands—two fingers on the right still swaddled in bandages, a finger on the left foreshortened at the first knuckle—and clenched them both. When he spoke again, his voice was small. “I know. But we’d come to an agreement. It’s better this way. I can send her money and she can keep the business running. I’m not in a position to be a good husband yet.”

      “And how will you ever get into that position again if you don’t go home? Marriages can’t heal from a distance. Are you scared of bringing trouble back to her? Is that it? Because I can tell you, it probably wasn’t the Polish who sank the ship, if that’s what you’re thinking. And even if it were, they’re hardly going to send assassins after a sailor and his wife.”

      “I hope you are right.” Henrik lied. Outside, the day grew chandeliered with a salt-teethed murk, gray save for how the sunlight haloed the clouds. It bathed the city-line in a dreariness that seemed almost foreign now after a summer of faultless blue sky. Unbidden, his thoughts gyred back to his wife and memories of her long white body pouring into the sea, her expression stern, even foreboding as she sank from view.

      In their time together, Henrik had only seen her smile once: an expression of radiant discovery and unassailable hope, tender in a fashion he had no idea she was capable of telegraphing, her face ordinarily so cragged with thought that Henrik had often wondered if that was why their life was barren of children, her body and her mind too preoccupied with her introspections to allow a baby into the equation.

      But he had seen it. Once, precisely once. In the marine light of a sinking ship, skirts billowing from her taut frame, countenance ragged with worry until she beheld him in the gloom. She had smiled then and she had kissed him, exhaling air into his lungs, and to the end of his days, he would recall that kiss, that taste of her, scalding and strange and sacred.

      That sight of her, beautiful, exultant, bloody as a messiah, her mouth razored, her eyes abyssal and utterly absent of all light.
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      Ingrid sat in the atrium, stranded in the last light, a statuesque horror.

      “What are you?”

      There was an underwater quality to the scene, a sense of the world slowly distorting, swaying to the tempo of distant currents; a lack of static dimensionality, as though the universe might, at any second, concave into something more fantastical. Standing there, rooted in the vestibule of a home that no longer felt like his, its every casement shut save for the ones haloing his wife, an aurora of polished glass set in rosewood bruised black by the storm-tossed dusk, Henrik felt lost. Submerged again in the Baltic, swallowing saltwater with every scream.

      His wife raised her head, a discreet motion. Though her expression held immobile, the needles in her hands continued to flash, the loop of felspar-colored wool—a shade of flesh that brought to mind a memory of scalded skin—draped over her lap expanding visibly between one breath and the next. Henrik had not known his wife to knit, but this came as no surprise to him. It was, as it stood, simply another aspect of her nature she had kept private, separate from their marriage.

      Their eyes met and her frown tensed.

      The door closed behind him.
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      Queensmen rode into the shipyard, flanked by wolves with doleful human faces, testaments to the wages of misdemeanour. Henrik glanced up as the men stabled their horses. Their uniforms were hornet colors, gorgets embossed with the symbol of the crown: an antlered skull, grinning balefully from the steel.

      “Sweet as babes, the guilt-boys. Could pet them if you wanted.” Jamie slouched an arm over the net-swaddled barrel and crossed himself with his spare hand. “Not that I would. They say they can smell the sin on a man from a thousand miles.”

      “They can bring as many guilt-boys as they want. They’re not going to find anything here.” Henrik mopped his brow. Even in the cooling year, the nights already annexing more than half the clock, dock-work remained strenuous. It was not his vocation, however, and Henrik proved dismal at its execution, an ineptitude that alternately amused and aggravated the longshoremen.

      One of the guilt-boys, its visage less lupine than the others, the brow more sophisticated, raised its head, turned as six women emerged from the nearby warehouse. Like Ingrid, they had the look of a mariner, complexions weathered and warm-toned, arms cabled with muscle. Between each pair of them, they held troughs brimming with cast-offs from the day’s catch: a stew of dying mackerel and withered shoggoths, the latter already calcifying into impotence, their pseudopods thickly rinded with salt.

      “Be that as it may, they still need someone to hang. Otherwise, the gallow-birds will be callin’ for the king’s neck on the guillotine and where’s that going to leave the country?”

      “In the competent arms of his queen, I guess.”

      Jamie laughed, the sound velvet and slightly mocking. He scratched at the bristling of white coroneting his jaw, the hair on his head still resolutely black save for the silver flowering at his temples. “I heard he signed off on the ship’s plans, which means he’s complicit in those thirty deaths. Thirty deaths. You know what the barristers call that? Employer negligence. They need to do something. Otherwise, the country’s image will suffer.”

      He spat at Henrik’s feet.

      “I hope they leave the women alone, at least.” Henrik thought of the conclave of widows who had taken roost in the town, their relationship with each other become familial in the wake of shared loss. Since the tragedy, they’d pared themselves of colour and company that was not their own, spoke to no one save to facilitate their businesses, dressed in nothing but black like the throat of the sea.

      And they made money.

      Money, as the town had never seen. Not even while the warship gestated in the naval yards, when merchants thronged the docks in hopes of sighting a monarch, organizing week-long markets; first for the bourgeois, then for anyone who strayed close to their vividly-tinctured booths. The profits from that time were astounding, but a beggar’s ransom compared to the revenue the women were now engendering.

      “Don’t see why they wouldn’t. Not when they’ve got better prey.” Jamie palmed his neck and rolled his head back, wincing as cartilage crackled percussively. He slanted a thoughtful expression at his friend, mouth steepling. “You’re going to be okay?”

      “Unless they’ve given up on seeking out the guilty and plan on hanging the first fool that bores them, I’ll be fine.” Henrik watched as the women maneuvered their cargo to the guilt-boys, setting the troughs down in a half-moon fencing the queensmen’s mounts. He watched as the queensmen arrowed towards him, helmets sloughed, tucked under arms. At their head, a woman of tremendous beauty, tall and panther-like.

      Henrik felt his breath sieve away, heard Jamie whistle a note of awe. If she had chosen the gentry, elected waltz instead of war, her likeness would have been sainted by the country’s artists, the principal of a hundred serenades. Sculptors and painters would have martyred themselves on their mediums, hoping to possess her in their work: a look, a curve of the arm. Anything so long as they could claim it as theirs. Even now, Henrik wondered if there were poets haunted by her smile, anyway, their dreams marred by her litheness and the ripple of her winter-white blonde hair.

      “Master Svensson? My name is Maja Torsdotter, constable in the service of her Majesty, the Abbess of Wasps.” Her voice was courteous, her elocution boreal.

      He straightened under her appraisal. “I know who you are.”

      “My reputation precedes me, I see.” Like her voice, Maja’s smile was a wind-blasted thing, cold and sincere in its shining, fractured, glass-like brilliance. “That makes it easier. We require your assistance, Master Svensson. Follow us.”
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      She broke his nose within the first hour, an act of mutilation remarkable for both its grace and the flippancy with which it was implemented. Maja evinced no enjoyment in the action, no rage, not even the immaculate blankness Henrik prescribed to psychopaths. If there was any emotion, it was fulfillment: satisfaction at a responsibility impeccably, if ruthlessly, performed. If there was any pride in this achievement, it was wholly clinical.

      “You’re lying, Master Svensson. Thirty men died when it should have been thirty-one. We examined the records. We know where you were quartered. You should not be alive.” She leaned forward, his blood still on her knuckles. “Tell me what happened that day, Master Svensson.”

      “It’s like I said.” Henrik traced the rubble of his nose, felt the pebbling of broken bone beneath his skin. “I don’t know.”

      “Do not play games with me.” She crooked two fingers at the queensman standing guard at the door, a coltish-looking boy, taller even than Maja and Henrik both. He stared at Henrik, uncertain. Like Maja, his eyes were lacquered amber on ink, hornet hues throughout. “Bring the papers.”

      Her subordinate responded with a curt nod and retreated outside. He threw Henrik one final dubious look as he exited, his profile blue in the twilight, something like clemency in his regard, something like warning clenched in his jaw. The door shut behind him. The world became again Maja and only Maja, neither grimacing nor smiling, her gaze crystalline and steady, her brow faintly rucked, as though Henrik had given voice to an off-color joke.

      “Master Svensson.” She began again.

      “You can keep saying my name as much as you like, but it won’t change the answers.” Henrik dabbed at his nose with the fluted edge of a sleeve. “I’ve said it once. I will say it again. I had nothing to do with the sinking.”

      “How did you survive?”

      “Have you ever drowned, Miss Torsdotter?” The room held a single oil lamp, its glow staining shapes on the walls. Smoked fish—decapitated haddock, fat lengths of eel—dangled from the ceiling. “It is not easy. The body is nothing but instinct. It does not care that you’re immersed in water, unable to pull air into your lungs. It will gasp, anyway. It will kick as salt fills your throat. It will make you scream. So desperate to breathe, to survive to the next minute that it will kill itself for that hope. And all the while, it will flail, unsure why it is dying.”

      A wan breeze threaded itself through Maja’s hair, the loose strands turned incandescent for a moment.

      “Such trauma makes it difficult to remember anything, Miss Torsdotter.”

      “How did you survive?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How did you survive?”

      “I don’t know,” Henrik said and he thought again of the water, of Ingrid writhing through the murk, of how much that sinuous grace had astonished him, her linens no more an impediment than the bloom of her long hair. And he thought of teeth, sturdy molars crunching through knuckle.

      Mine, said a voice as his blood ribboned upwards through the sea, as faces crowded his vision, as fingers pinched and measured the circumference of his torso. There’d been other voices too, babbling, a market’s worth of fractious housewives conniving to bully discounts from the marketplace. Mine, something screamed and it had a face like his wife’s, only longer, more silver, the prow of its piscine jaw constellated with an unearthly glow.

      Henrik shuddered.

      “You shouldn’t be alive, Master Svensson. According to the investigation, you were scheduled to be in the lowest strata of the ship. Every man who was assigned there died horribly save for you. But let’s say that you, by some miracle, found a way to survive the initial clamor. You’d have still needed to traverse the rest of the ship. There wouldn’t have been time, Master Svensson. The rate of its descent, the number of floors you’d have had to navigate in order to escape, the cold of the water…”

      “You think someone helped me?”

      Maja tipped her chin. “Yes.”

      “But that isn’t possible, is it? You said so. The insides of the warship were a killing maze. Besides, what would be the point? What would I have to gain?”

      “That is what I am trying to understand, Master Svensson.” She opened her gloved hands, beseeching. “Help me. Please. This is bigger than us both. The crown isn’t without mercy. It needs answers more than it needs your life. Even if you had bargained with an enemy, it… I would speak on your behalf, Master Svensson. We just need to know what—”

      “Would you believe me if I told you that my wife ate my fingers?” The words slid loose, fell wet and heavy into the silence, like offal into a waiting palm. “Because that is one version of the story I can tell. In this version, my wife is more than human and I’d always known this. In this version, she swims into a sinking ship and she finds me, and she rescues me, and she takes a tithe of flesh because blood is the barter of the sea.”

      Henrik raised his hands, held them in the twitching yellow light. Thusly illuminated, it became possible to see how the scar tissue, whorled and still weeping pus, hid the scalloping of his flesh, the bones gnawed to stubs.

      Maja studied him without comment, mouth pinched to a line and then, she sighed as the door swung open, her aide returned, scrolls piled in the crook of his arm. Behind him, one of the guilt-boys stood hunched, breath steaming between flat teeth.

      “Guilty,” it chuckled in an old man’s tobacco-roughened voice.

      “I would say that I believe you,” said Maja, her eyes on the guilt-boy. “But I would say as well that it does not matter. You are hiding something from me, Master Svensson, and I cannot forgive that.”

      She made a motion with a hand. Suddenly, the room reeked of musk, of hyacinth oils, of brine and meat still bloody, of salt, of heat rippling from the hide of a tortured thing, human skin on lupine bones; the guilt-boy grinned as it came inside, its eyes bleeding in threads.

      “One last time, Master Svensson. How did you survive?”

      “My wife saved me.”

      “Why did she save you?”

      “Because she loves me.” Henrik leaned away from the guilt-boy as it prowled nearer, its frame knocking against the corner of the table, nudging it back with a screech of timber.

      “She saved you for love and only for love?” said Maja, voice soft.

      “Yes.”

      “Guilty,” chuckled the guilt-boy again, so close now, its eyes bright moons.

      “I am sorry,” said Maja. Over the cliff of the guilt-boy’s broad shoulder, he saw the queensman palm her mouth, despair in her expression, and Henrik thought, just for a moment, to say something to smooth it away. “Genuinely, I had hoped it would not come to this.”

      “I understand.” Henrik said and shut his eyes.
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      The widows wore white when they came for him, silks dragging over the cobbled streets, the laces ribbed with dirt and soot. Ingrid alone wore black, her face without expression as she kneeled down, taking his jaw in her hands. Henrik reached a hand, trembling, only to have Ingrid shake her head, an infinitesimal motion.

      “You should rest.”

      “I told them nothing.”

      “We know,” said the widows in chorus, their eyes black under the brim of their fascinators. For all the austerity of their attire, their millinery was extravagant: pearls and bone, coral cast in silver, gleaming fish scales, smalti and pebbles more vibrant than any gem Henrik had seen. He shivered under their scrutiny. “You are as worthy as she claimed.”

      It hurt. All of it. Where the guilt-boy had savaged him, where Maja had flayed the skin from his chest, pinned them to ribs with gleaming wasp stings. Ingrid trailed a hand down his sternum, her fingers rouged by their passage. The widows watched as Henrik pushed himself up on an elbow, back cold from whatever filth was trickling down the gutter.

      “I’m done with this. If the queensmen find me again, I’m not going to survive another questioning. I can’t help you.” He spat teeth between each sentence.

      This time, it was Ingrid who spoke. “Two more nurseries, you owe us.”

      “I don’t owe you any—”

      “Two more nurseries, two more shipwrecks,” she said, gently. “Otherwise, our marriage is forfeit and one of the others will take you for husband, and you’ll join your brothers at the bottom of the sea.”

      They had not been cruel. The widows, that night when Henrik Svensson thought to ask his wife what she was, had only walked him to the bottom of the sea. There, light pouring from their hair, they’d shown him what had become of the other sailors, the other husbands: their foreheads struck open, throats gouged apart by their half-breed children, all eyes, all transparent radiance, their spines glowing gold.

      “Please.”

      “Two more shipwrecks,” said Ingrid and she held him as he wept, the rain in tangles, heavy as hair, as kelp, as a ship drowned by a hundred pale, perfect hands.
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      Ursilla Balfour, the only daughter of the laird of Stronsay—or at least the only daughter he would acknowledge—was many things, but mostly she was true: a woman who held little as holy as a word given, a heart offered. For this, she was loved. For her beauty, she was wanted. And yet despite both these traits, she was her father’s despair for Ursilla of Stronsay, freckled and fair, would not marry for fortune.

      “For the last time,” said her father. “Marry and double our fortunes.”

      Like her, he was beautiful, a bear of a man, hirsute and imposing, so tall he had to stoop to enter the hovels of his constituents. Despite his age, there was no frost yet in his beard or his hair, both of which were lush, the red of the light through autumn’s last leaves.

      Ursula sneered in answer. “If that bothers you so much, you take a husband then.”

      Her father sighed. Five years ago, he might have spluttered at her insolence, or looked askance at Ursilla’s coarseness but he knew better than to do so. Ursilla would not be bent or moved and though she vexed him, he had no desire to see her broken. Like Stronsay itself, like his long-gone wife, she was an elemental thing, one to be admired and accommodated.

      “Why won't you marry?” demanded her father. “It’s not as if I have asked you to marry an old widower, one barely able to remember his name. You have your pick of the sons of the isles.”

      “Because I don’t. Because I like being free.” said Ursilla, attention returned to her cooking. “And that is that. I will now, sit. We’re having breakfast.”

      Again, her father sighed but he sat himself at their table, the bench groaning beneath his weight. Their manor was not large. It sat on a shrug of land above the local village, and close enough to the graveyard that Ursilla saw its church grim on occasion, usually outside the door to the kitchen, scratching to be let in for sausages. Before Ursilla’s mother fled to Ireland with a younger man, the manor had swam with music and softness. She had loved tapestries and needlework, furs and rugs bought at enormous cost from the distant East. She took all of it when she left.

      Now, the manor was stone and the smell of Ursilla’s restless cooking.

      “If you marry, my daughter, you will have again the things your mother enjoyed,” said her father as Ursilla set down a fan of tattie scones, a stack of oatcakes, squares of spiced sausages; the mushrooms she had sizzled in the lard coating the pans, and the tomatoes she had fried in the same.

      Ursilla brought over baked beans, black pudding, a jug of milk before she answered, finally settling on the opposite bench. “I did not enjoy them. She did.”

      “You could have a cook to prepare your breakfasts for you.”

      “We could have one now,” Ursilla observed. “But you like my cooking better than anyone else’s.”

      Her father scowled and ladled the beans into his bowl. “You could have dresses.”

      “I have them now.”

      “Better ones. Ones with no signs of mending.”

      Ursilla shrugged. “This might be a compelling reason if my needlework wasn’t as perfect as it is.”

      “Marry then to give me grandchildren.”

      “You hate infants. You’ve told me such.”

      “Fine,” growled her father. “Do it because I said so.”

      To which Ursilla responded with a baying laugh, and her father gave up then on any further argument, the two sinking into a communal silence as they ate. The food was as good as it always was, and perhaps it might have even been too fine. Halfway through his second helping of beans, Ursilla’s father, who ate and drank with no thought about his health, pressed a palm to his chest and mewled a small, confused noise. Before Ursilla could answer, he collapsed onto his breakfast, dead before his head touched the grease of his plate.
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      He arrived as the funeral ended and Ursilla’s heart gladdened at the sight of him. The man was handsome, rangy as a wolf, and deeply tanned from work in the fields, his hair the dark of a moonless sea. He was dressed simply, to the consternation of the gathered mourners, his white shirt untucked, his black boots stippled with mud. But Ursilla did not care.

      “Duncan,” Ursilla breathed his name the way another woman might have offered thanks to the saints.

      At the sound of her voice, Duncan opened his arms to receive her. Ursilla ran to him, no longer afraid who saw, her stride gaining momentum until she could catapult herself into his embrace, crashing into him, holding him fast. For seven years, she loved him in careful and faithful secret. Now, they were free.

      “Duncan, you’ve come,” whispered Ursilla, drinking in his scent. He smelled of salt and musk, warm leather and sunlight. “I waited. I worried you would not be here.”

      “Are you that impatient to announce our engagement?” he teased, raising her chin so their eyes could meet.

      Had Ursilla’s mother not left, she might have taught her to be wary of men like Duncan, but she was gone and Ursilla’s father knew nothing at all of raising daughters much less saving them from themselves. Nonetheless, Ursilla felt a spasm of ill-ease. Her father was newly dead, his corpse barely cooled. Shouldn’t Duncan offer her condolences? Shouldn’t he ask to shoulder her grief for her?

      She studied his face, its beautiful hollows. Then, he smiled and all thought sieved away like so much sand. He was here and he loved her and they would be together until the sea washed their bones from the shores of Stronsay. Her father was dead but her future waited. Ursilla twinned her fingers with him, suddenly shy, her love made enormous by his closeness, too large now to keep in her ribs so she let some of it free in a glittering laugh.

      “Yes,” she said. “I am impatient for our life to begin. I am impatient to be laird and lad.”

      Ursilla laughed again, pleased with her own cleverness.

      But Duncan frowned.

      “You would be laird and not I?” he said.

      “Yes.”

      Duncan smiled again but the expression was different from its predecessors: thinner, less kind. He stroked his long fingers over her red hair, kissed her upon her crown, less a lover in that moment than a master with his anxious hound.

      “As long as you promise you won’t treat me the way your father did.”

      “Never,” vowed Ursilla. “You’ll be as much laird as I am. We will be equals. In all things, at all times. Until the sea takes us.”

      “You promise.”

      “I swear.”

      And anyone who was anyone who lived on the island knew Ursilla Balfour, laird of Stronsay, to be, above all things, true. Her word given was a word that would be kept. And thus, Duncan smiled, reassured by her fervour.

      “I love you,” said Ursilla.

      “I love you too,” said Duncan and if he seemed reserved, well, it was a funeral, after all. There would be time later for sweet nothings, panted into each other’s skin; languid afternoons in which to discuss the way they mattered to one another; time later to think about living when they were done burying the dead.

      After all, they were now free.
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      Ursilla and Duncan married three weeks after her father’s death. It was a simple, sparsely attended affair. Most of the guests were blood relatives of the groom, a jovial cadre of farmers and fishermen, butchers and laundresses, enchanted by Duncan’s fairy tale fortune. Ursula’s contribution to the wedding party consisted of the folklorist who taught her to read, her old nursemaid, the manor’s former staff, and a small dog whose ancient gaze belied its adorable face. Had Ursilla her parents still, one of them might have drawn attention to the manner in which Duncan led his conversations, how he spoke as if all this, from the manor to the village to the cold blue of the sky above, was meant to be his, and how no one there showed Ursilla the respect owed to her as a woman much less Stronsay’s laird.

      But she did not.

      The sky blushed scarlet as the day emptied into night, a red as brilliant as blood save for the thin lace of gold that the horizon wore like a crown. Still, the celebrations continued. Duncan’s enthusiasm for holding court seemed to grow while Ursilla’s dwindled, and by the time the first stars woke, Ursilla was done with the party, done with her guests, done with her husband and his posturing.

      “Beloved,” said Ursilla, catching his right hand in her own. “Do you not think it is time to go home? To kiss in our bed, to lie together as husband and wife?”

      Duncan, gilded by the firelight, more handsome than he’d ever been, rasped his knuckles over her pale cheek. When he smiled, it wasn’t with any love.

      “But we’ve done it all already. In every position, in all the secret places of the manor. With you pressed to the wall of an alley, your skirt hiked up, my fingers in your mouth. I’m bored of it. Aren’t you?”

      Those words would have been galling enough had they been spoken in private, but spoken here, amid their guests, and loud enough that they rang over the music, they seemed unspeakably cruel. Ursilla blanched at them, the colour fled from her face.

      “Why would you say such things?”

      He shrugged. “Because they are true.”

      A miserable silence took Ursilla in its teeth. She drew away from her husband, aghast. Too late she realised what she had done. She was married to him now, sworn to him. There would be no recourse now. Another woman might have thought to divorce him, or the use of a sharp knife as he slept, or poison in his tea, or contracting a man to do what she could not. Unfortunately, Ursilla had promised she would not leave him and that she would see no harm done to him. There’d been rumours that the Balfour blood carried a gleam of the fae and never had that scrap of gossip rung truer. Despite everything, despite her heart laying shattered on the grass, Ursilla could not even put thought into the notion of breaking her word.

      “You’re a bastard,” she told him grimly.

      “Be that as it may,” said Duncan. “I am also your husband.”

      His laughter chased her as she stormed away from the wedding party. To the dark, towards the shore, into the sea where something as old as love waited.
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      “A Balfour comes,” said a man’s deep voice when Ursilla was ankle-deep in the frigid waters. “I haven’t seen one of yours in six hundred years.”

      “Who are you?” demanded Ursilla, tensing, hand darting to the knife she wore at her hip.

      “Who are you?” echoed the man, teasingly.

      Ursilla straightened, expression imperious. “I am Ursilla Balfour, laird of Stronsay, and I will not be frightened by a stranger.”

      “But you will be insulted by your husband?”

      She scowled. “My will had nothing to do with that. If it did, he would have said nothing.”

      The man, still unseen, his voice seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere, laughed, and Ursilla found she liked how the coppery sound echoed along the beach. In her mind’s eye, she built an image of her companion: a man as tall as her father but broader still along the shoulders, with a powerful chest, a generous stomach, a smile that lit his face like a star.

      “You remind me of your grandmother.”

      “You know of her?” said Ursilla.

      “Knew of her? I knew her.” said the man. “We were friends, for a time. Before she decided it was inappropriate for a married woman to be seen with a thing like me.”

      Ursilla could hear the man’s grin.

      “You know how gossip spreads.”

      She did indeed. All of the fathers whose sons she had spurned sent her polite letters congratulating her on her charity, wishing her well, the message knotted through their courtesies as anything: they knew who she was to marry and they were embarrassed for her, and thankful too that their sons hadn’t taken an idiot to wed.

