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A MESSAGE FROM 

PODCASTLE

PodCastle is deeply honored to have been a finalist for so many 
incredible awards over the last few years. We are so grateful to our 
staff, our publishers, our fans, and all of you — the voters — for 
spending your precious time reading and listening to our stories, as 
well as nominating and voting as part of the speculative fiction com-
munity. It’s been a long, hard few years for us all, so thank you from 
the bottom of our hearts.

We would be nowhere without our amazing team of editors, 
our host, our producer, our narrators, and of course, the writers who 
trust us with their stories. You can find a full list of our staff at the 
end of this packet. We’re very proud of every story that has appeared 
on our podcast and website this year. All of them are available for 
free at PodCastle.org. This packet includes a small but representative 
selection of original stories from 2021. We hope you enjoy reading 
and listening to them!
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C L O U D S  I N  A  C L E A R  B L U E  S K Y

By Matt Dovey

It were a clear blue day, what with the factory shut for the funeral 
and wake.

Colin was slumped in the pub garden’s swing, his straw hair 
sticking out every which way despite his mam’s best efforts with the 
Brylcreem. Me and Trev were stood by quiet, our hands lost in the 
oversized pockets of our borrowed suits. Trev’s cheeks had gone red 
and purple in the heat, his top button still done up and straining 
against his neck.

Mark came back out the pub with a plate of sausage rolls that 
he offered round.

“What’s it like in there?” I asked.
“Grim,” said Mark. “Your Uncle Gareth’s lost his jacket, and 

then he says it doesn’t matter compared to losing Colin’s dad, and 
then he starts crying again. Seen it happen three times while I were 
at the buffet.”

“Yeah, well,” I said. “Best mates, weren’t they?”
Colin grunted, swung himself a bit harder, but said nowt.
“Here, Colin,” said Mark, holding the plate out. “Fancy a sau-

sage roll?”
Colin shrugged, carried on almost as if he hadn’t heard. Then he 

got up and stomped to the picnic bench and drank his Coke back in 
one go, then slammed the glass down so hard we all flinched think-
ing it’d smash.

“This is shit,” Colin said. “Really shit. Shit shit shit.”
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Well there weren’t much to say to that, really, cos he was right, 
so we stood and picked at the sausage rolls awkwardly.

Colin stared us all in the face. “You know they wouldn’t even let 
me see inside the casket? My own dad! I should have a right!”

“Colin, mate,” said Trev, patting him on the shoulder as reassur-
ing as he could. “If they din’t let you it’s for a reason. We all know 
what it’s like in that factory. All sorts of dangerous stuff.”

“I don’t know though, do I? Not my thirteenth birthday till next 
month, so I ain’t been shown round yet.” Colin suddenly sniffed 
and wiped away an angry tear. “He’d already got me my workboots. 
Found ’em in the bottom of his wardrobe this morning when I was 
looking for the shoe polish.”

“Oh mate,” I said. “I . . .” what? How to say anything that wouldn’t 
sound like summat we’d copied off our mams? ‘He’d’ve been proud for 
everyone in the factory to see you with him, and proud to show you round 
and have you see where he did his work, and everyone always said he was 
the best at cloudmaking, a real artist, you could always tell when your 
dad was on shift cos the sunsets looked like bloody magic’? Colin knew all 
that, and he’d know we meant it, but saying it out loud would sound 
stupid. There weren’t no good way to say Colin, mate, this is shit, 
you don’t deserve it, but we bloody love you and we’ll get through it, 
alright? Cos no matter how you said it his head was too full of angry 
buzzing to hear it.

His head and his mouth both, and it kept spilling out, even 
though he din’t mean it to. “You what?” he shouted. “What, Jamie? 
What can you do? What can anyone bloody do?”

And I dunno, that’s a question without an answer at times like 
this I reckon, but before I knew it my mouth had opened and I’d 
answered anyway.

“We could show you round, Colin. Us three. Show you where 
he worked, and how to work the clouds.”

Mark looked up surprised, and Trev near choked on a sausage 
roll, and Colin said “What?”

“Well,” I said, trying to work it out cos I hadn’t realised I was 
going to bloody say it, had I? “There’s no-one up there today, right? 
They’re all here in the pub, drinking to your dad. And we’ve all been 
up, and alright, I’ve only been a couple of times, but I reckon I can 
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remember how my Dad does the boiler controls, and Trev’s dad 
works the furnace and Mark’s dad does the water inlets, so between 
us we sort of know all the main bits, right? And my Dad got your 
dad to show me the cloud release lever so I reckon we can get up 
there and let one cloud out, sort of, I dunno, a goodbye to your dad, 
summat he’d have appreciated, y’know? Summat he can see from 
Heaven.”

Colin sort of stared, like he hadn’t heard proper, then swallowed 
and nodded and looked away at the cloud factory.

Its squat, lichen-grey chimney stuck out halfway up the hill-
side, above the terraced houses and the railway station and the grass 
valley off down the way. The High Street in town ran straight up 
the hill to the factory, but it were a good twenty minutes’ walk. Trev 
shook his head. “I dunno if we’ll make that before they notice we’re 
gone,” he said. He looked like he were sweating just at the thought 
of the climb.

“Mate, you’ve seen ’em indoors,” I said. “They ain’t in a way to 
notice anything. When was the last time any of ’em came out to 
check on us?”

“Yeah, but,” said Mark, “if they do find out, we won’t ever get 
to go back. I got this whole speech off my Dad about responsibility 
and good character and showing you was sensible if you ever wanted 
a job up there.”

“Aye, I got that,” said Trev. “I don’t reckon breaking into the 
factory’d look good, Jamie.”

“I know,” I said, “I had it from my Dad too. But we’ve got to do 
summat for Colin, haven’t we? We’ll not be long at it. One cloud.” 
I couldn’t back out now I’d said it, no matter how uncertain I felt or 
how worried I was at being caught.

“Let’s just go,” said Colin, grabbing the last handful of sausage 
rolls. “I’ll tell ’em it was my idea if anyone stops us. I don’t care. 
There’s nowt they can do to me that’s worse than what’s already 
happening.”

He pushed through the wooden gate and set off up the hill, and 
that din’t leave no choice for the rest of us but to follow him.
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“It’s locked,” said Trev, pulling at the double-door handles as if the 
chain might fall off if he shook it right. All of us were sweating in 
our funeral suits from climbing in the sun, and our posh shoes were 
chafing at our heels, and we’d walked all this way for nowt.

“There’s gotta be a key somewhere,” I said, “or another door or 
summat. Any of you go in any other way?”

Trev shrugged and leant against the corrugated steel wall, ready 
to give it up, and Mark jogged up the factory front a ways to look, 
but there were only the big roller doors and the switch for them were 
on the inside.

“I don’t even know who’d have the key,” said Mark. “I can’t 
remember ’em ever shutting down before, not properly with every-
one out like this. Even Christmas has a few on quiet shift.”

“Don’t matter,” said Colin, defeated. “It were a stupid idea any-
way.” He kicked the doors in frustration, rattling the chain.

“No,” I said. Hearing how beaten he was then made my mind 
up. “No, we’re getting in. Think, who’d have the key?”

