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About Elegant Literature
Magazine & Contest

Elegant Literature is a magazine focused on publishing new writers. At its inception, there were few publications—if any—that only
accepted work from aspiring talent and also paid professional rates.
We aimed to change that.
As far as we know, Elegant Literature is the only short fiction magazine willing to turn down work from famous authors. No Stephen
King’s or George Martin’s here. This policy gives unpublished authors a significantly less competitive market to submit work to, increasing their chances of publication.
Our goal is to help discover new voices in fiction, and publish talented beginners from around the globe.
Elegant Literature publishes work from all genres, and readers can
always find a free copy of every issue on our website.
Each issue of the magazine also corresponds to our monthly contest. One of the stories in the following pages has won the grand
prize. But we don’t reveal who it is in the table of contents. It wouldn’t
be fair for readers to skip over the other works.
We encourage you to read and enjoy each piece in the order presented. They have been curated intentionally. Please, discover the
winner naturally.
The list of honourable mentions relates directly to the contest.
If you read something you like, please consider connecting with
and supporting the author.
Click here for more information about submitting to the magazine.
Click here for more information about entering the contest.
Happy reading!
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Issue Prompt

Wild Waterways
Write a story involving waterways, and a buckle.
Stand under the waterfall. Hear it roar. Feel the water rushing
downriver from the mountain. Feel it flow past you on the long journey out to sea. Rest assured, it will be gathered and returned, to
begin the wild ride again.
Shipping lanes, heating pipes, and the blood in our bodies. Waterways are everywhere. Whales diving to the ocean depths or rats
hitching a ride on garbage, it’s all the same. Rivers have always been
used for transport—and war. You might take a peaceful canoe trip
on the lake, or drift in the dark with your brick-weighted bag. Take a
hike down the canyon and remember the raging torrent that carved
it. Walk the ice, but be wary of splintering cracks and the cold death
below. How fortunate we are water doesn’t have a mind of its own,
because it’s all around us…
This issue invites you to explore waterways, whatever that means
to you. Fantasy, contemporary, romance, crime. All genres are welcome.
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The Flower Boy
Emma Flannery
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L

ISETTE SAT IN THE SILENT workshop restlessly rubbing polish into an old belt. It didn’t need cleaning. She’d
been sitting at her workbench for an hour, polishing anything she could think of. Anything that would give her an excuse to
stay where she was. Anything that would give her a chance to wait.
It was long past dark, but the workshop was bright enough. She’d
propped the back door open—the moon’s light was reflecting off the
surface of the canal, filling the whole room with watery blue light.
She could hear the soft lapping of the water against the old stone.
Slow and rhythmic, undisturbed by any passing vessel.
He wasn’t coming.
Lisette ran her fingers over the buckle of the belt, biting her lip. She
should go to bed. His path didn’t always bring him this way, and that
wasn’t his fault. It was a very odd confluence of factors that brought
him to her door. There would be another visit. She hoped and prayed
there would be another visit.
She stepped over to the wall, belt in one hand, polish in the other.
She put the polish back in its place—closed her eyes, felt a wave of
tears pushing up her throat. There would be another day. Another
visit. There would.
When Lisette opened her eyes, the workshop was glowing.
At once, her breath caught in her throat, and she spun around. Sunlight shone through the door, highlighting the dust gathered in drifts
on the floor, the empty shelves, the sudden lack of a workbench. That
was fine. Her bench was safe.
Lisette stepped towards the door, dusting at her dress – was it
clean? It was clean enough. He’d told her often that he thought she
was beautiful. A dusty dress wouldn’t change that. She still had the
belt clutched in one hand – should she put it back? No. He might vanish the instant she turned away. She leaned in the doorway instead,
waiting.
The barge slowly drifted into sight. Riding low in the water – so
laden with flowers it could hardly stay afloat. Roses and violets and
carnations, red and pink and purple and white. A figure at the side,
guiding the boat through the water. The tension in her chest eased.
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She stayed where she was, watching as he looked up—as he saw
her—as one arm rose into the air, an enthusiastic wave that almost
overbalanced him. He did nothing by halves, that man.
She moved towards the dock, as he came closer. He straightened
up, holding the bargepole out of the water. ‘Hello there, mystery girl,’
he called, as the boat drifted to a stop.
‘Hello, flower boy,’ she said.
Artemus was his name, and he was devastatingly handsome. He
hopped from the boat to the stone in one quick movement, caught her
up in a kiss – she broke away a moment later, warm and breathless.
‘I thought you weren’t coming,’ she whispered.
He tilted his head to the side, a flicker of confusion in his eyes. ‘Am
I late? I didn’t think I was.’
‘No. No—I—never mind.’ She sat down at the edge of the dock,
her feet dangling over the water—he sat beside her, one arm around
her shoulders, and pressed a kiss into her hair.
‘It’s been weeks since I last saw you,’ he murmured. ‘Mystery girl,
I was getting worried.’
She had spent weeks sitting alone in her workshop. Night after
night with the door propped open to the darkness. Not once had the
light changed.
She didn’t understand how it worked. What strange magic haunted
the back of her house. She didn’t know if she was going forward in
time, or back, or if she was going to another world, or if she was
going anywhere at all. All that she knew was that there were certain
nights where the moon vanished from the sky, where she could step
into bright sunlight and meet the flower boy. And that those nights
were getting rarer and rarer.
She reached for the hand resting on her shoulder. Kissed his knuckles, as she snuggled closer into his embrace. Would this be the last
time she would ever see him? ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s not easy for
me to meet you here.’
Artemus was silent, and she could almost hear the gears turning
in his head. She could only meet him at strange hours, on odd days,
and she couldn’t explain why – she had told him again and again that
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she was fine. That she was safe. But she knew he didn’t believe her.
‘Artemus…’ she said.
‘Run away with me,’ he said.
‘What?’
‘We can leave now. We could be out of the city by nightfall—I
know a man three counties over who would rent us a little house—I’d
take care of you. I would.’
‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘Oh, Artemus. I’d go if I could.’
He sighed. ‘I know.’
They stayed there, pressed together, for long moments. Lisette
closed her eyes, thinking privately that she would never feel as happy
as this again.
But no sweet moment could last forever. His barge was blocking
the canal—he had other deliveries to make—and there were a thousand other things intruding on their perfect bubble. At last he had to
stand up, step away—she missed his warmth at once.
As he stepped back into the boat, Lisette held out the belt she’d
been clinging to. ‘Here. Take this with you.’
He tilted his head to the side. ‘A belt? Aren’t you thoughtful.’
‘It’s all I have to give you. I don’t know when I’ll see you again.’
He took the belt from her, bringing her hand to his mouth so he
could kiss the base of her thumb. ‘I couldn’t let you go without giving
you a gift, too. Wait here a moment.’
Lisette waited, heart in her throat. He picked two pink roses from
the boxes weighing the barge down. He pressed one into her hands,
and tucked the other behind her ear. She cupped his face, kissed him
one final time, and then they could delay it no longer. He pushed the
bargepole into the water, and the boat moved slowly off.
Lisette stood where she was, watching the boat sail away into the
sunlight. The outline of it blurred, as if she were seeing it through
heavy rain. The ripples of its passing stilled and the sunlight faded.
Darkness fell all at once, like a shroud, before moonlight distilled
it again. Moments after he’d kissed her for that final time, she was
gazing at a silent, empty canal, with only her flowers to prove that
Artemus had ever been there at all.
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She stayed out for a long while, that night. Of course she did. Weeping, running her fingers over the roses’ petals. Visits had once left her
buoyant with joy for days. And this visit did leave her with joy. But
it also left her with something else, a pain, as if her heart was being
rent by a sharp claw. Deep down, she knew something important had
ended.
But life was going to go on, whether she wanted it to or not. Eventually she got up and dried her eyes. Went back into the house, and
up to her room, taking care not to make any noise on the stairs. She
had a job to return to in the morning, a house that would need cleaning, an ailing mother who would need reassuring. Her heart was broken, shattered, but life would go on.
When she got up the next day she tucked the flower behind her ear
again. It was a comforting weight as she started to make breakfast.
Her mother was sitting in the front room – she called out to Lisette
once or twice as she worked. Lisette called back answers, not really
thinking about it, until:
‘Lisette! There is a man at the door!’
Lisette blinked, startled out of her mournful reverie. A man? Who
would that be? There were no deliveries due today, nor any that could
have arrived early. Neither her mother nor herself ever had gentleman
callers. ‘I’ll go to him in a moment, Mother,’ she called, wiping her
hands on her apron. But she could already hear the thump of her
mother’s cane as she made her way to the door. Frowning, Lisette
switched off the hob and moved towards the kitchen door.
‘… so sorry to disturb you. I’m doing… a project of sorts. I used
to sell flowers in this neighbourhood, you see, and I was hoping—’
The voice made her go weak at the knees, made her cling to the
doorframe for support. She was imagining it, she was dreaming, she
was—
But weeks of fruitless waiting had taught her what to do. She
stepped into the hall before he could vanish again, before the connection could be lost. Before she was ready. But that hardly mattered.
Her mother was standing at the door, frowning at the man on the
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step. As Lisette entered the hall, both turned to face her. Her mother’s frown deepened. The man glanced at her briefly, and then looked
again. Stared at her, and trailed off, mid-sentence, into silence.
He was older, now. Salt-white flecks in his hair, lines creasing his
face. But those brown eyes shone just the same. His face was pale,
taking her in, and it struck her that she looked exactly the same as
the last time they had met. How long ago had that been for him? Ten
years? Twenty?
‘Hello,’ she said, and his eyes went wide.
‘You,’ he whispered.
She couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face. ‘Will you
come in?’
‘I—but—what—’
‘Lisette…’ her mother said.
‘It’s alright, Mother. Let me speak to him.’
Lisette held out her hand. He took it slowly, like a man in a dream.
She led him through the house, into her workshop, out onto the little
dock where they’d stood before. Perhaps last night. Perhaps lifetimes
ago. She turned to face him then, feeling self-conscious suddenly.
‘It is you,’ Artemus said. He raised one shaking hand to cup the
side of her face. ‘You—and you—you haven’t aged a day. How is that
possible?’
She turned her head. Kissed the base of his thumb, just the way he
had when they’d last met. He shivered, the significance wasn’t lost on
him. ‘I can tell you how,’ she said. ‘But I don’t think you’ll believe
me.’
‘Tell me anyway.’
And she did.
Afterwards they sat, feet dangling over the water. There was a distant look in his eyes, though he kept tight hold of her hand.
‘Time travel?’ he said.
‘I think so.’
‘Magic?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Are you a witch?’
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‘No. How did you find me?’
‘I left the city, the year after you disappeared. When I came back I
thought… I thought I could find you again. I didn’t think you would
be…’
A lump rose in her throat. ‘Are you disappointed?’
‘No! No. I—’ He shook his head. ‘No.’
‘Then what is it?’
‘The opposite. I… I’m too old for you now.’
‘Nonsense.’
‘I must be twice your age.’
‘Oh, nowhere near it. And even if you were, I am an adult woman,
I can make my own decisions.’
He looked at her, and she could see desperate hope shining behind
his eyes. ‘But—’
‘Enough.’ She pressed a hand over his mouth. ‘Do you love me,
still? Yes or no.’
‘Yes,’ he whispered, when she lifted her hand. ‘My darling. My
mystery girl. I would love you forever.’