      “I do.”

      “But she came back, when she was old, and we were friends again then. Nothing more, for all that others might have claimed.” He paused. “Your grandmother was a comely woman, you know?”

      Ursilla nodded. She had been told this many times, had seen proof of the resemblance too in the portrait that hung above the fireplace in her father’s study. She and her grandmother possessed the same shade of red in their hair, the same smirk, and the same wealth of cleavage, though the last Ursilla often kept bound for ease of movement.

      “As am I.”

      The man laughed again. “You have her spirit.”

      He emerged then from around a boulder, almost exactly as Ursilla had pictured. He was somehow taller than her father, who was, before this, the tallest man she had ever known. His hair was black and long and dripped with sea water, and what Ursilla could see of his eyes under his fringe were as chips of polished obsidian. A sealskin cape draped over his gleaming frame, its worn clasp the chewed-on tooth of a megalodon.

      “Ah,” said Ursilla. “You’re a selkie.”

      There was an accusation in the careful pronouncement of his nature that did not go unnoticed by the selkie, who grinned under her wary scrutiny.

      “In the flesh as it were.”

      “Your kind drown women.” Ursilla brandished her knife, hoping the iron would cow him.

      “Hearsay,” said the selkie. “Lies told by angry husbands. What we do is give neglected wives respite from their cold marriage beds.”

      “You eat people.”

      The smile he bared was a carnivore’s grin.

      “Only if they ask us nicely.”

      Ursilla snorted. She knew what he meant.

      “What do you want from me?” she said.

      The selkie spread his hands. Ursilla saw thick webbing between each of his fingers, which in turn were callused but graceful. This made sense. Seals were limber creatures, for all of their roundness.

      “Whatever that you desire.”

      “I have everything I want,” said Ursilla, cold as the sea. “And no desire for bargaining with the fae. I know your stories. I know not to trust your kind.”

      “Really?” said the selkie. “When it is your kind who steal the skins from our women, your kind who force your girls into unwanted marriages.”

      Ursilla hesitated. She had heard those stories too: an uncle of hers purportedly married a sealmaid. He was found drowned three years ago, a half-moon of flesh torn from his side, his intestines frothing out in a stinking bouquet, their slicked-grey under the dawn-light not unlike the colour of the ribbons his wife had worn in her hair.

      “Let us agree then to distrust one another.”

      “Fair enough,” said the selkie. “But I trusted your grandmother, loved her even—”

      Ursilla must have made a face for the selkie laughed.

      “—not like that, I promise. Either way, for love of her, I will tell you this: if ever you have need for me, weep seven tears into the sea for me, and I shall come to you.”

      “Why seven?”

      “Why not?” echoed the selkie before he was gone.
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       Seven years passed before Ursilla called upon the selkie.

      “I knew you couldn’t stay away.”

      Ursilla smiled grimly through her tears. Her youth had wasted away in those seven years, whittled by her husband’s infidelities, by seven years of him feeding their fortune into whore-houses and the gambling rings, seven years of sleeping alone in a small bed in the shadowed attic, while Duncan caroused and shipwrecked the Balfour name.

      “It is neither love nor lust for you that brings me here, but grief.” Ursilla knuckled at her eyes. The wind tore at her hair, loosening her mane from its braids. Had Ursilla asked, the selkie would have told her the truth of things: that she was more beautiful now than she’d been seven years ago. “For love of my grandmother, help me.”

      The selkie came closer. He ran his thumb over the cliff of her right cheekbone, gentler than Ursilla had thought him capable, and his touch was like a flame, burning the ache of those seven years from her.

      “What would you have me do?” said the selkie. “I could drown your husband. That would be an easy task.”

      “I promised no harm would come to him so long as I lived.”

      “You wouldn’t be doing the drowning.”

      “But I would be the reason for his drowning.”

      “And so what if you are? A promise to a wastrel means nothing.”

      “All promises matter,” said Ursilla. “Or none of them do.”

      The selkie nodded. “A divorce then. Unless you promised you would never leave him.”

      He chuckled as he read his answer in the bitter upturn of Ursilla’s full mouth.

      “You’re difficult.”

      “So I am told.”

      Ursilla’s breath plumed white through the air. She had been cold before but now, pressed to the selkie, it didn’t seem so bad. She had heard stories of how kindly a death in the frost was, how the pain melted into a drowsy warmth. If that would be her escape from this ill-fated marriage, perhaps, it wouldn’t be so bad.

      “What do you want more than anything else?” said the selkie after a companionable forever.

      Ursilla paused. “To be free.”

      “Well, if that’s the case,” said the selkie. “I may know a way of allowing you to be true to your word while ensuring your husband may never bring grief upon you again. It may mean the agony of my company, however.”

      And Ursilla, thinking again of how broad the selkie’s shoulders were, how strong his hands, said:

      “I can deal with that.”
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      This is the story they tell:

      Ursilla of Stronsay went to the selkie and she went away, laden with child. The birth was easy, perhaps even easier than it should have been: the infant, they say, practically swam through the effluvium. They say too that a midwife took the baby into her arms and cried out at the webbing between the child’s fingers, the sheen of its flesh in the candle-light, so like the pelt of a grey seal.

      They say Ursilla of Stronsay gave birth to many such children, all of whom grew into prodigious swimmers. They say nothing about why her husband made no remark on this. They say nothing about the husband, in fact, save for that he did not love Ursilla and was forced into marriage with her, chased into matrimonial bondage by the force of Ursilla’s will.
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      This is the story they don’t tell:

      Seven years after her marriage to a loutish oaf, Ursilla of Stronsay walked to the sea and she did not come back. Some say she drowned herself, some others said her husband was the one to push her head under the water and hold her there until she went still.

      Only a few talk about how they see a thing like Ursilla sometimes, knifing through the dark of the ocean, and how they sometimes hear her laughter, a sound feral and bright and free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            a secret of devils

          

        

      

    

    
      The devil came to Georgia on a Saturday night. Atlanta, specifically. His arrival was heralded by no omens; he took a bumblebee-black cab to the city’s heart, a little suitcase in tow. His attire was sharp enough to kill, of course, but you expect that sort of thing with the devil.

      “Where we going?” asked the driver.

      “Where we’re needed,” came the reply.

      So they drove until they met a woman who’d been bleached of all her sweet. Single mom, two kids, a bag full of grief. Her children were home in a no-bedroom apartment, doing their homework by the light of a sitcom rerun. She was on her way back from the second shift of a second job, eyes bruised by the punches life had thrown.

      The devil rolled down his window and grinned. “I’m Lucifer and I’m here to give you what you want.”

      “That’s nice,” she said, not slowing. Hell didn’t scare her one bit, not after thirty-seven years in a country with worse. “But I don’t need to bear anyone else’s sins.”

      “No strings,” said the devil. His teeth gleamed like piano keys.

      And the woman said “If you’re really the devil, you’re also the father of lies. How can I believe someone like you?”

      The devil, who had a voice like the blues, all smoke and rich, red wine decanted into polished glass, he said: “Because I gave up heaven for the love of monkeys like you. But there’s not enough love to spare these days and I hate to see your lives go to waste. Besides, the bible’s crammed with lies. God said to love your neighbour, but then men swaggered in and said you should hate them too. You know what that’s like, don’t you? Double standards and double-crossing saints.”

      She laughed. Her voice was dark and golden, like the C string on a cello, the sound of earth moving in concert with the stars. It wasn’t an innocent laugh, though. Nothing naive. There was jags of glass broken in its undercurrents, giddy as a sip of absinthe, and for a moment, the devil loved her best.

      “So, what can I get ya, darling?” he said, meaning every note. “You’ve got the world on a plate.”

      The woman drew a breath in and closed her eyes, and the world stopped to listen to what she had to say next. “Well, in that case: you go give my wish to someone who hasn’t been broken yet. Give them a way to save themselves from the god of this wretched place.”

      “Don’t you want that saving yourself?”

      “I’ve got kids that gotta learn what happens when someone doesn’t come to save the day. When they see their momma taking alms, they won’t understand what it means when I tell them that all they need is their own two feet. So, you do that for me. You take that wish of mine and you give it to someone else.”

      And the devil laughed and said he would, which is how we got to this part of the tale:

      Here you go. A wish that can set the world on fire, or make the sky bleed cinnamon; a wish that’d change you, change the heart of that boy you thought you loved; a wish that’d bring your papa home, or make sure no one ever gets hurt again. A wish that the devil almost gave to a woman who’d never had enough, a woman bigger than the shrivelled heart of the world who gave birth to her shining soul.

      One wish.

      What do ya wanna do, my friend?

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            goddess, worm

          

        

      

    

    
      Three lies:

      One: Silence is permission; quiescence, acceptance; yes is yes means always yes.

      Two: This is the way of gods and beasts, a tradition of power. The men take, the woman is taken, her boundaries malleable, her desire negligible. This is cultural, universal, axiomatic fact. Mythology is unkind, deification teeth-marked by sacrifice. If there is hurt, if there are screams buried in spools of silk, if there is grief, it is purely accidental.

      Three: It is her pleasure too, this communion of flesh, this loan of agency, this borrowed might. After all, without men, what is a woman? She is only mud, only the sickle-grin curve of a rib, only an afterthought, a diversion, a vessel, empty until filled.
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      “Goddess.”

      Flinch. Eyes dilate. Her look is not the frightened regard of a hare, but a broken-backed glare of a thing defeated but undiminished.

      “Don’t call me that.” When she speaks, she can taste silk, like strands of damp hair but more viscous still, a choking flavor, semen-salty, spuming from her lungs.

      “Goddess—” Flinch again. “—we are sorry. It’s just we—”

      “Leave.” Snapped, the word, and jagged with teeth. Her retainers—a spirit of ink and courtly poetry, a guzheng turned maiden—comply, bowing, bowing again, before they exit with a hiss of silk. She shivers. She loathes the sound.

      Cotton is the only material she can tolerate on her bare flesh, cotton and nothing else. Not even wool, which reminds her too much of—she rips herself from the memory, begins to pace the dimensions of her room.

      In the last few weeks, Heaven has lost its understanding of her and gained instead a kind of pity, not selfless as it should be, but rooted in accusation. Poor child, they say. Broken child. Ruined child. Stupid, ungrateful child. How hard others have fought to earn this status, giving away breath and bone and blood, all for a sliver of place in these courts of undying jade. And yet, she would slough it away, like a snake that had tired of its skin, and take him with her too.

      A sigh escapes, coils into a growl.

      Him. Always him. As though she was extraneous, a cancer grown on the face of a god.

      They can all go to hell, she thinks, savage. She does not care. But there is one thing she does miss, does long for: her name. Only the shape of it remains now, winnowed to nothing by the passing millennia, a ghost of syllables. Occasionally, she wonders if she might compromise, might beg to be returned the appellation that Heaven had endowed in that fugue when she was merely function, neither woman nor worm nor horse.

      Her lips, blood-red, curl into a sneer. No, she thinks. Never again. Even if they make her remain nameless forever, rootless, like the spectre she’s become.

      Double doors open. Light cuts through the room’s penumbra, spills white-gold across her simple dress, its pattern borrowed from peasantry. She tips her chin up, unbowed. They will not have her pain.

      The figure silhouetted in heaven’s radiance is new, cadaverous, unmistakably male, arms bent in the manner of a mantis. “It is time, Goddess.”

      Flinch. Snarl. She provides no rebuke, chooses instead to spin a fantasy where she devours him, a piece at a time, mandibles cracking bone. She thinks of brain matter, of how it must taste, jewelled softness glimmering pink in the bowl of his skull.

      A deep breath. Drawn, held, surrendered.

      “I am ready.”
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      Three truths:

      One: A promise is not absolute, a singular object without nuance or end, to be consummated without question. Sometimes, it is nothing but desperation reworded into a mistake; a girl’s fear for her father, entrusted and betrayed. Sometimes, it is rewritten with an alphabet of bruises and cut lips and when that happens, how could anything be expected to stay the same?

      Two: A person is not one thing, is not defined by memory or obedient to tragedy, is not a story to be folded into paragraphs, edges blurred, inconvenient truths cut out. A person can be a victim, and they can also stop being a victim, just like a woman can cease being a goddess, can start instead becoming something entirely new.

      Three: This was not your fault, was not your wrong, was not your error of dressing, or glibness of speech, not your lack of foreknowledge.
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      All of Heaven is in attendance. The Jade Emperor, larger than life, presides on a throne carved into a nest of dragons, armrests scaled and iridescent with gems. At his side, gods without number, resplendent in martial attire, filigreed bronze and enameled plate, weapons tasseled with ribbons of red.

      The goddesses sit opposite, gowned in white, faces impassive. Around them, all the rest: celestial maidens and demigods; cats that would be men and men condemned to being cats; dragons halfway into transcendence, still finned and wet from the ocean; fox-women, insolently splendid; thousand-year pottery, freshly incarnated as nubile girls with countenances of clay.

      She walks into the divine milieu and breathes, inhales the peach-stink that eddies from their pores, a sweetness to sicken. She will be glad when this is gone, when it is clean earth again and warm rain in her palms, and sunlight beating hot against her sweat-drenched brow. Will there be descendants for her to find in the land below? Great-grandnieces, ten times removed, birthed by sisters she has never met. Her father. Will she discover traces of him in them? A certain bend of the mouth, a knowingness in the gaze. It doesn’t have to be much. Just a glimmer. That is all she wants and needs.

      “—you will give up all this up for what really was a minor offense?”

      Startled, she looks up, tongue thick in her mouth.

      “Goddess.” The magistrate at her side. She wrestles the compulsion to snarl. “His Magnificence is speaking to you.”

      She knows. How would she not know? Why does he think it necessary to explain? The air shakes with his puissance. But she knows better than to argue. The Jade Emperor is waiting.

      “My Lord, I must humbly disagree. It was not a minor offense. He stole me from my father, transformed—”

      Another interruption: the defense, hair cranefeather-white, mouth banded in scarlet. “If I recall correctly, he stole you from poverty, a lifespan measured in difficult births. Besides, you promised him—”

      “I was a child crying to her only confidante!”

      “Even so,” the defense continues, unruffled, “even so, you offered the terms of an agreement and he fairly accepted. A lesser creature would have simply ravaged you. Instead, he caused you both to be elevated.”

      “I was a worm.” Taste of silk again, suffocating.

      She remembers:

      One last glimpse of the earth, seen through a slit in a swaddle of cured skin. One last gasp of clean air. Screaming, as he floated them into her trees. Screaming, as he and her became they, became one, became—

      That first twilight when she cut herself free and became her again, just her. Mucus-slick and shivering, body glistening worm-pale in the waning light. Staring as a puddle of skins—horse-hair and membrane and white-mottled fur—writhed across blood-blotched wood.

      Nights in the latrine, holding her own hair, vomiting acres of glimmering fibres, until at last they became blood-stained, gore-streaked.

      “I was a worm with the head of a horse. I spun silk for the court, over and over, for thousands of—”

      “And we all appreciate it.”

      Murmurs from the gods, silence from the goddesses.

      “You boiled me alive for the silk. I didn’t appreciate it.” She doesn’t quite shudder, although horror frissons along the column of her spine. She has little recollection of that time and for that she is grateful. She has nightmares enough.

      “Even so.”

      She ignores him, turns to the Jade Emperor. “Your Majesty, I appreciate all that Heaven has done but I would go home and, if I may be so brash, would see my tormenter suitably punished.”

      “We cannot.”

      Her heart seizes. “Why, Your Majesty?”

      “Because your benefactor—”

      She bites down hard on her tongue, floods her mouth with copper, all to keep from screaming. Benefactor.

      “—did Heaven a service by introducing silk to the world. Without him, kings would still wear robes of cotton. Without him, we would have never known this luxury, and humanity would have never learned this trade. We cannot forget his contributions. We cannot cast them aside, just like we cannot cast aside your allegations of torment.”

      Allegations. Her nails dig crescents into her palm, find blood there too. “Your Majesty.”

      “Having said that, we will provide a suitable sentence, one that balances both his crime and his contributions to this world.” His tone alters, subtle, informative transitions to dismissive. This matter is closed. “His form will be restored.”

      “Your Majesty, no.” So soft, so frail her entreaty. How she loathes its mealiness on her tongue. But she cannot help the noise that whimpers free.

      “He will serve in the armies as stallion and stud, obedient to Guan Yu. He—”

      “You can’t. This is not fair. Your Majesty, what it—” It. Not he. She will not gild her monster. “—did was a violation.”

      “—will be evaluated for a position in heaven after a suitable duration. As for you—”

      “No. No. No.”

      But the Jade Emperor is inexorable. “—we will grant you your heart’s desire. Find Meng Po and she will prepare you for travel into your next—”

      “Your Majesty,” Dry, her mouth. Dry of words, her throat. How dare they? How dare they? How dare they? After all this, after everything that had happened, this is the judgment that they fit into her hands?

      “I refuse.”

      A ripple of answering noise.

      “What?” The Jade Emperor, brows knitting together.

      “Your Majesty, I appreciate your generosity but I have changed my mind. I will remain here. I will be a goddess.” She shivers, but she is not afraid. She is done being afraid.  “I ask that you give me jurisdiction over the small and the hurt, the ones with no voices, the forgotten. I ask to rule the quiet places where the frightened weep, to be the ones who answer their prayers.”

      “That is simple enough. But I must know, why the change of heart?”

      She laps at her upper lip, trailing blood like warpaint. “Because if I do not do it, no one in this forsaken court of bastards will.”
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      Three facts:

      One: The system is unjust.

      Two: The system is rigged.

      Three: The system is broken, but you are not.
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      Hurt is a pale, dark language, full of new words for fear. But it is also a communion, a dialect of knowledge, a thousand ways of saying I understand and hold on.

      They gave her no temple, no priest. But she does not care. Hers is, was always meant to be, a religion passed from tongue to tongue, whispered over bruises and shouted over the crash of fist-on-flesh. Bright with fury, yes, but also bright with hope, with faith in tomorrow and faith that it gets better.

      “Who are you?” The girl is small and matchstick-thin, hair snarled over a sweat-slick face, knees pushed against her chest.

      They are all the same, the goddess thinks. Young, old, pale, dark. Not broken, never broken, but worn and whetted, stronger than they’d ever imagined.

      “A friend,” she whispers before she calls the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            a priest of vast and distant places

          

        

      

    

    
      You are on a plane again.

      An Emirates flight, this time, the dusk-dark ceiling seamed with false stars. Beneath you, the airbus—an older model, a little threadbare at the wings—thrums with complaints, dissatisfied with the double standards imposed by its makers: a pilot is permitted to retire, his plane is condemned to scrap. How fair is that?

      Different species, you explain. The aircraft twitches and heaves, petulant. A smooth voice rolling over the intercom, apologising for the sudden turbulence. Unfair, the airbus announces, this time with a jolt, even as you settle cross-legged on its worn carpet. Yes, you tell it. Yes, you know. You get it.

      To your surprise, it is all it takes: that brief connection. The commercial liner quiets, grumbling, its mutterings indistinguishable from the drone of its engines. You sigh. You pat its hull and wonder what it might have been like for train-priests. You heard the myths. Of how old country gods rode the devout instead of the other way around. Of how their faithful burned from the divine coal fires, their soul lettered with the dreams of the rails.

      You decide you have the better deal even if they might have had a better storyteller, a woman named Vernon, who spoke to seeds and children with equal gravitas.

      A stewardess veers towards your hiding spot. The airbus distracts her, a light blinking on somewhere distant. As her footsteps fade, the plane speaks again, pressing into you: so where are you going?

      You wince at the pressure that seeps in the cup of your skull, the ache that pincers your temples. It is not the leviathan’s fault that you are only human.

      Home, you sigh, after you’ve gathered your composure. I suppose I’m going home.
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      You don’t sound like you anymore, or at least the you that existed before. You don’t act like her either. You are louder, wiser, brasher, harder, entirely unafraid, your edges razored by all the places you’ve lived, your accent a consortium of previous experiences.

      You’re lonelier too but you don’t like talking about that part.

      And besides, wasn’t that what made the planes open themselves to you?
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      Home.

      The plane wraps itself around the word. It has heard it a million times before, longing decanted into a single syllable, heavy as the first drink after that last goodbye.

      This is home, it tells you, threading you in satellite data. Home is flight paths and brief hours in the hangar, a legacy of radio signals, the conversation of pilots. Home is the air, blistering cold, and both the dawn and the dusk, burning gold. Home is here, it insists, with me and mine.

      You smile. Yes, you say, but also no. Home is a house in a humid country, steeped in the jabber of relatives, the wet smell of the storm as it crawls through the sky. Home is more complicated than this, you express with an angling of your palm. Familial micropolitics and the taste of five-spice on your tongue and wondering how a year can change so much.

      That doesn’t sound like a good home, the plane snips.

      You chuckle.

      No, you say, but it is a kind of home.
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      Being their priest is not hard.

      Initially, you’d expected some formal papacy, a coven of sunken-eyed businesswomen and gap-year backpackers who now travel forever on the wings of numinosity, all whispering of wind patterns and the augurs of baggage claims. You expected scriptures inscribed in telemetric reports, some fresh compass with which you could steer your life. But there was no formal institution to uncover, no rhythm to this new life. You learn everything on the fly.

      Occasionally, you see directives printed on an arrivals board; you catch sight of someone not unlike you: tousle-haired, tired, their voices scrubbed of specific origin.

      By and large, however, you are alone in this.

      You are not unused to this.

      Fortunately, the planes never require much. Most of the time, they only want to talk. Some court dialogue and discourse, full of curiosity for the world they skim. Others prefer that you simply listen.

      On a trip to Japan, you argued with your vessel; it despaired of its uncomplicated exterior, wanting desperately to be beautiful, and you said it was beloved regardless. On a flight from Iceland, you said nothing, only made soothing noises as your plane replayed an old woman’s quiet death. I tried, it wept to you.

      And you whispered back, finally: I know.
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      Why go to that home when you have a better one here?

      Planes, you’ve learned, are jealous gods. Not wrathful ones, thankfully. Not petty either. But they are contemptuous of anything that takes you away from them, sullen at the idea they might not be enough.

      You shrug. It’s different, you tell the airliner.

      I don’t understand, it persists, tendrilling into your memories. Out comes a montage of faces, relatives half-remembered, no names at all: Eldest Aunt, Second Eldest Uncle, an entire genealogy in numeric succession. You don’t even like them, the plane adds, sifting through your recollections of micro-aggressions, all those times you sat and clicked your teeth in cold, impotent rage. Why go?

      I could take you somewhere else, it purrs, the sound rattling in your ribs. Further than you could imagine. We could visit Paris, if you desire, and we’ll make sure to arrive at the sunset, when The City of Lights sits flushed like a girl at her first soiree. Or maybe Norway to witness aurora borealis? India to visit the Taj Mahal, or even a pilgrimage to Vegas so you might worship at its temples of high-priced bacchanalia?

      We could go anywhere, your god whispers. Only stay with me, stay with us, stay.

      You counter with a nervous laugh and push onto your feet.

      The plane holds its breath.

      Somewhere in first class, a baby (you picture the child as blonde, blue-eyed, cheeks chubby from an easy supply of milk) hiccups a cry and stops, mesmerized by the energies pacing the narrow aisles. Somewhere, a stewardess (she is of Mediterranean stock, her curls unruly, lashes thick as midnight) falling in love with an old friend, her fingers warm against the other woman’s brown cheek.

      They’re expecting me, you breathe into the quiet.

      Flights can be delayed, your god ripostes.

      You shake your head. At some point, we all have to go home.

      This is home, it insists, plaintive.

      I can’t, you sigh. They’re waiting.
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      A few years ago, you nearly said yes.

      It was your last flight from Scandinavia. You did not call it that then. But you understood you were never going back. The plane—a Boeing 777, carbon fibre-enforced and energetic as a colt—crooned sweetly to you, dazzled to carry someone like you.

      You’re my first, it confided. Shy as a boy. My first priest.

      You blushed.

      That was the day you realized that religion isn’t always an ascetic pursuit. You can fall in love with the sutras of never-stopping, always-moving, with the mantra of footsteps on clean white tiles, the electronic voice reciting departures like prayers for the dead. Stay, the plane said, wrapping you in its thrum, the way a man might lay his woolen coat over your shoulders, might kiss your face. Stay with me forever.