“I dunno,” said Trev. “Who owns the factory?”
“I dunno,” said Mark. “Not really thought about it before I 

suppose.”
“Someone’s got to have a key,” said Mark. “Is there an office 

round here or summat?”
“Only Uncle Gareth’s booth at the gate,” I said.
“Wouldn’t he have the key?” asked Mark. “If he’s security it 

must be his job to lock up.”
“He’ll have it on him though,” said Trev.
“Except . . .” I ran over to the small wooden booth, hoping, 

peering through the mucky glass. Yes! “You said he’d lost his jacket 
in the pub, right Mark? He left it here!” I pulled open the door and 
patted down the pockets, pulling out a bunch of keys and holding 
them up triumphant.

We were really going to do it, then. Best hope we didn’t get 
caught and muck our lives up forever in one afternoon.
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We ran to the factory door, suddenly worried about getting seen 
even though we’d been knocking around for ten minutes already. 
We all yanked at the chains to unravel ’em then piled in, trying to 
squeeze through the open door at the same time.

The factory was still. There were no-one bustling about between 
levels and levers, no valves spinning or belts moving or anything at 
all. Only a warm, low hum and a scent that burned your nostrils to 
let you know none of it were sleeping, just . . . waiting.

“It’s massive,” said Colin, staring up in awe at the main boiler 
and the chimney above. “I never knew it were so big.”

“Right,” I said. “Cloudmakin’. Here we go. Okay. Colin, you and 
me’ll go up that ladder there. Where do you two need to be?”

Mark gestured to the far wall, against the hillside. “The inlets 
are over there if we need more water from the springs. Did you know 
there’s pipes all over the hills? Me and Dad go walking when he’s got 
the weekend off, we’re trying to see ’em all.”

Trev cut in before Mark got carried away. “Furnace is down 
below,” he said, wiping the sweat off his brow. It was hot in here even 
without everything going.

“Don’t reckon as you’ll hear me over there if I need to shout 
you,” I said, “so you two hang about here while me and Colin check 
up top. We’ll let you know if we need more of owt, I guess. Alright?”

“Yeah, alright,” said Trev, who sat down on the walkway in relief, 
leaning against a railing. Mark shrugged in agreement and started 
looking round, curiosity keeping him busy.

“Come on then,” I said to Colin, setting off for the ladder. I 
stood back when we got there, so he could go first. My Dad’d done 
the same for me when he’d brought me in, like he knew I’d chicken 
out if he went first and I had to follow, so he’d stood back as if there 
were no doubt in his mind that I could do it, and that gave me the 
courage cos I din’t want to let him down. I didn’t know if it’d work 
the same between Colin and me, but I guess we all had to fill in there 
and hope, now.

“It’s pretty high,” he said dubiously.
“Aye, it’s not so bad once you’re going.” I left it at that, trying to 

keep casual.
After a moment he took to the ladder, and I thought of telling 
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him how proud I was of him, but I figured he’d not appreciate draw-
ing attention to it, so I just waited a space of breaths and went up 
after.

Not that I were thrilled about climbing it myself, mind you.
We gave each other a careful nod at the top, enough to let on 

that both of us were glad to be done without letting on we’d actually 
been frightened, even though it were okay to be frightened cos it was 
really bloody high after all.

“This is where my Dad would have worked?” asked Colin, look-
ing about the platform circling the boiler.

“Aye,” I said, nodding at the cloud lever. “He’d have been there, 
working the release. He was both times I visited. Sat quiet, focusing, 
like he were listening to the clouds through the handle. He had 
a little bubble of calm around him, like all the other blokes went 
respectful when they got near so as they din’t disturb him. Reckon 
they all thought a lot of him, mate. Reckon they loved him a lot.”

He stared at the handle. I gave him his peace and went to my 
Dad’s spot.

There were more dials than I remembered. He’d made it look 
simple, pointing out which ones meant Colin’s dad had the all clear 
for a cloud release, but sat here without him they all looked the same, 
a good dozen of ’em actually identical, and could I bloody remember 
which ones he’d said were important? They were all still, though, 
pointed in different directions, so I figured the system were primed 
and left sitting in balance.

I looked over the labels stuck down on the red iron control 
board, lined up beneath each dial. They were all shortened and most 
of ’em made no sense, but BOIL PRSR and WATER TMP were 
clear enough, and I figured the thick black line three quarters round 
were the sweet spot. We needed a bit more of both.

I went to the rail and shouted down to Mark and Trev. “We 
need more heat and more pressure,” I yelled, my voice clanging off 
all the pipes and iron in the factory.

“How much?” shouted Trev.
“I dunno, a bit?”
“How much is a bit?”
“The needle on the dial ain’t that far off!”
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“How much does that mean?”
“I dunno! Just give it a bit, alright! And Mark, turn the water 

on too. Go easy on ’em both, if it’s not enough we can give it more 
after, alright?”

“Yeah, alright,” shouted Trev, who trundled off to the ladder 
that’d take him down a level. Mark ran off down the walkways to the 
far wall where all the inlet valves were set in a row.

When I turned back Colin was by the cloud release lever, rest-
ing his hand on the top, biting his bottom lip.

“How’d you reckon he died, then?” he asked as I walked up.
“Honestly, mate, I haven’t a clue. I dunno as I need to know 

either. What he did while he were alive is more important, right?”
“Do you reckon . . . he was stood here when it happened? 

Whatever happened?”
“Colin, seriously . . .” I reached a hand out for him and he swiped 

it away. I almost walked away and left him to it, thinking he needed 
the space, but then I figured he needed the support more, and pulled 
him in for a hug. It were awkward for a moment–not something 
mates normally do, is it?–but it felt like it helped, I reckon.

“Come on, mate,” I said. “Let’s go see if Trev and Mark have 
done their bit yet, then we can send this cloud up, yeah? Your dad 
showed me how the handle worked, so I’ll show you, and I reckon 
that’s sorta like your dad showing you then, aye?”

“Aye,” Colin said. “Aye.”
The water and pressure dials had both lifted, and were more or 

less bang on now. Mark and Trev might not look like much some 
days but they’d done the job right and we were set to go.

Here was hoping I could do my part so well. Might be the only 
time I ever did it, after all, if we got caught.

“Right,” I said to Colin. “When I give you the nod, ease back on 
the lever to build pressure in the cloud chamber, then when it’s built 
up enough you squeeze the handle to let it out the chimney.”

“How do I know when the pressure’s right?”
I tried to remember when I’d had a go. “I dunno, to be honest. 

Your dad told me when to squeeze. It were about a count of ten after 
pulling back on the lever, if that helps?”
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Colin nodded and gripped the lever, his jaw set. He was set to 
do his dad proud. Now I had to do my bit.

The dials were all shifting now, not just the boiler pressure and 
water temperature. I din’t have a clue what SB TK3 PR was, nor any 
of the other SB TKs around it, but I figured it weren’t good how 
much they were dropping. Reckoned we needed to do this fast then 
shut it all down before owt got dangerous.

I tried to remember which levers my Dad’d used to pass the 
steam into the cloud chamber. There was AIR MIX and PTICULTS 
and APERTURE and PRE TEMP and all sorts, and I reckon I’d 
used ’em all last time, but God knows how much I’d done ’em, I 
were too carried away with doing it to notice what I were doing. 
APERTURE and PRE TEMP were somewhere in the middle any-
way so I figured they were right. Best not to mess with the other two 
cos I din’t have the foggiest what PTICULTS were and I din’t know 
how much air I should mix in.