She leaned forward, smiling. There would be things to sort out—
she knew that—but all that could wait. She had her flower boy, and
that would do. For the moment all she needed to think about was
meeting this kiss, and the next one, and the next.
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Emma Flannery

Emma Flannery is a college student from Ireland. She enjoys writing fantasy fiction, with the odd dash of romance.
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All I Can Give
S.R. Broomhead

17

I

COVER MUD’S EYES TO shield him from the sight of the
moon worm eating his grandfather. The long line of our travel companions has softened around me as I press Mud tightly
against my chest, but I won't let them touch me in comfort. Twenty
yards away, the moon worm has begun disrobing Grandpa Ulrich,
her long, slender arms extending out to the side to deposit his clothing in the sand, her strange little hands obsessively arranging and
rearranging each item.
The wind does not offer itself to conceal the disgusting little noises
the moon worm makes as she begins to feast. If anything, the hot
night air works to amplify each pop, slick, and crunch. Her scent
lingers all around me, barely perceptible yet so distinct as to be overwhelming. It becomes a taste in my mouth and I spit into the sand
involuntarily, ineffectually. I hold my chin down over my chest, but I
can't drag my eyes away from her luminescent figure.
This is her power. For years she has preyed on us, stealing away
our weak and our slow, and yet each time she arcs down from the
sky, arms outstretched, no one lifts a finger to stop her. Instead we
watch, transfixed, as our numbers decline, one beaten traveler at a
time.
She's finished eating now, but her sick little ritual is not yet over.
Several hands extend once again towards Ulrich's clothing. She
works the sand there methodically, sending the finer particles into
the air like puffs of smoke. The sight of it makes me cough, despite
the long distance between us. Then, she drags each of Ulrich’s white,
marrow-sucked bones through the air and over to join his clothing,
one by one.
When she's finally through, she lowers herself down into the sand
and glides towards the front of our line. Her movement is so incredibly smooth, it's almost impossible to tell from one moment to the
next whether she's moved at all, save for the shallow imprint she
leaves behind. When she arrives at the head of our line, the front half
of her body swells, and she dips down a few inches, shunting sand
out of her way to carve a shallow trough into the ground, leaving
behind some strange bioluminescent slime at the bottom. Our line
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parts around her—two on each side—to watch. I reluctantly release
Mud to follow.
We walk behind her for ten paces, twenty, waiting. It's hard to
breathe as her face tips skyward, and her forward motion seamlessly
becomes upward motion. Her neck grows long as she reaches for the
moon. Her thin, glowing skin expands as she greedily sucks in air,
and she begins to float. She becomes a tube-like balloon, flickering
yellow, blue and white by whatever alien microbe or protein allows
her to glow. She grows so long that she appears in the night sky as
a chain tethering the colossal moon to the ground. She hangs there
in the air for a moment, billowing slightly in the windier climes of
the higher altitudes. Then, we watch as she opens what we've come
to understand as her jaw so wide that I find myself surprised, every
time, when she refrains from swallowing the moon itself. Instead,
she begins to drink the sky.
We can see bioluminescence coalescing in her throat, brighter than
in the rest of her body, indicating that she will indeed be successful
in her task for tonight. The yellow-blue-white light, then, slowly begins to trickle down a thin tube that runs along her front. We bend
like beggars as a precious stream of water begins to fill the shallow,
slime-lined trough the moon worm left behind her. We watch anxiously, as the hot, desert air steals away that liquid life from us every
second that we wait. Still, we wait, knowing now the most advantageous approach to gathering up the moon worm’s spoils.
We watch on our hands and knees as the waterline creeps upward.
Time stretches. The heels of my palms grow numb, dimpled by the
sand. Mud leans against me, tired from our many nights of walking.
He coughs, small and dry, and I pull my gaze away from the water to
look at him. He's been struggling with a cold these past few weeks.
He's tired. More than anything, I want to give him rest, but I don't
know how.
Finally, the pool of glowing water spills over, soaking into the sand
all around. Tiny plants sprout from the ground, and then begin to
grow at an alarming pace, their vermiform tendrils reaching skyward before erupting into a strange medley of flowers, berries, and
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vegetable-like pods. When the tapestry of plant life before us stills,
we crawl forward, desperate to touch our lips to the freshly gathered
water.
Those of us gathered here at the trough are only the first twenty in
a long line of travel-weary wretches. The rest look on, clutching their
canteens, longing for the transient relief water brings to them each
night.
I close my eyes and try to forget the glow of the pool before me as
I drink. Cold passes through my mouth, throat, and chest, and for a
second I escape the never-ending heat of this noxious planet.
I fill my canteen and Mud’s. There's only ever enough water every
night for each of us to fill our canteens once. Tonight, at least, we’ll
be allowed to stay past our turn.
I hold Mud as he nibbles on a pod. Someone comes up to us. I
watch her talk. Slightly raised eyebrows. Thin smile. Dipped chin
and slumped shoulders. Such a familiar posture. The same posture
everyone tended towards even before we landed on this planet and
death became commonplace.
Everyone here has lost someone. Although not everyone has lost
someone again, and again, and again, like Mud and I have.
Mud asks me what happened to his grandpa. I stare at the blue-yellow-white ground in front of me, silent for a while. Then, I pick him
a moon flower. Blue petals with yellow-white stamen. I tell him his
grandpa has become part of the blue-yellow-white light. It's the only
answer I can think of, and probably the only one I'll ever give him.
The moon worm has long since detached herself from the water
trough to dance, carefree, on the wind that only exists so far above
us, out of reach. Her luminous, ethereal form drifts forward now,
and she whips her tail behind her as she goes, informing us that our
respite is over. Where she's taking us, I don't know. I think someday
we'll all wake up from our daytime slumber to see the rest of her kind
descending on us, arms outstretched.
It's been a week.
It's been three months.
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It's been six months since Ulrich was taken. The buckle of the burlap sled I've fashioned for Mud has started to cut into my sunburnt
chest. At night, we follow the path of food and water the moon worm
carves into the dunes. During the day, I crawl under the large burlap
sack with Mud and watch him struggle to breathe. He sleeps a lot
these days. He's so tired. When his breathing quickens, I draw lines
on his face with water from my canteen and blow until he calms
down again. When he does wake up, he usually asks about his grandpa. All I can give him are flowers in reply. Other times, he asks for
stories about his father and mother. I try my best, but I'm afraid I've
been repeating the same stories. It's getting harder to remember different stories. It's getting harder to remember.
Hands push little items under the burlap sack for Mud occasionally. Flowers, new types of pods found the previous night. They want
Mud to get better too. Flowers aren't what he needs, though. What he
needs is rest.
I press my face into Mud’s shirt, hoping to catch some remnant of
his father's scent. They named him Mud, which wasn't really a name
at all, more of a prayer. Eight years later, and though we may be on a
habitable planet, there has yet to be any mud. Only Mud.
I feel like I'm failing him, over and over. When he's awake, I tell
him that I love him. When he's asleep, I whisper that I'm sorry. I'm
sorry. I'm sorry.
I've been watching her recently. The moon worm. She alights not
ten yards ahead of us, and as we reverently lap up her excrement, she
imitates us, mocks us. Gesturing from side to side, as if in conversation. Tilting her head back and shaking slightly. Trying to make
shapes out of the sand, or tossing it around, like the children do.
Tonight, we linger longer after the trough is empty than we usually
do. This patch of dry, empty land seems to interest her more than the
rest, because she hasn't yet taken back up her unforgiving assault on
the sky. Instead, she circles above us.
Mud's asleep in his sled. He's so tired. I'm trying to repair the sled
where it's coming apart at the buckle, but it's difficult. My knife is
dull, and all the thread we have has been used and reused so many
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times it can hardly be tamed.
I'm half asleep when the moon worm lands nearby. It's her smell
that wakes me up, musty like lichen on a dying tree. I see her approach through half-lidded eyes. She really does glow. She opens
her arms, and I finally realize she's looking at Mud, who lies a few
paces away from me, wrapped in burlap. For a moment, though, it's
not Mud I see there in the sled, but his father, so thin and fragile
had he been, just like a child, when dehydration had finally taken
him. And in that moment I feel for certain that the moon worm is
no angel. No gift. No savior. And I'm screaming, running, flying at
her with my knife. She’s weaker than I expected, so soft and light
she can hardly struggle against me. A multitude of tepid, gelatinous
hands try to push me away, but it's no use. I stab her, but her skin only
stretches against my dull knife. Her eyes roll in confusion and fear,
like anyone's might when pinned under a knife. Then they soften into
something else I can't place.
Hands, warm and strong now, pull me away from her, and I'm
screaming every curse from every language I can think of. Some of
them flinch, although I can't tell if I've struck home
with my curses, or if it just hurts them to hear English, Mandarin, Russian again after so long. Someone has me restrained, and
I writhe against them with everything I have, still screaming. Pain
erupts somewhere and I don’t care, can’t care what I’ve torn or broken
trying to get away, trying to get at her. Sand gets in my lungs and I
can’t breathe. It doesn’t matter. All I am now is angry, so angry to see
how so many have rushed to attend to her.
The rest stand to the side, glancing between me, the moon worm,
and the burlap sled. I shut my eyes against the sand and all I can see
now are the moon worm’s eyes, horrified and then softening. Horrified and then softening.
And now I've placed it. That look.
I know that look.
It's the one everyone wore when they talked to us after Ulrich died.
After my son died. After his wife died. And it's the one some of the
others are wearing now.
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Pity. It's pity.
Sorry. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.
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Sam Ribeiro-Broomhead is a recent college grad currently living
in San Francisco. They love to read and write, and have been doing
plenty of both recently, taking plenty of breaks to binge every crime
drama available with their mother and brother.
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Below the Boiler Room
Damian Brunner
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T

HROUGH CROWDED CITY STREETS AND grand billows of steam, Bentley Harrison angrily bustled to work.
Even though he loved machines, he paid little mind to the
ships floating overhead or to their shadows which fell across him. Nor
did he find his usual pleasure at the sight of automobiles rumbling
down the cobbled road. Bentley was far too busy ruminating over his
coworker, Charles, for any of that. While he properly enjoyed his job
at the train station, he held no such fondness for Charles. He was a
slacker. Instead of polishing the train or stamping tickets, he would
spend his time chatting up floozies, pretending to help passengers,
and even take a cheeky nap or two. When he wasn’t avoiding actual
work, he was being insubordinate.
Bentley couldn’t count the number of times Charles had made a
snide remark like, “What’s wrong Bensters? Couldn’t cinch your belt
this morning?” or “Hey, Harry-son, how many squirrels did you have
to skin to make that mustache?” Bentley’s mustache was all-natural
of course–but that wasn’t the point. The point was that Charles was
rude, lazy, and horrible to work with–and today the little gobsheit
hadn’t turned up. He hadn’t bothered to send a messenger or anything. And who did it fall on to fill in for him? Good old Bentley
Harrison of course. To make matters worse, he was supposed to be
taking a zeppelin up to Cascade Mountain with his wife today. But
no. Charles just had to ruin his plans.
“I bet he isn’t even ill,” Bentley muttered to himself, rounding the
last corner near the station, “he’s probably off canoodling in some
seedy hotel.”
Bentley’s mustache twitched like the wingbeat of a furious bird. He
received a few looks from passersby, but he didn’t mind. If they were
Bentley, their mustaches would be fluttering with curses too.