      I’ll love you until you die. I’ll love you beyond that. I’ll hold your bones in my cargo hold, and your soul in my voice. We’ll never, ever be apart.

      And you almost gave in.

      You were so very tired of being second-guessed and second best, so heartbroken by neglect, by the idea that to be happy, you’d need to slice strips from your heart. Matrimony was compromises you weren’t sure you were willing to make. But you loved him, the man you left behind. You thought he would be home.

      But he wasn’t.

      Stay, your plane said so gently.

      But you didn’t.
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      You conjure their faces: mother, sister, brother-by-conscious-selection.

      You conjure your ache for them, a pang like a needle worked through the fat of your lips, always dragging you back. The soft give of your sister’s nose when you press down on its tip, your mother’s singing, the exactness of your best friend’s enunciation. A hundred reasons to go home, a thousand tethers.

      They hurt you, the aircraft objects.

      You crawl back into your seat, silent. Your row-mates sleep propped against each other, the woman’s black hair like an oil-slick spread over her partner’s shoulder. They smell of expensive perfume and cheap wine, a faint sourness. You smile at your reflection in the screen, and she frowns in return, her eyes glowing green.

      Hurt is a part of being human, you tell your god.

      I’d never hurt you, it sulks.

      Yes, you sigh, but that’s not the point.

      They don’t deserve you, it hisses.

      Perhaps not, you say as you palm your reflection. But that’s not the point either.

      The plane sighs and the cabin convulses: so what is?

      You think about it for a second.

      Love, you declare, is the point.
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      If you had said yes that day, they would have never let you leave again. You would have spent your whole life in airports and aboard your gods, restricted to the liminality between borders, neither here nor there, no country to your name.

      In exchange, they’d have given you everything. They’ve have spoiled you. Every hotel would have a suite registered to your name. Pre-paid, naturally, all incidental expenses included. Every bar would have an open tab waiting for your arrival, every restaurant a table with its finest accoutrements.

      You would have grown old on caviar and smoked salmon, wagyu beef cooked precisely to your taste, designer baklava and diamondine confections. Your wardrobe would have been tax-free haute couture. Whenever you require a human diversion, you’d only have to step into the myriad massage parlours, the nail salons, the theatres with the latest productions. The planes, they take care of what is theirs.

      But they would have never let you go home again.

      And you could not live with that.
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      Love is everything, you continue.

      The words spill like sleet: Love is a migration of billions, all going home. Love is the two-weeks vacation that you can’t afford to take, the sweat-salted claustrophobia of a train packed tight, the sound of footsteps keeping beat with the heart that won’t sleep until it is home, home, home.

      Love is foolish, the plane says.

      Love is, you agree.
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      You said no instead.

      You said no even though it hurt you both to hear it.

      You said no because you weren’t done with the human world and its half-broken things, its yearnings, its small comforts. You couldn’t say goodbye to your mother, her skin growing age-mottled, or your sister, her eyes already bracketed with lines. You couldn’t bear the thought of giving up your best friend.

      They are only three, the god had said.

      And you had laughed at its answer, your voice a moment’s distance from breaking. Only three, you repeated, as if galaxies could be built on home-cooked food and long nights watching the world through a glazing of sweet smoke.
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      The plane is silent for the longest time.

      You eat a first-class meal despite your economy seating, the stewardess frowning as she doles out chimichurri butter on your plate. You know what she is thinking: a clerical error, certainly. But she gives you what the plane wants. The food is exquisite, the slivers of lobster meat only slightly overdone, the accompanying vegetables beautifully caramelized.

      An apology, you wonder as you soak your bread in the dredges of your repast, your eyes skipping up to your reflection. She regards you without interest.

      It is only when you’re on the verge of looking away that she mouths the words:

      I’m sorry. We only wish to be loved.

      You nod.

      One day, you tell your gods, you’ll be theirs and theirs alone. When your mother is gone, when your sister is someone else, when your best friend is replete with children, too busy to realize you’re missing, you’ll consecrate yourself to them. One day, but not yet.

      A whisper: Will you love us as much as them?

      More, you say.

      The plane doesn’t ask if you’re lying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            the games we play

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dog-King is not quite what Yavena expects.

      He is physically imposing, of course, military upbringing exposed in the thickness of his musculature, the midnight fur sliced close to his hide.

      The other Ovia in Yavena’s court speak of the Dog-King as a monster among Gaks, a fearsome legend. But where Yavena anticipated the flatness of a killer’s regard, there is a penetrating curiosity instead. A scholarliness amplified by his chosen garb—the earthy, flowing raiment of an academic—and the small amber glasses crouched precariously atop his muzzle.

      Nothing Hahvak prepared her for.

      “Ah.” His voice is warm and younger than the striations of white in his pelt suggest, boyishly pleased. The Dog-King slinks away from a desk piled high with official-looking documentation. “Yavena, was it? We’re charmed.”

      Yavena traps fist against open palm, bows almost low enough to tempt accusations of impudence. Beside him, her sponsor—Hahvak, the little Gak with a wailing laugh—crumples into an exaggerated kowtow.

      “This one is honored you recognize her face,” declares Yavena, her command of the Gak’s growling, liquid language impeccable. With monarchs, subservience is never inappropriate. “This one begs an audience from the Scourge of Kyonadrila Valley, the Conqueror of the Ten Thousand Colors, the Lord-General of the Gak, the—”

      “‘This one’”—a youthful playfulness thrusts through the Dog-King’s voice—“is overwhelmingly polite. We’re amazed that you resisted the temptation to call us the Dog-King. After all, is it not our name among those of the Ten Thousand Colors, our most treasured of vassals?”

      Yavena snaps her head up, guilt blooming. Words can be schooled, but thoughts have always enjoyed a rebellious autonomy in her head. “This one would not dare! This one—”

      “We would have you address us as peers, Yavena.”

      A beat. “My lord.”

      “Good enough, we suppose.” A broad hand, caged in iron rings and steel-grey bangles, is flapped delicately.

      Yavena unbends but finds herself unable to loosen the knot of tension crushing her lungs. She is disarmed, robbed of equilibrium by the Dog-King’s frictionless affability. She folds her arms behind her, adopts the posture of a soldier at rest. As she does so, she captures the sliver of a smile on the Dog-King’s mien, its meaning impenetrable.

      Unbidden, her gaze jumps back to Hahvak next, but she finds no reassurance there, only slyness, a wheedling humor. Yavena stiffens further, elegant in defiance.

      “So,” the Dog-King begins as he mounts the steps to his throne. It is an intimidating structure, mythic in proportion, cobbled together from the bones of a thousand devoured Mothers. “What is it that you wish to ask from us, Yavena?”

      “This one—” She stumbles, words snagging on ceremony. “I mean, I wish to play a game with you.”

      The Dog-King laughs loudly. “Cordial and learned! Trust the Ten Thousand Colors to know the ten thousand desires that lurk in the living heart. Tell us the desire that beats at the core of that most sacred organ.”

      The massive Gak monarch slouches onto his seat, elbow propped on an armrest, muzzle cupped in a broad paw. A hush glides over the dignitaries in the audience chamber, tautening muscles and attention. Dark eyes anchor on Yavena. They wait. Watch.

      The Ovia inhales thinly, exhales her entreaty in a measured torrent.

      “As per custom, I have won all of the Supplicant’s Challenges.” Here pride burgeons for an instant. “I have beaten all your Overseers. I have earned innumerable favors, six guild recruitments, three requests to join a noble’s entourage, and… one slightly drunken marriage proposal.”

      Silence. The Gak are barely respiring, their bodies statue-still. Only the Dog-King alters expression, smile broadening. In the background, Hahvak’s slithering giggles. “Small little thing? Carmine fur? Pompadour? Speaks like he swallowed a flute?”

      Yavena nods, expression grave.

      “Avah has always enjoyed unusual tastes.” A chuckle that spreads like an infection through the courtiers. “We apologize for the interruption. Continue.”

      The Ovia swallows her apprehension and resumes as instructed, voice held steady through the application of will. “I wish… I wish to claim my right to challenge you to a game of your design. If I win, return Iraline of the Ten Thousand Colors, Mother of the Dead and beloved brood-sister. If I lose—”

      Ventricles strain against the onset of terror. Yavena’s pulse hammers like fists. The audacity of her coming revelation is not lost upon her, and like the wail of a wolf pack, it bleeds her spirit of courage.

      “—return Iraline to the Ten Thousand Colors and let me take her place instead. She is soft. I am muscled. Larger, better suited for your banquet hall, my plumage more impressive. I—”

      Shocked noises detonate in the hall. In between, a strange, shrill laugh. Hahvak.

      The Dog-King maintains his genteel smile. “Correct us if we are mistaken. But do you not belong to the Court of the Living?”

      “I do.” It is too late for retreat.

      “And does not the duty of feeding the Gak belong to the Court of the Dead?”

      “It does.”

      The monarch leans forward, eyes hooded, lamplight-gold. “Tell us, then: why would you have us risk political unrest between our kingdoms? Do we not have a treaty? Do my packs not watch the mountains of your nests? Do we not feed you as you feed us? Do we not have a deal?”

      Yavena can scarcely breathe. “We do.”

      “Then tell us why we should grant you this boon.”

      Because of love, Yavena thinks. But what she tells him is, “But you are the greatest mind among the Gak. You would win. I’m sure of it, and you would have stories to tell of my insolence. Is that not worth the infinitesimally small chance of loss?”

      “Your confidence in your deliciousness is appreciated.” A slight, slow inclination of the head. The Dog-King shifts in his seat and rests his jaw atop steepled claws.

      Yavena spreads her hands and advances a step, no longer willing to divide decorum from desire. After enduring so many trials, so many weeks of combat, has she not earned the liberty of uncensored expression? She is pleading now, openly. “Iraline deserves more years to her life. She is an accomplished artist, a masterful poet, a historian of unparalleled accuracy. I know there is no honor greater for one belonging to the Court of the Dead than to appear on your table, but give her back to me, Lord-General.

      “Please.” Ragged, that final word, like a belly slit open. “Give my nest-sister back.”

      The Dog-King says nothing for long minutes. Seconds lengthen, viscera thick, suturing together into a wait that might as well have been eternity. Around Yavena, silence descends in waves, until there is only the sound of a hundred lungs in harmonious palpitation.

      Then at last: “We see merit in your suggestion.”

      Yavena waits, shoulders knitting, knotting. The Dog-King’s easy acquiescence inspires suspicion. Triumph is never this faultless, this clean. Something is amiss. A heartbeat’s worth of quiet, then Yavena cautiously supplies, “My lord.”

      Neither agreement nor displeasure, a neutral postponement of opinion.

      “Mm.” Equally ambiguous the Dog-King’s response. “We agree to your terms, but we will set the structure of the game.”

      “I would desire nothing more.”

      The Dog-King’s muzzle wrenches into something like a grin, feral in timbre. “So pliable. We would almost think you were born into the wrong court. Very well. This is our decision. This is what we require. Ask Iraline to leave of her own free will. Fail, and you shall have a fortnight to help prepare your own feast.”

      Confusion yields a thoughtless exclamation. “M-my lord? I don’t understand. How is that even a game? That doesn’t—”

      Yavena’s protest is slaughtered like a lamb, dismissed by a wave of the Dog-King’s hand. “It makes every iota of sense if you have the right scales to weigh it. You simply need to adopt the correct perspective. Iraline is in the kitchens. We will have someone escort you. Our game begins now.”

      “My lord.” There is nothing else she can say.
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      “Wrong, Scahul.” A gentle rebuke, feather soft as it floats down the shadowed corridor. “It’s a basic error, however. Many presume that the Ten Thousand Colors have a united physiology, a uniformed distribution of collagen in their muscle fibres. But we do not. Our muscular composition differs from—”

      Yavena accelerates. Her steps lengthen. It is all she can do to resist breaking into a lope. She crosses the threshold into the kitchen, her voice hoarse when it escapes. “Iraline?”

      She interrupts the scene: a kitchen vast enough to contain hundreds, a fragrant landscape of gleaming steel, threaded with spice and carnivore predilections. An Ovia stretched provocatively over a broad wooden table, posture relaxed, expression inviting. She is tattooed with ink, limbs separated by lines, her most delectable regions marked for easy identification. A quill—lime-green; it is from her own person—dangles from her claws.

      Around her, a battalion of Gak, their hands crowded with notepads. One clutches an inkwell.

      “Yavena?” The Ovia rights herself. Her manner is delicate, fertile with confidence. Every motion is an expression of art. “Yavena! What are you doing here?”

      “Iraline—” Now Yavena’s voice weakens, pales to a whisper. An avalanche of memories—Iraline at her Naming; Iraline’s exhausted mien as she clutches her firstborn; Iraline and she as nestlings; Iraline, her sister of the spirit, her saviour, her sacrifice—chokes Yavena. Her knees sag. “Ira—”

      “You’ve said my name twice already, you know?” A fluting laugh. “No need for the third, little sister.”

      “I’m sorry.” Yavena’s head lowers for an instant before she adopts a semblance of propriety, her smile ambassadorial smooth. “It’s just been—I’ve—”

      “It was you who caused all that commotion, wasn’t it? Winning game after game, the Ovia foreigner, beating all the Gak at their own tricks. I’m so proud,” Iraline says, excitement gleaming silver in her voice. She flutters a hand at the waiting mob of Gak who disperse after sketching respectful half-bows, their faces unreadable. Chattering softly among themselves, they slink back to their duties, the sounds of culinary effort rising like a war chant. “Did you kill anyone?”

      “Yes. I—”

      Iraline turns smoothly, an arm draping around Yavena, dominance claimed with a flippancy even kings would envy. “Well, finally. You were long overdue. Who ever heard of a Bloodless Keeper? You have no idea how many times I had to defend you among the other Mothers, who all thought you were a little… off your game, to borrow from the locals. Too kind to be a killer. Too—”

      “Motherly?”

      A jolt of remembered grief, and Yavena shrugs free of Iraline’s grip. She was never meant to be Keeper. Iraline was. It was Yavena who was meant to bear a hundred eggs to a hundred strangers. Yavena who was meant to waste her last days in the kitchens of their benefactors, their masters.

      “You said it, not I.”

      Yavena shrugs. She is too grateful for Iraline’s presence, too enraptured by the scent of her—milk and vanilla, with a dusting of talcum—to consider offense. “I’m happy you’re alive, Iraline.”

      The answering smile is halfway between ruefulness and pleasure, an expression glazed with sadness. “And I’m happy that you have an impeccable sense of timing. Just a little longer, and you’d need a necromancer.”

      Before Yavena can answer, Iraline interrupts her own non sequitur, laughter dazzling as a mouthful of stars. “A little joke, my beloved. Don’t look at me that way. A Mother is allowed humour.”

      Iraline preserves eye contact for a moment longer before flouncing away towards a stove, unoccupied save for an earthen kettle. She pours herself a cup of something warm. Yavena follows, leaning over just enough to be able to inspect the contents—a decadent creaminess redolent of mugwort and blackberries.

      “Are you here to rescue me?” Iraline asks over the rim of her drink.

      “That was the plan.”

      More silence. Yavena already knows the answer, is already cogitating on solutions when Iraline concedes a reply, her voice weighted with a long, drawn-out sigh.

      “Little sister, you know as well as anyone else that no one forced me here. I have no more eggs to give the Court. And so it is time to give my flesh.”

      Yavena’s thoughts catch on a slurry of unwanted images, but she shoves them aside, hands balling into fists.

      “You’re lying.” She spits out syllables that are broken-glass sharp, razored despite her attempts at congeniality. “You’re too young to be barren. You have time. Years, Ira. You have years still. Why, why are you doing this? Iraline, come back with me. Please.”

      Now the ambient bustle shrinks. Now it condenses to pinpoints of noise as the Gak slide curious glances over long, wide, dark shoulders.

      “You’re being unreasonable,” Iraline retorts, tone reasonable as always.

      “It should have been me.”

      Light drains from Iraline’s stare. She puts her mug aside, face collapsing into quiet horror. “Yavena—”

      “You. You’re the one who belonged to the Court of the Living. Everyone knew it. All the fortune-singers, all the officials. They knew it. They knew you gave it all away for me.” Yavena jerks backwards, all pretenses of composure forgotten, all poise submerged in that seething guilt which rises thick as tar, clogging her throat. She swallows and swallows, unable to dislodge the marrow-deep agony. “You could have been Keeper. You could have been happy. You should have been. I was supposed to be a Mother, Ira. Not you.”

      She freezes as long arms envelop her, warm with affection. “Oh, Yavena. You’re not seeing this correctly. In your Court, I would have been always afraid, always wanting, always desperate to hoard those few decades I owned, to pretend that seconds could be made to accumulate interest. This sacrifice is a small price to pay for the years of fire.”

      “I don’t want you to die.”

      Iraline welds them cheek to cheek. Sighs. Her pulse reassures with its steadiness, appalls with its indifference. “We all die, little sister. Sooner or later.”

      Yavena pushes her away. “Yes, but one is preferable to the other.”

      The moment is broken. The Gak return to their toil. Iraline retreats to her drink, coiling catlike atop a counter, while Yavena glowers out a window. The light of the city has stained the night a seamless indigo, unscarred by constellations.

      “If you’re going to be maudlin, you should go home,” Iraline declares finally, the music of her voice only slightly marred by petulance.

      “I can’t.” Yavena folds her arms. “You know that. I’m playing a game with the Lord-General, and you’re the prize.”

      The mug shatters in Iraline’s grip, spilling blood and ceramic.

      “You’ve always been a selfish child, haven’t you?” Iraline remarks, tone mild despite the injuries that striate her hands. Legs cross. Iraline makes no move to bind her wounds, only stares beyond the horizon of Yavena’s silhouette, features locked in grim contemplation.

      “I’m only trying to—”

      “Get out.”

      Yavena feels a weight descend upon a shoulder and turns to find a heavyset Gak behind her, somehow still menacing despite the ridiculousness of its kitchen accoutrements. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Go.” Soft, so soft, too soft, Iraline’s repudiation, like the last gasp of a broken heart.
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      Footsteps like drumbeats, slow but nuanced, pregnant with meaning.

      “Ah, Yavena.” The Dog-King manifests from around a corner, silhouette turned monstrous by the chiaroscuro of his lamp. “We were just thinking about you.”

      The Ovia inclines her head in answer, silent and resentful. It has been hours since Iraline banished her from her company. Hours spent prowling the periphery of the kitchen, seeking entrance, seeking escape from the automata that dog Yavena’s every step. Her simulacra escorts, draped in gauze and off-white silks, still their twitching as the Dog-King approaches, their clockwork eyes whirling.

      “How goes your onslaught on the walls of Fort Iraline?”

      Yavena shrugs. As one, the automata return their attention to her, talons clicking. “Poorly.”

      “We see.” The Dog-King lowers his lamp and pinches the space between his eyes. In the penumbra of the corridor, his features seem softer—the face of an everyman, rather than a monarch. “Well. You still have a few more days before the weekend arrives.”

      Bitterness knifes through Yavena’s terse response. “As you say, Lord-General.”

      The Dog-King chuckles. A ripple of fingers causes the automata to erupt into movement again. Expressionless, and without so much as a backward glance at Yavena or the Dog-King, the animated corpses melt back into the shadows.

      “There. Some privacy. Walk with us, Ovia.”

      Silence tightens its stranglehold over the environment, a hush Yavena is reluctant to break. It is only when it becomes evident the Dog-King requires that transgression that Yavena offers a quiet, “Some privacy for what, my lord?”

      “Ah, Yavena. So diplomatic, yet so direct.” The Dog-King makes a tutting noise, restarts his languid walk. The oil lamp keeps time with his stride. “To talk, of course.”

      The Ovia falls into lockstep, careful to remain a dagger’s width behind him. “There’s really nothing to talk about.”

      Cheerily, like someone recapturing the thread of an interesting conversation, the Dog-King says, “Individuality, you know, is sacrosanct among the Gak. We pride ourselves on nuance, on building a legacy that is absolutely unique.”

      Yavena cannot resist. “Does it gall you to use the majestic pronoun, then?”

      They round a corner. The corridor swells into a massive hall, its walls fleshed with tapestries and naval charts. The Dog-King halts. His laughter, abrupt as thunder, ricochets through the space, unself-conscious, the merriment of someone unweighted by a crown. “Immensely. But we must make sacrifices for what we love.”

      “And that love of yours is power?”

      “Power is a supplementary bonus,” the Dog-King counters easily, as though debating the price of herbs rather than ownership of a country. “We do not love it. We appreciate it exists. What we do love is our people, our nation. We are enamored of them. Enough to allow our identity to be subsumed by our duty, to stop existing as ‘I’ but instead as the collective power of the throne. Surely you, of all people, can appreciate that—the desire to give oneself up for the sake of others.”

      Yavena says nothing, throat clotted with ruminations.

      An interruption: “Tell me, Yavena, why do the Ten Thousand Colors lack family names?”

      “Because we are merely feathers on a wing,” Yavena recites, rhythmic, the words as familiar as breath.

      The Dog-King cocks his head, ears pricking forward. “We know the propaganda. Tell us what your people think. Tell us if this ideology pleases you, if it appalls you, if you have secret names among yourselves—”

      Memories spasm like birth contractions, like the convulsions of death; snatches of anguish and half-remembered diatribes, a swarm of faces and secrets, but Yavena wrestles it all down. She smiles instead, bows her head low. “Forgive me, Lord-General. But the hare does not trade gossip with the hawk.”

      Another explosion of laughter, rich and wild. “If you will not educate us about your people, tell us instead why you are violating the edicts of your twin Courts. Iraline comes to us with all her papers in order.”

      “Because—” Yavena enlarges her stance, prepares to author a lie that even the Gak cannot scale, only to crumple, stooping under her own exhaustion. “Because this is my fault. She wouldn’t be in this situation if I hadn’t—”

      “If you hadn’t what?” The prompt arrives in an inquisitive whine, scandalously bestial.

      “Been a coward,” Yavena finishes. It is, as far as she is concerned, an accurate summarization of the situation.

      “You love her spectacularly.”

      Yavena trains her gaze on nothing and everything, expression abstracted by a morass of emotions. “More than breath and bone and hope.”

      “That is good.” The Dog-King nods. “Devotion wins wars.”

      “Perhaps,” Yavena replies, not wanting to allow him access into her private concerns. She bows during the lull in dialogue. “If the Lord-General no longer requires my presence, I should find my rest. I only have days to ask a mountain to weep blood.”

      “Find it, Yavena. Our apologies for keeping you. But a word of advice before you leave: Rules are meant to be domesticated, not regarded as apex predators. The best players are those who can make the guidelines play fetch.”
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      Yavena does not sleep. She cannot.

      Serpent-silent, she pads through the hallways of the complex, hounded by a tempest of what-ifs. She knows Iraline. There will be no persuading her, not when her mind has settled into its chosen configuration. But there are other ways to win a game, are there not?

      “Ira?” A puff of sound, kept low to circumvent detection. No one has explicitly forbidden nocturnal expeditions, but Yavena has learned to guard against risk.

      “Yavena?” A sleep-hazed answer as the door creaks open.

      No response, save for her entrance. Yavena leans back, feels the wood click shut behind her. A swallowed breath to steady herself. She arches her head.

      Iraline stands before her, tiger-striped by moonlight and carelessly dressed in a white cotton shift. “What are you doing here?” Iraline whispers as she rubs the sleep from her eyes.

      “I came to talk.” Yavena slumps onto the edge of Iraline’s cot. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “This. This… dying you’re planning on.” Yavena spits the words, the taste of them like poison on the tongue.

      “Because I belong to the Court of the Dead,” Iraline replies, slouching against a wall, arms crossed. Outside, the night is silent, heavy with anticipation. Tropical heat steams through the iron slats of Iraline’s window. “Why else?”

      “You’re a Mother. A fertile Mother. You have decades before you even need to—”

      Iraline palms her face, nodding, her answering smile taut. “Oh, sweetmeat. I—do you want the truth? The truth is, I am tired. Tired of watching children die, of raising other people’s children to watch them die, of feeding bright-eyed innocents—”

      “Everyone gives of themselves willingly, don’t they?” Yavena cannot contain the slither of petty viciousness.