So I eased up on PSR RLEAS and watched for the pressure 
dial to drop as I let steam out of the main boiler, cos it were get-
ting frightful close to that red mark. One of the other dials–ATMO 
CHAMB–started to rise, so I figured that were Colin’s chamber, and 
I pulled back on my lever to stop feeding it.

The main pressure dial hadn’t hardly dropped at all, though. 
Reckon it’d stopped climbing for a moment, but no more. We’d have 
to get this cloud out then run down to Trev and Mark and get ’em to 
wind back the boiler and tank before everything got too much.

“Right!” I shouted to Colin, cos everything were clanking and 
rattling now, and I had to yell to make myself heard even over the 
space of ten foot. “Give it a go!”

He nodded, jaw clenched, and pulled back on the lever. I could 
see him struggle as the ATMO CHMB needle climbed, and I 
reckon that was how Colin’s dad felt the pressure, through the lever. 
The dial were getting pretty high, so I shouted “Now!” to Colin, but 
between his concentration and the racket going on I don’t know 
as he heard me, and he kept heaving back on the lever, using both 
hands now, his arms trembling and his brow sweating in the muggy 
heat of the factory.
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The dial I was looking at had climbed well into the red by the 
time he squeezed the handle.

I felt it through the floor. Everything sort of hiccupped, and the 
lever jerked in his hand, and a cough of cloud shot out the chimney. 
I could see it through the grill over my head, a view of the blue sky 
and the chimney above. That cloud fair shot out, and another fol-
lowed it, and another, as Colin struggled with the lever, struggled 
to hold it steady and squeeze the handle smooth like. There were a 
whole procession of cloud puffs coming out, and everything inside 
shook when each were released, and it weren’t nothing like the gen-
tle squeezing I’d seen from Colin’s dad. The lever were bucking and 
kicking in his hands, fighting him, and I could see Colin getting 
upset, like he were failing his dad.

I glanced at the dials and it were all bad news, but I couldn’t shut 
it down till Colin had a good cloud out. We’d gone through all this and 
he’d never get over it if he din’t pull it off. He’d always feel like he’d let 
his dad down, no matter how much we told him that were nonsense.

So I ran over and grabbed the lever for him, holding it steady so 
he could concentrate on the handle. And bloody hell it weren’t easy, 
damn thing were trying to right itself like a pole in river mud, and I 
had to hook an elbow round it to hold it steady.

Colin took a deep breath, and with both hands, squeezed the 
handle at the top smooth and gentle, easing the chimney vent open 
to let the cloud out, up to the sky, to float on in memory of his dad 
for as long as it would.

Then the handle slipped from his fingers, the vent snapped shut, 
and the lever yanked me forward and shot back upright.

“I can’t do it!” he shouted, tears of frustration running into the 
sweat pouring from his forehead. “I’m not my Dad, I ain’t got the 
knack, and I won’t ever get the chance to learn it now he’s gone.” He 
kicked the lever. It barely moved.

“There’s too much pressure!” I yelled, everything up here still 
making a right old racket. “If we can find a way to ease it off we can 
do it right!”

Colin wiped his forehead on the back of his sleeve, the cuff 
streaked with muck, and we went over to my Dad’s station where 
all the dials were telling us things we din’t want to know. Near 
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everything were in the red, except the things that had dropped to 
nowt, and everything look right out of whack. I din’t know what 
most of it meant, but BOIL PRSR was still rising.

“Colin, go tell Trev and Mark to shut off what they’re doing. 
That’s when everything started climbing, when I got them to do 
their bit, so if they stop it’ll give us some breathing room.”

Colin looked at the ladder. “No, I’ll stay and watch the dials. 
You know your way round better than I do, you’ll find ’em quicker.”

“Mate, it’s just a ladder. I know it’s right high, I don’t much like 
it neither, but I know you can do this. I’ve got to sort these levers out, 
I’ve seen my Dad work ’em before. Go down and shout out for Mark 
and Trev and you’ll find ’em easy enough.”

I din’t tell him how I was worried summat up here were about 
to explode, and how I din’t want his mam dealing with the grief of 
losing him too. He’d drag me down the ladder if he thought there 
were any danger of that happening, but I were determined to see this 
through and get him his cloud. This was important.

I set myself to working out the dials and levers. There had to 
be a way to let some of the pressure out somewhere. Summat with 
VENT in the name, or RELEASE. There was a lever on the right 
labelled ATMO VENT, so I pulled back on that one.

The needle on the ATMO CHMB dropped to nowt, and the 
needle on BOIL PRSR went up even higher, and the air suddenly 
filled with a ringing of bells. I froze, and the letters on all the labels 
looked jumbled of a sudden, and I couldn’t make no sense of ’em. I 
din’t want to press the wrong thing again and make it even worse, 
but I had to do summat–but I had no idea what, and so this was how 
I was going to die, I realised, me and the cloud factory and the lads 
downstairs too maybe, and it were all my stupid idea cos I wanted 
to do summat good for Colin, summat that’d make this day a bit 
easier on him and now, well, I dunno. I din’t know nothing, then, cos 
my head were filled with the noise of the alarm bells ringing, and 
my legs were locked like stone, and there were nowt I would have 
known how to do anyway, I suppose.

Then my Dad was there pulling on levers, pushing on others, 
tapping dials and reaching down to wind a handle I hadn’t even 
noticed. The needles all started moving back to the centre, settling 
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down or lifting themselves up, and the bells cut out and I swear I 
ain’t never felt so relieved and guilty and sorry and rotten as when 
my Dad turned round to look at me then, his face all mixed up with 
anger and relief and I dunno what else.

“Down the ladder,” he said, voice as angry as I’ve ever heard it, 
then or since. “Now.”

And there weren’t no arguing with that.
The other lads were standing with their dads, and Colin looking 

awkward on his own, and guilty, and I could tell he were feeling like 
a failure, even though it were me what had failed him, not doing my 
part right with the pressure.

“What’s going on then?” asked Mark’s dad of mine as we walked 
up.

“Go on then, Jamie,” said my Dad, turning to me. “Tell us all. 
What the bloody hell were you playing at?”

I nearly cried then, not cos I were ashamed of what we’d done, 
but because I needed to say this right so he understood that we 
weren’t just mucking about, we weren’t just being kids, it were for 
summat important. Cos maybe, if he understood that, he’d not think 
we’d been irresponsible and stupid, and we’d not get stopped from 
coming to the factory. And maybe he’d see how important it was too. 
And maybe he’d do summat about it.

I drew myself up and looked him square in the eye. “It were for 
Colin,” I said. “For his dad. To make him proud.”

And it took a moment to go through, but then my Dad grabbed 
me and pulled me in and hugged me close and kept muttering in my 
ear, “You daft bastards. You utter daft bastards.”