Turning his back on the sprawling city with its contraptions and
noise, Bentley slid down the steps and entered the modest lobby in
which he worked. Therein a handful of passengers in fine dresses and
smart suits waited in line behind the ticket booth. Bentley heard an
awful lot of disgruntled murmurs as he sidled past. With mustache
tips still twitching he made for the gate.
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“Oi, Bentley!” Victoria, Bentley’s favorite (and most responsible)
coworker, called from behind the booth. The dark hair slipping from
her high bun and odd angle of her glasses told Bentley she was feeling frazzled. At least she sounded relieved. “Good thing you’re in.
Before you come to the registers, Mitchel was complaining about the
water intake again. He wants you to look into it.”
Not wanting to hinder Victoria’s work, Bentley gave her a nod then
crossed the rotating gate. Once he punched his timecard, noticing
Charles had forgotten to punch out again last night, he made for the
train. Beyond the dim gloom of the damp platforms, he saw it. A
vast, emerald green engine adorned with brass pipes and copper
valves. It glowed magnificently under the light and never failed to
take Bentley’s breath away. He loved this steam powered beauty. It
was such a marvel of engineering.
Now next to the train, Bentley unfolded and climbed the ladder
which had been left and began to fiddle with the water crane. He
rather quickly came to the conclusion it wasn’t damaged, but it wasn’t
releasing water either–apart from a scant, rust-red drip.
“The pump must be malfunctioning,” Bentley mumbled while descending the ladder. It groaned beneath his considerable girth. Fishing out his iron keys, he walked to the boiler room. There, he unlocked the door and let himself in.
The boiler room was a dark place, thick with shadows and dancing red light. The boilers lined the walls and loomed over him with
watchful, ember eyes. Bentley suppressed a shiver despite the heat.
The boiler room had a way of sending gooseflesh rippling across his
body. He considered it a blessing that he rarely had to venture in. As
he examined the pump, he bitterly cursed Charles. Charles should be
in here, not himself. Charles, with his smug, petulant face. Charles,
with his patchy stubble and gaudy belt buckle–Bentley hated that
ugly buckle. Not only did it break dress code, but Charles boasted
about it incessantly, claiming he won it for riding the metal steed
down at Faulty’s Pub.
“Huh.”
The pump was fine. That meant the problem was with the water
27

supply. Perhaps something was blocking the pipes? Bentley grimaced at the thought. If he didn’t like the boiler room, he absolutely
abhorred going down into the aqueduct. Still, he had to investigate.
Grabbing a torch off the shelf, he wound the mechanism and proceeded to the back door. Bentley steeled himself, clutched the iron
handle, and opened it.
The door growled on its hinges. Thick, dank air bombarded Bentley along with further darkness. Turning on the torch, he carefully
descended the sodden stone steps. Down, down, down he went, and
all the while his imagination toyed with him. It was far too easy to
think his echoing footfalls were another person creeping up behind
him. Or that a giant rat might leap out at him at any moment. But that
was foolish. There was never anyone down here. As for rats, well,
plenty though they may be, they always scurried at the sight of him.
Not at all relieved for having reached the bottom, Bentley shifted
the narrow beam over to the waterway–but it was empty. Frowning
in perplexity, Bentley stalked along the cobbled walkway, keeping
his light fixed on the barren stone aqueduct. This was strange and
a little concerning. He supposed it wasn’t far outside the realms of
possibility that there might be maintenance under way. But surely
there would have been a notice? Especially if it was such a grand
undertaking that it brought the train station to a halt.
“Now, now. There are such things as emergencies,” Bentley chided
himself.
It was just as he resolved to carry on his investigation when Bentley
noticed the smell. The usual bouquet of stale, wet stone and mild filth
gave way to a peculiar, pungent mix of metallic pestilence and sweet
rot. On the verge of spewing, he gingerly withdrew his kerchief and
unfurled it around his nose. He hadn’t the faintest idea what could
cause such an unholy stench, but as he continued, Bentley was thankful for the distraction. With his mind so preoccupied, the surrounding pitch which frightened him was easily forgotten.
On he inched with cautious steps, and still there wasn’t more than
a trickle of water to be found. He had just made it a few strides past
a bend when he stopped. A sticky, slapping sound emanated from
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his shoes. Something about the tackiness of it caused a cold sweat to
bead on his forehead. Hesitantly, Bentley shone the torch at his feet.
He was standing in a pool of half-dried blood.
“I—it’s just from a dead rat. That’s it,” Bentley queasily whispered.
He took a moment to dab at the sweat with his kerchief only to be
assaulted by the smell once more. It was stronger. More nauseating.
Slowly he slid the light, which he now realized was far too small, up
along the bloody trail. Something glinted. On wobbly legs, Bentley
approached and saw…a buckle? A belt buckle with a robotic horse…
“C-charles?” Bentley croaked.
His trembling light streamed up the path where it found a mangled
leg. Bruised chunks of flesh. A scarlet bone. He gazed in utter disbelief at the gore before him, all the while wondering what could have
done such a thing. His heartbeat roared against the silence–or rather,
the relative silence. For there was a faint trickling sound of water and
heavy breathing nearby.
Just as Bentley registered the sound, something shifted on the edge
of his light. A sharp twinge bit his ankle and before he could so much
as jerk his leg, he was swept off his feet. He landed heavily on his
back and cracked his head against the stone. Pain blossomed before
his eyes in the form of dazzling lights. And then he felt the ground
sliding against him. Something was pulling him through Charles’
remains and into the aqueduct. With a fierce desperation he kicked
at his captured ankle and leaned backwards against the pull. He dug
at the cobbled path, trying to find purchase, but whatever held him
wasn’t letting go. Its grip tightened.
Amidst the flurry of kicks and searching fingers, he realized he had
dropped his torch during his tumble. A quick flick of his eyes showed
it resting, unbroken, just within reach. The ray of white light still
sliced through the darkness like a fine blade. Bentley stretched his
arm as far as he could above his throbbing head and felt the familiar
metal brush his fingertips. With a final yank against the unseen foe,
he was able to grab it. But just as he questioned if he really wanted
to see his enemy, Bentley was hoisted up into the air. And as he
rose, swinging upside down rather painfully, the ray of light shone
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against a tremendous mass of mottled flesh. Blue veins marbled its
pink sinew and blood polished its surface. Bentley realized it was
this… this thing which was blocking the water like a giant plug. He
could see the water shimmering behind the creature’s girth. Then he
saw glimpses of arms far too long and far too thin to be lifting him.
And there, holding his ankle, a cruel and ghastly hand.
Then he was up before its face. Its lumpy, vile face, with small pinpricks for eyes and long crocodilian maw. The creature was trying to
lower Bentley into that maw. It was wide open awaiting his arrival.
Before he could be dropped in, he beat against its slimy nose with
the torch. When that did nothing, he shone the light into the beast’s
tiny ebon eyes. It hissed in pain. Indiscernible rolls of flesh below its
head quivered.
Then Bentley was falling. The abomination had flung him over its
back and into the water. He crashed against the surface in a great
wave and sank. Thinking only of his escape, he paddled upwards,
broke free from the depths, and greedily gulped down the peutrid
air. Bentley knew he couldn’t stop now. He had to keep going. He had
to get away. With a few good strokes he reached the aqueduct’s edge
and clambered out. Shakily, he rose to his feet and readied to run,
but the creature was quicker. Already its hands ensnared Bentley’s
torso like a vise.
With nothing to hold onto, the creature easily lifted him up to
its maw once more. And once more Bentley shone his torch at the
thing’s eyes–only they weren’t there. The creature was ready for the
light this time and had hidden them deep beneath its skin folds. Realizing this, Bentley kicked. He screamed. He beat his torch against
its hands for all his worth and thrashed this way and that. But it was
all in vain. There was nothing left to do. In his last moments Bentley
didn’t think of his wife whom he loved so much, nor the trains which
brightened his day. Instead his thoughts fell to Charles. This was his
fault. Somehow, this was all his fault. While his body was still in one
piece, he took a deep breath and uttered;
“DAMN YOU, CHARLES!”
And then Bentley Harrison was no more.
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UBY FIXED HER LIPSTICK IN the bathroom mirror.
A knock on the door made her turn as Sage, her assistant,
stuck her head in.
“Mr. Culbert’s here, I showed him up,” Sage smiled conspiratorially, “He wanted to know if you were wearing the red dress again.”
Ruby resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “I’ll be right there.”
Leaving the bathroom, she paused before the curtain that marked
the entrance to the room where she saw her clients. She pressed her
hand against the silver cross necklace she kept hidden beneath her
dress. Her insurance.
Mr. Culbert lay stretched out on a red velvet couch reading a book.
The edges of his mouth turned as though he was reading something
amusing. He looked up when she walked in, a broader smile breaking across his face.
“You look ravishing tonight, darling,” He said, his voice dark and
syrupy.
Ruby laughed, “You say that every night.”
“And it’s always true.”
“You won’t be saying that when I’m old and gray.”
Without a sound, he was suddenly standing before her. He gathered
her in his arms, his breath cool against her face.
“You will always be stunning. And besides, that never has to happen. My offer still stands.”
Ruby smiled, “And my answer remains the same.”
She distracted him by running her fingers through his golden hair,
marveling at its silky texture. She gripped his hair and guided him
down to her neck. He hesitated only for a moment. She didn’t flinch
at the spark of pain as his fangs sunk into her. Ruby was a professional after all.
Ruby closed her eyes as she felt her blood being sucked from her.
The noises from the street below vanished instantly. Car horns, sirens, drunken calls from the bars, all gone. They were sucked away,
eaten by whatever darkness was inside the creature at her throat. Her
breathing stopped and her knees began to buckle. Then he pulled
away, wiping a drop of blood from his lips. The sounds of the world
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came crashing back to her.
“Sage will take your payment downstairs,” Ruby said after getting
her voice back. He left.
Her assistant found her after the last client had left for the night,
with the window cracked, smoking a cigarette, and listening the city
down below.
“Your last appointment is here Ms. Ruby,” She announced.
“I thought I’d already seen the last.”
Sage’s eyes widened in panic. “I-I added him to the calendar last
night. He came in right after you went home yesterday, he paid in
full.”
“I must have missed that,” Ruby said knowing it was best to calm
Sage down early, “Is he hear for a standard first visit?”
Ruby offered a free first session for clients to taste a pinprick of her
blood to see if they would be a good fit.
Sage shook her head.
“It’s an Early Bird Special.”
Shit. Ruby let out a breath of smoke and closed her eyes. She was
already so tired. She was careful with the amount of blood that was
taken at one time and took nights off to recuperate but it was still
exhausting.
“I told you I’m not doing those anymore.”
Her eyes widened. “No you didn’t.”
Ruby sighed, “I did, it was right after the last one. I didn’t think I
could handle doing those anymore.”
She paused then asked, “He’s paid in full?”
Sage nodded.
“Okay, don’t worry about it. But this is the last one,” She warned.
Ruby stubbed out her cigarette and grabbed her leopard print coat.
She’d gotten it for a steal at a thrift store but there was a patch of fur
missing on the back. She tossed her hair over her shoulders to cover
it.
The client was waiting in one of the wingback chairs she kept in
the reception room. He looked young, mid-twenties, or he was at
some point. Chestnut brown hair fell to his shoulders, framing a face
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that might as well have been cut from marble. He was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.
He stood up as she approached. She held out a hand which he
shook. Ruby knew what to expect, she didn’t shiver at his icy touch.
“Ruby.”