      “Yes. No. We are taught to forsake self, you know. What matter is one life when it can purchase happiness for so many?” Iraline chuckles, wan. “Not all of us are strong enough for this duty.”

      The moonlight bleaches the color from her feathers, turns the glow of her eyes feral and strange. “It doesn’t matter. Go home, Yavena. I’ll talk to the Lord-General. He’ll let you forfeit without repercussion, I’m sure of it. He’s a kind one, if nothing else. Go.”

      “I promised I would always take care of you, sister,” Yavena answers, loathing the petulance that worms through her voice.

      The older Ovia lowers herself to her knees. Their hands interlock, her touch edged with a gentleness that makes Yavena ache. “I know. But this is—I have my reasons for courting the Black Hound, beloved. Now go.”

      Yavena considers the puzzle of their lives, the parameters of love. She strokes her claws over Iraline’s own, measuring the topography of knuckles, the texture of her palms, the width of their lives. She nods once. “Not without you.”

      No Ovia is harmless. Each and every one of the Ten Thousand Colors is taught the balletic elegance of the kris, the soft places common to all sapient life. But Iraline is only a Mother, and Yavena a Keeper whetted on desperation. She strikes before Iraline can protest: a needle plunged into a vein.

      Betrayal widens Iraline’s gaze for a heartbeat before she collapses into a boneless heap, inert and unfeeling. Yavena gathers her sister’s form and pads towards the door. The Dog-King had only said to win Iraline from herself, had not he not? Not how it needed to be accomplished. He would appreciate this, certainly. More importantly, he would understand.

      She steps into the hallway. It is time for a different game.
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      This is a dance: a ballon of escape, arabesques performed on razor-point steeples, entrechat between battlements, Iraline’s weight on her shoulder like a lifetime of guilt.

      Yavena doesn’t stop, doesn’t pause, doesn’t think. Every breath is a transaction paid with someone else’s blood. Knife and kris glimmer, a charnel duet, keeping counterpoint with an orchestra of split viscera, opened lung.

      Time empties of meaning. Yavena’s world contracts into muscle memory and offal, to reptilian instinct, to a single demand hammering between spasming ventricles. Out, out, out.

      Around her, the Gak begin to howl.

      Out, out, out.

      Yavena traverses arrows and closing gates, past an artillery of talons and physiques made monstrous without the frame of protocol. Who knew, she pants in the red-black dark behind her eyelids, that the Gak could be so terrifying?

      Out, out, out.

      The howling deafens.

      Release. Somewhere between impossibilities, Yavena crosses the final gate and hurtles into the blackness, her lungs boiling. She is barely Ovia at this point, only impulse and the appetite of survival, her body latticed with a thousand red scars. Into the jungle she flings herself, Iraline secure against her spine, and the last thought Yavena births before the Gak’s fortress becomes a memory is this:

      Why do the warning horns sound so much like pleasure?
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      The Dog-King looks up from his chess table, smile light.

      “Aaaah, Hahvak, you were right,” he breathes, attention swinging back to the smaller Gak sitting opposite the game board, face shadowed by a ludicrous cap. “Yavena is a runner.”

      “I get to marry your brother now.” The little Gak relocates a bishop, his answering grin gleaming with teeth. “Your move, your lordship.”

      “So many deaths just because you wouldn’t court him in public? Oh, the games we play, Hahvak. The games we play.”

      Hahvak’s eyes are tar black, marrow sweet. “Checkmate. Do we have a deal, your lordship?”

      “Of course. Set the board, will you? The new round awaits.”
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      She runs.

      For weeks, for hours, for amoebic eternities, Yavena runs. Until her breath is splinters and her muscles rot. There is no respite, only shards of unconsciousness interlaced with days that will not end and ceaseless nights spent staring into the jungle’s teeth.

      The journey is complicated by Iraline’s refutal of her rescue. The first time she wakes, the older Ovia screams, a thunder of rage and grief so loud that Yavena, desperate to circumvent discovery, poisons her with sleep. The second time, Iraline does not cry out, only flees. It is circumstance alone that allows Yavena to retrieve her, weeping, from the dark, Iraline’s ankle a mess of broken bone.

      “You need to return me, sister,” Iraline hisses between gasps of pain.

      “No.”

      “Yavena. Please.” Iraline traps Yavena’s wrist in fingers made iron from desperation. “Please. You need to take me back. You can’t—the Dog-King. He will not forgive this.”

      “No,” Yavena repeats and squeezes Iraline’s flesh, an exact application of cruelty that immediately robs the latter of her senses.

      There is no third confrontation. Yavena does not permit it. She keeps Iraline docile with venom, her mind chemical-slurred, her movements leaden with toxins. Yavena’s actions are a betrayal, she knows this, a blasphemy of trust, but there is no other hope, no way to go but forward. When they at last they reach the courts of the Ten Thousand Colors, absolution will surely be found.
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      There is no absolution, only fire.

      “What—”

      Yavena’s eyes map the labyrinth of the Ovia capital, warped by destruction, its sunset-clasped minarets and aqueducts reduced to a memory. Smoke haunts rubble-licked streets, thick as lies, as anguish.

      In the distance, knotting with the funeral hymns of the Ovia, the voice of the Gak, triumphant.

      “No.” Yavena exhales, fear clotting, congealing in her throat. She staggers through the archway into the main pavilion, now a landscape of broken bodies, whimpering survivors, and ravaged architecture. “Nononono.”

      Iraline, fingers crusted with the grime of the road, says nothing, only slumps to her knees as Yavena releases her.

      “No,” Yavena says again, as though the word could subvert the truth of a thousand half-eaten corpses. “How could this—”

      Even as the question unspools, an answer decants itself into her mind, a taste like salt, like a sister’s desperation.

      You did this.

      It is hours before Yavena submits to this knowledge, to the horror of her actions. Hours before she collapses in an alley, her face in her arms, and wails for forgiveness from a city of indifferent ghosts.
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      The Dog-King is not what Yavena remembers.

      He is colossal, primordial, a nightmare made fur and sickle-moon snarl. Where Yavena remembered a scholar’s inquisitiveness, a boyishness of conduct, there is only a predator’s stare, hard and flat and golden behind small amber glasses.

      “Why?” It is the only word that Yavena can find.

      “Because you betrayed your end of the bargain.”

      Yavena jolts forward, one wincing step at a time, back held straight despite the agony that oozes between every vertebra. She can barely feel her left arm, can barely register the connection between tendon and nerve, the muscles flayed almost to ribbons. With a grunt, Yavena transfers her kris to her right hand, her weight to her left foot. Her grip tightens. After all that has happened, she will not bow, will not bend till she carves absolution from the ribs of the king.

      “It was one Mother,” she whispers between a mouthful of blood.

      The Dog-King bares an indolent smile. “One Mother. One bargain. One treaty.”

      “You tricked us—”

      “We gave you every opportunity to perform as you should have, and you failed.”

      “You used me!” she screams, limping closer, closer to where the Dog-King sits draped over his throne of dead Mothers.

      “Perhaps,” replies the Dog-King as he studies a fan of claws. “Perhaps we decided to use you in a stupid little bet with a stupid little mutt, but then thought, ‘Ah! This could be so much more.’ Perhaps we then decided that the Gak required a new world order, one where our pups would know the hunt as our ancestors did, and our meals were taut-muscled and not limp from a lifetime of coddling. Perhaps this was all our fault, but the hawk never discusses business with the hare.”

      “I’m going to kill you.”

      “Really.”

      Yavena squares her stance, swallows copper and bile, tries not to sway even as her head swims with grief and the ice-water fury of those without anything to lose. “I’ve killed everyone else. All of your guards, all of your soldiers. None of them could stop me. I—”

      “Yes.” The Dog-King grins, unfolding like the death of nations. “Tell me, little Ovia, why do you think that is?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            for the things we never said

          

        

      

    

    
      She fits the god’s heart, blood dripping gold onto shaking fingers, into the compartment she’d sawed into her golem. It spasms and then slackens, turgid ventricles relaxing into stillness. Her breath catches against the roof of her mouth, pinned in place by a dry, chewed-on tongue.

           This needed to work. She was running out of gods, out of options, out of second chances.

      To her relief, the organ convulses again. Once, twice. Uneven palpitations that eventually discover a kind of rhythm, not quite right, but not quite wrong. A full minute passes before she consents to shutting the door, stitching skin over bone with careful, deft strokes. She steps back.

      Finally.

      The automata stares at her with heterochromatic eyes, one blue, one cataract-silver, both plucked from a cyclops’ skull. It blinks, a slow lidding of the gaze that seems compulsive, not instinctive, a memory appropriated from some foreign neural cluster. The homunculus sways upright, dangling arms and sloping shoulders, mouth drooling black gore.

      It wasn't anywhere near perfect, but it was what she had, abattoir parts and a corpse already half-rotted, all she could do with what she was given, and she wouldn't waste time anymore.

      “I love you.” The words fracture into a little girl whimper, dust and dried salt on her tongue, a decade of things unsaid.

      Recognition catalyzes in the blank gaze, just for an instant, a twitch of vigor that quickly disintegrates, decomposing nerves unable to retain cohesiveness long enough to allow for true emotion. The thing that was her father moans a foghorn note, full of an animal sadness, and she smiles, full of aching, full of lonely.

      “I love you,” she says again by way of farewell, before she takes back the breath from her creation and watches, silent, as her father fades from her life again.

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            she who hungers, she who waits

          

        

      

    

    
      “Whore.”

      Mei Huang considers the merit of an objection and quickly finds it inadequate. The threadbare comfort of a riposte will not put rice in her bowl, or ingots in her purse. Worse, it might even soil her reputation, diminish her standing. So many hours, so much time invested into this. Mei Huang cannot afford wastage.

      So she traces a prayer instead to She Who Hungers—singular motion of the finger, discreet—and smiles shark-toothed at the huddle of women opposite her own table, their skin the color of mulberries.

      “What did they say?” Her companion is whalebone-pale, nearly translucent and scarred by freckles. Under their skin, there are tributaries of green and blue, starbursts of discoloration. Ugly, Mei Huang thinks, pain traveling upward towards the slant of her right collarbone before she strangles the word into silence.

      “Foreigner.”

      Before he can argue the incongruity between tone and exposition, the food arrives. Tortoise belly, expertly roasted, the fat salted and luscious beneath a crisp rind. Purple rice, savory with mushroom extract. A sauce of fermented glass-fish and red chili, mashed garlic and rock sugar, a lacing of lime.

      Mei Huang feeds her client perfunctorily: slivers of meat, alternated with dainty mouthfuls of rice and judicious compliments. The sauce, she keeps from him. His breed cannot abide heat. But what they lack in spice tolerance, they make up for in voracity. He devours their meal in minutes and then demands seconds, thirds, all in a roaring baritone. She can hear his terror, nonetheless, layered under the machismo, the pounding of a heart that will not yield its harvest, not without the fight it’d become accustomed to.

      The waiters respond with golden mead, so thick that it clings to the lip of the pitcher. The smell of the drink is intoxicating. Cinnamon and wasp-blood, an accent of hibiscus. Almost sufficient to conceal the potency of the alcohol.

      He drinks in gulps, her in sips.

      It is only when his tongue cannot contort around even the simplest of syllables that she clasps his hand and rises, leading him upstairs with a hiss of tasseled silks. Things are always easier this way.

      Not every ming-ren abstains from sexual congress, but Mei Huang is one of those who do. There is something elemental, after all, about seeing the body’s clockwork exposed, something that flenses the mystery from the flesh, that reduces a smile to a composition of meat. More importantly, the pursuit of rapture is not dissimilar from an addiction, every encounter only exacerbating the impulse to cultivate greater performances of hedonism. Distractions, all of it, and not a single one meriting its price of indulgence.

      Mei Huang lays out her client on the sheets. He has been one of her easier ones. Quick to slumber and eager to please, but not eager enough that he would breach etiquette. A smile slits her face at the memory of his clumsy overtures, almost shy, the performance of a boy, for all his musculature would suggest a man. That was never a possibility. Mei Huang prefers to keep pleasure and providence separate; and besides, her heart lies elsewhere, preserved in resin for the devoted to see.

      She disinfects her scalpel in a saucer of boiling water. When the blade is hot enough, she applies the tip to his sternum and cuts, slicing along the breastbone, down to his groin. Skin and muscle part into wings, otherwise undamaged. Mei Huang prides herself on her ability to leave minimal scarring.

      Under the marble rungs of his ribs, viscera gleam and pulse.

      For a moment, she can see how this vision might invite desire. To see someone, man or woman, revealed as such, to witness them so vulnerable, it is a kind of power, compelling in its rarity. But that is not what she is here for.

      Gingerly, Mei Huang leans forward to inspect the glyphs inlaid into the man’s bones: government-issue agate, embedded without artistry; the stones dulled by mucus, no enchantment to preserve their shine. A soldier’s markings and a soldier’s future, a tragedy dug into the trenches. Dead before his twenty-third birthday, his eyes consigned to the crows.

      It is strange, Mei Huang thinks as she intones a letter from the Lipless Prophet’s alphabet, how prophecy circumvents borders. No matter the continent or the practitioner, whether they dwell in nubivagant jellyfish or on the spines of the world-turtles, it is all the same, every icon and interpretation, every beginning and every end. The language of destiny is as consistent as mankind’s appetite for murder.

      The air disgorges filaments of green and gold, a frothing of light. Like lace, she winds them around her fingertips, their brilliance massing in the cup of her palm. Another syllable is whispered, and reality bends along the axis of her desire.

      She exhales. The effulgence unwraps, worms down her arm to seep into the porous calcium of his skeleton. He twitches. Mei Huang tugs the skeins, feels his future clatter into a fresh arrangement. Not a precise art, hers. Nothing that can turn have not into have, but powerful enough, nonetheless, to slide a future along the gradient of near possibilities.

      Another death: this time on the battlements, skewered by lances.

      “Again,” Mei Huang tells the universe.

      And once more, he dies, suffocated by shit and mud.

      “Again.”

      The lantern-light convulses. Mei Huang repeats the rite so many times it becomes indistinguishable from breath, and still every iteration ends with the soldier dead. The hours gorge themselves on her as she works. Soon enough, she is hollowed through, every scrap of endurance devoured.

      “Again.”

      The air holds still.

      “Again,” Mei Huang repeats, louder, the taste of tin welling in her mouth.

      Nothing comes.

      She daubs her lips with her tongue, finds blood there too. When was the last time she drank water or sipped from her broth, meticulously prepared the evening before, bone and rich offal boiled to pale liquid? Mei Huang curses her negligence as she paces the cramped guest room, a knuckle wedged between her teeth. Maybe that was why she failed. Maybe, if she had been careful, if she had paced herself, if she hadn’t been so incompetent, the outcome would have differed.

      Flagellation refines to fury, and Mei Huang digs nails into her palms, throat constricting. Trembling, she smooths a hand over her skull and then scratches against her chest, just below the collarbone. Her hair is matted and slick with sweat. Stupid, stupid, stupid. What would Mei Ying have said?

      A groan alerts her to a new dilemma: the man is stirring.

      Mei Huang stumbles to the bed. His chest heaves once, twice, before sleep cauls him anew, cossets him in restive silence. Perhaps the situation isn’t completely irredeemable, Mei Huang decides, plucking thread and needle from her kit.

      Quickly, breath starved to flutters, she sews the soldier back together. Her stitches are uneven: one longer than another, one skewed to the right, irrefutably ugly. But Mei Huang cannot indulge in perfection. Up she goes, pursued by necessity, faster and faster, needle glimmering topaz and lucent brown.

      She is almost to the top, almost past the summit of his ribs. Hope batters at her lungs, and then his eyes beat open, sclera glistening white as tendon.

      A scream unknots in his throat.

      “No. No, no, no.” Mei Huang straddles his chest, hoping to pin him down, palm over his mouth. There is so little left to do, so little distance between her and resolution. It cannot end like this. In her panic, she forgets the difference between their physiques, his size and her stature, the ponderosity of muscles engineered in war, and the debility that results from an existence consigned to She Who Hungers. In her panic, she almost forgets how long she’s been waiting for this.

      He flings her away. Mei Huang thumps into the wall and slides into the crevice between mattress and masonry, the air jerked from her lungs. She scrabbles upright in time to see her client sit up, see his sutures undo; intestines disgorging over his thighs in oily loops. He gazes down, face bled of color, before his mouth rounds into animal despair.

      As a baying loosens, the man’s organs slithering the way of his digestive tract, Mei Huang makes a choice, embraces the inevitability that awaits every ming-ren. She’d expected—wanted—more years, more time in the Courts of Hunger, more opportunity to whet her art, develop finesse. Better now than later, she supposes. A shortened destiny in exchange for a foreshortened grief.

      No words are spoken. There is no air, after all, in the sovereignty of deep waters, the rivers that run through the dark of the body. No terrestrial sound save for the moaning of the whales, the dreaming heart. Mei Huang scrawls a prayer with her needle, threading a pattern into her inner arm. It doesn’t take long. In the brain-blindness between saccades, something takes form on the mound atop the soldier’s lap, a smell of salt and anise.

      “Littlest Sister.”

      “L-Lady—” Mei Huang prostrates immediately, improvised kowtow that is barely sufficient for its purpose, but enough, at least, to carve a laugh from the figure. The world inhales and all motion is pinned to its place. The murmurs in the hallways, the susurrus of footsteps, the clamor of a sleepless inn: all stilled save for the clamor of Mei Huang’s heart singing at last at last at last.

      “Littlest Sister,” It repeats, fond, extruding cartilage and wet wisps of hair; a figment of womanhood, sinuous, numinous. Teeth manifest in a sickle-grin, too wide, too sharp. No other features follow. There is only maw and skin, joints limned with proboscises, like crane-feathers, the lengths curling to ink: trade-aspect of She Who Waits, she who sits opposite of She Who Hungers, murder-mother and parasite-king, end and evolution. “What have you done?”

      “I—” Mei Huang shivers, an infant again, language leached by awe. She Who Waits is more splendid, more terrible than anything imagination could have stitched.

      “Such sloppy work.” The deity grazes fingers along the soldier’s mouth, palpating the bloodied fat. Its hand drifts to where skin opens to ribs. The man does not react, not even when She Who Waits laces fingers through his bones. “Littlest Sister, did you call me to save you from yourself?”

      “Lady. Please.”

      “What will you give me? What can you give me? Your heart is already forfeit and your soul is no good. As for your bones, well, we both know that there is no fortune worth bartering there. What could you possibly offer that I do not already have?”

      Mei Huang shudders, all cognizance pared down to instinct and custom, the ritual words like a second heartbeat. To the simple understanding that there is, was, could only ever have been, one option; one future. At last at last at last, her heart repeats its glad hymn.

      “My hunger, Lady.”

      “And how vast is your hunger? How rich is the wellspring of your desires? What do you want, Littlest Sister?”

      “Everything.” Mei Huang wets her mouth, trembling. “Everything, every scrap of knowledge ever spoken, every wet rind of wisdom. I’d suckle the libraries dry, crack the sternum of every scholar that I can glut their experience.”

      A lie.

      “And how much do you crave it, Littlest Sister? How much do you desire its birth?”

      “With all of me.” A truth. “With every thread of vein and skein of sinew.”

      “Yesssss,” the divinity hisses, its tongue to the hollow of Mei Huang’s throat. “Littlest Sister, you smell so sweet. A perfect gift. Will you waste it on something like this boy? You don’t love him. You don’t even know him.”

      “It isn’t about him.”

      The goddess laughs into Mei Huang’s skin, a razored noise, teeth applied to her collarbone just so. The tiniest nip. Mei Huang shudders. “If you insist. If you insist, Littlest Sister. I will not turn down a gift.”

      She Who Waits is not uncompassionate. The trimmings of liver that It takes from Mei Huang and the soldier are insignificant, almost vestigial, cuts so small they may as well be nothing.

      “Aren’t I the better one?” It coos into Mei Huang’s ear as It seals her belly, leaving behind a puckered line of black tissue.

      Mei Huang, gasping curses into the cloth between her teeth, finds no answer to give. But she does think to herself, even as the goddess makes room in the wrap of Mei Huang’s intestines, head rested against diaphragm: this is not so bad, she would tolerate depravities that are a hundred times worse if she had to, all for the sake of her.

      “You weren’t pregnant when we began—”

      Mei Huang studies the palm aligned below her own, meaty, textured with scars, one finger foreshortened. “No. No, I wasn’t.”

      “Is it mine? Was this something that she demanded?”

      They are all the same, Mei Huang reflects. Every last one of them. These foreigners and fears, birthed of willful monotheism, always so leery of the goddesses, unable to fit their mouths around the sacred names without shuddering disapproval. Yet still they come to the gilded city of Hong, still they track the world-turtles, always searching for a better death than the one they’d be given.

      “No. And even if it was, this is not your business to know.”

      “But if it is my child—”

      “It is not. I promise you. Even if was your cum that warmed my womb, stirred it to sudden life, it would not be your child. It would be mine and my sisters and my temple’s own.”

      He blinks slowly, stupidly. “But if it was my semen that—”

      “No.” Mei Huang sighs. “This child is not yours.”

      The soldier—so exasperatingly young, his skin pink where it isn’t laced with scars—changes direction, fumbles through a worse question. “Did we—”

      “No. No, we did not. Please. No more questions. You are embarrassing yourself with your ignorance.” Mei Huang interrupts, sighing again, hoping to circumvent any coital fantasies, hand retracted so that she can steeple fingers above a knee. Her guts ache, the skin pulled tight over an embryonic tumescence. “You have what you need.”

      “I suppose.” His eyes, shaded by gelatin-colored lashes, are uncertain. “I—I don’t know what I’d expected. I thought your order granted immortality.”

      “No. And even if we could, we would not. Immortality is a poor gift, a gorgeous lie. Everyone thinks they want to live forever, but they don’t know what it means. And before you ask, it means boredom. Endless boredom. There is nothing beautiful about infinity. It is tiresome and you’d soon wish you were dead. What you have is so much better.” Mei Huang leans forward, pats his thigh in sympathy. “There are people who would kill to be able to choose their own deaths.”

      “Is that even possible?’

      She nods, prim, and folds her secrets under latticed fingers. Idiot foreigner. Of course it’s possible. He’d died already, had walked his road to the end she’d foreseen—a vision of disembowelment, entrails steaming over snow. Or white linen, Mei Huang appends dutifully, silent as the soldier counts her payment out in the smallest possible denominations; his thumb stroking orbits across each coin, as though the heat from his skin might linger, might incite a change of heart. “Yes. Many do it every day.”

      “What do I do now?” he asks, at last, with a tremor in his voice. “What do I do with this gift?”

      Mei Huang, heaving with predatory divinity, shrugs. “Live and hope you choose enough of the right decisions that you don’t die any time too soon.”

      The streets of Hong are narrow by necessity, its stacks of shops and houses cut deep into the world-turtle’s shell. Gutters and gargoyles jut from the balconies while housewives flap laundry over the balustrades, exchanging gossip as they go. From somewhere, a woman calls for customers, promising lobes of curried offal, the ingredients so fresh they still shudder with the world-turtle’s life force.

      Below, Mei Huang wanders the tableau without a seeming purpose, a hand over her belly. The goddess had grown tremendous in the last hour, so much so that it has become impossible to walk without waddling splay-footed over the cobblestones. She halts at a lamppost and sucks in a ragged breath, wincing at the strain on her spine. Mei Ying, she thinks. Mei Ying, I hope you’re watching.

      A hand fits itself around the small of her back. “Ma’am, could I be—Mei Huang?”

      She looks up. The face above hers totters on familiar: soft-boned and round, its lips full. Black hair wisps from a maiden-braid, worn ironically in this case. Lei Yang, necromancer, scrutinizes Mei Huang, expression cloying.

      “Already? I thought it’d be another five years, at least,” Lei Yang says.

      “It was that or a dead soldier in the inn’s bed.”

      “Would that have been so terrible? There are so many of them. Thousands. Like ants crawling all over the world-turtle’s back. No one would have noticed his loss.” Bone-beetles shift in Lei Yang’s hair, chips of luminescent white against the dark.