Turned out all three dads–mine, Trev’s and Mark’s–had noticed 
us missing from the beer garden, and when they saw the clouds 
coughing out the chimney they raced up the hill in Trev’s dad’s 
Cortina. And turns out it were just in time, cos them alarms were 
bad news, and if my Dad hadn’t diverted some of the pressure into 
the sub tanks, bits would have started cracking open and superhot 
steam would’ve filled the place and, well, there wouldn’t have been 
much left of owt after that.

“Why’d you bring him up yourselves?” asked Trev’s dad of us.
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“Cos, Dad,” said Trev, “he en’t seen the factory afore. His dad 
were meant to bring him next month.”

“We was gonna work it so he could let off a cloud,” said Mark, 
words tripping over themselves as they fell out his mouth, “in mem-
ory, like. It were only going to be the one, honest. I dunno what 
happened to go so wrong! We were dead gentle with all the levers 
and that, I only turned the one inlet on, and Trev din’t put that much 
heat in, and maybe I turned a second inlet on when nowt seemed 
to be happening cos I thought it’d help but it din’t seem to make it 
better at all when I did!”

“Why’d you put more water in?” my Dad asked.
“Well the dials weren’t high enough, were they,” I said, “neither 

pressure nor temperature. I figured it wouldn’t do no good if they 
weren’t both at the mark.”

“Oh Jamie, you silly bugger,” said my Dad. “You turn up the 
temperature and the pressure goes up too, cos the boiler fills with 
steam. You only needed a little heat. It had enough water in as it 
were!”

“Oh,” I said, and looked down, glum. “I din’t realise.” It really 
had been me had mucked it up for Colin.

“You silly sods,” said Trev’s dad. “You should’ve said. You 
should’ve talked to us before you got into all this trouble.”

My Dad looked at Trev’s and Mark’s then, and he looked like he 
were deciding summat, and I couldn’t tell if it were what punishment 
we deserved or who to tell or what, so I just said, “Please, Dad,” and 
trusted he knew what I was asking for. Who I was asking for.

He looked down at me then, and back at the other dads, and 
then he said “Right, boys, we good to do this?”

“Aye, I reckon,” said Mark’s dad. “What kinda cloud you want-
ing to let out then, Colin?”

Colin looked up, disbelieving.
“What’s them right big buggers, Dad?” asked Mark, already 

excited. “The ones what make the sky all black and gold and make 
your hair stand on end and give you lightning? It ought to be sum-
mat dramatic for Colin’s dad!”

“Yeah, I know ’em!” said Trev. “Cuma . . . nimbers?”
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“Cumulonimbus,” corrected his dad. “Typical lads, straight to 
the top, eh? Too bloody big, though.”

“Aye,” agreed Mark’s dad, smiling wryly.
“What?” I said, angry. “You don’t think Colin’s dad was worth 

all that water? You think we’d be wasting it?” I glared at ’em all in 
turn, challenging ’em, ending on my Dad.

“Jamie,” he said, “he’d be worth all the water in the hills if we 
could boil it all at once. But it ain’t about the water, it’s about the lay-
ers. Cloud like that’s got structure to it, and I don’t know as any of us 
here have the knack. Truth be told I don’t reckon anyone but Colin’s 
dad had the right of cumulonimbus. There weren’t no-one else with 
his touch, Colin. You should be proud of him.”

Colin swallowed, and nodded. “I am. I was, I mean.”
Trev’s dad pulled him close with an arm round his shoulder. 

“You said it right first time, lad.”
Mark’s dad said, “What about some cumulus humilis, then? 

None of us’ll manage the consistency like Colin’s dad, but there’s not 
much cheers the heart like row upon row of the little fluffy bastards 
at sunset.”

“What are the feathery ones?” asked Colin.
“Feathery ones?” said Mark’s dad. “How’d you mean, exactly?”
“They’re sort of . . . they’re high up, and long, with that little flick 

on the end. Dad always said he was proudest of them, cos they were 
gentle and subtle and not so showy, except if you knew what you 
were looking for you could appreciate the artistry. Said a handful of 
them made a glorious sunset, high enough to catch the colour once 
the sun’d dipped down.”

My Dad whistled inwardly, sucking the air through his front 
teeth. “Cirrus uncinus, eh? They’re tricky buggers, but not much bad 
can happen if you get ’em wrong I suppose. It’ll take you a few goes 
before you get it, but if you’re willing to try, Colin, we’ll have a crack.”

“Me?” said Colin. “You want me to make ’em?”
“Well,” said my Dad. “That were the whole point, weren’t it?”
There weren’t any prep work needed doing, what with us hav-

ing filled the system near bursting point, so we all headed up the 
ladder, dads behind lads, Colin before me again. My Dad showed 
me where I’d gone wrong and talked me through what he were 
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doing, moving steam and water between the sub-tanks and the 
main boiler, and how he’d keep a constant supply of steam avail-
able by feeding the atmospheric chamber from one sub tank while 
he refilled another. “Like circular breathing when you’re on the 
tuba,” he said, till I reminded him Mam hadn’t agreed I could 
practice for the brass band yet. But Colin said he got it, and my 
Dad nodded at him, and I could see Colin swell up like a growing 
cloud.

Once the sub-tanks were ready, Mark’s dad took over at the con-
trols so my Dad could show Colin the cloud handle. He’d worked 
closest with Colin’s dad, being on the top platform with him, and he 
knew summat of how to shape the clouds, though nowt as sharp as 
Colin’s dad’d been. In his own words, “Weren’t no-one else had his 
skill”.

I stood underneath the grill and watched the clouds come out 
as my Dad and Colin worked together, easing the lever back nice 
and smooth. There was still some resistance in it but it weren’t fight-
ing ’em like earlier. When they squeezed the handle, it weren’t just 
about letting the cloud out, it were about working the handle, some-
times squeezing more and sometimes less and balancing it with the 
lever to give the cloud its shape. You could see it as they finished 
each cloud: they’d only pull the lever back a little ways as they made 
’em, keep lots of pressure in the system to make the clouds thin and 
high, and hold the release handle steady until right at the end, when 
they’d pull the handle tighter and haul back on the lever at the same 
time to give it a little kick and put that tail on the end. Took ’em two 
or three clouds to get that motion right, but once they had it, they 
were away. They were proper away.

We were all laid out on the slope outside the factory, our suits covered 
in dry summer grass. We were looking westward down the valley as 
the sun turned red and Colin’s clouds lit up in gold and crimson. Not 
a word passed between us as we watched the clouds drift towards the 
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sun, the sun touch the horizon, the horizon explode in bursts of star-
lings dancing through the air. It all looked and smelt and sounded 
like summer, like a job well done, like family, and not just the family 
of being related but the family of being in town and looking out for 
one another and doing right.

“That were good work, Colin,” said Trev’s dad, a cigarette hang-
ing between his fingers. “Your dad himself would have been proud 
of clouds like that.”

“So then Colin,” said my Dad. “You alright if I bring you up for 
factory days from here on out? We’d been discussing it in the pub 
anyhow, but seeing the hand you’ve got for clouds now it’d be crim-
inal not to have you working up there come five years.”

“Aye,” said Colin. “Aye! Course I am!” He stood up in the excite-
ment of it, and my Dad couldn’t help but laugh.

“Alright, calm down, we’re not going back in now. We’ll work 
summat out. Have to see how I’ll balance it round my Jamie’s days 
up there.”