“Ian.” His voice was a low rumble deep in his chest. She didn’t ask
for his last name and he didn’t ask for hers. It didn’t matter.
“Where do you want to go?”
He towered over her.
“Where do you usually go?”
“It’s up to you,” Ruby said, “This is your party after all.”
“Is that what you call it?” He laughed then asked, “Are you up for
a walk?”
Ruby nodded.
“Have a good night,” Sage called after them.
Ruby shot her a questioning look as the door closed on Sage’s bright
red face.
She took Ian’s arm as they wound their way through the busy
streets. Even though it was the dead of night the streets were crowded
with food vendors feeding those leaving the bars, drunk and hungry.
On street corners, people played guitars or begged for change. A full
moon watched over all.
She watched a drunk man approach two woman leaving a bar. He
reached for one of them but she pushed him away and the two hurried
away. The man straightened up and glanced around as if checking if
anyone saw. Ruby’s eyes met his and swept her up and down before
turning to Ian. The man paled, visibly shaken with what he saw.
Even the lowest forms of life left you alone when you walked with
death. Most of the people they passed whether they realized it or not
gave her and Ian a wide berth. Ian didn’t seem to notice or was just
used to it. He scanned passersby, the shops, the food with eyes as
blank and empty as glass.
The noise of the city fell away replaced by the crash of waves. They
walked across the beach, Ruby’s stilettos dangling from one hand.
Gulls cried from out over the dark water.
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Ruby spotted a couple figures further up the beach but for the most
part they were alone.
“Here?” She asked and Ian nodded, his face illuminated only by
the pale light of the moon.
They sat.
“So you like the ocean?” Ruby asked.
“I was a sailor a long time ago.” He looked out over the waves, the
whites of his eyes were brighter in the dark than those of humans. It
made it hard to look away.
“How long ago?”
“Back when krakens took ships and great monsters lurked in the
deep waiting to swallow survivors. Or at least back when we believed
they did.”
“How do you know krakens don’t take ships?” Ruby teased.
“Because I’ve been to the bottom of the ocean.”
That got Ruby’s attention. “What?”
Ian smiled and she caught a flash of sharp canines.
“After my ship wrecked. The captain and everyone onboard
drowned or were crushed by debris. The only ones left were me and
a wealthy traveler who paid for passage across the Pacific. He asked
if I wanted to live and I said yes, of course. So he turned me.” His
eyes were fixed on the horizon.
“I still remember the sharks circling. They could smell my blood
but they didn’t dare come closer because of him, because of what he
was. I should have realized then.”
He shrugged. “But what choice did I have?”
Ruby said nothing.
“Once I turned, I can’t remember exactly but I think I fed from a
shark.”
“Pescatarian vampire then,” Ruby said with a slight laugh. Ian
smiled.
“The passenger, he said we had to swim down to where the light
couldn’t filter through. We tied a length of rope between us and swam
down into the dark. We went on like that for days. We would swim
down before sunrise and walk on the sand at the bottom of the sea
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then resurface at night to get our bearings.”
“I was a good sailor and I was able to tell our fastest way back to
land which was back the way we came, to France. The passenger
knew nothing of this so he followed my lead. When we dove we
didn’t need to breath, but the pressure and the cold were agony. We
could see almost as well in the dark as we did in the moonlight and I
caught glimpses of other things down there with us, things with great
tentacles and teeth, with eyes as dead and empty as we were. But they
fled from us. We were the monsters down there.”
His chest rose and fell with a breath she knew he did not need.
Then he went on, “We made it to land two weeks after the wreck. By
then we looked so much like corpses that the first people we met on
the beach screamed at the sight of us. We drained them.”
“I don’t understand, why didn’t the passenger drink you? Why turn
you? Was it just so you could lead him to shore?”
“That’s what he said, that he needed me to find his way to land. We
went our separate ways shortly after. But I still dream of what it was
like down there in a dark, so complete, so unearthly. I know why he
did it, he didn’t want to go through that alone.”
He was silent now, they both looked out at the waves. An ocean
breeze rose up, ruffling Ruby’s hair.
“Have you thought about it?” Ian asked, breaking the silence, “I’m
sure you’ve had offers from your clients to turn you.”
“I have,” Ruby said, not looking away from the ocean. A faint purple line had just appeared on the horizon.
“And?”
She fixed her gaze on him, feeling the first prick of tears. She
thought of the way the sounds of the world had vanished when Culbert had drank her blood, how Ian’s eyes had looked like empty glass
as they walked through the city.
“I don’t want to be like you. Like any of you,” she whispered.
He smiled sadly.
The horizon was pink now with touches of gold.
“It’s not too late to change your mind,” Ruby said quickly, she
pulled out a folded up blanket from the inner pocket of her coat. It
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was thin and had the appearance of tin foil.
“This will refract the light, I can put this over you and we’ll wait
out the day until the sun goes down. It will only take a second to
cover you up.”
“Do you always bring that to these things?”
“Yes,” Ruby admitted, “just in case.”
“Has anyone ever asked you to use it?”
The sky was brighter now, the ocean now a deep blue.
Ruby shook her head. Her heart was beating fast and out of habit
she clutched her silver cross.
“I’m fine,” He assured her, eyes on the lightening sky, a calm smile
on his face, “I knew there was only one more time in this existence
when I would get to see the sun. This is what I want.”
His face lit up with golden light as the sun reached them. For a
moment, Ruby saw the sailor he must have been. His young face,
tanned, lit by the ocean’s sun with an easy smile. Then his skin started to burn. He closed his eyes. Ruby didn’t look away as the fire
turned to ash and the pieces of him drifted across the sand towards
the sea.
Once it was done, she made her shaky legs stand and rummaged in
her coat for her cigarettes and lit one. She shot a text to Sage.
No more Early Bird Specials.
Ruby watched the sunrise. When the horizon was lit with gold she
dropped her cigarette in the sand and went in search of breakfast.
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ARITH COULD DETECT THE UNMISTAKABLE
scent of a landmine explosion: metallic and oddly sweet.
Like a rotten papaya, his youngest daughter once said.
A gray cloud bloomed and sent a spray of tree bark and leaves into
the sky. Beyond the fading debris, Narith could see a boat in the distance—and the silhouette of three men standing on the bow.
“No, no, no, no,” he whispered.
Narith dropped the wild fruit he’d collected and sprinted through
the lush edges of the river. Sweat pooled along his collarbone as the
boat sped up, sending waves of brown water across the riverbank.
He knew the canopies of the Kravanh Mountains better than most—
and perhaps, in any other circumstance, he would have found a hiding place among the protective ferns of the rainforest. But he could
not have accounted for the strange, roaring machine at the back of
the boat, a contraption that made the boat fly across the surface of
the river.
“We’re not going to hurt you!” yelled one of the men. “English?
Parlez-vous français?”
Narith stopped so abruptly that his body toppled onto the muddy
riverbank. The man called to him again.
“Yes. Yes! Français!!” Narith cried out. His gasps burned through
his chest as he pushed himself to his feet. It had been fifteen years
since he’d last heard French—which now sounded to him like a siren’s melody, even as his calloused toes sank into the mud.
A boatman threw a life buoy into the river. Narith was a strong
swimmer, but who was he to refuse this gift of good fortune? He
draped his arms around the float and let the men hoist his leathered
body onto their vessel.
“Qu’est-ce que tu fais?” asked the freckled Frenchman with a sunburnt nose. “What are you doing out here all by yourself?”
“He’s probably one of those indigenous people from the highlands,”
whispered a man with a golden Buddha figurine on his belt buckle.
“But his shirt… There’s a Pepsi logo on it. Where do you think he
got that?” said the third man, who was tall and shirtless and wore his
long blonde hair in a ponytail.
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“Hold on! Stop poking at him and give him something to eat,” said
the sunburnt man.
The men gave Narith wine and salted fish, which he consumed
so quickly that the men could only stare in awe. “Merci beaucoup,
merci beaucoup,” he shouted, not caring that fish and wine sprayed
from his mouth and settled within the recesses of his tangled beard.
“I haven’t had wine in at least fifteen years.”
Sunburn, as Narith would remember him, promptly refilled Narith’s
glass. “If I had to choose between death and going a week without a
good bordeaux, I’d jump off this boat right now,” he said. The other
boatmen guffawed and refilled their own glasses. “Now, will you tell
me what a man—a man who speaks perfect French, at that—is doing
out here on his own?”
Narith peered at the rainforest from the deck. “I am not alone. My
wife and my three daughters live with me, over there—”
“You live here? How?”
Narith chuckled. “I am not so sure myself. We fish sometimes, we
hunt, and we collect kuy fruit. Sometimes, we desire the cake and
wine and samlor machu trey we used to have when we still lived in
Siem Reap—but then we remember what we escaped, and we give
thanks for what we have now.”
“What did you escape?” asked Buddha Buckle.
“Pol Pot,” whispered Narith, as if the dictator himself were lurking
in the shadows beyond the vessel. “And now, thank the heavens! You
are here to rescue us from him, and to take us to France, yes?”
Buddha Buckle frowned. “Pol Pot? My friend. You don’t know?”
“My father always said the French would be our heroes,” Narith
continued. “He always said they would repay our kindness and all of
our work for them—”
“Pol Pot is dead, my friend. Dead since about seven, maybe eight
years ago,” Buddha Buckle interrupted.
“The three of us,” added Blonde Ponytail, “are just adventurers,
trying to see all of the beauty that this country has to offer. We’re
not here to take anyone to France, unless you’re talking about one of
those beauties in Phnom Penh.”
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The men chuckled again and refilled their glasses for the fourth
time. As glasses clinked and wine splashed against the deck, Narith
fell to his knees and began to rock back and forth, wailing loudly at
the clouds until his voice became hoarse.
“My friend, what’s wrong?” asked Sunburn.
“Fifteen years, my family has been alone in this rainforest. Fifteen
years, and my daughters have lost all of their childhood—because
we feared the Khmer Rouge would kill us. All because I was a butler
for a French family.”
The men fell silent. Narith continued, his body still rocking back
and forth. “Fifteen years, I have gone without wine and salted fish
and bread and clean clothing—and now, you tell me that the man I’ve
been hiding from has been dead for eight years?”
Narith wailed again when the Frenchmen explained how the Khmer
Rouge no longer existed, and that Kampuchea was now “Cambodia.”
He cried for the friends he had lost to the killing fields, and for the
babies who died next to the chankiri trees. He cried with joy for his
family—who could now finally come out of the rainforest and rebuild their lives in a world without evil.
“Listen, we might not have come to, ah, rescue you, as you say—
but we can take you and your family back to Phnom Penh,” said
Buddha Buckle.
Sunburn stared disapprovingly at the scars and bruises that adorned
Narith’s skin. “Maybe we’ll drop you off at a hospital. I imagine
they’ll know what to do.”
“Yes, you’re safe now,” assured Buddha Buckle, whose smile
revealed a row of golden teeth. “Finish your meal with us, and then
go get your family. We’ll take you back to civilization.”
Narith bowed deeply, over and over again, with his palms held together. He remembered what his father had said in 1975 as his family
huddled around their television set and watched the Khmer Rouge
march victoriously through Phnom Penh. We must go to the French
embassy, he’d said. French people who live off our land, our labor…
they must help us, or we will die.
“Please, stop bowing,” said Blonde Ponytail with an embarrassed
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laugh. “Calm down, and help us finish this bottle.”