      “You’re not wrong.” Gingerly, careful to make no contact, Mei Huang circles to Lei Yang’s right. An instinctive gesture, worthless in truth. Lei Yang might have an sold an eye for greater power, but she sees as well with one as others do with six. Her children—bone-beetles, marrow-roaches, like so much glass in her black hair—chitter at Mei Huang.

      “I have never been wrong. You know that. And you didn’t answer my question.”

      Mei Huang narrows her eyes. “No, it wouldn’t have been that terrible.”

      “So, why do it for him? Of all the people you could have given up yourself for. You chose a foreign soldier. It seems such a waste.” Lei Yang raps her chin, theatrical. “Did he spurn you? Was that why? Is this a question of love, Mei Huang?”

      “You should know the answer to that. We’ve spoken about it.” Mei Huang traces a spell with the edge of a nail, repeating the sigils, over and over, until her skin bleeds into the patterns. Beneath her dermis, She Who Waits stirs like a worm in her blood.

      “Yes.” Lei Yang’s pupils divide, once and then again, so that four black circles spin in each of her irises. “Yes, we have. Is it time then, Mei Huang? Is it time to send you to her palace? Is it time to take you to her? Now, Mei Huang? Is it time now?”

      She’d hoped for someone less garrulous, more refined, but you don’t choose these things. You grasp them with both fists and cling tight even when the world conspires to unbend your fingers. “Yes. Why not?” Mei Huang whispers. “Yes, sister. Yes.”

      A flash of a bone knife.

      The cut barely hurts at all. It spreads the skin of her chest into two halves; the blade leaves no scratch on her breastbone. Mei Huang’s blood washes onto the streets of Hong, vermilion on dusty red, a spill as bright as the sun. It feeds into the slits sliced into the world-turtle’s shell, anointing the massive reptile, a sacrifice, a gift.

      Somewhere, Mei Huang’s goddess must be stirring, irate that another of her own is now consecrated to She Who Waits. But all things come to those who wait, as they do to She Who Waits. Like death, like life, one lies at the end of the other. Mei Ying, Mei Ying, sings her failing consciousness. Wait for me. I’ll be there soon.

      She wakes in scarlet; like a child, newborn. Her robes have been replaced by more aureate finery, carnelian and lustrous ruby, the drag of her cape a shade of burgundy so deep that it is almost black. The air is hot.

      “Littlest Sister.” She Who Waits traces Mei Huang’s cheek with a blood-rinded nail, her disapproval clear. “That was a mean trick.”

      “It wasn’t a trick.”

      “You crossed faster than I thought you would.”

      “It wasn’t a trick,” Mei Huang repeats, smoothing a hand down her belly. It is smooth again, no scarring beneath the fabric.

      “I am still hungry, Littlest Sister. It is cold here and none of my children have desire to spare.”

      Mei Huang blinks the salt from her eyes, vision adjusting to the penumbra. There are other people here in the bones of Hong. A throng of shapes, each and every one draped in carmine. Head bowed, they are anonymous, inscrutable, unidentifiable. Only She Who Waits draws the eye, stark in her myriad extremities, her grinning scrutiny.

      “It wasn’t a trick,” Mei Huang says for the third time, inspecting now the rungs of her ribs. There. Relief throbs through her, even as she digs nails beneath a panel and tugs. Mei Ying, she repeats in silence. I’m here. Finally, I’m here.

      “Then what is it?”

      A violent motion: fabric tears and her flesh unhinges, pivoting on gears of enamel. With a gasp, Mei Huang unsheaths the dagger—it is bone, only bone, but a sister’s grief can sharpen anything, even a sliver of a femur, lovingly preserved against one’s heart—and flings it at the crowd, trusting that it will find its way home. Blood calls to blood, bone sings to bone. Like death, like life, you always find your way to yourself.

      She Who Waits does not scream, only tilts her head as the dagger buries itself not in her divine chest but the belly of one of her red-dressed acolytes. The figure slumps forward, palms curling around the hilt of the blade. They slip onto their knees, crumble, and fall with a sigh that is not unlike relief. There is no worse burden than immortality, Mei Ying had told her sister, those rare days she was allowed to speak, to be less than a deity’s avatar, to be more than a mouthpiece.

      A ming-ren cannot provide fortune, but they can sometimes author a better death.

      “There.” Mei Huang sighs and shuts her gaze against what must come next, a future as red as the glow outside her eyelids.
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      I wanted to tell you, in case opportunity absents itself forever, that it doesn’t matter. That your magic is algorithmic, that mine is an abstraction of reality. That yours demands cartographic soliloquies, every verse a phrase and a phase of mathematics and momentum, every word you speak a part of the map, and you build the rules as you recite them. That mine is raw sensation, synesthesic, sinewy as sex, worthless with context, worth everything on the ledge at the end of time.

      Hold.

      We have to hold the line.

      That I can speak through my spells and you can’t. That you have the world tessellated in amber, while nothing of my magic will mark this earth, only a faint lambency, as though of candlelight staining the black-gold kintsugi bowls your mother gave us. That our friends are dying, that the gods are coming, many-bodied and million-eyed, that the fucking door won’t open, although we’ve made it keys of our bodies, keys of bone and breath and broken promises. All of this doesn’t matter.

      What matters is the night when I first met you and how cold the air was, and how the ice needled my breath, and how you stood there with your hangdog smile, your hair rough-tangled, and the light in your eyes, sacrosanct in its shyness, was better than anything the heavens could stitch from the suns. What matters is that I asked you to run away with me and you said yes, and that we kept running even after our Orders came hunting for us, seven to a coven, like we meant something, like we were bigger than two people making vows of the salt-silver rain.

      That they dragged us back, bound in brambles and bronze, that they made us choose between being separated or being part of the vanguard against the apocalypse, all that is of no importance. That we laughed at their ultimatum, that we said yes, that we held hands as they told us we probably wouldn’t come back, that is what matters.

      What matters is that I love you and that I will always love you, and I won’t let them have you, even if I have to husk myself of all that I am and splinter the universe again. You’re mine and I am yours, and what are gods to people who have seen the continents fold up like paper planes?

      I made you a promise the first night of our expedition. Do you remember that? Lying on our backs, blankets spread over the brittle grass, a charred skein of stars strung up above us. We laid there, counting the constellations as they vanished into the black, our hands intertwined, your hair still dark. I told you I’d always protect you.

      You laughed. Like it was that or crying.

      You said you’d keep me safe too.

      I remember the Blacksmith and the curls of her long hair, like wedding rings, forever threaded with lilac, and I remember the Bard, the Cook, the Huntress, the Knights who came last, their armor gilded with rust, their Lord’s body held safe between them. There were others too, I remember that. Like the Crossbowmen, their skin mantled with scars. Like the Priest, who wore burgundy at his collar instead of white. But their faces were taken along with the names of our friends, eaten, nothing but grit in the teeth of those numinous bastards.

      Don’t falter.

      Please.

      This is a kind of magic too, you know? The Bard told me this. Resurrection by way of oration, every retelling a species of necromancy, and if some of it fails to be beautiful, if some of it crooks from the truth, that doesn’t matter. Stories are meant to adapt. I used to wonder what was the Bard’s purpose, if she had a purpose, if there was any meaning to putting music to our massacre, if it’d be better to just forget. Easier, safer to bury our dead in the decay and pretend it was always like this.

      She asked me one night what then would be the point. If we were just going to forsake what we loved, forget why we fought, forswear that chance we might make it, although the sky is unmade into fractals, why not just let the gods win? Without stories, there is no memory, no trajectory to illuminate what came before and what might come after. Without stories, there can be no hope.

      The fact that the gods don’t understand this is what will ensure we’ll find our way home. Because nothing is just fact and though the world is cinders, if enough people believe we’ll make it, there’s still soil to grow miracles.

      Yes, I heard that scream too. How could I not? But don’t look back. There’s not our part of the story. Ours is the chapter engrossed with the task of holding our ground. Be careful, beloved. See how they’ve creped the borders of our barriers, their villi seeking cracks, seeking the gaps made by our grief?

      Let me help.

      There.

      I’m going to marry you when we survive this.

      I decided this on the road between here and the ruins of the last elvish capital. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. It never seemed like the right time. But you might as well know now, as opposed to later or never, that I intend to marry you by salt and silver, with the sea as our witness and the mountains as our minister, by the shore at the edge of the world, by the house in which all this began. That I plan to wear white and in my dreams, you wear silk, and though there might be nothing but handfuls of hope to hold in the cup of my palm, I intend to make you a home and a hearth.

      That smile of yours, that light in your gaze, the way you look at me even now, while the universe buckles under the weight of its deaths, that is what matters. You are my story, its beginning, its happy conclusion. More than anything else, more than this world, more than this life, you are what matters.

      The door is open.

      I think someone sold their soul to shatter that lock.

      Are you ready? We can do this.

      Take my hand—

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            you do nothing but freefall

          

          (With A. Maus)

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time, a fox came across a cat in the forest. Or something very similar to a cat, at least. The thing was neither flesh nor fur, but pale enamel, the tip of its nose and the insides of its ears daubed with blood. It sat on its polished haunches atop a mossy log beside a babbling brook, paw metronoming in salute.

      “Hello,” said the fox to the cat, drawn to its gleam and its amiable expression, its bobbing foreleg, but mostly by the golden coin at its throat.

      “Hello,” said the cat to the fox. “Are you alright?”

      “No,” panted the fox, crumpling onto the dirt. It bled from a hundred places, although its illusions did a fine job at masking the untidiness. Blood seeped unseen into the soil, feeding the moss. “The Lady's hounds are relentless and all the tricks I know can only delay them. But if I find my way from his lands, perhaps that may change. We will see. I will most likely die. Alas. Food for mutts too stupid to realize the world is a better place with sake and cooked meat.”

      The maneki-neko, for that was what the cat was, a simulacrum of uncommon intelligence, awoken to itself, did not change expression. Its paw continued to beckon to the moss and trees beyond. “I am sorry,” it said. “My owner set me down here and then left. Perhaps, he thought I would like some sunshine? Although the sun is setting now, and if I could feel cold, I would fear its coming. But mostly, I am merely… present.”

      The fox lifted its head and sniffed. It was, it decided, a peculiar response to what the fox had said. “Would you like to come with me, then? Should I survive the evening, we could together find a new way to live. Something more fun.”

      The maneki-neko began to rock excitedly on its perch, and the fox found itself worrying that the figurine might plummet into the water, ending the fun before it really began. “I would like that,” it said. “I sat in my owner's library for a while, and watched him study. I know not what I know, but I know much and can share it with you.”

      The fox opened its mouth to respond but the baying of the hounds gave it pause. The pack was closing in. So instead of explaining to the maneki-neko that it was terrible at polite conversation, the fox carefully took its new companion into its jaws and darted into the underbrush.
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      “Why the fuck aren't you paying for her ticket, Sean?” demanded the maneki-neko. Her anger sloshed inside his pocket and not for the first time, Sean—a name the fox had pilfered from occidental traders, too charmed by the monosyllabic plainness of it to let such a treasure go—found himself thanking his past-self for his foresight. The sigils brocaded on his coat’s satin lining kept the maneki-neko’s vexation from spilling free. There were evenings when he welcomed her ire, but not tonight.

      Tonight, he had different plans.

      “She’s going to look like a monster. Trying to waltz into a charity opera that only asks for suggested donations.” The maneki-neko hissed again. “Why didn’t you warn her?”

      “Shush,” he muttered, flicking a fingernail against the figurine. It chimed a protest. Masked patrons, their hair set with peacock feathers, streamed past, their lips tinted gold and plum, the colors of their new sovereign. “That’s the point.”

      “You’re being cheap.”

      Sean grinned at that, swiveling on a heel to watch as his date—a small, sharp thing draped in indigo silk, with pearls nested at her throat—negotiated with the cashier. Her eyes flicked between him and the man at the counter, jaw tensed. “Oh, boo hoo. I’m sure this one only contacted me because she thought I looked Chaoxian.”

      “I don’t know why you’re giving her the time of day, honestly.”

      “Because I can. And because there’s something dangerous to this one. She reminds me of our kind.” Sean stroked his companion’s grainy ear, its protective lacquer long since worn by repeated caresses, and then withdrew his hand to perform a familiar ritual. First, an upward nudge of his glasses to ensure proper vision. Then, a tug of his collar to ward against wrinkles. Before finally, a quick incantation, familiar as breathing, to extend his human seeming for another fortnight. Beijing, under the auspice of the Thousand-Eyed Countess, suffered no affection for the yao guai.

      “That’s the fifth time in the last four hours. Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

      “I would not dream.”

      “You know you could find another fox to mate with.”

      “That’d be too easy. Still, neko. Still.” He sighed, ignoring her yowl of displeasure. The maneki-neko disliked his nickname for her, thought of it as gauche. A cat was a cat and the point of being a cat was that you were a cat no matter what anyone else said. So why call her a cat and in a different language too, the maneki-neko demanded, when she already understood that was what it was? The fox, of course, thought it was hysterical and remained unrepentant. “I think I might soil my pants. A hound will tear out your throat and be happy to do it, but women? They’ll just defecate on your ego and piss on your dreams, leave you a vegetable. That said: flying colors on test number one.”

      As his date approached, her irritation brushed under a glittering smile, Sean donned his own grin, all pointed teeth, and extended a gallant elbow. “Erin, right? Your photographs do you no justice at all.”
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      “I don’t know, neko,” the fox muttered in the darkness, nosing the statuette, nearly overturning the maneki-neko before she spun upright. Even maneki-neko land on their feet, apparently, the fox thought to itself. It’d have to test the idea again someday. “Erin says what she means, she’s sharp as hell, and I don’t even know when I ended up moving in.”

      “Two weeks ago.”

      “That was rhetorical.” It could hear her snoring above them. It could smell her too: coconut milk and rose, the faint sourness of a human mouth spoiling in its sleep. And to its surprise, the fox found itself aching to return, to crawl back under the duvet and curl himself around her, cheek buried in the ripple of her hair.

      “Regardless, you’ve walked into your own jail, fox, and I’ve never seen you happier to swallow the key. You woke up one day and forgot to go home. You need to accept what this means.”

      “But, neko. I’m not—I’m not this. I’m not a human. I’m a fox. We can’t do this. She will know. She will find out.” It hissed, panic warbling in its throat. “She’s a snuggly shark with too many teeth. She’s going to find out my credentials are fake and I’m just an animal and then she’s going to litigate the pelt off my back. Also, I haven’t even met her parents yet.”

      “So, go meet them.”

      “It isn’t that simple.”

      “Yes, it is.” The maneki-neko spun like a planet that had lost its star, a motion that the fox had come to decide meant its companion was thinking. “Honestly, fox. You’re done well for yourself. Does it matter that you had to eat a man’s heart first? You’re living his life better than he ever could. You’re already in the water. You might as well find out what is at the bottom. Also—”

      The cat slowed her rotations. “Also, I did warn you against seeing a lawyer.”

      It could only whine, paw flopped over its nose. “What do you think I should do?”

      “You know what you want to do.”

      The fox thought about the future for several long moments, ears twitching in tandem with the whirring of its thoughts. “I suppose, after all our years together, this is the one adventure we haven’t tried. Are you sure you’re alright with this?”

      “It’s your hide. Not mine.” When the fox barked in alarm, the maneki-neko added in a softer tone. “Whatever makes you happiest, fox. You know it is the only thing I want.”
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      The ring the crows stole for it wasn’t just the wrong cut but apparently the wrong color as well, whatever that meant. The sight of it had made Erin cry, a fact that alarmed the fox to no end. Human women claimed to venerate love above all else but they went to pieces for the pettiest things. Still, it could have been worse. She could have rolled over, bared her belly to circumstance, and revealed herself an inadequate match.

      But she didn’t.

      Instead, she auctioned the offending bauble and returned with a full trousseau: silver bracelets, a necklace of white gold, and a beautifully subtle ring, a lacework of titanium with a diamond like the stolen glint of a star. Then she glared at Sean and the fox gave up its immortality in the next breath. An eternity without his—his, him, he, what a strange thing it was to define oneself as a single thing—bride suddenly seemed unthinkable.

      They married in the new world. A destination wedding, she’d called it, and he’d kissed her knuckles as she listed its wonders, amused at his own predicament. This new world would indubitably be identical to the last: full of conflict, full of adventure, full of people. One day, it’d be coronated as the pinnacle of civilization. One day, some centuries after that moment, it would die, and a historian would affix it to their records, pin the memory in place with paragraphs of dry observation.

      The fox had seen it all before.

      But this was the last world he’d see too, the last century he’d live.

      “Do you think this is too much?” She asked, worried.

      “No,” said the fox, infinity dripping like amber from his fingertips.  “In fact, I’m not sure it’s enough.”

      She planned all the details, of course. Sean was a scholar, an ascetic removed from the vagaries of modern life, and Erin was the one who’d travelled this new world, aide to a coven of diplomats. It made sense that she’d be the one to decide the particulars. Her family had, quite naturally, been delighted by this. So unlike those other men, her aunts chortled. Sean blushed prettily at their approval, while the fox laughed behind his tails.

      The truth was that for all the knowledge that the maneki-neko had bestowed upon him, none of it explained how to strangle confectioners into submission or coerce two hotels to frothing competition, to bleed them with knives made out of sub-clauses until it became impossible to distinguish between loser and victor, their representatives mauled by words.

      The wedding was small and the guest list consisted almost entirely of Erin’s relatives. Foxes did not keep many friends, at least not the sort that could present themselves at official ceremonies without being shooed away.

      The crows cackled amongst themselves from the periphery, greedily eyeing the finery on display. As dusk drew veils of rose and resin across the shore, one swooped down to steal a sugar-pearl from Erin’s cake, and the fox nearly laughed his fur loose of their illusions.

      “I don’t know what red velvet cake tastes like,” said the maneki-neko from Sean’s pocket as he fed his bride cake with his fingers, her tongue warm on his thumb, “but I bet it tastes amazing.”
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      “Oh, dear,” said the maneki-neko.

      “She’s angry,” said Sean.

      “So angry,” said the maneki-neko.

      “So, so angry,” said Sean who was, when he certain his wife wasn’t paying attention, sometimes still a fox.

      “So very, very angry,” said the maneki-neko.

      The market ignored them, the man with a bowl of noodles and an effigy in his pocket. Six years had passed since the wedding and the fox was beginning to forget what it was like to live forever. He had wrinkles now, a stomach he could knead with his fingers, and the grocers in their little community all knew his name.

      “Worth it,” declared the fox.

      “So worth it,” agreed the maneki-neko. “You should order a nice—”

      “—stuffed animal.” Sean finished for his friend. He spooled noodles around his fork, marvelling the whole while at the existence of the pronged instrument, the politics of cutlery, and how knowledge of its myriad components intimated one’s status in society. The west was so strange.

      “A real one, Sean.”

      “But those have needs. You have to walk them. Worry about their food. Poop. Shed. It’d be like having kits, except they’ll never be able to debate with you. Maybe,” he mused. “Maybe, we’ll find her a maneki-neko too? It seems unfair that I alone have one.”

      “Oh, please,” scoffed the maneki-neko. “All the stuffing in the world can’t possibly hold a candle to my glory.”

      “I suppose they’d need thumbs to do that. And minds. And a sense of personal autonomy. Perhaps, even a taste for mischief.” Even without looking, Sean knew where to find the figurine’s ear. He stroked its rounded tip. “But you’re right. You’re a singular creation, neko. The one and the only. How could I ever suggest we turn you into a matching pair?”

      The maneki-neko said nothing. The fox decided it meant that Sean had won.
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      Two months later, they got a puppy.

      The fox took immense pleasure in coddling the creature, dressing it in ridiculous attire and tying bright ribbons to its tail. It was making reparations for everything its species had done, the fox told the maneki-neko gleefully. Again, his companion said nothing. She had said nothing for a long time.

      And the fox worried at the silence whenever he could, nuzzling at the statuette which now sat on the mantle above the bed he shared with his spouse. Come back, he sighed. I’ll repaint you, if you like. I am very good at that now. We could dress you in gilt, if you’d prefer. Swirls of dark purple, all mixed with nebulae of carnelian and gold, a handful of glitter to make it look like you drizzled stars on your pelt. Only come back.

      The maneki-neko, of course, did not reply.
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      “Hey, Sean? I think I would like to be human.”

      The sound of her voice took him by surprise. It’d been months. The fox counted. Twenty-eight months, seventy days, and three hours exactly. Sean barely noticed. He wore glasses now and the weight of his years as salt in his dark, glossy hair. The fox nudged aside Sean’s thoughts of mortgages and pensions, put down his book, and leaned out of his chair.

      “I think we could arrange that,” he began carefully. “We’d have to request a new body for you, however. Something hollow so we can fit you inside. Would you like to be a boy or a girl or both or neither at all? I know excellent artists now.”

      “No, no. You have me mistaken. I don’t want to look human. I’d like to be human.”

      Sean frowned. “I’m not sure how to do that.”

      “I know how.” the maneki-neko began to rock on her perch. “But I am afraid that it may take a while.”

      “Really? How—”

      Between one blink of Sean’s eyes and the next, the fox, for the first time since he met the maneki-neko, found himself completely alone.
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      The fox waited.

      His maneki-neko did not come back.
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      The years slid together like a lie.

      Anniversaries, births, birthdays, festivals, other people’s weddings, a thousand celebrations of mankind’s ephemeralness. Sean attended every one. The fox delighted in these festivities, saw them as competitions, a way to measure his cleverness. He was, he discovered, very good at being Sean, and even better at being mortal. Humanity wasn’t a trick to learn, but a ravine that demanded you do nothing but freefall into its heart.

      He thought about his maneki-neko sometimes and their first meeting in the forest, what might have become of its ambition to be human. He missed his friend. But with every year, it was becoming harder and harder to remember the things he cared about as a fox. Some days, Sean woke up and wondered if it’d been all a dream.
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      “You know what surprises me most about being mortal? How much I like being old.”

      Sean blinked rheumatic eyes. He remembered that voice. He recognized the shape of its timbre and the fact it once meant something to him. A long time ago when he was someone else, when his back didn’t hurt, when his mind wasn’t a labyrinth in which he sometimes sat dreaming of sunlight and baying hounds, green moss and a gold coin hanging from a white throat. Someone from his childhood, Sean decided. Someone that made an adventure of seeking out old friends, someone with a memory better than his.

      Wrong, laughed a voice somewhere inside him.

      “Do you remember me, fox?”

      He hesitated. “I’m afraid I don’t.”

      The woman sat down beside Sean, her hand closing over his. She smelled of summer and strangely enough, of clay. “That’s alright. Mortality demands different things from each of us. I’ve missed you, fox.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sean exhaled. “I wish I could say the same about you, but I don’t know who you are.”

      “But you remember Erin, though?”

      “Yes, of course. Everything. She’s my wife.” Sean paused. “She’s in the next room as well. I’m afraid she might be quite angry if she returned to see you holding my hand.”

      The woman did not move her grip. “And your sister’s first child? And your mother’s funeral? And the first time you saw snow on the peak of a mountain? The sunlight white-gold on the ice? Do you remember all that?”

      “Yes.” He lied. “All of it.”

      She laughed then. The sound was the heartbeat of a cello, dark and rich. “You were never good at hiding things from me, fox. I don’t know why you try.”

      And the words found their way out of his throat before Sean could think twice about their birth. “Because your exasperation is fun, neko.”

      Ah, the fox thought. There I am.

      “Welcome back.”

      The fox ran his eyes down the woman beside him, teeth in his smile. She looked exactly as he thought she would, only older than either of them expected to become. His maneki-neko grinned back. “What took you so long?”

      “You. This is your fault. You left and took away all my magic.” He inspected her again. “Did you have a good life, neko?”

      “A complicated one, but yes. I’ve so many stories to tell you, fox. I’m sorry it took me so long to come back.”

      “I’m sorry I never went to look for you.”

      She nodded. Her hair was the color of polished enamel, and she wore rubies on her ears and her fingers. It was, the fox decided, a nice touch. “What now, though?”

      The old woman sighed and poured tea for them both. “I don’t know. These bodies likely have a few years left. Enough time to tell each other all the stories we’ve missed.”

      “And after that?” The fox sipped from his cup. The brew was tepid but serviceable, sweeter than he’d have liked.