“We’re not banned from the factory, then?” asked Trev, hardly 
daring to believe I reckon.

“Banned?” asked his dad. “Why’d you think that?”
“Cos you all told us,” said Mark, “about having to show we was 

responsible and sensible if we wanted jobs.”
“Way I see it,” said my Dad, considering, “you were all being 

responsible for your mate, and looking out for him. That’s important, 
that is, and I’m proud of you all. So no, apart from you lot needing 
to talk to us better in future, my only problem is working out a rota 
for Colin.”

“Can’t you show us both at the same time?” I asked.
“Not yet, no. I’d prefer only having one of you to keep an eye 

on at a time, especially after seeing what happens when you end up 
unsupervised.” He wrapped his big hand round the back of my neck 
and shook me playfully, smiling.

“I reckon we can all weigh in there,” said Trev’s dad.
“Aye, I don’t see why not,” said Mark’s dad. “If he’s gonna be a 

cloudhand up top, it’d serve him best to see how the whole factory 
works anyway, get an understanding of the whole process like.”

“Sound alright to you, Colin?” asked Trev’s dad.
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Colin nodded, near dancing on the spot.
“Come on then,” said my Dad, hauling himself up off the slope. 

“We best get back down the pub. Every bugger’ll be wondering 
where we’ve got to, and Gareth’ll be singing soon if we don’t get him 
home. Ain’t no-one deserves to suffer that.”

We pulled ourselves up in twos and threes, lending hands and 
brushing off grass and casting last glances down the valley, then set 
off back for town. The evening were warm with not a hint of breeze, 
so Trev’s dad left his Cortina parked up and we all walked back down 
the hill in the last light of sunset, laughing and teasing and talking 
together, and I dunno if Colin noticed or not, but we all made sure 
he were safely in the middle as we walked, surrounded and watched 
over and part of us all.
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P U L L

By Leah Ning

I could already feel her mind tugging at mine from upstairs, a warm, 
familiar pull that threatened to separate me from my body. Are you 
there? the pull seemed to ask. Are you coming back?

I took her bowl of oatmeal from the microwave and tested it 
with a finger. It had to be a little cooler than she liked now. She 
couldn’t blow on it herself anymore.

That tidal pull came again, stronger this time, and I had to close 
my eyes for a moment to fight it. She was harder to resist now than 
she ever was. For one thing, she never used to pull this hard. For 
another, her pull had become the only way she would talk. Words 
escaped her more often than not now.

When the pull abated, I shuffled up the stairs, dirty white slip-
pers whispering on linoleum that hadn’t been swept in…I couldn’t 
remember how long.

“I’m here, Amy, I’m coming,” I said when I felt her latch on 
again. She didn’t let go, but the feeling of building strength faded.

She looked at me from against her mound of pillows, her grey 
eyes watery. Thin lips nestled in a cacophony of wrinkles I’d watched 
the hand of time etch across her face.

I sat on the edge of the bed. “Oatmeal.”
She made a face.
“Well, I snuck some maple syrup in there this time. How’s that?”
This delighted her as it did every morning. She let me 

spoon the oatmeal into her mouth and I chatted idly while she 
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worked it across her tongue and swallowed it. My mouth poured 
sweetness into her ears while my spoon poured sweetness into 
her mouth.

When the food was gone, she closed her eyes, smiling.
I didn’t notice her strength gathering again until it was too late. 

I scrambled for a handhold in my mind. The warmth of her pull 
cradled me, loosening my hold on myself with gentle mental fingers 
until I gave in and let go.

She brought me to a red-and-white checked tablecloth spread 
amid tall, yellowing grasses bathed in sunshine. She sat with her 
legs outstretched beside a picnic basket lined with a dish towel that 
matched the tablecloth. The real ones had never matched. The dish 
towel, I remembered, had been robin’s-egg blue. The tablecloth had 
been white.

She leaned back on her elbows and lifted her face to the sun. 
Her yellow dress lay flat against her body. The sunset blazed in her 
hair. I’d held her hand when we were younger, watching that sun set, 
talking deep into the night. Now I could only watch her.

It was dark when we woke. Amy’s hand was in mine. The empty 
oatmeal bowl lay shattered on the floor.

“If you’re going to keep doing that, I’m going to have to start 
using plastic bowls,” I said.

Her mouth stretched into a slow, sunny grin.
Something buzzed in another room and she looked up at me, 

grin fading.
“It’s just the phone,” I said, kissing her temple. “I’ll be right 

back.”
She turned to watch anxiously as I shuffled down the stairs to 

the kitchen.
“Martha” glowed white on the phone screen when I got to it. I 

sighed and tapped the screen, lifted the phone to my ear.
“Hello?”
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A panicked voice shouted through the little speaker. “John! I’ve 
been trying to reach you for hours, where were you?”

“Didn’t have the phone on me. We’re fine.” It wasn’t really a lie.
A pause. Then, “You were off in her head again, weren’t you?”
I grimaced. “Never said that.”
“I know you were,” Martha said. “You’ve got to stop letting her 

do that! It just confuses her more. The doctors said–”
“If it calms her, I’m going to let her do it. What did you need?”
“John, the doctors–”
“What did you need?”
An exasperated sigh. “I just wanted to check up. How is she?”
“She’s just fine,” I said, leaning on the counter. Thinking that if 

I could convince her, I could convince myself too. “Same as she was 
when you called yesterday. I’d tell you if she wasn’t.”

“I’m just worried about her is all.”
“Not much to worry about. But you’re welcome to come on 

down and visit any time.”
“Well, you know.” I could hear staticky noises on the other end 

of the phone as she shifted it. Hopefully uncomfortably. “I don’t 
want to disturb her routine, I know that can make things worse.”

I smiled pleasantly as if she was standing right in front of me. 
“Yeah-huh. I hear you. You let us know if you get out from under 
your parents’ thumbs for long enough to get down here. Hopefully 
it’ll be while she still remembers you.”

“John, it’s not that simple.” Her voice sounded thick, but I 
couldn’t bring myself to care.

“Uh huh, of course. You need anything else?”
She paused again. Her voice was quiet when she finally spoke. 

“No, I guess I don’t.”
“Well, you have a good night, Martha,” I said, and hung up 

before she could say goodbye.
Amy was tugging at my mind again before I could put down 

the phone. Must’ve forgotten where I went. I stared up the stairs for 
a few seconds before I started up them again. God, I was tired.

“Just the phone, hon,” I said as I walked back into the bedroom. 
“Your sister. She wanted to check up on you. You know how she 
worries.”
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I felt that pull again, heard an echo of a memory:
“How many years has it been?”
“Six.”
“I know,” I said. “Doesn’t sound like she’s any closer to getting 

up here than she was then, either.”
Amy turned her head away. Upset? Embarrassed? I knelt to 

pick up the glass on the floor and give her her privacy. She had little 
enough of that as it was.

I dreamed of the meadow that night. The cloth in the basket was 
checkered. Amy sat beside it, legs out straight, staring dreamily into 
the sky.

“Excuse me,” she said, turning her head to face me. The cloth 
wobbled a little, started to turn blue, then settled back to its red 
check. “I can’t seem to find my husband. Do you know where he is?”