The sun yielded to the bleeding sky, sending ribbons of pink and
gold across the Russei Chrum River. Narith listened in awe at the
men’s stories of illegal poaching, their misadventures in Cambodian
cities, and the prostitutes they met in Phnom Penh. He marveled at
the men’s hand-held phones—and jumped when one of the phones
vibrated and fell off the table. He asked questions about what world
he could expect beyond the rainforest: Who is the new ruler of Cambodia? Is Siem Reap still a city? How many Kampucheans, I meant
Cambodians, died while I was hiding?
“Three million, last I heard,” said Blonde Ponytail. “It’s a damn
shame. And rumor has it that Pol Pot’s daughter is getting married
to a businessman. The concierge at the hotel—you remember, right
Adam?—told us that former Khmer Rouge soldiers and Pol Pot loyalists are all traveling to Phnom Penh for the wedding.”
Narith thought back to 1975. He thought back to when Khmer
Rouge soldiers had blocked all routes into Phnom Penh, making it
impossible for Narith and his family to join the thousands of Kampuchean refugees who stormed the gates of the French embassy. So
they perished—some from heat exhaustion on the path to salvation,
others at the hands of the Khmer Rouge. All but Narith and his family.
Narith stared into the distance while the Frenchmen spoke casually
of the wars their government supported in unfamiliar lands—North
Africa, West Africa, the Congo. Here were the promised French saviors, yet Narith felt uneasy. The Devil was gone—yet, so much had
stayed the same. Buddha Buckle himself, who had smiled so benevolently at Narith, seemed to be resigned to the fate of humans to fight,
war, and kill.
“War is terrible,” he mused. “But I understand why it’s better to
drop a bomb and kill them all, than to let one terrorist go free.”
Narith looked at the treasures on board: a spear, an elephant tusk,
a magazine with a half-naked woman on its cover. And while the
Frenchmen continued to debate the practicality and effectiveness and
efficiency of good policy and war, he walked toward the back of the
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stalled boat and sat on the stern. He dipped his legs into the moonlit
water, and stared deeply into his own reflection.
Through the water, he saw the scars on his arms and shoulders
from years of picking kuy fruit off sharp and tangled vines. He saw
the scar on his shoulder from a bayonet wound, a reminder of his
ten years as a child soldier for the Khmer Rouge. Through the soft,
undulating waves of the river, he could almost see the faces of his beloved father and sister—whose blood now nourished the rice paddies
of Siem Reap. Through the sound of water lapping against the stern,
he could almost hear their screams, their pleas for mercy, their desperate insistence that they were innocent of any crime, that working
as couriers for the French was a matter of necessity and not ideology.
It is better to arrest ten people by mistake, Pol Pot had once declared, than to let one guilty person go free.
Narith watched as gibbons swung through the trees, unveiling the
moonlight—which streamed through the lush canopy of the rainforest like fresh water dripping from a leaky gourd. And while the
drunk Frenchmen danced and laughed from the deck, Narith closed
his eyes, and said a prayer.
Then, he quietly pushed himself off the stern and into the water.
He swam with his strong, scarred arms through the water and toward the comforting darkness of the riverbank. Once he was back on
land, he headed toward his family’s secret encampment. He relished
the feeling of the damp soil between his toes, the wet air nourishing
his weathered skin. His hands grazed the drupes of peppercorn that
hung from tall vines.
When Narith finally saw his wife and three daughters in the distance, he ran to them—with nothing to offer but the scent of dung
and cardamom leaves. Pol Pot is dead, he wanted to scream. But as
his daughters enveloped him in their tanned arms—far away from
the wars and killing fields and chankiri trees—he understood.
He would never let them know.
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OR MY WHOLE LIFE, THE nightly howls emanating
from the fog were a constant reminder of rule number one:
don’t get off the boat. I sat on deck, unable to sleep, my legs
draped over the edge of the bow thinking how in a few hours, that
rule was about to change. I could sense the Things and their yellow
eyes out there waiting, as if they too knew what the day held, and
they were daring us to make the leap from our world to theirs. Our
river flowed steady below my feet. The water was cool, not quiet. As
the late summer dawn gave color to the fog, I heard the voice of my
Grandpa softly whispering. He called to me, in that magical way he
does, as if the boat itself was speaking.
“Come to me, my child. There’s not much time.”
I found him in his cabin, nestled in the stern between the engine
and our dwindling stock of ammunition. He was propped up on pillows mumbling to himself, his eyes distant, his voice soft.
“Yellow eyes, don’t surprise.” Grandpa said, trailing off as he saw
me.
“My dear child,” he whispered. “The day has come. Are you ready?
He held a tall candle close in both hands. It was unlit, but the wick
was black.
“I am grandpa.”
“Good, good,” he said, then added “I am too,” while waving his
candle and smiling like my youngest cousin. “You must remember,
stay quiet. Step softly. They will hunt you.” He looked me in the eyes,
and his voice turned deep. “You must not be hunted.” I was frightened by his words, the truth they held, and the insanity they told.
He produced a match as if by magic. With a flick of his hand, it lit.
“Dry land is but a memory, slowly drifting away into the fog of
time. I wish to taste its treasures one last time. Do you know what a
blueberry is?” He asked
“No,” I said.
He reached out with a bony hand.
“You must take care. The Things are nasty creatures, but they fear
the water most of all, water will keep you safe. I remember, I was
young, it was late summer, and the fog filled the crepuscular cracks
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of day. I was sent out, not for flesh, but for wild blueberries. Mother
would do such magic with them, baked inside a buckle, the soft cake,
and warm juicy berries.”
He ran out of energy enough to speak, breathing heavily while
clinging tightly to the unlit candle, and the flickering match. Just as it
was about to die, he tipped the candle across the flame, igniting it in
a knowing burst of light. “You must stay safe my child,” A tear ran
down his cheek. The candle jittered in his hands.
A loud knock shook the door, and my Mom barged in.
“Sorry Pops,” Mom said, “but we need the bags. Good god, look at
the state of this, gunpowder on the floor, grenades tossed everywhere,
and look at these straps. I thought the straps on deck looked bad, the
teeth on this buckle are rusted shut.” Mom pushed everything aside,
and pulled out three bags labeled crossbows, and dropped one in my
hands.
“The ground is strong,” Grandpa whispered, “Those Things didn’t
always rule the land. Once, the land gave us riches. Oh how I loved
Mama’s...” He trailed off, staring into the flame.
“Don’t worry Grandpa, I’ll be careful,” I said, and kissed him on
the forehead.
I stepped through Grandpa’s door into the galley. My uncle Harold
looked up from his breakfast and stared at me with his one good eye.
“You think you’re ready kid?” His tone was gruff and level. “Seen
plenty of kids your age die. All little shits with little grins. Probably
don’t even know what to be scared of.” He paused as if testing me.
“The Things?” I said
My uncle laughed. “Yeah, you don’t worry your little head about
those yellow eyed sons of bitches you hear me. They hate the light
almost as much as they hate water, and anyway, there’s a lot worse
out there you might run into. Wolves, snakes, and spiders, there’s
even tell of a pack of land dwellers round these parts, savages that
stayed. Now thems some fierce lot. They’ll pick your nose for you, in
search of brains not boogers. They’ll tie you up, keep you next to the
fire, hot, and schvitin, just to scrape you dry and drink your sweat.
So you see a set of bipedal freaks with spears and swords, you best
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die where you stand, because even your Mommy won’t be coming to
save you.”
“Harold!” My Mom yelled, slamming another bag on the table.
“That’s enough.” Mom stared down her youngest brother until he
turned back to his food.
“Come here.” Mom said, taking me aside. “You’ll learn more in the
briefing later, but survival comes down to this. Keep an eye on your
partner, that’ll be me, and your neighbor, uncle Harold. No belts, no
bells, nothing that hooks, loops, or snags, rings, clangs, or chimes.
And if someone yells ‘home’,you pitch everything that doesn’t fire
and you run like shit flies back to safety. You hear me?”
“Yes,” I said.
“There’s nothing to be scared of.” Mom replied. “I’ve been on every hunt since the Things chased us onto boats, and I’ve never lost a
soul.” She winked, and reached into one of the bags. “Just in case.”
She handed me a gun. “Each one of us, myself, and your six uncles
have one of these. You only get one bullet, but I trust you to know
when to use it.”
We hit the shore with a soft thump, and I heard a faint “goodbye,”
whispered through the hull. The sun had long since baked the morning fog away. I jumped into the shallow water and helped lash the
boat to shore the best I could using our tattered straps, the rusted
buckles barely snapping shut. The hard ground, unsteady as it was
beneath my feet, felt strong and strangely alive. The fourteen of us
said our goodbyes, and made promises to return. My crossbow felt
right in my hands. It was as though I was the arrow, already knocked,
the bow drawn back with anticipation from years of practice, ready
to be released. Mom double checked my gear, I double checked hers,
then we plunged into the forest.
We moved slowly and communicated with simple hand signals
to indicate stop, down, and forward. It didn’t take long for Mom to
throw her fist up. Uncle Harold knelt, so did I, finding myself face to
face with a small, dark blue berry sitting all alone on a little twig of
a branch. I reached out. Mom fired, I squeezed. We tied and dressed
the kill. By the end my hands were tinged with a dried melange of
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red from the blood and blue from the berry. Mom taught me to wipe
the blood off each arrow using the carcass. She taught me to lift the
beast high off the ground and secure it tightly. She taught me that and
more, without saying a word.
Late in the day the clouds came, plunging us into darkness. We
were in the heart of the forest, with most of the day gone, and a drip
or two of rain hit my face. We were about to turn back when I saw
my first. I threw up a fist and aimed. Two brown eyes looked straight
at me. I swallowed in a dry uncertain gulp, breathed out slowly, and
released the bolt from my crossbow. Mom immediately ran ahead
through the thicket toward the fallen deer. When I caught up, all I
could see was a pool of blood haloed by a thin wisp of fog. Mom
looked frantically for the red trail leading us to our injured catch,
finding none, she turned to the trees.
“Rain must have washed the tracks away” she whispered, the first
words spoken since we left. Her jaw tightened and she readied her
crossbow. The air this deep into the forest was damp , but both of
us knew the mist couldn’t have done what she implied. She slowly
turned, eyeing the trees. I felt the sting in the air first, then I heard a
whisper. It was mangled, as if grandpa was speaking to me from far
away. None of us were ready for the high pitched noise that pierced
the trees. It came in soft bursts at first, then slowly grew into screams
and cries too obvious not to recognize.
“Home!” Uncle Harold yelled.
We ran, the screams growing louder and wilder with each step. I
was pulled toward them in a wicked attraction of fear and anticipation that made the ever thinning trees and increasingly loud river
both blessing and bane. The whisper grew, but I still couldn’t understand the words. The cries, and awful smell of metal and flesh told
me everything I needed to know. I burst onto the beach, and saw the
unimaginable horror. Blood painted the deck. My aunts and cousins
littered the ground, their mangled bodies oozing with red. The boat
shook and something inside screamed. I scrambled up onto the deck,
and finally understood what grandpa was trying to tell me: “Run.”
One of the Things emerged from a porthole halfway down the boat
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and started walking in my direction. It haunched up, towering above
me twice over. I dropped my crossbow on the deck, unable to move
as I stared into the Thing’s large, yellow eye. It looked at me as if
it could see through my clothes, under my skin, and could read the
fear that stained my blood. All around me voices cried out in agony,
fright, and anger. The Thing stalked closer, and I was only shaken back to reality by the sound of gunshots. The Thing turned towards my uncles on the beach, their guns now empty, and I heard my
grandfather’s voice whispering to me, loud and clear. “Goodbye, my
child.” I turned, twisting my ankles upon each other, tripped over the
railing, and fell. Midair, I was kicked back by a tremendous force.