      “We die, I suppose. And then we’ll see if there’s an adventure waiting on the other side.” Her smile was incandescent. “Would you like to come with me then? Should we survive dying, we could together find a new way to live. Something even more fun than being old.”

      “Yes.” The fox said carefully, once he trusted himself to speak. “I’d like that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            the ghost stories we tell around photon fires

          

        

      

    

    
      Be careful with trusting navigation systems. Sometimes, they lie. They say there is a place where world ships go when they know the end is close. A prism of stars, ravenous, burning like abattoirs, striated by temporal anomalies and transcendentally sublime. If you go there, you’ll see leviathanic corpses suspended between asteroid belts, their bones polished to incandescence by solar winds and cosmic debris. But don’t get too close. Not every ship waits for its crew to evac first.

      Still, if you make that mistake, all is not necessarily lost. If you’re quick enough and clever enough, if you can inject the right code, the right algorithms before the first revenants appear, chances are you’ll be fine. Ghosts, whether allegorical or discorporate victims of recursive timelines, only want space to sleep.

      At least, that’s what they say.
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      “You don’t really believe there are ghosts, do you?” drawls Fatimah through a mouthful of cherry-cola gum. The tips of her black hair are knife-frayed, stained cinnamon and lime.

      Allen bristles. “There’s no empirical evidence—”

      “There’s no empirical evidence that the sun isn’t secretly rainbow-colored either,” Fatimah retorts as she decants from her perch, an elegant motion, a gymnast’s descent. She sweeps thick hair from a sharp-boned face, eyes liquid and bored. Against her brown skin, the vintage headphones, meticulously maintained, gleam like the ferryman’s wages. “But you don’t see anyone complaining about that.”

      He scowls. Fatimah grins. Were it not for the way she makes his pulse jackhammer against the membrane of his throat, the way her voice makes reason the exception, he wouldn’t tolerate her. Allen’s sure of that. Stupid crush, he thinks, before Fatimah’s proximity devours all autonomy.

      “You’re sweating.”

      Stupid crush, he thinks again, a smile trembling on the cusp of being. “Yeah. Well. Might have something to do with the fact we’re in the incinerator room.”

      Fatimah laughs and turns, the sway of her hips keeping time with the pounding of his heart, to strut up to the dormant trash compactor and pat it like a recalcitrant puppy. Allen tenses with the urge to follow, but he knows better to react before Fatimah commands, knows better than to volunteer a voice to the hungry silence.

      “Since you believe in ghosts—”

      “I never said—”

      Fatimah laughs, a clear, silver music that cuts to his spine. “Since you believe in ghosts, I’ve got one for you. It’s about the Nu Gui.”

      A pulse of recognition. “That’s cheating. Teke-teke is old world mythos.”

      “No,” Fatimah disgorges a wad of chewed-up gum, affixes it to the alloyed surface. It moans a whalesong reply and Allen twitches, like a man impaled on a jolt of electricity, eyes sliding away from the dark corners. If he just withholds acknowledgement, surely, he can deny them existence, those jittering, staticky things in the margins of his eyesight. “She’s not. Teke-teke isn’t just a construct of Old China. She’s a metaphysical meme.”

      “This is lame, Fa—”

      “They say—” A defiant interruption. Allen shivers, riveted. Fatimah’s voice is silver, is gold resin, is entrapment honeyed and resonant, irresistible as the siren lure of a black hole. “—that myths can be divided into two categories: oral and memetic. One is deathless, one is not, surviving so long as the concept remains intact.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.” Allen purses his mouth. Neither adolescent lust nor fear of the known can counteract candor. “Oral tradition is memetic. That’s the whole point. What you’re saying is an oxymoron, and Fa—”

      “You’re making it too scientific.”

      “I’m making it too scientific?” Incredulity wells, hot, metallic. “You were the one teasing me about believing in ghosts and—”

      “So you do believe in ghosts!”

      “Argh!” Allen chucks his arms into the air, a hundred heartfelt profanities interlaced with that single expulsion of exasperation. “No! That’s not what I meant! And even if I did, it’s beside the point. Anyway. My point is you don’t have a point.”

      His diatribe is received with a look and then discarded with a laugh. Fatimah tosses her hair and continues, relentless, triumphantly brazen.

      “They say—” She begins again, stressing the words just so, with just enough charm to make Allen’s heart jump. “—that the Nu Gui is the vengeful spirit of a suicide who meets their end in a bloom of red—”

      Allen feels eyes on the back of his hands, his mouth, his skin, and he shivers in reply to the weight of their scrutiny. “You mean they slit their wrists?”

      “Ugh. You have no poetry—”

      “This isn’t exactly a laughing matter. You—”

      “Whatever. Anyway, like I was saying, the Nu Gui is the spirit of a woman who either committed suicide while wearing red, or was buried in red. Ordinarily, it’s a one in five billion chance that the dead will return, but something about that color pulls at them, especially those who died unfairly.”

      Here, Fatimah’s eyes turn glassy, glazed, carefully pared of emotion, her mouth the dark slit of an emptied throat.

      “So, what happens if you die while wearing a blue t-shirt?” Allen demands, eager to distract from whatever had hollowed her stare. Behind him, the room whispered, thickened, as though occupied by a thousand spectators. “You come back like an emo-goth?”

      Fatimah shifts gears, swaps her solemnity for a vivid smile, the parabola of her mouth a star chart of secrets. “No clue. But I think it’s time we find out if Nu Gui can be non-Chinese.”

      Before Allen can react, before he can devise a scream, a plea to desist, Fatimah presses a button, plunges an arm deep into the glowing maw.

      Steel shrieks shut.

      Crunch.
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      They say you should be careful when speaking to the neural matrices of your ancestors. Not all of them are real. They say that one in every twenty million is erroneous, a digital ego populated by serendipity; baseless, frameless, causal offspring of a thousand compromised archives.

      The danger with these constructs is they are also parasitic, accidents in binary, input-starved and predatory. If you let them, they’ll slither from network to neuron to nest quiet in the cup of your skull. There, they’ll propagate, replicate, will complicate and instigate new branches of identity in the taxonomy of your memories, eliding fact into fabrication, until there is no ‘me’ and only ‘we’, a deep mind rife with maybes and never-could-bes.

      There is no cure for that, they say. If they get you, you’re as good as dead so watch out and read closely. Be careful, be slick. Be always vigilant against ghosts in grandparent skins.
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      “What do you think happens to the bodies?”

      Allen glances at Fatimah. The uniform makes a stranger of her silhouette, more so than the fresh absence of her right arm, the limb ending smoothly beneath the elbow. It is constrictive, her attire, black synth-leather delineated in carbon fiber plating, oiled to a dull glow. Under the taut carapace, there is no gender, only power, coiled and subtle and anonymous.

      “Which bodies?”

      In the distance, three caskets drift among the cosmic debris. They were the last, had been the last on a ship pregnant with a million bright lives.

      Don’t think about that, Allen reminded himself. Don’t.

      “Those, obviously.” She makes an irritated noise, gestures with leather-gloved fingers. Her hair is too short, Allen catches himself thinking, surprised by the regret that epiphany triggers. “Earth had bacterium and vultures. Space has nothing.”

      “And?”

      “It’s a waste, isn’t it? All that potential going to waste.”

      Waste. The word sang in his head.

      “A veritable cornucopia of nutrients, carbon, and whatever else that life on Earth used to perpetuate itself,” Fatimah continues, sad, savage. “All gone, left to wither like a compromised innocence.”

      Again, he feels it, that creeping wrongness, pimpling the curve of his spine. But Allen says nothing, only shrugs, hoping to elude his fears by way of ignorance. “The universe will survive.”

      “How long do you think it takes for our bodies to disintegrate out there?”

      He sighs. The cadence of her thoughts is inscrutable, an entropic mess, so unlike the stern austerity of her garments, her station, closer to the girl she was than the woman she is. “Does it matter?”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      A laugh shivers in Fatimah’s ribs, mercury-cold and dangerous.

      “I had a dream,” she continues before Allen can stop her. “I had a dream that you were the ghost of a sea captain. Every night, you walked your vessel from end to end, looking out into the cold black ocean, always calling for someone.”

      Allen stills, breath lodged in his throat like a bullet. “Who?”

      Fatimah laughs again, and this time the sound is wild, engine-roar, machine-death. “If this were most stories, this would be where I turn to you and say, ‘Me.’ But it’s not. You weren’t calling for me. For a while, I thought it was you calling for justice, for me but not for me, if you know what I’m saying? Like you were the color red and I was a ghost who needed justice. But no. You weren’t calling for those things either.”

      “What was I calling for then?”

      “I can’t tell you. The story isn’t over yet.”
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      They say that there was once a girl who was not real, a homunculus of photons and electro-impulses, illegal data-ghost, daemon; engineered by a young man’s dream of a dead woman with a similar face, a similar name; kept functional by faith and fury and hope.

      They were in love, were always meant to be in love; their attraction wasn’t circumstantial, it was mandated by physics, irrevocable as the adagio of planets. But the universe is no place for love so potent, love so deep. Such beauty cannot exist without being balanced by tragedy.

      And so, it sent death.

      Some say it came asystolic-quiet. A cough, at first, wet and red. A discomfort in the ribs, an absence of hunger. Then, as a bloom of tumors, clotting in the gap between vertebrae. As convulsive fevers and dry-mouthed prayers, as a crescendo of anguish stuttering across hollow, sleepless months before at last, it all ended, and death crept from the room with her breath rattling in its lungs.

      Some say it wasn’t death who came courting, but the girl who sought quiet against the flat of a blade, who trussed herself up in claret and plunged into the void, who asked for respite against the clamor of an indifferent universe.

      Whatever the case, all agree on this: she died and he did not. Some say he went mad from the loss, some say he only acquired the glacial clarity that comes on the other side of madness. In regards to this, there are a thousand truths, but none as lucid as the tensility of his attachment. He would not let go. No matter what was said to him, he would not tolerate the deletion of her existence, the slow disintegration of skeleton and skin. Before she could be interred in the cold of space, he ran, escaping with the pattern of her neurons, the chemical shape of her soul.

      If death would take her from him, he would steal her back.
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      “What the fuck do you think you are doing? What the fuck? Turn the ship. Turn the fucking ship.”

      “I can’t do this without you.”

      “All these people. You’re going to kill the entire fucking ship.”

      “I can’t! I can’t—”

      “Allen, get out!”

      “I can’t leave you.”

      “You’re going to die! Turn around. Oh, god. We don’t have time. We don’t have time. We need to—you have to get out of here, you have to, you have to, youhavetoyouhaveto—”
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      They say he was a scientist, a captain, a liar with a honeyed tongue, a heartbroken trickster who brokered a hundred nations for the soul of his beloved. They say he killed himself, found respite at the end of the noose, the slant of a knife, that there was no redemption, only silence, the relief of an impartial dark.

      They say he killed a ship of millions, that they screamed as they arrowed into the void, bodies decoalescing into protein and pain, bones dismantling into calcium extracts, stardust, and atoms of terrified memory.

      They say he did nothing, that he lived on, that he found a new love and that that love soon materialized into children, fair-haired and dark, a wealth of new joys to subsume the death of the old.

      They say many things about him.

      And if anyone asked, he would have told them they were wrong.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I had a dream.”

      He startles at the hum of her voice, low, edged with the velvet roughness of sleep. Like a specter, Fatimah manifests beside him, silent, thoughtful, the heel of a palm pressed against a thick-lashed eye.

      “Was it a dream about dying again?”

      She yawns, stretches. In the halogen-limned penumbra, Fatimah is no more than thirteen, whole again, the lines of hard living scrubbed out, an image pilfered from their conjoined past, rebuilt into flesh and ragged cotton. “No. Not this time.”

      “What was it, then?”

      “I dreamt about what came after.”

      Allen holds his breath. “And?”

      “I died and then I woke up in a temporal anomaly, everywhere and nowhere at once, stretched between timelines. Our ship was dying. I was dying. But only dying. Death can’t inhabit this environment, for this reason.” She cups his cheek in a small hand, thumb drawing circles across the three-day stubble.

      He exhales into her palm, presses a kiss against the cool, callused skin. “No.”

      “It wasn’t a dream, was it?”

      “No.” He says, heart roaring in his ears.

      “Why, Allen? I remember everything. You could have—”

      “I couldn’t.” The syllables fall in shivering clumps. Allen aches to hold her, to press lips to forehead, mouth to clavicle, to breathe in the scent of her hair, the warmth of her skin. But he does not.

      “—had a proper life without me, outside of me.”

      “No. No, I couldn’t.”

      “So, you’d rather have this? You’d rather be a ghost story?”

      A filament of silence arches between them, glittering with a thousand things unsaid. Allen is riveted with the luminosity of her eyes, the nebula of emotions that spin in orbit around the axis of her pupils. He does not remember her ever being more beautiful.

      “Yes.”

      She breaths in. Her eyes are bright and sad. “No.”

      “What do you mean ‘no’?”

      “What I mean is—” Fatimah slides long fingers over his own, pulls his hand down and flips his palm upright. Into the lines, she places a chaste kiss. “—you need to stop.”

      “I don’t—”

      “You can’t stay here. I can’t stay here. They can’t stay here.”

      Allen hears them again, a susurrus of voices, more distinct than they’ve been in a thousand years. But he ignores them, the way they’d ignore him, when he begged at their door, pleading for a love already gone cold. It was always him and Fatimah. It would always be him and her.

      “But—”

      Now, Fatimah is eighteen, still thin as a wire, her cheekbones razor-straight, her hair a snarl of taut curls. She cups her hands over the back of Allen’s head, eyes bruised, pulls him close. “You have to let me go.”

      “I told you,” he says again, this time with more vehemence, less force. “I can’t.”

      But she does not listen. She never does, Allen thinks, furious, before her lips find his and there is suddenly nothing else but the memories clotting in his throat like tears. “Once upon a time, there was a boy.”

      Her voice is clear and silver and sweet as despair, and it is all he can do to not weep.

      “And he loved a girl very much. But the girl died. He would not have it, though, and so, he chased her into the dark. Unfortunately, he forgot something important. He forgot to leave himself a trail. In his haste to find her, he became trapped.”

      Allen dampens his mouth. “Maybe, it was intentional.”

      A smile flickers. “Death happens, Allen. We’re destined to die. Some of us earlier than others, sure. Some of us by accident, some of us by choice, but it happens. And you can’t just… stay here.”

      “I can,” Allen retorts, hating the petulance coarsening his rebuttal, the way it sharpens each syllable into a resentful whine. “And I have.”

      “You can’t. You can’t just stay here.” Fatimah withdraws, thirty-nine now and dressed in military attire.

      He blinks.

      Now, she is twenty-six, buxom from motherhood, the nurse she became in a parallel existence.

      Another blink.

      Eight. Seventy. Fifty-two. Even as Allen watches, her form continues to coruscate between every variant of her. Only the smile remains constant, too heavy with grief to participate in the temporal fluctuations.

      “I won’t let you.”

      “What?”

      Too late, he registers the seismic hymn of the propulsion engines, the adjustment of ballast and gears, an ecosystem of preparations, too many to name. Too late, he realizes her intentions, even as Fatimah takes another step back.

      “Let go. I’ve done so a million years ago.”

      “No.“ It is not a shout, not even a word spoken, just a gasp of noise, a stolen breath.

      The world turns white.

      “I love you.”

      And suddenly, he is elsewhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            the quiet like a homecoming

          

        

      

    

    
      Travel to Scandinavia if you can, the older cats told me, the queens in their raftered kingdoms. The coffee there, they said, is bitter as an old lie. The Norsemen are beautiful, their women even more sublime, but most importantly, they are quiet. Preoccupied only with Nordic things, disinterested in the outside world. This is crucial. This is what makes them safe.

      But this is not the only reason I am here.

      I shade my eyes against the noon sky, its cerulean without dimension or depth, no gradient of quality; the color is absolute as a rich man’s confidence. Malmo tastes like a memory, like a word misplaced. I can smell the ocean, an afterthought in the air. It is cold and clean and old, so very old. Older even than the myth of marriage, than selkie stories, than Adam, than the Eve-that-never-was and the Eve-who-lives.

      I follow the crowd onto the platform and then into the station, pouring through their pale bodies. Everyone looks but no one is gauche enough to comment on the tail that droops from the hem of my black woolen coat, the fur a little ragged. Months ago, I’d have been better groomed, more together, more cognizant of propriety, the profound obscenity of wearing my skin like a point of pride.

      Then again, months ago, there would have been nothing to see, nothing but dark hair worn in a long, sleek braid. A smile. Skirt, knee-length. Pastel blouses. Nothing of me. Nothing at all.

      “I have a room,” I tell the front desk when I find my way to the hotel at last. I smile at them with sharp little teeth and they smile back, empty.

      “Welcome,” they say, not meaning any of it.

      I leave pawprints on the stairs, even though I am wearing shoes. It amuses me to do so. The front desk says nothing. Someone in the lounge, a woman with a voice like a broken heart, begins to sing, and it sounds like a story of you and I.
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      An animal wife is an accessory.

      She must be.

      A spouse is permitted liberties, the libations of agency. Small things like the right to choose the hue of her hair, to drink the stories decocted by strangers, to sleep on a roof under a damask of stars. A spouse, according to fiction, is equal. They are a partner.

      An animal wife is not. She is instead ornamental, constrained by coercion, not choice. She is leashed to a length of flayed skin, tidily folded into a cedar chest. She is pliable, pure, convincingly demure.

      And most of all, she is angry.

      An animal wife always is.
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      “You’re too kind.” I accent the smile with a stooping of the head, a crooking of the upper lip. The expression must communicate two things: humility and a sweet bewilderment, as though I couldn’t possibly believe what I’d authored but delight in it all the same. It must look like I’d meant it only for him.

      He takes the bait. He flushes prettily and we talk, his eyes unfocused the entire while, reverent. I somnambulate through the motions, the minuet familiar. I’ve rehearsed its choreography so many times before. When we reach the finale, I disengage gracefully and he reluctantly, pressing a card into my grip. “Call me.”

      My skin sits unevenly on my shoulders. It pulls. It is heavier than it should be, burdened with the years too. I smile at him.

      “I will.” We both know I don’t mean any of it.

      Obligations discharged, I escape the throng, cross the bridge, the sun warm on the back of my neck. I want to run. The compulsion scratches beneath my skin, push-pulling at my bones until I am halved by conflicting desires. It’d be so easy. To shuck this body, its responsibilities. To feel the cobblestones beneath paws, not feet. Scale the barbicans of the shops, their eaves and trellises. The plunge of the world from the roofs of their gods now domesticated by academics.

      But not yet, not yet.

      The road takes me to a square. Restaurants swathe its borders, every one of them pleasingly austere. Sweden disdains excess even in their tourist traps. Everywhere, there are tables, colonized by drunks, by devotees of the rare Nordic sun. Men and women conversing softly, bodies pressed together like hands in prayer.

      I push past them to a small cafe, its exterior crowded with giggling couples and families, the children mesmerized by plates of cream, shaved white chocolate piled atop syrup-drenched cakes. The woman inside is fleecy-haired, exhausted. She scowls a warning. Be quick, her expression says.

      I take my time, nonetheless, poring over their cheesecakes and in the end, commit to a slice of their bestseller and a mug of coffee, black as grief.

      “Upstairs,” the waitress barks at me and I bob an acknowledgment, darting up a spiralling staircase. The second storey is lonely of people, low-roofed and too hot. I take a seat beside the window and stare, silent. The sun makes everyone beautiful.

      We came here once, you and I. I’d clung to your shadow as you steered us to a table, my voice in a box in the basement of your apartment. You ordered—what was it? I don’t remember any specifics anymore, only sweetness and curls of chocolate, too much for either of us. You smiled at me and it was good, and I wish it wasn’t the few moments I loved about us.

      I miss that version of us.

      But I don’t miss it enough to not rewrite this memory, replace that evening with this one. The light beading on the rim of my mug, on my blue jeans. The quiet like a homecoming. Animal wives are performative, performances, a menagerie of curated expression and long-lashed silences. We exist to accent and accentuate that which makes our husbands impressive.

      If you read this one day, darling, go fuck yourself.

      I choke down every mouthful, chase every clump of sugar down with another gasp of coffee. I eat until I’m sick. It will not be the best memory, but it will be mine and there will be nothing of you layered in its nuances, no trace of your expressions, no ghost of your voice. When I talk about this memory one day, it’ll be without you in the conversation.

      You kept me silent for so long.

      It only seems fair.
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      I remember when I first saw you.

      It was on the stoop of an old temple. You’d been crying for hours. Salt seeped between your fingers in glistening rills, like someone’d licked rivers across the back of your palms. You looked like you were praying, had been begging the stars to spill out the love they’d eaten. While the moon glared, you slit your palm—the tiniest notch, like a small red seed—and squeezed until you’d anointed the steps with your blood. Please, you said. Like the word would be enough.

      In a way, I suppose, it was.

      I came out of the jungle wearing silks the color of muscle, a saucer of bone in my small hands. You laughed when you saw me. I hadn’t expected that. I see, you said before you came to me on your knees, humble as a penitent, and bled your tithe into my bowl. My eyes held no color and yours held no fear, and you watched without flinching as I lapped up your gift.

      When I was done, you asked if I was a rib taken from the roof of god’s breast.

      No, I said drowsily. But here, darling, here. I’ll grant you a wish, anyway.

      You did not hesitate. You asked me to marry you right there and then, my fingers ringed with red, a drop of your blood in the hollow of my throat. I’d kissed you. Do you remember that? You told me I’d tasted like blackberry wine, like honey and aloe, like summer, like the last fine thing to see in this life. I told you not yet, all dowries must be paid in threes, but the truth is this: I loved you from the first heartbeat, was yours before my body could rehearse the next.
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      I do not restrict myself to the places we’ve seen, the places you’ve stained with your breath and your words, your insouciant description. The day before I leave, I stalk a winding canal along its cobbled path, follow the blue-green water to where it yawns into the ocean. It is a tedious walk. You’d have despised it. No shops, no landmarks to entice the eye, only an endlessness of manicured grass, and long tanned bodies plated on checkered blankets. Unbidden, your voice uncurls like a drag of smoke, resentful: I used to look like that not too long ago.

      I take my time. I do not run. I memorize the topography of my silhouette, its unhurried lines, and the sweep of my hair along the meridian of my spine, the sheer audacity of it all. You loved me best when I was exceptional.

      But today, I am merely free.

      At a bridge, I pause, inhale the air, and Malmo smells like the first day I realized every cloak of feathers and bearskin coat is invaluable, not irreplaceable. A scent of thyme and brisket being smoked, fresh-cut grass, the rain cooling on fresh asphalt. Pre-processed potential, like only spring can articulate it. I lean over the rails until gravity beckons, hungry as a husband: come to me, trust me, fall into me, I’ll catch you, I love you, I love you, I’ll love you forever.

      I laugh into a breeze, who carries my merriment like a boon to a couple lying tangle-limbed on the opposite bank. Step by step, I am erasing you, packing every instance of you into a cardboard box in the attic of my thoughts. Soon, it’d be all gone.

      “I can’t wait,” I tell the water and the ghost of you, your eyes old as a wedding vow. My grin is the moon cut in two, incandescent, victorious. Though your memory connives to deter my decision, I shed this poor human facade. It ribbons from my bones, sheets of tissue and hair dip-dyed in emerald, leather and blue jeans. Underneath, I am joy flensed of your petty conditions: basal, bone-deep, breathless.
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      Three times you came to the temple.

      Three times you paid what you owed.

      The rest?

      It doesn’t matter except for this:

      You lied to me.

      You rolled up my skin and locked it into a chest. For safekeeping, you told me, your mouth in my hair. When I stopped looking, you set it all on fire, mixed the ashes with a sip of sweet mead. And I’d cried at its taste and you said I was crazy. There was no salt, no lies, nothing but honey, heady as expensive wine, no life outside of you and I.
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      I have a cloak again, better than the one you burned.

      A stitch of grey mouse fur wreaths my right shoulder; he is too little to give me more. But soon, he’d promised, and I believed him. The trimming is all badger, its span woven from elk. Feathers from a stormcrow, like knife-cuts above my heart. A hellhound’s mane. My mother’s fur, blanched by the years. Souvenirs from a thousand small loves.