The bed next to me was empty when my eyes flicked open, 
Amy’s side of the covers thrown back. Alarm bells clanged in my 
head. I dragged myself over to the other side to see the floor. Not 
there. She hadn’t fallen. But she couldn’t walk anymore, either.

“Amy?” I called.
I sat up and saw an orange glow from the bottom of the stairs. 

Muttered curses floated up to me.
I plopped my feet into my slippers and went downstairs as fast 

as my joints, still aching with sleep, would allow.
“Amy?” I called again, louder.
“Shit. Shit, shit, shit.” Her voice was muttery, soft.
“Amy, hon, where are you? Are you okay?”
She was flapping a towel at a growing fire on the stove when 

I walked in. It was taller than she was, sending orange tongues of 
flame toward the ceiling.

“Shit!” I echoed.
“John, would you get some water?” she asked. So calm. How was 

she so calm?
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I didn’t get water. I grabbed the lid she’d discarded on the oppo-
site counter and slammed it onto the pan, suffocating heat puffing 
into my face, then turned the burner off.

“Jesus, Amy, are you okay?”
She was standing frozen, clutching the towel–a blue one–and 

staring at the snuffed fire.
“Amy?”
She looked at me. “I just wanted to make some breakfast,” she 

said.
I went to her and took the towel. She let it slide from her fingers 

without protest. “It’s still only three in the morning. Let’s go back to 
bed and I’ll take care of this when we get up.”

“Three?” She blinked, looked around. Saw the dark window. 
“God, it is, isn’t it? What am I doing up at three?”

I opened my mouth, ready to tell her that this was what the doc-
tors told us to expect, but what came out was: “Everyone does it at 
least once in their lives, getting up and going to work and then realiz-
ing it’s too early or it’s Saturday. You’re all right. Come on back to bed.”

We made our way back upstairs, my hand on the small of her 
back as we climbed. She rolled over to face away from me when we 
got into bed.

Then, quietly: “People who accidentally go to work on a Saturday 
don’t forget they’re cooking and start grease fires.”

I lifted a hand to put on her shoulder. Put it back down.
“I’m sure they do sometimes. You’re all right,” I repeated.
She made a little humming noise that could’ve meant anything.
“Amy?”
“Mmm?”
“When did you start talking again?”
“What?”
“You haven’t spoken in two months.”
She rolled over to look at me, eyes wide. “What?”
I stopped, thought for a minute. “This is a memory.”
“What do you mean, John?” she asked.
“Are we in your head?”
She opened her mouth. Tears gathered in her eyes, reflecting 

the pale moonlight.
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“I didn’t know,” she whispered.
We were still in bed when I woke, and it was still dark, and there 

were still tears in her eyes. But when I pulled her into my arms, she 
didn’t speak anymore. Not even in a whisper.

“I want to come up.”
“Congratulations.” I shifted the phone to my shoulder so I 

could continue feeding Amy. She was having a hazy morning, barely 
acknowledging the spoon as it passed between her lips.

“I can’t win with you,” Martha complained in my ear. “You’re 
mad when I’m not coming and mad when I am. What do you 
want?”

“It’s not about what I want,” I said. “It’s about what you should 
do for your sister. Come or don’t come, we’ll be here.”

“John, I’m trying. You know how Mom and Dad are.”
“Sure do. How old are you again?”
“That isn’t fair.”
“Four years younger than Amy, aren’t you? So that makes you…

fifty-eight?”
“That isn’t fair. You’re not being fair.” Martha sounded close to 

tears again. “You know how they feel. They’ll disown me, John.”
Amy’s eyes were somewhere I couldn’t reach. I hoped it was 

somewhere sunny. “You think you aren’t already losing Amy?”
Martha’s sigh crackled down the line. Amy didn’t even blink.
“I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?” Martha said.
“Goodbye, Martha.”
This time she hung up before I did. Amy’s eyes stayed fixed 

across the room somewhere.
“Your sister again,” I said, lifting another spoonful of oatmeal to 

her lips. It took her a moment, but she eventually let the spoon in.
“She says she wants to come up. I’ll believe that when I see it, 

though.”
Still no reaction. Real hazy morning, then. So I chattered 
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aimlessly as I fed her the rest of breakfast, then kissed her on the 
forehead and went downstairs to clean up.

I dumped the dishes in the sink and turned on the water. The 
image of Amy’s blank stare rushed into my head all at once, her 
mouth opening mechanically to accept food I wasn’t sure she tasted, 
and I had to hunch over the counter to push it away. For once it 
wasn’t her reaching into my mind. I wasn’t sure if that made it harder 
to resist or not.

In a savage sort of way, I hoped Martha would come. I wanted 
someone else to be here, to understand the vitality that my sweet, 
quick-witted wife was losing before it was gone. And I wanted it to 
be Martha so that all of it would hit her at once, so that she could 
see the last dregs of Amy before she drained away.

Today, the temptation was our favorite vacation spot. Her eyes were 
closed as she reached out to pull me in with no thought for the bowl 
of soup in my hands. The tang of ocean salt teased at my nose.

I smiled and blew on a spoonful of soup with some effort. “After 
lunch, or this’ll be the second bowl you break this week.”

A faint smile twitched the corners of Amy’s mouth. A seagull 
cried in the distance and my vision started to flicker. God, she was 
strong. She’d never tried to force me before. She never would have 
forced me before. And, really, had that smile been in response to my 
words or the memory she was lost in?

Hands shaking, I set the bowl on the nightstand. “Amy,” I said. 
“I don’t want–”

She grabbed hold with both mental hands and yanked. I braced 
myself against the bed.

“Amy!”
And I was no longer in a chair next to the bed, I was in a chair 

at a white card table on a gray-and-white checked linoleum floor 
that wasn’t ours. It felt as though the inside of my head had been 
scraped raw and stuffed with cotton balls. The house was silent save 
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for the muffled calls of seagulls and the dull, rolling roar of the ocean 
outside.

“Amy?”
No answer. I got to my feet with a soft groan and pressed a hand 

to my forehead. She must be out on the beach.
I made my way carefully to the door and opened it. She was 

standing on the beach in white shorts and a green tank top, waving 
a french fry in the air for the seagulls to take.

I almost stepped into a deep black rectangle that sat where the 
welcome mat should have been.

“Jesus!” I shouted. It looked like a hole in the world, so black it 
was almost flat. I decided it didn’t really look hungry. But it looked 
so deep.

“John, come on!” Amy waved to me from her spot on the sand, 
laughing, french fry in hand. A seagull swooped down in a graceful 
arc and plucked it from her fingers.

The deck beyond the welcome mat looked solid enough. I 
jumped over the hole and hurried down the sand, forcing myself not 
to look back, wondering if the hole would grow.

“What’s wrong with the welcome mat?” I asked when I reached 
her.