My feet hit the water, my back, the beach, and a ball of fire exploded
into the air. I heard the howl of agony, not knowing if it was Thing
or kin.
I sat up next to the straps still tethering our boat to land. The bow
was one good jump away from dry ground. The Things crowded onto
the deck, barely escaping the tremendous flames pouring out of each
cabin. I reached for the straps tying our boat to shore. My fingers
failed to reason with the strap’s rusted buckle. The howls grew closer.
I grabbed the gun in my holster, aimed at the buckle, and fired. With
a snap, our home broke free, carried away under the river’s swift flow.
The Things with yellow eyes reached the bow edge and stopped. One
tested the jump, landing in just inches of water causing it to burst into
oblivion. The rest stayed on the boat as it drifted down the river. A
great snap shook us once more, and the boat began to buckle.
One last puff of smoke shaded the evening sky before our home
succumbed to the river. The few who remained, sat in silence on the
beach, soaked in blood. My uncle Harold cried softly, my aunt in his
arms. My little sister lay between us, her face missing. A little trickle
of blood dripped from her into the blue water. I crawled over and
dipped my own blue and red stained hand into the river. The colors
washed away as a rabid howl rang out from somewhere close, and the
evening fog began to roll in.
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HE LAB REPORT SAYS HE is sterile, so what harm could
it cause if we let him live out his life? But the zero-tolerance
policy demands that he be eradicated. And it is my job to

do it.
I traveled by plane as far as possible, landing on a dirt runway outside a small village deep in the rainforest. The last outpost of civilization, if you could call it that. There are a few houses built on stilts
and an old general store where you could buy fuel, a few dry goods,
and get a hot meal. The second floor had rooms to rent if you didn’t
mind sharing with the cockroaches and an occasional rat.
With no other option, I rented a room for a week. More than enough
time to find the last of Dr. Watson’s test subjects. The person in question is Roy Howard. A reliable report says he lives in a small camp
deep in the rainforest.
The room had a small desk, closet, and a bed with a mattress that
had seen better days. I checked my sidearm. It was fully loaded. The
protocol was to shoot the moment you saw your target. A double-tap,
one to the heart, one to the head. Cut off a toe for a DNA tissue sample and burn the body. I usually wear my jacket with large yellow
BNS letters on the back, but it was too hot. So, I opted for a large
silver belt buckle, which depicted a sword slicing through a double
helix. It was as good as a badge and let everyone know I am from
the Bureau of Natural Selection, with full authority to apprehend and
eliminate anyone who interfered with my mission.
The BNS uses a carrot and stick approach. Cooperate and help us
run down the fugitive, and you can expect a generous shipment of
hard-to-get supplies. However, hide the fugitive, and you won’t be
able to buy as much as a toothbrush. And if an agent is injured or
killed, even by accident, the retribution is swift and harsh.
I arranged with the general store’s owner to rent a boat and hire a
guide to take me upriver, where Roy Howard is reported to be hiding. The owner stared at my belt buckle and said, “We don’t want no
trouble. Your guide is waiting for you in the bar.”
The guide, a tall blonde hair, blue-eyed man in his late thirties,
was talking and laughing with the bartender. He saw me walk in,
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turned around, gave me a broad smile, handed the bartender a couple
of bills, patted him on the back, and walked over, hand extended.
“Grant Williams. And you must be Sean Carson,” he said. “Hungry?
Let’s get dinner.”
“Sean, just so there is no misunderstanding, this dinner, and all
expenses from this point forward are on you. Well, not you, but the
BNS. If I decide I need a new knife, extra shotgun shells, or even a
Slim Jim, it all goes on your bill. And I’m charging double my rate,”
Grant said as he smiled and looked me in the eye.
“We already have a deal. I’ll cover any reasonable expenses. Your
rate stays the same,” I said as I pushed back from the table.
“We don’t have a deal. Not yet. That’s what we are doing now, negotiating,” Grant said as he took a swig of beer. “You’re a high-risk
client. If you get eaten by a crocodile, jaguar, or one of those gigantic
snakes squeezes the shit out of you, your buddies back at the BNS
will come calling. I doubt they will even try to figure out what happened. Most likely, they just napalm the whole place. So, I’m adding
a risk premium.”
“Forget it. I’ll find another guide,” I said as I got up from my chair.
“Glad to hear it. I didn’t want to do this trip, anyway.”
“Can you recommend someone?”
“There are no other guides. Not any that know this river and can
keep your skinny little ass alive,” Grant said as he took another swig
of beer. “In college, they told me this was called supply and demand.
Good old capitalism at work. You are a capitalist, aren’t you? Because I’m not letting no commie on my boat.”
“Fine, I’ll double the rate.”
“And the Slim Jims?”
“Have as many freaking Slim Jims as you want.”
“Since that unpleasantness is out of the way, let’s eat,” Grant said.
“Order the stir-fry. It’s not beef, but it helps keep the rat population
under control.” *
Grant had his usual smile and was laughing and joking as he oversaw the boat being loaded. He was chewing on a Slim Jim and offered me one. I waved it off. It seems everyone I saw that morning
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was eating a Slim Jim. Grant’s way of poking fun at me. It was hard
not to like him. He was full of confidence a real natural-born leader.
“That’s a lot of supplies for a short trip,” I said.
“Be sure to thank the BNS for me,” Grant said.
The latest intelligence is that Roy Howard has a small camp about
a hundred clicks upriver. Roy was one of fifty clients of Dr. Watson
who received gene enhancement therapy. Their genes were altered to
give them superior senses, hearing, eyesight, taste, smell, and touch.
Forty-nine have been tracked down, eliminated, and their bodies incinerated. It was believed but never confirmed that Dr. Watson was
among them.
Gene enhancement therapy is illegal and carries the death penalty,
no trial, no jury, and no due process. If you are suspected of altering the human genome, you are shot on sight. It has been this way
since General Stephen Armstrong assembled a militia of enhanced
super soldiers. Thousands of people died before his rebellion was
suppressed. Ever since, manipulating human genes has been considered treason against humanity. General Armstrong remains the most
wanted man in the world.
We headed upriver in a Vietnam War-era swift boat. With the heavy
guns and ammunition removed, it could navigate in water as shallow
as three feet. There was a small cabin in the front that provided some
shade and a place to sleep.
As the river narrowed and the rainforest became denser, insects
attacked us in droves. Grant reminded me to put on more insect repellent several times. He kept saying I was more likely to die from a
bug bite than a crocodile.
It was about noon when we stopped, so I could answer a call of nature. Grant had tried to convince me to just take a dump off the back
of the boat, but my city ways would not let me. As I was stepping off,
Grant grabbed me and pulled me back into the boat.
“Shhhh, a jaguar is in the bush,” Grant said.
“Where?”
“A hundred yards up the bank in that heavy growth.”
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I searched the bank and could not spot the cat. Grant handed me
a pair of binoculars and pointed. He was barely visible, a beautiful
yellow and white animal with black spots. It was amazing that Grant
could spot it, especially from this distance.
“She has a couple of cubs,” Grant said. “I’ll find a better place for
you to take a dump.”
“How did you spot her?”
“It comes from spending so much time in the jungle.”
“You saved my life.”
“I would have chased her away before she mulled you too badly,”
Grant said as he smiled and winked at me. “Wouldn’t want your BNS
buddies thinking I’m not taking care of you.”
“All the same, thanks.”
Grant patted me on the back and looked down at my belt, “I’ve seen
that buckle a few times. I understand the sword and double helix, but
what are the four stars?”
“Each star represents five successful missions.”
“Nice way of saying people you killed. Hell of a way to make a
living,” Grant said.
“Just doing my job. Keeping the gene pool as nature intended,” I
answered. There was a lot of truth in what he said. A few people had
to be removed from the gene pool, but most were just trivial changes,
different eye color, fuller hair, or to cure a genetic disease. And this
latest group had the side effect of becoming sterile.
I was no longer the enthusiastic recruit of fifteen years ago. Thinking I was saving the world. Now when I complete a job, I’m left with
an empty feeling. And it is usually followed by a three-day drunk.
We didn’t talk much for the rest of the day. That evening, Grant
anchored the boat under a canopy of trees. Halfway through eating
our dinner, Grant mouthed the words snakes and slowly moved the
boat out from under the trees.
“I don’t see snakes,” I said.
“Listen, they are hissing,” Grant said.
“You have some pretty keen hearing.”
“All part of living in the bush,” Grant said.
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The next day, we came to a small makeshift dock. It had a path
leading into the rainforest. Supposedly where Roy Howard was hiding. I drew my handgun. As soon as I was sure it was Roy, my job
was to put him down, take a tissue sample, and incinerate the body.
We walked about a mile before coming to an abandoned camp. There
was a small cabin, and off to the side was a gravesite with a handmade cross. The inscription read Roy Howard.
“Looks like someone took care of him for you,” Grant said. He
then raised his head and looked around. “Do you smell that? Wild
boars. Fresh meat if we catch one.”
“You’re an interesting man. Excellent hearing, sight, and smell. If I
dig up this grave. What will I find?”
“I think you know. I’ve been dropping you some pretty big hints,”
Grant said.
I pointed my gun at Grant, or should I say, Roy. “I’m ordered to
shoot you on sight.”
“A little late for that. Besides, you need to get back down river.
From what I’ve seen of your skills, I say it’s 50/50 you make it. I have
a deal for you.” “The BNS doesn’t make deals.”
“Good thing I’m talking to a person, not a bureaucratic institution.
All of Dr. Watson’s patients have been sterile. Killing me doesn’t
accomplish anything. Except leaving you alone in the rainforest,”
Grant said. “Dig up the grave. I didn’t kill him. He died of natural
causes. Take your pictures, close the case, get your silver star.”
“I still need a tissue sample to confirm your DNA,” I said.
“Will a toe do?”
“You would cut off your toe?”
“Better than the alternative. Look, you can kill me. But then you
have to make it back through the rainforest. And when you get back,
without me, there will be some unhappy people. BNS or no BNS, you
will not be among friends.”
While I was considering the offer, Roy took out his hunting knife
and cut off his small toe. He had prepared for this moment; he had
a first aid kit ready and quickly stopped the bleeding and bandaged
the foot.
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“That hurt like a son of a bitch,” Roy said.
“I’m only agreeing because you’re sterile,” I said.
Epilogue:
As the BNS agent’s plane lifted off, a young girl ran out and took
his hand.
“Daddy, I could hear you talking. All the way from over there. Did
you really give him your toe?”
“A small price to pay for improving the human race. Besides, it will
grow back.”
A soldier ran out, gave a quick salute, and said, “General Armstrong, the new recruits have arrived. Dr. Watson has begun administering the treatment.”
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ROWING UP IN THE BIBLE Belt, Jesus was the buckle
that kept your soul’s pants from falling down, kept it from
exposing its naked truth. Jesus kept the world neat and
tight so it wouldn’t experience the shame of knowing itself. So we
didn’t have to be open with ourselves or anyone else about our fears
or doubts or anger or nothing, since as long as we were buckled up
safe with Jesus then everything would be okay in the end. Then nothing would last forever except the good stuff.
I met Jesus once. It was over by the creek that runs through the
woods at the end of town, the creek with the big boulder sticking up
in the middle, the one sister used to call pulpit rock.