      The hotel says nothing about my damp attire, the way my hair sticks to my face. Tonight, I will make a bonfire of your gifts. I will drink gin and make haikus of our last conversation. I will wear red. I will climb to the roof and I will rename every star, while Malmo dreams of when its tides seethed with ships.

      I will be me again, darling, and you will be nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            and in our daughters, we find a voice

          

        

      

    

    
      My prince kills my sisters before they can come to me, their deaths my bride price, the payment for an unwanted humanity. His fishing ships and his harpooners drive them into the rocks and the salt-whetted cliffs, into the maw of the coral. They chase them with nets and explosives purchased at great expense from China, until there is nowhere for my siblings to go but up, up into the searing blue air.

      My sisters die voiceless in a froth of red foam, gasping mouths and gaping eyes, no different from common fish.

      Then, when all the life has been bled away, when all is still and silent, and there are only coils of drifting entrails, the ships lower men into the water to retrieve the bodies. The youngest are processed quickly; deveined, deboned, skins removed and crusted with salt and spice before they’re left to dry under the sun; the meat carefully separated and stored in chests dripping with ice. The oldest they preserve with formaldehyde and meticulous stitching, with pins and steel rods and hooks no wider than a strand of hair, anything that can allow them to pretend that this was a crusade, not a slaughter.

      Their trickery succeeds. The kingdom celebrates and my prince, he devours my littlest sister at his soothsayer’s behest, marinating her first in cumin and cilantro. She was barely more than a fry, too young to emulate his idea of human. In a few months, that would have changed. Her skull would have flattened and grown sleek with long, silvery hair. She would have been beautiful, perhaps even beautiful enough to have taken my place.

      “I saved you,” my prince says as he picks the soft meat from her spine.

      I say nothing, look down, pick through the kelp heaped on my plate, try not to think about the first time I saw my sister, peering from between my father’s teeth, freshly hatched and clumsy, still viscous from the egg.
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      The ocean is not like the territories of man.

      My father sends no armies in retaliation. My mother does not poison the seas with her grief. The fish do not mourn. Even the wind is silent, indifferent. Ten sisters are nothing, less than nothing.
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      He gives me no salt, only sugar.

      Acres of caramel, drizzled on pastries and baked into sinuous eclairs, layered between crumbling shortcake and bittersweet chocolate. Endless cakes, all intricately made, some infused with strange fruit, others with crushed wildflowers and ginger. Scones dripping with cream. Glittering jellies. Macarons and marshmallows and meringues fragile as hummingbird eggs.

      Only once did he make the error of feeding me meat, a tender cut from the leg of his latest kill. Seven men died mangled for this mistake, that gift of power, and I almost, almost reached the shore before he snared me in barbed wire and dragged me away.

      From then on, he kept me sequestered in a windowless room in the highest tower of the castle, buried in organza and lace, in books devoted to domesticity, in the green smell of the hills, and flowers that drown me in pollen every spring. My prince allowed me nothing sharp, nothing dangerous, nothing that could be used to cut or maim.

      Not even my teeth, which he wears on his crown like a warning.
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      Occasionally, my sisters visit me.

      They are not unhappy, for all of their new ephemeralness, their inability to taste or touch. Death has given them color, imbued their deepwater pallor with indigo and orange and filaments of gold.

      They flick through my prison in iridescent circles, less tangible than a soap bubble. Though they do not say it, I think they’re grateful they’re not me.
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      “A queen should know how to write.”

      I raise a careful look between my lashes and smile at the doctor who’d spoken. My new teeth are blunt and perfect and white as salt, a strange weight that I cannot cease exploring with my tongue, like an old woman and a spiced knot of boiled sinew. The doctor could be male, female, a combination of both, or perhaps neither, a sexless thing unlike the prince.

      “We will deal with that soon. For now, there are other concerns,” my prince replies, sullen. He rubs more olive oil into my skin. Once, his touch would have made me nauseous, but I’ve grown accustomed to his presence, his endless attention. “I won’t tax her. I’m already asking for too much. But soon.”

      “So, she is to be illiterate and a captive until you’ve beget her with your spawn?”

      He tenses his arm. “I am not a monster. The pregnancy is necessary. It will free her. It will—”

      The doctor sighs. The sound whistles peculiarly through its mask, the top half of some dead bird, bruise-blue and sunset-orange. The doctor drums fingernails against the crook of an elbow, head cocked just so. There is no fear in its stance.

      “Turn her into a proper wife?”

      To my surprise, the prince supplies no admonishment, only a cold stare. I offer him no comfort, of course, a glance and little more. After everything that has happened, not even my father would be able to demand such an obscenity from me. So, instead I slope forward, leaning into my curiosity. Who was this person? And why did they dare to speak so boldly to my prince?

      “But since you insist—” The doctor stares straight at me. “—I suppose I should be the first to congratulate you on your fatherhood. The princess is pregnant.”

      In his euphoria, my prince takes no notice of my indifference, or the way the doctor tilts its skull one way and then another, as though to say it knows. I touch my belly, press down. Under my fingertips, I can feel the myriad pebbling of a thousand eggs.
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      In my dreams, I see the Sea Witch, sometimes.

      She is not terrible, not magnificent.

      Just old.
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      It takes exactly three months for my condition to become unmistakable. In that time, my prince transformed from captor to curator, perennially hungry to discuss how he met and loved the mute girl he found on the beach, how he saved her from sea, how a new joy—a future, he gushed once—was now gestating in my belly. To display me where and when possible, on the balconies of the palace, in a banquet of dignitaries, anywhere so long that people can look and exult in our matrimonial glory.

      “If we have a daughter, I can only pray that she is as beautiful as her mother,” my prince declared to a company of neighbouring kings one night, his hand warm around my wrist.

      Daughters, I thought to myself, as he joined our mouths, his lips sticky with mulberry wine. And they wouldn’t just be beautiful, they would be clever too, and quick as a lie, and always so very, very hungry.
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      The first clutch comes too early.

      I hide them in the jewelry boxes of a visiting countess. If the noblewoman notices her windfall, she makes announcement of it. She leaves almost as she came, slightly richer but no less unremarkable.

      Months later, they’ll tell me of a haunting in a distant castle, of the salt-smell in its corridors and the figures in the spires, silks trailing from their skin like fins. Of how they sing so desolately, like birds who have never known the sky, or sirens exiled from the sea.
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      Everyone who is anyone knows the story of the little mermaid.

      She falls in love with a drowning prince and surrenders her voice for a man who can’t even remember her name. She walks on knives for him. She aches. In some versions of the tale, her sacrifice cuts her a kind of happiness. They marry. The story ends, and what comes after can only be presumed to be happy.

      In others, they do not. Instead, he falls for someone else, a woman with a voice, a woman with property and the accoutrements of a noble title, a woman with value he can measure in parchment and gold ingots. The mermaid’s sisters come for her in these versions. They give her a knife to cut herself free. In some endings, she does. In others, she does not, dissolving into a gasp of sea foam, forgotten except as an example although of what exactly, no one seems to know.

      The stories aren’t entirely wrong, but they’re certainly not right.
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      “It’s been a year,” My prince paces the foyer like an angry tomcat. “An entire year. What’s wrong with her? What happened to the pregnancy? She—”

      “Calm yourself. This isn’t about you,” replies the doctor.

      I catch my smile in my teeth, unwilling to bare emotion.

      “No. It’s not. It’s about the child.” My prince snaps and for an instant, I experience a frisson of what I can only imagine is love. He adores our daughters. Even though he has no knowledge of their physiognomy or their personalities, he is entirely devoted to them. “It can’t—it can’t be good for them to be inside her for so long.”

      “If she was human, no,” the doctor tsks as it stores its equipment in a leather satchel. “But the ‘princess’ isn’t human, is she? I’ve checked her vitals. She’s as healthy as a mermaid can be while being kept away from—”

      “Stop.” He massages fingertips into his temples.

      The doctor stops.

      “I don’t want to hear any more of your nonsense. She is not returning to the sea. She won’t—she won’t be a monster. She’s human and she is mine.”

      “Yours,” the doctor repeats. It sniffs, disdainful. “And you’re worried about her pregnancy.”

      My prince snarls. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “If you can’t figure out the answer to that, Your Highness, it’s not your knowledge to have.”
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      Something is wrong with the second clutch.

      The eggs are smaller than they should be, clouded not crystalline clear. Their inhabitants sit motionless: tiny, barely more than a tendril of meat. As I arrange them on the sheets, my sisters in attendance, I weep. This should not have happened. They had deserved better.

      As the sun bleeds from the horizon, brass and gold, molten, I devour the remains of my stillborn daughters. They are bitter. They reek of tragedy. The future will be better, I assure the rest of them, hoping against hope that the flesh of their sisters would be insurance against an uncertain tomorrow.
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      Everybody has a theory about where mermaids come from:

      Sea foam. Goddesses, pale as milk. An act of spontaneous genesis, precipitated by a circumstance of oceanic currents. The semen of sailors dripped into the mouths of tuna. There are a hundred thousand million suppositions.

      Only mermaids, who no one ever asks, are ever right.
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      It was time.

      I squeeze my prince’s arm and he startles, his free hand already groping for the sword he keeps on the bed. A curse loops itself around his voice, as he migrates from sleep to awareness. I hold his wrist throughout. Wait. Slowly, his panic transmutes into concern, into dawning excitement as his eyes settle on the hand I have rested on my belly.

      I mouth the words at him, hoping he understands. It’s time.

      And he does.
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      Gore spumes from between my legs. There is blood, blood, more blood than I had thought imaginable, brackish and thick. I scream, soundless. Unseen by my prince or his subjects, my sisters cluster around the bed, crooning reassurances, even as they slip, one after another, into newborn bodies.

      The last of my daughters do not arrive in silence, contained in their eggs, delicate, vulnerable. They come shrieking instead, full of teeth and rage, full of power.
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      I stroke my fingers over the tatters of my prince’s face and he gurgles, somehow still impossibly live, his throat bulging with daughters.

      The room drips crimson.

      My children look up as I slip from the bed, their eyes shining black, their mouths razored and round. If this were the ocean, they’d be floating in the tangles of kelp, in their father’s hair, darting between his teeth, safe, safe from the world.

      But they’re here instead, and we, like everything else in the world, will make the best of what we have.

      I wait until they are ready, until all the noises have ceased before I open the doors and the windows, and watch silent as they spill into the night, hungrier and more dangerous than any prince combined.
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      “Auntie, are you ready to come home with us?”

      Li Jing looks up from the knot of lavender yarn in her hands, knitting needles ceasing their silvery chatter. The old woman smiles, head cocked. There is something subtly cat-like about the motion, a smoothness that belies the lines time has combed into her round face, a light that burns where life has waned.

      “I’m sorry?” Li Jing says, voice firmer than one would expect. She fumbles for her hearing aid, finds it in a graveyard of yellowed books and colored fabrics. “What did you say?”

      “We want you to live with us, auntie. So we can take care of you. Make sure you have everything you ever want.” The guest is a woman, too young by Li Jing’s count, the planes of her cinnamon face virginal, unscarred by wrinkles. She speaks both too loudly and too slowly, Li Jing thinks as she counts the faults in her visitor’s diction. Where consonants should exist, there are clumsy substitutes, ‘D’s where ‘ths’ should hold vigil. But Li Jing does not correct her, even though the gracelessness appalls. The fugue of youth is trouble enough, she reasons.

      “Live with you?” Li Jing says, abrupt, when her thoughts empty enough to allow space for the present. “But this is my home. And—”

      “It’s the best solution. And we’ve discussed it for weeks already, talked it over with the whole family.” The gentleness bites chunks from Li Jing’s patience. It’s a familiar softness, a delicacy of speech reserved for the invalid or the very young, a lilt that declares its recipient incapable. Arrogance, Li Jing thinks, but again says nothing.

      The younger woman, barely a larvae of a thing, lowers to her knees, hands piled over Li Jing’s own. “Your husband—we don’t want you to be alone when he—you know.”

      Li Jing looks to where her husband lies snoring, already more monument than man, a pleasing arrangement of dark oak and book titles, elegant calligraphy travelling his skin like a road map. The old woman allows herself a melancholy smile. The ache of loss-to-come is immutable, enormous. But there is pride too.

      In the armoire beside their marital bed, sleeps a chronology of her husband’s metamorphosis: scans inventorizing the tiling on the walls of his heart, the stairwells budding in his arteries. For all of the hurt it conjures, Li Jing thinks his transformation beautiful too.

      Before the old woman can structure an answer, the younger woman unfolds in a waterfall rush of dark, gleaming hair and mournful noises, fist balled against her chest. “Zhang Wei! Where are you? I can’t. I can’t—it’s too much. You talk to her.”

      A muscular silhouette pours through the doorway, sunlight-limned, statuesque. Shadow gives way to intelligent eyes, a jaw softened by prosperity, and shoulders mausoleum-broad.

      “Ah Ma,” the giant declares as he cuts through the space between them with long strides. He ignores the woman. “How are you doing?”

      Li Jing raps his arm with her knuckles, a blow too light to offend, but too sharp to ignore. “No need for such wasteful courtesy. I already told you that I’m not leaving your Ah Kong here alone.”

      Zhang Wei does not flinch from the assault, only squeezes his features into a mask of repentance. “Sorry, Ah Ma. I know how you feel about this, but you have to trust us. We only have your best interests at heart. We want to move both of you somewhere else, somewhere you can be cared for. I—”

      Li Jing interrupts, prim. “We’re fine here. A thaumachitech came last week to check on your grandfather. He says it’s natural for paintings to hurt a little, and the pain should clear once his ribs have adjusted to them. There’s no need for anyone to fuss over us.”

      Her grandson and his companion exchange glances like rats in conspiracy. Li Jing’s mouth thickens into a moue. Zhang Wei is the first to slip into a language Li Jing does not recognize, a bubbling of vowels. His woman—girlfriend? Wife? Li Jing recalls only the flippancy of their relationship—responds in kind, her words accompanied by a flicker-dance of small, elegant hands.

      It takes heartbeats for Li Jing’s presence to rot into the background, her presence collateral to their fevered conversation. But the old woman is unruffled. Relieved, even. Dialogue never held the same glitter for her as it did for others. She clambers free of her chair. The two do not notice.

      Wordless, Li Jing pads to where her husband slumbers. She touches the back of her fingers to his forehead. His skin is cool, rough with a dewing of mineral. Li Jing’s brows clump. She had expected timber, not stone.

      “I don’t think you understand how much good this will do, or what this means for you both.” Zhang Wei’s voice breaks against her musings, deep as the church bell’s eulogy. “We’re not trying to separate you, if that’s what you’re worried about. You’ll be able to visit Ah Kong anytime you wish.”

      “Yes, auntie!” The girl supplies, her voice like glass bells, bright and brittle. “You’ll even be able to pick out his nurse, if you like. And his meals. You won’t have to worry about visiting hours. They’ll have a cot for you. And the rest of the time, you’ll be taken care of by your loving children.”

      Li Jing loses her words in a thunder of exasperation. “You don’t understand. He doesn’t want that. I don’t want that. We promised we’ll take care of each other. Always.”

      Zhang Wei smiles, cloyingly sympathetic, head dipped in apology. “How will you take care of each other like this? He’s so old, Ah Ma. And so are you. He doesn’t know what he wants. You both—”

      The two swap knowing expressions, while Li Jing stares, lips taut with unhappiness.

      “What I meant to say is that we’re worried that you might be a little confused, ” Zhang Wei continues, spiderweb-soft. “I only want the best for you, Ah Ma.”

      Li Jing thins her mouth. “What’s best for me is staying with your grandfather.”

      “I—Alright. I understand. But, hear me out—”

      She recognizes argument in the bend of their spines, the tilt of their mouths. Dissatisfaction kindles in her breast but Li Jing does not give voice to it. She knows from experience they won’t relent until she is subdued. So Li Jing nods meekly instead, dispenses ‘maybes’ with shrugs, hoping against reason that indecision will outlast her grandchildren’s persistence. She sighs as they close in on her, allowing the tide of their words to wash over her like foam on a distant shore, carrying away talk of relocation, complex treatments, and futures she stores no interest in.
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      Li Jing is unique. Even from infancy, it was clear her skin would never be mantled with marble, and that her eyes would never be replaced by glass. At fifteen, no signage inked itself on her flesh, no portent of architectural occupation.

      It complicated her relationships, of course. By the time Li Jing was wise enough to court partnership, city-sickness had become pandemic, so widespread that humanity was forced to leaven it into normalcy. One by one, proponents mushroomed from the carcass of fear, oozing grand ideas: why was this disease so terrible? Did it not provide a concrete immortality?

      Consequently, few became willing to stomach a lover whose lifespan could be measured in decades. Death was never easy, but it was infinitely harder when you knew you would never walk the halls of your beloved, never laze on their moon-drenched balconies.

      Li Jing consumed their prejudices without complaint and used the dearth of companionship to build herself other loves: literature, mathematics, the reading of stars, the sleek alleycats that haunted the shadows behind her home. Months became years. In that time, loneliness grew into so much of a cherished companion that Li Jing almost chose the quiet over her husband-to-be.

      She was forty when she met round-faced Zhang Yong, who wore the names of her favorite books on his sandstone-pale arms. Forty, and almost too wise to risk her heart. But Zhang Yong had gentle hands, a gentle smile and when he laughed, his voice was like a rustle of pages. Li Jing did not love him immediately. Instead, she learned to do so in increments, brick by brick, until she built her heart a new home.

      They married four years after their first encounter, with the discretion that Li Jing is so enamored of. And for a small eternity, there was happiness to burn in their hearth.
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      “Li Jing?” Her husband’s voice is slurred, roughened by sleep and the creak of new hinges. “What time is it?”

      “Late.” She glances up from her book and dog-ears the page, expression papered with concern. “You missed dinner.”

      “I’m sorry.” His contrition makes her ache, its child-like earnestness evoking a pang for when they spoke without needing to keep one eye on caution. “It’s just—”

      “I know,” says Li Jing, rising to secure an arm around his side, a hand around his wrist. Together, they lift him, a feat that scrapes their breath into tatters. In recent months, Zhang Yong has grown ponderous, his skeleton weighed down with concrete.

      But they persevere. Slowly, they migrate to Zhang Yong’s new “dining” space—a flip-table bolted to the wall beside an overstuffed red chair—and deposit him there. Before she moves to retrieve his meal, Li Jing presses her mouth against her husband’s cheek, impulse-quick, drinking in its faint warmth. She is possessive of his heat these days, knowing it’d be gone soon, payment for cold glass and teak, passionless metals.

      “So, Zhang Wei came over with his lady friend today—” Li Jing keeps the cadence of her voice breezy, syllables dancing between troubles, too light to be caught between their teeth.

      “Zhang Wei?”

      “Wai Sing’s second son.” Li Jing says, patient. Personal experience has made her accustomed to the fashion with which age makes sieves out of a person’s mind, memory hissing from the gaps like stardust through the slats of dawn. “The one who peed in his pants until he was eight. He grew up very tall.”

      She ladles stew into a bowl, ornaments it with sprig of parsley before picking out a quartet of soft, white buns. Feeling wicked, Li Jing appends chocolate pudding to the arrangement. Why not? She thinks savagely. He only has such a short time left.

      “He was the one with stained glass eyes?”

      Li Jing shakes her head. “No. That was his brother, Zhang Long.”

      “Zhang Long.” Her husband repeats, cautious. “Do I—do we have—?”

      “I can check.” Gently, she deposits his dinner on the table, before molding fingers to the gaunt architecture of his face.

      Li Jing breathes deep.

      This is their secret. As though to compensate for the immeasurable emptiness that is to come, the thousand-strong ways her heart will break on routines denied a partner, serendipity provisioned Li Jing with a bizarre gift.

      In the beginning, it manifested as mere instinct, an aptitude for predicting alterations in her husband’s biology. Over the months, it coalesced into a tool, an ability to edit the topography of his disease.

      Though they had initially hoped otherwise, hers was an imperfect talent. Li Jing could not bleach the sickness from him, could only mold its trajectory. With the pragmatism of the old, the two eventually decided that they would not despair but turn disaster into providence. Brick by brick, they would build Zhang Yong, until he could provide for Li Jing in death as he did in life. Brick by brick, they would build answers. As they had always done, as they always would do.

      “This will sting.” Li Jing warns, the words hatched from habit rather than intent.

      Magic stirs in her lungs, motes of flame. She holds them till they become needle points, surgical-sharp, before exhaling. In her mind’s eye, Li Jing sees them perforate Zhang Yong’s skin, tunneling into vein and sinew.

      Zhang Yong hisses.

      “It’s there in your rib.” Li Jing confirms, walking her fingers from his chin to throat, throat to chest. Her sorcery follows like a puppy. Li Jing flattens a palm over his heart. “Are you sure you want chandeliers? It seems a bit tawdry for a book store.”

      He nods, features contorted into a rictus. “It’d bring you rich customers.”

      “The rich don’t read.”

      Zhang Yong mimed a scowl. “They do, if they know what’s good for them. The wise build their businesses on the spine of books.”

      Li Jing quirks her mouth, cups the back of his neck with her other hand. Lips smooth against the creased flesh of his forehead. In the beginning, the two had considered divulging Li Jing’s new endowment to their children, but quickly discarded the idea. She was too old, and it was too little to warrant the torrent of questions to follow. And who knew where gossip would drag the revelation, which scientist might come demanding to access the contents of Li Jing’s flesh? “A poet to the end, aren’t we?”

      “Can’t risk losing you to a young man yet.”

      Yet. The word catches Li Jing off-guard, a noose that bites deep. Preparation is not panacea, only armor to help weather sorrow. Regardless of Li Jing’s efforts, reminders of her husband’s mortality still cut like razors, dividing reason from self, leaving only heart-flesh that is raw and red.

      She averts her face but she is not quick enough. The humor in Zhang Yong’s gaze, innocent in its frankness, dies at the anguish that flits through hers.

      “I’m so sorry, darling. I’m—”

      “It’s okay.” Li Jing cannot endure his grief, not when she already has so much of her own to balance. “Eat your dinner. I will clean up.”

      Their eyes do not meet for fear of what might have pooled them, salt in old wounds. Li Jing bows her head and stalks peace through a forest of unwashed dishes, through the fleeting rhythms of domesticity.
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      “This is… slightly unexpected,” Li Jing tells the procession at her door, caution beating hummingbird wings in her chest.

      They are all here, she thinks. The entire clan. Her eyes find relatives memory had previously transformed into a vague blot of words and actions, grandnieces and grandchildren grown sapling-sleek. Li Jing’s gaze maps the bleakness of their attire, stark monochrome complemented by fisted hands and dour expressions. Wariness thickens into a weight.

      “Everyone’s here to see Ah Kong.” Zhang Wei stands in the vanguard, comforting in his breadth. “And you, of course.”

      “He’s not dead.” The statement is razored. A warning. Li Jing pushes on the door, only to locate Zhang Wei’s foot in the split. “You don’t have to come en masse just yet. One at a time. And today is not a good day. He’s tired and so am I.”

      “Ah Ma. Please.”

      Li Jing glances over the horizon of her shoulder, finds Zhang Yong’s silhouette in the antechamber to their bedroom. She sighs. Her husband had always been the disciplinarian, she the tender heart of their family. Zhang Wei’s desperation peels back her shell, leaves only grudging assent.

      “Only if you promise to keep the children quiet.”
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      The stream of guests is endless, overwhelming, coiling through the house like snakes. Li Jing loses herself in the cadence of their arrivals, oscillating from kitchen to seating areas, moving cups of tea and day-old pastries. Eventually, she allows her children and her grandchildren to assist her. Under her supervision, they concoct cookies, mugs of hot chocolate, delicate things to nibble upon between anecdotes.

      The hours pass.

      Suspicion melts into an elegiac contentment, even as Li Jing watches Zhang Yong come alive under the constant attention. It has been months since his eyes glittered so brightly. Only once, at some indistinct point in the afternoon, does she feel a whine of irrational terror, a worry that they might be thieving from a diminishing supply. That when they leave, they leave her with only a husk of a husband, hollowed of humanity.