“What do you mean?”
“It’s like you totally left it out. There’s a hole there.”
“Left it out?” She laughed again. “I know it’s been a while since 

we’ve been on vacation, but we’re really here.”
My heart skipped a beat. “No, we’re not. I was about to give you 

lunch. You pulled me out of my head. I couldn’t stop you.”
Amy’s brow creased with hurt. “I wouldn’t do that. Why would 

you say that?”
“Amy, please. Just come see the welcome mat. We’re not really 

here.”
“I think I’d know if we were in my head.”
“Please,” I said again. “Please trust me. You know I wouldn’t lie.”
“And you know I wouldn’t just pull you out of your head if you 

said no,” she said, but the stubborn look on her face was melting away.
“Come on. Just come look at the mat, and if it’s there, we can come 

back down here and feed the seagulls all day if that’s what you want.”
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I took her cold hand and she followed me back up to the deck, 
up to the edge of the hole.

“What is that?” she said softly, her other hand coming up to 
hold my arm.

I squeezed her hand. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like 
it before.”

“I don’t like it.” Even softer. Scared. “I don’t want to look at it 
anymore.”

“I know. Let’s go back.”
She closed her eyes. I waited.
“I can’t find me.” Her eyes opened again, panicked. “John, I can’t 

find me. Are you sure we’re in my head? I can’t find me.”
I suppressed the shaking that wanted to spill through my limbs. 

I had to stay calm for her.
“I’m sure. I remember getting pulled in.” I put my hands on her 

shoulders. Her eyes fluttered closed. “You’re in our bed at home right 
now. I’m sitting in the chair next to you. There’s a bowl of chicken 
noodle soup on the nightstand that’s probably cold by now. You’re 
there. I’m there.”

Amy let out a careful breath. Thin rivulets of white appeared at 
the roots of her hair and slid down like raindrops on a window. I felt 
my skin sag as if it could no longer stand gravity’s pull.

“I feel it,” she whispered, and I let her take me back into the 
darkness.

I woke with my cheek pressed to the bed, arms dangling, the 
rest of me still sitting in the chair. The headache from the memory 
scraped at my skull. Sunlight still spilled across the comforter, but at 
the wrong angle and with a little too much gold.

When I pushed myself back onto the chair, Amy was staring, 
wide-eyed, at the ceiling.

“Are you all right?” I asked.
She didn’t look at me.
“Amy?”
I reached out to touch her face. She turned away. Some part of 

me wanted to cry at that. Instead, I squeezed her shoulder and left 
to get something for my headache.
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After I dry-swallowed the pill, I let myself sit on the floor and 
shiver. Just for a moment.

The phone burred my answer to six missed calls and two voicemails 
as I stood in the kitchen. Sure, I’d seen the notifications last night, 
but I hadn’t had the energy to talk to anyone. And I definitely hadn’t 
had the energy to have the conversation I needed to have. If I couldn’t 
stop Amy from taking me anymore, neither could anyone else.

“Hello?” Martha’s voice, almost as familiar to me now as my 
own.

“Sorry I missed your calls yesterday.”
“Were you off in her head again?”
I scratched the back of my head. “Well, sort of. Not really.”
“Stop making excuses, John. Either you were or you weren’t,” 

Martha said.
“It’s not that simple anymore. And while we’re on the subject, I 

don’t think you should come up.”
“You didn’t think I was coming up in the first place. What do 

you mean, it’s not that simple?”
I decided to tell her only most of the truth.
“I don’t think she can help it anymore.”
“She can’t help it anymore?” The phone crackled as she shifted 

it. “What does that mean?”
“She pulled me in without asking yesterday. And when I got 

there, she didn’t know we weren’t really there.”
“Well…” More crackling. “Isn’t that…I don’t know…sort of 

what happens? With this?”
“Sure. But most Alzheimer’s patients can’t yank the people 

around them into their memories.”
“So you think if I come up, she’ll pull me in too.”
“Yes. I think it’s safer if you don’t come.”
I couldn’t bring myself to tell her about the hole. Telling 
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someone else meant it wasn’t a fluke, and I still didn’t really know 
what it was or whether it was worrisome.

“What about you?” she said. “Is it safe for you, constantly get-
ting pulled out of your body?”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I know how to get back.”
“All right. But keep in touch, okay? I’m worried. For both of 

you.”
“I’ll be fine,” I repeated. “I have to go. Breakfast time.”
I hung up with some relief. Martha was right, I hadn’t thought 

she was coming up, but better safe than sorry. I didn’t want anyone 
walking into this house right now.

Amy’s pull came from upstairs again, sharp and insistent. I grit-
ted my teeth against a scream of frustration.

The German Shepherd’s sides heaved and steamed its breath out 
through its teeth. Another bead of red dropped from its chin and 
joined the growing pool on the tar. Amy’s crying mostly drowned 
out the ticking of the car’s radiator.

I put an arm around her shoulders. “Amy, let’s go. We have to 
go home.”

She looked around at me, shocked. “We can’t just leave him 
here!”

“We didn’t. This isn’t happening. We’re in one of your memories.”
“Why would you say something like that?” She pulled away, 

then turned back to the dog when it let out a soft whine. “We’ve got 
to put him out of his misery, John. We can’t leave him like this. It’s 
not right.”

“We did,” I said. “We wrapped him up in a blanket and brought 
him to a vet, and they euthanized him. Twenty years ago.”

“Do I look twenty years younger to you?” she said, plucking at 
a clump of white hair. “Fine. If you won’t acknowledge that this is 
real, I will.”

“What do you mean?”
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But she was walking toward the woodline, hunting along the 
ground. The dog whined again and I scrubbed an automatic com-
forting hand between its ears before standing.

Amy was already coming back from the woodline. She carried a 
big, jagged rock in both trembling hands.

“Hon, what is that?” I asked.
Her expression was cold. “If you won’t put it out of its misery, 

then I will.”
My heart seized. “Put the rock down, Amy. This isn’t real. This 

isn’t what happened.”
“If that’s supposed to comfort me, it isn’t.”
Her voice was thick with tears and anger. The rock shuddered 

in and out of existence.
“Get out of the way, John.”
She lowered her shoulder into my chest and I stumbled back, 

tripping over the dog’s snout and landing on the ground. Another 
low, urgent whine smoked from dripping, red-rimmed nostrils. A 
dry sob ripped from Amy’s chest.

“Amy–”
She held the rock over the dog’s head, scrunched her eyes shut, 

and let go.
The wet crunch I expected didn’t come. Instead, there was a 

noise like two boulders smashing together, then screaming as a hole 
three times the size of the rock she’d dropped opened up in the road 
where the dog’s head had been. I scrambled back to avoid the crum-
bling tar beneath me.

Amy’s hands clutched at her face. “Oh, God, you were right. I’m 
so sorry, you were right.”

“Take us back!” I shouted, panicking, watching larger and larger 
chunks of road snap off and whoosh into the darkness. “It’s not real, 
take us home, please take us home!”

“I’m trying!”
The entire road collapsed under me. I flailed and grabbed at an 

edge that crumbled in my hand. My stomach dropped as I fell.
The tug clamped around my whole body and I flew up, out of 

the hole–
–and into my body, back in the chair by the bed, my face pressed 
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once more into the comforter, bowl shattered on the floor. My phone 
buzzed in the other room, then fell silent. How long had it been?

Amy reached for my hand, tears already overflowing onto her 
cheeks, making soft taps as they fell on the pillow. Our hands shook 
together.