“Jesus used to come down and preach from that rock,” she told
me once. And sure enough, one day when sister wasn’t around any
more and Ma and Pa were all tears-and-prayer unconsolable, I went
on down to that creek and I swear on sister’s good name Jesus was
sitting right there on that rock. She was beautiful, with red hair and
the exposed and sculpted body of a goddess, becoming at the waist
all silver and blue fish skin, the scales of her tail glistening, dripping
water pearls from a rock pulpit. Plip. Drip. Looking in her eyes was
almost like discovering that the history books in school were actual
prophecies of things to come, like seeing the Egyptian sphinx all
shiny and new. I don’t know how else to say it, like time wasn’t nothing and what happened and what’s gonna happen was all the same
thing. Jesus didn’t say nothing, she just sat there like a miracle and all
the natural world seemed framed around her. Every insect and every
leaf drew towards her. The water ran past her with such purpose, the
trees became the apostles gathering her up into their sap to give to
whatever thirsty bird might drink up their message.
Mama told me Jesus provided fish to the hungry, but I don’t believe Jesus would eat fish considering she was part fish herself. Now
I may be young but I know enough not to spill the beans to grown
ups about things unexplainable ‘cause grown ups all think they know
everything and they don’t believe in anything they ain’t seen themselves and they always try to rip the magic out of all the things they
don’t understand. So I tried to ask coded questions to Mama to see if
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maybe she had met Jesus in the woods too, to see if maybe we could
share a secret together, but when I asked what she thought about
mermaids Mama laughed and said mermaids are just make-believe
but that Jesus is holy and real, and I’m here to tell you that either mermaids are wholly real, or Jesus is wholly hallucination. Wholly holy
hallucination. But I saw her, and if she ain’t real I question whether
I’m real or Pa is real or if anything I’ve ever seen is real. Something
about her felt even more real than real. I forget every little thing but
I could never forget her.
I looked at Jesus and she looked at me and something powerful
opened up between us, like a big canyon full of love. Now don’t tell
Mama, but this love was even more powerful than the love she makes
me feel. Mama says Jesus puts love into your heart, and I didn’t know
what she meant until that day I met Jesus sitting on top of the pulpit
rock in the middle of the creek that runs through the woods, her tail
thudding, flapping in rhythm to the planets spinning. Plap. Thwup.
She did not call to me, and I did not call to her, but there was an understanding between us. I knew that I was buckled in safe.
I don’t care much for the stories of the Bible (but don’t tell Pa) ever
since I seen Jesus and I know she swims out in the world. She’s not
an imaginary boy in an imaginary place, but a real magic part of the
real world. And in being both magic and in the world, she confirms
that the world is magic itself, because magic only dwells in magic
places. So I try to skip church and go out to the woods, even if Mama
thinks Jesus will be mad, I know that Jesus couldn’t survive out of
water, locked in church with the man on the rockless pulpit.
Ma and Pa threw themselves into Jesus after sister threw herself
into the Missouri River off the bridge that leads outta town. Pa says
she went to be with Jesus. If only I could have showed her where to
look, told her that she knew all along, maybe we could have found Jesus together and she wouldn’t have gone looking at the bottom of the
river and she wouldn’t have never come back up. Maybe she thought
she could walk on water. Or maybe she just didn’t want to be around
any more.
All that talk about Jesus walking on water must be a metaphor (“a
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metal-fork” sister would joke). Means it’s not really real, just points
in the direction, like the metal rooster that spins around the roof
‘cause the chickens never stay in one place. How could Jesus walk on
water? She doesn’t even have feet; I saw, she has a beautiful fishy tail.
But ain’t that the way of things? You tell someone one thing and a
year later you hear your own story told back to you with all the pieces
in the wrong place, with new pieces sewn into it, and truth becomes
all twisted and untrue without anyone even trying. Time just seems
to distort things.
I guess truth is different for everyone, and a year from now I’ll be
hearing about a giant crawdad down at the creek, that’s what Jesus’ll
turn into if I let anyone know the truth. No, I think I’ll keep my truth,
I know what it was I seen. No, I think I’ll keep that truth buckled up
safe, just between me and Jesus, and not let anyone make a crawdad
or a man out of a mermaid.
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HE THREE-DAY JOURNEY TO HALDON port was far
shorter than many others Eshen had undertaken but she
knew this one would be different. This journey would give
her far too much time to think and so she resolved to avoid thinking
at all. She focused her mind on the familiar rhythm of rowing, the
feeling of her narrowboat gliding along the Gediac river, the dry sun
beating down on her shoulders, and the spray of fresh water on her
face. She lost herself in the routine and so, for that first day she succeeded at avoiding thinking.
As the sun grew lower in the sky, the evening chill began to set in.
She donned furs and gloves and continued rowing. She rowed by a
fishing village, though the cold had sent them indoors and there was
thankfully nobody to see her pass. The sun set and she rowed by inns
with windows that glowed with firelight. Only the weak and foolish
need to cower beneath roofs to sleep, her ma would say. Eshen was
neither weak nor foolish, so she slept alone in her boat—the cold and
rain be damned.
At night the world changed in ways that went largely unnoticed.
There were the obvious ways: the world—of course—went dark but
for the moons and stars, the world went cold enough for the river to
crackle with half-formed ice, and the wind blew hard and cold. Eshen, like her mother and grandmother and all those before her, heard
the whispering of the wind and saw the stars spin in the sky above
her. Unlike her mother, she didn’t hear the voices of her ancestors in
the wind, nor did she see the visions of days yet to come.
Despite that, she lay back in the cramped little boat and tried. The
stars whirled dizzyingly up above and the wind whispered incomprehensibly.
“I don’t know if I can do this, ma,” Eshen said to the night, not
knowing if her mother could hear. “I’m sorry I’m not strong enough.
I just… I’m not ready. I’m sorry.”
If her mother heard her, Eshen couldn’t tell. The wind blew tore at
her with chips of ice and the stars’ spinning made her nauseous but
still there came no response. Eshen swallowed the lump in her throat,
wiped away unshed tears before they could freeze, and turned to her
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side to sleep.
Eshen woke at dawn when the wind went quiet and her churning
gut calmed somewhat. She watched the sun rise behind steel-grey
clouds and forced herself to gnaw on a breakfast of salted fish. She
gave herself a few moments to gather her nerves before she picked up
the oars and began rowing again.
She was entering more populated areas now. Villages were larger and more developed with houses made from stone and brick and
tile. Those that recognized her touched their knuckles to their forehead, spoke a prayer to their gods, and hurried away. Some of them
clutched warding crystals and waved them towards her boat. The
crystals were said to ward of demonspawn, or at least that was the
rumour that Eshen’s great-great-great-grandmother had spread. Eshen rowed on with white-knuckled hands and tried—and largely
failed—to put their accusatory glares from her mind.
The Latsby road ran alongside the Gediac for several hours so she
rowed by city folk with polished shoes and shining buckles. They
didn’t know her, for which she was glad, and spared her little more
than a contemptuous glance while they watered their horses in her
river. At midday, as she passed one of their camps she caught a scent
of roast mutton and threw up over the side of the boat.
Her breaths came quick and shallow, her empty stomach still
heaved. “Mother, help me,” she muttered but the sun was still high in
the sky and the air was still and there was nobody to hear her.
She contemplated turning back and making the shameful day-anda-half trip back home. She imagined trying to sleep that night, knowing ma was watching her and her failure. She saw herself arriving
home to see ma’s twisted scowl. Or worse, ma not having bothered to
turn her broken body to face Eshen. “Foolish child,” she would say,
raspy voice dripping in scorn. “I raised you to be stronger.”
Eshen stared dully at the oars where she’d dropped them, the taste
of smoke still clinging to the back of her throat. With trembling
hands she picked up the oars and turned the boat around. Slowly, far
slower than her rowing the past day, she began to row back home.
She watched with building dread as the sun descended in the sky.
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The sky darkened and the horizon glowed amber as the sun crept
lower and lower. For one blissful moment, there was quiet. The sky
was dark and the air was still; Eshen held her breath.
The last sliver of the sun disappeared below the horizon. The stars
burst alight and the wind burst forth in a wordless gale.
Eshen was thrown against the side of the boat, almost toppling over
onto the river. She huddled behind the sides of the bow but it offered
little protection as the wind seemed to come from every direction.
“I’m sorry,” she shouted but her words were lost in the howling
gale. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”
The wind sent a chunk of ice into her side. She doubled over,
wheezing, just as another chunk of ice collided with her head.
Eshen dreamt she was home. She dreamt that she wasn’t Eshen.
She felt her bones scrape against one another. She was in the meadow, sitting in a simple chair padded with skins and furs. Before her
was a table of leather bound notebooks and a knife. In the gleaming
metal of the knife she saw her reflection. She was her mother.
She looked up at the stars that whirled up above and for an instant
she thought she saw something in them. For the briefest moment
she understood but then the moment was gone. The wind murmured
through the trees and it was like listening to a conversation with her
head underwater.
She reached out her sinewy hand and grasped the knife. Atrophied
muscles strained and she lifted the knife. Lips drew back from yellowed teeth in a sneer. “Fool,” she said in her mother’s voice.
She awoke with a jolt. The movement sent hot needling pain
through her head and gut. It was the dead of night with dawn still
hours away but something was wrong. The wind was soft and the
stars’ spinning had become lethargic, as if they were holding their
breath and waiting. She sat up, pushing aside the throbbing pain, and
waited too. What she was waiting for she wasn’t sure but she waited
nonetheless.
Then the stars sped up until the sky was silver-black blur, and the
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wind’s whispering seemed to echo in her mind.
“Eshen,” the wind whispered. “EshenEshenEshenEshenEshenEshen.” The wind became her mother’s voice or perhaps her mother’s
voice became the wind. “Eshenenesheneshen.”
Then the wind went silent and the stars fell utterly still.
Her mother died.
“ESHEN!” the wind screamed in the voice of her mother. “ESHEN!” it screamed in the voices of her ancestors long past and her
descendents yet to come. She’d curled up into a shaking ball, knees
clutched to her chest, and though she’d closed her eyes, the stars
forced upon her images of what was to come.
She saw mountainous homes made by men which were then razed
to the ground. She saw the very river she rowed upon splintered by
unseen forces. She somehow saw screams that were the culmination of lifetimes of emotion. Civilizations and possibilities flickered
through the sky, formed from the light itself, and bored themselves
into Eshen’s skull.
Eshen felt very cold and very alone.
“Eshen,” said the wind in her mother’s voice. With just her name
came ineffable depth. There was a tone of comfort that her mother
had never expressed in life, layered with intention and insistence and
confidence. This was right, the wind meant. This must be done and
Eshen’s family would be there with her.
Eshen peeled her eyes open and stared out at the frozen river, a
glistening, inky, black road that stretched to Haldon. From there she
would travel to Wrieson then Criford and wherever else the wind
guided her. Her still-mortal mind didn’t understand why but she no
longer cared. The wind blew sharp and the icy crust of the river broke
and another path formed. Eshen picked up her oars, turned the boat
back around and rowed.
Hours and seconds seemed to pass as one, each stroke of the oar
was indistinguishable from the last. Her muscles were numb with
cold from the ceaseless wind but she didn’t care about that either.
“Eshen,” said the wind, in the voice of her mother and the sisters
that never existed and the children that she would never bear. Then
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the sun peeked over the horizon and the wind fell silent but still she
rowed.