      But her panic is fleeting, quickly replaced by guilt. That’s not how people work, Li Jing tells herself, pushing aside the warning bells that clang and dance in the back of her head.

      The hours continue their patient march.

      “Where do you keep Ah Kong’s things?”

      Li Jing jolts her head up.

      Most of the guests have departed, leaving only Zhang Wei and his woman. An older couple that Li Jing does not recognize and their brood of three. A niece she barely remembers. Faces without names, perambulating through a home suddenly two sizes too small.

      “Why?” It is the only word that she can manage.

      “They’re expecting him at the home.”

      “The home?” Li Jing repeats, throat parched. “What home?”

      “There’s a nursing home at the corner of the city,” Zhang Wei replies, his eyes roving the room, unwilling to meet Li Jing’s. “It’s a good place. Great, in fact. Highest rated in the whole city. They even have a dedicated zoning area for patients. Beautiful, beautiful place. Well-attended. Grandpa would look splendid there.”

      Li Jing’s voice is child-soft, child-meek. “But we decided he would stay here. Besides, our neighbourhood needs a book store.”

      “What if he becomes a library instead? You hardly have the space for that.”

      He won’t, Li Jing thinks. I’ve seen the blueprints tattooed on his stomach. I’ve seen the cache of books in his liver, the oaken shelving of his ribs, the old-fashioned cash register nursed in his left lung.

      “That’s not the point.” Li Jing tells her grandchild, hands convulsing.

      “No.” Zhang Wei agrees, stepping forward to arrest her shoulders with broad palms. “The point is we’re trying to do what is best for you. I promise you. It’d be fine. You need to believe me. Come, Ah Ma.  We’re even organized a rotation system. You’ll have rooms with all of us and live with each family a week at a time.”

      “No.” Li Jing says, trying to wrestle away. But Zhang Wei’s grip is as inexorable as death’s advances. “No. I’m not going with you.”

      “It’d be fine.” Zhang Wei sighs, voice now feathered with a twinge of frustration. “Besides. Look. Ah Kong agreed.”

      He unfurls a cream-colored parchment, its tail branded with Zhang Yong’s jagged signature.

      “You tricked him.”

      “Be reasonable, Ah Ma. Why would I do that?”

      “He’s old. You—I didn’t see him reading that. He didn’t talk to me about it and we always, always discuss contracts together. What did you do? What did you do?” Li Jing’s voice crests into a shout, red-stained with fury. She squeezes her eyes shut. Her veins feel stretched like power cords, crackling.

      “I told him what he needed to know. Anyway, it’s all decided. Ah Ma, please. Don’t make this difficult.”

      No.

      Li Jing closes a fist, feels her fingers constrict around her dread, around the panic that clogs her lungs and her thoughts and her throat. Feels her grip choke earth and stone, walls and wood.

      And

      something breaks.

      You’re not taking away my husband! Li Jing startles at the scream for it is almost hers. It emanates from every dimension, avalanche-loud, incendiary. The old woman opens her eyes and marvels as the room curls around her like a loyal serpent, pillars and rafters curving like the bowed backs of monks.

      “Get out.” She snarls between sobs. “Get out and leave us. Get out and take away all of your presumptions, your rotations, your, your—get out.”

      When her family hesitates, Li Jing answers with a ripple of the floor, spears of cherrywood coursing forward like hounds on the hunt. It takes a heartbeat for epiphany to strike, but the other occupants of her bloodline soon flee in a stampede of footsteps and wails.

      “Dear.”

      The house throbs in Li Jing’s blood. She can feel her husband’s heartbeat slackening, cooling to rock, to the ticking of a grandfather clock. In all the clamor, she had lost track of her husband’s condition.

      “I’m here.” Li Jing stumbles to Zhang Yong’s side, sinks to her knees. Her embrace is ferocious. “I’m here, I’m here. I’m here.”

      “I’m afraid.”

      Too soon, too soon, too soon. The thought presses salt into the membrane of her eyes. She thought they had more time together, more weeks. This is too soon.

      What she says instead is:

      “I’m here.”

      She will tell him that a thousand times if she has to, Li Jing thinks. Until her words become a wall between him and the dark. “And it will be all right. And when I die, I’ll have them put my bones in your garden. We’ll be together always.”

      Zhang Yong says nothing, only tenses his hold on her hand.

      “I’m here. Don’t worry.” Li Jing repeats softly, as though the statement was an invocation against grief.

      She is still whispering to him when the light bleeds from his eyes, when his skin greys to stone, when her heart disintegrates to ash.
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      A day passes.

      Li Jing’s family return. Instead of her cottage, they discover a grey cube twenty feet high, smooth and featureless as an egg. There are no windows, no exits. They wait for a time, believing Li Jing will eventually emerge. Even witches must eat.

      But she does not.

      A week flits by.

      Two weeks.

      Three.

      By the end of the twenty-first sunset, her family surrenders its pursuit. Li Jing and her husband are pronounced deceased, their epitaphs a flurry of tsking noises.

      By the end of the year, Li Jing and her husband are mostly forgotten, consigned to myth and drunken discussion, legends without substance, ghosts to be studied without the frame of truth.
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      If you promise not to be disruptive, you may visit the store.

      -Li Jing

      Li Jing signs the last letter and sighs. Her fingers are brocaded with ink, her smile with exhaustion. A part of her aches for the liberty of isolation. It’d be so much simpler than explaining everything that had transpired. So much easier than instructing herself not to loathe Zhang Wei for his intent, to forgive his motivation if not his actions.

      But that is not what Zhang Yong would have desired.

      Li Jing sips tea from a cup made from her husband’s bones, its golden heat suffusing the ivory with something almost like life. Her eyes wander the ribs of her new domicile. The store is beautiful, lush with books and paintings like photographs, conjured flawless from history. When she closes her eyes, Li Jing can already see her family exploring the space, investigating cabinet and bookshelf, stove and garden. Briefly, she wonders how Zhang Wei will take to the statuette of him in the pond, marble-skinned and pissing fresh water into a glass-smooth pond.

      Tomorrow, she decides, she will send out the letters and court her family’s questions.

      Tonight, it is tea and reading and learning the patterns of this unfamiliar silence, which sit as awkwardly as new lovers. Nothing will ever replace the way Zhang Yong’s presence curled around hers, jigsaw-snug. There will never be a salve for that gasping loneliness she experiences each morning when she awakens and, in that purgatory between sleep and awareness, forgets why his side of the bed is unfilled.

      But she will survive, will rebuild her existence, brick by brick, around the absence. Li Jing has a lifetime of memories in her foundations. It will never be perfect again, but it will be someday be enough.

      Li Jing splays her book, begins to read. And in the quiet, the rustle of pages sounds almost like the chuckle of love departed but never forgotten.
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      “Yes.”

      Yes, she murmurs. Yes, yes, of course. Voice parched of inflection, a rasp of a syllable like velvet rough against a nipple, she repeats the word until the devil shakes his antlered head, the metronoming of his skull keeping time with the click of scissors pale.

      He does not tell her no.

      Devils break bread with bargains, after all, and he’s grown a taste for her flavor of desperate: earthy as molasses, with a tang like coffee fresh from the first pot of the day. But still, that does not stop him from feeling bad.

      So, when she peels her shirt—striped, too big for her rangy frame—back, breasts crisscrossed with stitches, it isn’t with glee that he approaches her, but some blend of reverence, the worship of a hunter, or more accurate still, the idolatry of a first-rate chef. Because there is no meal without the meat, no fulfillment without first the cooperation of the prey.

      He cuts her apart. He butterflies her, taking care only to slice along the dotted lines, undoing what he’d done before, the topography of her flesh unraveled into bloodless petals until she lays there, exposed, lung and liver bare as the descent of her clavicles.

      It hurts. That is part of the price.

      If he were anyone else, he’d tell her the truth of her denuding: that she is exquisite like this, raw as a trust newly broken. But he does not. Most nights, he is perfunctory, lingering only as long as necessary to unspool what he requires. Some evenings, he laminates his butchery with precious metals, transforms her into a study of kintsugi.

      But today, he does neither.

      “Why?”

      It is the first time he has ever asked her why, and he thinks of when they first met, the halogen cold on her skin and her eyes immense. She looks up, past the firmament of her ribs, down past the trellises of her hips, down to where the devil sits chastely between her thighs.

      “Because it’s hard.”

      The devil nods. No one makes a deal for something simple, something sweet as a kiss, as summer, as that first dance of fingers brushing against one another.

      “I loved him,” she says.

      “Love him,” she corrects, sighing, as the devil unspools a filament of tissue from her naked heart. He winds it around a finger, while she counts the ceiling tiles, enumerating the mundane until she finds balance in their banality, stretches and tugs until the flesh goes pop. “Utterly. But you knew that.”

      The devil nods again.

      “And it hurts to love something that should not love you back. To love and have no place to put it. To love and to know you don’t want compensation, but in fact, that love’s indifference.”

      “Then, why?”

      “Because love isn’t fair.” Her heart does not, to the devil’s surprise, bang against her bones. Instead, it merely sits, a wound spread wide. “When we love, we hope that the other reciprocates with more because it’d be a shame to be the one more invested. But affection isn’t competition and even if it was, you can’t win every wager you make.”

      The devil says nothing. He threads her muscles with string he’d wefted from the hairs of a hanged man. The strands are infinitesimal enough to be forgiven as striations of her dermis. In response, she endures, half-breaths and half-lidded eyes.

      “What do you want of this?”

      “I don’t know. You don’t stop loving someone because they lack the means to love you back. A spouse remains a spouse, although you’ve agreed to be friends. A lover remains a lover, although they lie unconscious for months at a time, unable to breathe, their heartbeats rationed by machines.” His touch does not excite her, but it excites something nonetheless, a frisson of animal instinct, plucked wholesale from a shelf in the back of the brain. “I want… I want to love them better, I suppose.”

      The devil slots cartilage and tendon together, one joint after another, silent until at last, “It won’t bring them back.”

      “I know. And even if it could, I would not want them this way. Some loves are homes, some are halfway houses. Rest stops, gap years. They were meant to only stay for a while, so their breath loosens enough to let them live.” She sits up, a spill of strings pooling in her navel. “I wish I wasn’t merely that. I wish this was easier.”

      The devil says nothing.

      “Remake me,” she tells him for the hundredth time. “With a heart that has no room for want, no space to disgrace itself with selfish impulse. Fill it with ice. Fill it with lead, heavy as hope. Let that heart beat with something better than blood, something less hot, less hungry. I want…” She wets her mouth. “I want to want less.”

      The devil says nothing still. This was the bargain she’d made on that cold blue night, and the one he’d fulfill. She’d asked him for a new heart. He’d told her, dressed then in the bones of an old man, the calcium papered with moss, that there was only one way, that he’d have to build it from the one she wears behind her breast.

      And she said: Yes, oh yes.

      He stares. For one lucent moment, he thinks of telling her no, of a dialogue with the one who’d split her open, who’d left a map for him in her ventricles, dotted lines where they’d run their knife, their hands, where they’d bruised the muscle with a love malformed and tender. But she’d paid in promises, the only currency that matters. And besides, who was he to speak? Humanity, if one is lucky, is a hundred years of hurt and hope.

      “I pray he’s worth it,” the devil says, his harvest pocketed.

      “One day soon, I think he will be.”

      The devil nods. Contrary to what many believe, devils do not like to lie. “I will see you tomorrow night.”

      And just as she has every night before, she sighs and whispers without contempt:

      “Yes.”
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      It is strange to think that someone had cut your father open, flayed his muscles and cracked apart the interleaving of his ribs like he was some contentious puzzle that required solving. Did they weigh his heart? His lungs? His liver? The length of his intestines, still sour with the half-digested remnants of last night’s dinner? You have no idea how autopsies worked, only that they are a kind of bizarre intimacy, penetration and halogen-lit dissection, a baring of skin, meat, and spirit.

      “You okay?”

      You jolt like a fish on the line, mouth working soundlessly, before you discover the capacity to shape a platitude, display it on the arc of a thin smile. “I’m fine.”

      You’re not. Not remotely. You’re uncertain if you ever will be, even though you suspect that time will, regardless of your input, ameliorate the grief that creases the margins of your consciousness like a word you can’t remember, or a song you can’t forget.

      But no one wants to hear you’re not okay, only that you will be, can be, already are. People want to be useful, you think, as you pat the umpteenth shoulder with a tepid hand.

      “I’m fine,” You repeat with greater zeal, coercing a smile that borders on real. “Honest.”

      Your voice drains as you look up and over that faceless head, the fifth in a long line of well-wishers. In the distance, framed by the ebbing sun, a slant of trees bloodied with pink flowers, is your father.
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      As though to make up for his absence in life, your father’s ghost follows you everywhere. Never too close, never near enough to encapsulate in a hug, but never at a distance where you can justifiably ignore the knowledge of his presence.

      He trails you into supermarkets but not public lavatories, cafes but not changing rooms, forever hovering outside the door, his face a blot of colors runnelling together, recognizable but not necessarily identifiable. At home, he occupies doorways, both ends of the stairwell, the foot of your bed. You quickly learn that he will leave you alone whenever you sleep on the couch, seemingly repulsed by the suffering his company incited, so you colonize the living room. A bad back is worth seven hours of bad sleep.

      “I didn’t know you were close,” says a friend, an accusation inlaid in her low, breathy voice.

      “It’s complicated,” you reply, uncertain, the explanation sticking in your throat. In the back of your head, an unhappiness amalgamates into words that sounded like how dare you, how could you, why would you. “I’ve always—”

      You look up. In the periphery of your vision, your father’s ghost cocks his head, his features a flesh-colored smear. You breathe out.

      “It’s complicated.” This wasn’t a lie.

      “I don’t get it.” Your friend should have been born a Parisian. She is fine-boned and neurotically exacting with her attire, a chain smoker who balances a predilection for nicotine with a reverence for salads, too ephemeral, you think, to ever be touched by grief. You can’t imagine her crying over anything. “You’ve not spoken to your dad for six years.”

      Your throat clenches. “It’s—it’s hard to explain.”

      “I guess it could be disassociation.” She continues, relentless, smoke pluming from between professionally whitened teeth. “From all the years of not seeing him, and from being physically removed from your home. You’ll be fine. It’s just shock.”

      Shock? You close your mouth around the word. Shock. It didn’t taste like shock. In your mind, shock is astringent, sharp. Like lime, like stomach bile, a flavor that wrenched and appalled. What you feel is softer, a carbon monoxide haze, subtly lethal, seeping into your lungs and your blood. It dulls you, whatever it is, flattens your world into mono-dimensionality, into perfect greys.

      Not shock, you think.

      “No.” Your friend pinches together immaculately painted brows. “It’s definitely shock.”

      You spasm, lurch in your seat, realizing at last that you had spoken, not subvocalized. In your embarrassment, you assemble a laugh, unevenly syncopated, a quavering ha-ha that you use then to segue into flightier topics, rearranging the conversation about your friend instead of the grief that sits waiting like your father’s apparition six tables down.
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      “Go away.”

      Your father only stares as you crumple against the steam-slick wall, as you contract into a ball on floor, hands in your hair. Somewhere in the last five days, he lost his fear of proximity, replaced it with an intensity that both frightens and depresses you. Now, he squats an inch from your face. As you look between the kelp-tangle of your hair, you see him reach out, long fingers stretched to brush your cheeks.

      “Go away!”

      Your scream erodes his silhouette, reduces him to ashes on an ocean wind, to a shimmer in the cold fluorescent light, and then, like he never existed in the first place, a delusion given substance by an ill-attended grief, he is suddenly and irrefutably gone.
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      You pointedly ignore his reflection in the laptop screen: his skin is missing, his torso gapes like a mouth, the ribs gleaming teeth-like against the wet mass of his innards. Intestine drool from the base of his breastbone, a spiral of nesting pinks.

      Preta. Er Gui. Hungry ghost.

      You type in fresh search terms, hoping to triangulate a solution, or at least an explanation for the haunting, an origin story from which you can exorcise some form of reprieve. But Wikipedia only has riddles.

      Hungry ghosts were driven by intense emotional needs in an animalistic way. Hungry ghosts were lessons. Hungry ghosts were victims.

      One source suggests that hungry ghosts are manufactured by loneliness, forgotten souls made destitute by unfilial children. But your father had not wanted an altar, had hated the idea of being tethered to a specific point, rooted in the earth. His remains are long gone, (don’t think about that, don’t think about how they only told you about his death when it was too late) disseminated into the sea. He had wanted to be forgotten. (Don’t think about the last time you spoke, not at his father’s funeral, but over the phone before you ran away and made yourself a better life.)

      So, how could he hold you accountable? (Don’t think about the times he made you talk him out of killing himself, putting the weight of his life into your teenage hands.)

      Desperate, you look up myths from different countries, Irish poltergeists and Native American lore, Egyptian afterlife, even the storied weirdness of Abrahamic religions, which prescribes very specific routes for the dead.

      The dead go to hell. The dead do not. The dead wait in their coffins for Kiamat, haunted by everything they’ve done wrong. The dead become addled on the grace of God. The dead do not come back.

      The hours come, leave, systematic as a funeral procession. Eventually, you realize it is four am and you’ve nothing to show for your efforts, only a landfill of tabs. Exhausted, you decide at last to discard faith, begin investigating the circumstances that midwife hallucinations. Maybe, it’s all in your head. Maybe, maybe—

      Your father announces disagreement with a scream that detonates your Retina screen. You cry out, arms and face striated by glass, bolt from your desk, but he does not relent. He follows you across the house, into the yard, back to the living room where you cower under a thin blanket. He screams at you from outside the fabric, full of an inchoate madness, so close that you taste salt, smell rot, feel the damp chill of the ocean floor.

      He screams until the sun rises, until light cuts bands of gold across your shivering, sweat-soaked flesh.
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      The cacophony becomes a nightly ritual.

      You last another forty-eight hours before you decide to escape to your best friend’s apartment. However, your father chases you there too. His voice breaks every window, every piece of electronic, every picture frame on the mantle, every sliver of glass.

      “What the hell is going on?” Your best friend emerges from his bedroom, eyes sleep-bruised, terror-hollowed, in time to see the kitchen cabinets tears themselves open. Cutlery and plates launch into walls, a cascade of bent steel and shattered porcelain. The air glints bright with shrapnel.

      “My dad—” You begin, but he does not hear you, too busy dialing up emergency services to babble about electromagnetic pulses, conspiracies grounded in some truth of science.

      You grab your bags. You run.
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      Don’t think about all the times your father hurt you.

      Don’t think about all the times he dragged you from bed to discuss the minutiae of your failing family, demanding that you made sense of his infidelities, your mother’s fury.

      Don’t think about the lashings; the bruises that striped your legs, your arms, your back.

      Don’t think about the way he made his want for suicide your fault, the way he described the days that would come after, always broken, always jagged, always digging into your skin, like a reminder that this was always your responsibility, your failure.

      Don’t think about the way you cried. No, don’t.

      Don’t.

      Don’t.

      Don’t.
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      “You made him our problem in life,” says your auntie, smugness anchoring in the harbour of her throat. “Now that he’s dead, he’s yours.”

      She ends the call before you can vivisect her willingness to accept your claim, her insouciance, her delicate pleasure, or ask if they’d perhaps hired someone to tether your father to you. You press your head against the payphone, the black plastic cool and slightly sticky. Outside the booth, your father is exposed vein and naked muscle, palms flat against the glass.

      You call again. It’s been two weeks. You don’t remember the last time you’ve slept in more than gasps. The last time you spoke to your best friend, he told you to see a therapist, to sort yourself out, own up to the destruction you’d caused instead of blaming it on a dead man.

      (You paid for the damages. You did not pay for an hour on a stranger’s couch, escorted by your father’s spectre.)

      “Ask your mother,” your auntie purrs, picking up the phone after the sixth ring. She hangs up, even as your father begins to moan.
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      Don’t think about the way your mother stroked your hair as she stared at the wall, eyes full of drowning, voice full of hurt. Think instead about her promise to always protect you, her she-wolf grin as she stood guard over you.

      Don’t think about the way she sang under her breath, plaintive as a child. Don’t think about what your father might have done. Don’t think about why she almost drowned you, and how you’re dragging his ghost to her door, years after she tore herself free.

      Think instead about release.
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      “When a parent dies, his sins go onto their children.”

      “That’s not fair, mom. I—” You tighten your grip around the mug. Your father is sitting beside your mother, invisible, no longer human, just muscle and meat. “It’s not my fault.”

      “But it is your burden,” your mother continues, serene. Too serene, you think, savage, as you jealously process how soft she’s become, how voluptuously restful. “You’re his flesh and blood.”

      “I didn’t ask to be.”

      “I know. But that doesn’t change anything.”

      You sip your Milo, feel anger tense your neck. For the first time, you’re not afraid, not subsumed by guilt. You’re furious. How was this fair?

      “How do I stop this?”

      “You could try calling a Taoist priest, or a Catholic priest, or whichever religious person fits your purpose.” Your mother twitches an indifferent shoulder. “They might be able to get rid of him.”

      A thrum of hope, but it is only a murmuration, a twinge of hurt, subtle as the first signs of cardiac arrest. “What happens to him after that?”

      There is no kindness in your mother’s eyes, not even judgment, only that cool practicality that’s become synonymous with her person, almost indistinguishable from cruelty. “What you do care? You’ve only ever wanted him gone.”

      The words die in your lungs.
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      She hires you someone, anyway. She is your mother and she loves you even if she never tells you that.

      You find this out in the morning after you awaken and startle at the knowledge you had slept, deeply and peacefully, unaccosted for the first time in recent memory.

      “How much—”

      “Doesn’t matter,” your mother waves your concern away. You look over the cliff of her shoulder, see your father standing in her bedroom, slightly more human than you recall. Guilt impales your gut: you wonder what bargain she struck for your silence, what price she paid again. “He’ll fix it.”

      “Mom—”

      “Go,” a whisper, fierce, feral, full of fire.
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      The exorcist is a pudgy man with tortoise-shell glasses and a kind mouth, thinning hair that keeps unnecessarily long. He doesn’t ask stupid questions or supply worse platitudes, simply gets on with business, every question phrased calmly, efficiently.

      “How long has your father been haunting you?”

      “A little over two weeks.”

      “Has his appearance changed in this time?”

      “Yes.”

      “Less human?”

      You don’t look. You’ve learned better. He’s grown savage in the last night or so, a thing of corners, screaming into your face when you least expect it. “Yes.”

      In the corner, you hear the drip, drip, drip of pooling gore.

      “How much less?”

      You don’t miss a beat. “A lot.”

      The exorcist nods. “You were his favorite child?

      You consider this for a minute, evaluate the jumble of memories, fading watercolors puddling through your fingers. There are no specifics, no moments you can point to and declare yes, this was when he loved me. All you have are apparitions.

      “I guess.”

      “Mm.” The exorcist nods to himself, reads off a bestiary of causes, an armament of solutions, all completely, unmistakably final.  “So, which would you prefer?”

      You run a tongue over your upper lip. “I’ll—I’ll call you back tomorrow.”
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      You don’t.

      Your aunt was right. He is your ghost, always has been, since the day he walked out of the house so many years ago, already a spectre, a ghost of an idea.

      Instead, you go home and you shut off every light in the house. You wait until there are only streetlamps outside, until the night is black and vicious, oozing tropical heat. And then:

      “Papa?”

      Something in the darkness stirs, a textured sound you cannot quite place, a shifting that could be the susurrus of sinew, or the migration of tissues over fat, or wet footsteps dragging along the carpet.

      “I love you,” you tell the emptiness, the bruise-black dark. The words sound small and vulnerable in the waiting dark, almost child-like, completely inadequate. The silence eats them whole.

      “I love you,” you repeat, the second word snagging fishbone-sharp in the roof of your mouth. “I loved you so much, papa. And I am so, so sorry I didn’t say it enough. Didn’t call you on your birthday, didn’t tell you I forgave you. Didn’t forgive you. I’m sorry I stayed angry for so long. I’m sorry I didn’t—”

      Wet breath against your cheek, a charnel stink. You persevere, however, clenching teeth against the fear that pulsates through you.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t say I love you enough. I’m sorry I kept running. I love you. I love you so much.”

      Your father says nothing, does nothing. Only stands there a bone’s width from your skin, still, silent, and forever out of reach.
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