She rounded the curve of the river and there was Haldon Port. Once
she’d thought it grand but now it was little more that huts clumped
together in comparison to what could one day be. What it should
never become.
As she unpacked the boat, she wondered idly whether she truly
was a demon made flesh, because she was surely not human. She
wondered what a demon was, for all stories of them were based on
tales of her ancestors. She decided it didn’t matter. She was what
she was, nothing more and nothing less. A tool, a weapon, a link
in a chain, a drop in the river. She was who she was born to be and
she took comfort in that even as the flames sparked and the stench
of burnt flesh filled the air. A few thousand screams to avoid a few
million. This was for the best, she knew, as she returned to her boat
and began to row.
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“STINA!” ARCHIE CALLED, FROM BEHIND the waterfall,
“You’ve got to see this!”
Stina grumbled as she scooted across the slick ledge, careful not
to look down into the gorge below. She stopped as she approached
the spray. This was her least favorite part of being a geology student.
The field work. She would much rather be in the lab studying rock
samples. Of course, Archie loved being out in the field, and more
than that he loved dragging her to the most ridiculous locations.
“Come on!” he called again. She shook her head, her thick brown
hair sticking to her face from the waterfall’s mist. “Stina, take three
more steps; I promise you’ll be ok.” She shook her head again, her
heart beginning to pound. Why had she let him talk her into this?
She felt like her body was tipping forward, as if the gorge was sucking her off the cliff face. “Stina, you can do it,” Archie said, more
gently, “Three steps, I’m right here with you.”
Hyperventilating, Stina took the steps. One. Two. Three. The water was pounding in front of her now and she was soaked. Even an
inch forward and she’d be swept off the ledge. Archie grabbed her by
the elbow and pulled her one more step, and she was in a small cave.
“Sorry, it was four steps,” he said, “I thought with your long legs
you’d make it in three.”
Stina glared, and he held up his hands. “Before you yell at me,
look at this,” he gestured with his head, and she turned to find a small
stream, probably made by the buildup of waterfall spray over the
years. The stream seemed to run through a small, dark cave.
“We should see where it goes,” Archie suggested.
“We should not.”
“Stina, you can’t be afraid of heights and claustrophobic.”
She held up a long bony finger. “I am not afraid of heights; I’m
afraid of standing on slippery ledges over a ninety foot drop.” She
held up a second finger. “I’m not claustrophobic; I simply don’t want
to go into a small water filled cavern in the back of a freaking waterfall.”
“But if I go in and get stuck, you’re not strong enough to pull me
out,” Archie said.
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“Then don’t go in,” Stina replied.
“I’m not going in. You are,” he said with enough confidence that
she had to resist the urge to smack it out of him. “Look.”
Archie began to undo the buckle on his belt, and Stina felt her
heart leap in panic. “Woah, woah, what the hell-”
Archie rolled his eyes. “Relax. I’m going to wrap the belt around
your leg. If you get stuck, give it a tug and I’ll pull you out. If the cave
looks like it goes deeper than we think, I’ll come back and explore it
with Ronnie or something.”
Stina crossed her arms, mulling it over in her mind. “Fine,” she
said. “But you had better buy me a hot cocoa on the way home. That
water looks chilly.”
“Yes ma’am.” Archie said in an exaggerated southern accent.
Stina took a breath and lay down. Chilly didn’t begin to describe it.
The water felt like someone had melted ice into a stream and dropped
it down the cave. She put the flashlight in her mouth and whimpered
slightly as she pulled herself into the cave. It was just wide enough
that Archie could probably fit if he squeezed. She could move comfortably and scooted through. Further. Further. She felt the belt grow
tight as she approached a dead end. She scoffed. Of course. It was
barely a tunnel at—
Whooooosh! She was sliding downwards on the slick rock, the belt
whipping around behind her. Her teeth were clenched around the
flashlight as she was suddenly midair in a cavern. It fell next to her as
she shrieked, plummeting down into the inky darkness. She landed
with a splash and watched as the light sank. She swam downwards,
groping for it as it went deeper and deeper. Her fingers closed around
it as her lungs began screaming for air. She kicked upwards. Her
head burst through the surface of the water as she took a gulp. She
kicked in the freezing water. Treading to keep above the surface.
“Archie!” she yelled, her voice echoing around the cavern, “Archie
I’m going to throttle you when I get out of here!”
Stina shone the light around what appeared to be an underground
lake, roughly the size of a football field. She found where she had
come in, about thirty feet above her head, a small dark patch on the
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already dark stone.
“Archie!” she screamed again, “Archie get me out of here!”
She didn’t even know if he could hear her. She began to hyperventilate. She was stuck here. She was going to die alone in the cold, darkMovement below her caught her eye. She shined the light down
and the dark didn’t move, instead growing larger. She kicked sideways and tossed her flashlight across the lake. A wave washed over
her as some immense form burst from the depths, illuminated for a
moment before the light vanished inside of it and it vanished beneath
the depths once again, plunging her into complete darkness.
Tears rolled down Stina’s face as utter despair washed over her.
All warmth had left her body and it was becoming difficult to draw
breaths in. She was going to die. To drown, or freeze or be eaten by
whatever that thing was.
A light shone above her and a rope came down, as if being lowered
arm over arm.
“Archie!” she screamed, swimming towards the rope as fast as
she could. The light moved with agonizing slowness. Lower. Lower.
Lower. She tried to pull herself up by the rocky walls, desperate to
be out of this lake, but the walls were slippery. After what felt like
an eternity, it reached her. She grabbed hold of it and waited as it
dropped slightly lower, low enough to wrap around her torso and
then her arm. She tugged hard on it to let him know she was secure
and she felt the rope tighten. Her fingers could barely grip the rope.
They were simultaneously burning and numb as she held on, allowing herself to be raised. She looked down at the water, still, like a
plate of glass, illuminated by the lantern at the bottom of the rope.
She breathed a sigh of relief as she rose higher, higher- the water
rippled, ever so slightly.
“No.”
The surface of the water erupted and Stina found herself spinning
as water buffeted her. The creature missed her and for a brief moment, she was next to it. Tendrils came off of the small bit of its face
that wasn’t filled with mouth. Large as it was, she realized that the
majority of it was still underwater. As it fell back away from the wall,
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she made eye contact with it. One dark eye contracted as it saw her,
as if it instinctively knew that she was edible. The wave that it made
as it crashed back into the water was immense and she felt her bony
shoulder slam into the rock wall with the force of it. It would not miss
on its next jump.
“Hurry!” she screamed, “Hurry, hurry, hurry! PLEASE! PULL
ME UP!” The rope pulled her torso up and into the slick slope of
the cave she had fallen from as a sound like a rushing river filled
her ears and the creature came forth, scraping against the cave wall
as its great mouth, an abyss filled with teeth rushed upwards to consume her, body and soul. She pulled on the rope, using the last of her
strength to get her legs in as the creature’s jaws closed just outside
the cave. The water from its splash sloshed against the cave wall as
she was pulled up, up, up. She saw a light and her head came through
the cave entrance. She scrambled to get out, coughing as the small
stream got in her mouth.
“Stina!” Archie said, tears in his eyes. He hugged her shivering,
soaked body, “Stina, I’m so, so, so, so, so sorry.”
She couldn’t speak. She just shook and gasped like a fish pulled
from the water.
“Stina, I’m sorry for this, but you have hypothermia,” Archie said,
prying Stina’s wet clothes from her body, shirt first, and then pants,
tossing them into a bag. He took a thick, fluffy blanket from a sealed
pouch and wrapped it around her, hugging her tightly. “Paramedics
are coming,” he said, squeezing her as if he could somehow transfer
all of his heat into her. “Stina, I’m so sorry.” He pressed his forehead
against her face. “Stina, please say something.”
Stina’s teeth chattered. “I. Hate. You.”
Archie laughed, as tears flowed harder down his face. “That’s fair.
I’m just glad you’re okay. I’m seriously so sorry, what happ—”
“Shhh.” she hissed, catching him off guard.
“I—”
“Shhhh.” Stina hissed again, “I don’t want to talk about it.” She felt
her cheeks flush and she tried to break away from him. “Oh God,
you’ve seen me naked!” she wailed.
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“I was trying to save your life!” Archie said. “I’m sorry. Seriously.”
Stina turned so she wasn’t facing him and tried to make sense of
the events of the past… however long she had been down there. It had
felt like days, but it may have only been hours? Minutes? She glared
at him. “Well don’t let go! I almost died down there!”
He immediately threw his arms around her again. He opened his
mouth, and a sort of squeak came out. She could feel his apprehension, but her mind was putting things together. “Do you hate me?” he
whispered, a note of fear in his voice. Her mind was still on the creature, the starved intelligence in its eye. The way it had so voraciously
gone towards the light.
“I’ll forgive you, if you can help me get an excavator.”
“I can do—wait what?!”
She turned so she was finally looking at him again, “Excavator. We
need to dig into that cave, and I’ll be needing a map of the waterways
and underground aquifers.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t think I was the only one trapped down there.”
He backed away from her slightly, “There was another person
down there? Should I send down the rope again—”
“No, you’d never be able to lift them. And don’t ask me any more
questions. I don’t want to talk about it. You got me stuck down there,
and now you’re going to make it up to me. We’re connecting that cave
to a waterway.” As she spoke, she felt this was the right thing to do.
That thing down there, it reminded her of a moth. Forever chasing
a light it hadn’t seen in… years? Decades? Centuries? She had been
saved, and now she had a duty to save it.
She extricated her hand from the thick blanket and patted the
cave floor, “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “We’re both going home. I
promise.”
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A Tail Of A Fish caught my attention from the first line. The
story is creative, the character shines, and an undercurrent of
grief and loss adds an emotional punch.
The metaphor of a soul’s pants falling down, and Jesus being
the buckle holding it up is as outrageous as it is clear. With this
opening line the author delivered us the setting, the cultural
context of the narrator, and a glimpse into their imagination.
The dialect came through in the text without making it difficult
to read, and the character’s manner of speaking reinforced my
understanding of them.
When first introduced to Jesus in the story, my surprise at her
gender was quickly replaced with incredulity over her nature.
A mermaid! I first thought the protagonist was mistaken, since
they are clearly a child, but realized it doesn’t matter. They are
suffering through the suicide of their sibling, an immeasurably
difficult time, and nearly any source of comfort and love must
be good.
As an adult it’s easy to say there is considerable doubt whether
the encounter happened at all—a fantasy arising from desperate need—but again that would be missing the point. The character even states it explicitly, “I think I’ll keep my truth”. The
experience is deeply profound for them, enough so to cause a
change in their habits of worship. It provides a sense of comfort
and hope in the world they will carry forward throughout life,
and isn’t that one of the functions of religious beliefs?
The language of the piece immersed me. While some might
take issue with run on sentences, hard stops, and poor grammar, in context it conveyed the breathless speech of an excited
youth. It pulled me into their life and mind. And lines like “one
day when sister wasn’t around any more and Ma and Pa were all
tears-and-prayer unconsolable,” and “Ma and Pa threw themselves into Jesus after sister threw herself into the Missouri Riv82

er” are strangely beautiful in their childlike nature, innocently
blunt and impactful.
Ultimately, to me, this story was about seeking solace from
trauma, and it explored the theme in an unorthodox and wildly creative way. It made me laugh, it made me think, and it
punched me in the gut.
And I left feeling like I had met someone real.
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