The phone buzzed again. She looked up.
“Just the phone,” I said automatically. “Probably your sister 

again.”
She squeezed my hand, then let go. I didn’t want to leave, but 

she was right. I should answer.
When I got to the phone, “Martha” glowed up at me from its 

screen.
“Hello?”
“John! I’ve been trying to reach you for hours, where were you?”
“Didn’t have the phone on me. We’re fine.” Only half a lie.
“You were off in her head again, weren’t you?” she said.
I sighed. “That’s not fair. You know I told you I can’t stop her 

anymore.”
“What?” Martha’s voice was suddenly staticky, garbled. “You 

never–” she dissolved into mushy gibberish.
“Martha? Are you there?”
I checked the screen, but it had gone black. Too black. I dropped 

it and it punched another hole in the floor.
“Amy!” I screamed, starting to run back to the bedroom. I didn’t 

look back to see if the hole here was widening too. “Amy, we’re not 
back!”

She didn’t say anything back, but I felt her pull again and gave 
in to it with mingled fear and relief.

This time, my face was smashed into wood when I woke. Sharp 
edges dug into my ribs, my thighs. My nose felt clogged, and it 
throbbed when I lifted my head. I groaned and sat up.

I had fallen on the stairs. When? The bowl I’d dropped–plastic–
had been full of soup. Lunch? Dinner? I patted my pockets, felt the 
smooth rectangle of my phone, pulled it out. 2:37pm. Twelve missed 
calls.

“Amy?” I called. “Are you all right?”
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I got my feet up under me and made my way up the stairs with 
the help of the railing. My head thumped at every step. No pull, but 
I could hear Amy sniffling as I got closer to the top. I made myself 
move a little faster.

When I reached the doorway, she looked at me, then covered 
her mouth with her hands, eyes wide and watery.

“John,” she croaked. Her voice was cracked with disuse. I 
shushed her gently and brushed the hair from her forehead.

“It’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to talk.”
She shook her head. Reached to my face with a touch like 

feathers.
“Your…” She trailed off, squeezed her eyes shut to think, then 

tapped her nose. “I’m sorry.”
My fingers found my nose. Hardened crust crumbled beneath 

my fingertips. Blood.
“Shit. You’re okay? Let me wash up.”
I shuffled to the bathroom and studied the dried maroon crust 

under my swollen nose. Probably broken, but it would heal. I couldn’t 
leave Amy alone to go to a doctor, and I couldn’t bring her with me 
without risking her pulling in everyone in the vicinity.

God, I was exhausted.
The phone vibrated in my hand.

Amy had started speaking again. She had lost more words, but she 
refused to use the pull to communicate anymore. My safety, she’d 
managed to say, was more important than her dignity. It didn’t make 
me feel any better. The danger came when she didn’t know she was 
doing it, not when she did.

The times when I didn’t know she’d done it made it worse. I was 
losing my sense of time and place right along with her. Every unusual 
event–Amy saying a word she’d forgotten, Martha calling at a differ-
ent time of day–set me on edge, wondering if I was now or then.
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It wasn’t unusual, then, that my heart leapt into my throat when 
the doorbell rang.

“Who?” Amy asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe the mailman. I’ll be right back.”
But the woman I saw when I opened the door was mousy-

haired, bespectacled, and wearing jeans with a faded brown sweater.
“Martha,” I said.
“Well, I’m here,” she said, shifting from one foot to the other. 

“Finally. Can I come in?”
I didn’t move aside. “No.”
“Excuse me?” she said. “I want to see my sister. You know, before 

she forgets me? As you keep reminding me?”
“Yes, well, you’re–” I started, then looked back at the stairs, 

where strength was beginning to gather again. Amy had probably 
already forgotten where I’d gone. I didn’t have long. I moved to the 
stoop and pulled the door shut behind me.

“You’re too damn late,” I finished. “It’s too dangerous. She may 
not know you anymore. And she may…”

The first pull came. I gritted my teeth and fought it with every 
ounce of strength I had. I couldn’t collapse out here. Not now.

When I looked up, Martha was hunched over, palms pressed 
to her forehead. So it wasn’t just me. Amy was grabbing anyone she 
could find in her confusion.

“Jesus!” Martha gasped when the pull passed. “That’s her?”
“Who else would it be?”
“That’s not the point! She’s not asking anymore, she’s forcing! 

This isn’t safe!”
“That’s what I’ve been telling you. You can’t be here. It’s okay for 

me, she knows me, but she may not know you.”
She scoffed. “How does her knowing you make it any better? 

Did you get those black eyes walking into a wall?”
“Sure, I suppose,” I said.
“John, you’re enabling her. What happens if one day she yanks 

you out of your head and you fall over and die?”
“Well, you’ll know something’s wrong if you ever hit fifty missed 

calls in a row.”
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The second pull came, harder than the first. I had to lock my 
knees to keep them from buckling. Martha wasn’t quick enough, 
and she dropped down to sit on the stoop, squeezing her head in her 
palms. I knelt and put a hand on her sweatered shoulder.

“Focus on my voice,” I said. “My voice is here and now. It isn’t 
wherever she’s trying to take you. Stay focused on what I’m saying.”

Slowly, with measured breaths, Martha raised her head. Irritation 
had turned to naked fear. I knew where it came from: a place where 
you scrabbled with hands, fingernails, and toes to remain in your 
own mind, unsure if you would ever return.

“Go,” I said gently. “Get in your car and go, and call me tomor-
row. We’ll be okay.”

She shook her head, the motion spilling a tear from one eye. 
“I can’t. I finally got brave enough to come see her. I can’t just turn 
around.”

“It’s been harder for her to find her way back lately. If you get 
pulled in, you might never come back.”

Her face hardened. “I’m coming inside, John. We better go 
before she grabs us again.”

She was right. We only just made it inside before we both 
dropped to the floor, a small cry escaping my lips as Amy tore me 
from my body.

The meadow again. Of course it was. This was her comfort 
memory when she went hazy, a guarantee that she wouldn’t be alone. 
I was there. I would always be there.

She wasn’t the right age anymore. Not her current age, not 
even the age she’d been when this memory took place. She looked 
like a teenager, maybe even as young as a tween, wearing the same 
yellow dress. The tablecloth on the ground was purple now. Or 
was it bright red? It was hard to tell in the blinding light of a 
sun that was far too close, like the sun in the corner of a child’s 
drawing.

“Who are you?” Amy called from next to the picnic basket.
My breath caught in my throat. No. Not this. Not now, not ever. 

Please.
“It’s me,” I said. “It’s John.”
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“John?” She squinted at me, then clapped her hands in delight. 
“Oh, John! I’ve been looking for you! Come and sit. There’s peanut 
butter and jelly and lemonade and strawberries!”

I gave her a nervous smile and sat beside her. The whole mem-
ory had a fragile, shivery quality I didn’t like, as if it would explode if 
you looked at it too hard.

“Who’s that behind you?” she asked.
I turned with her. “It’s Martha. Your sister. She came to see you.”
Martha stood a ways off, wearing a tentative smile. “Hey, Amy. 

Missed you.”
“No,” Amy whispered. Her face contorted with anguish. The 

sun shuddered overhead like a leaf in a sudden wind. “I didn’t mean 
to do it again, I’m sorry, I’m sorry–”

Martha stepped toward us, hands outstretched to comfort. 
Rumbling began behind us and I turned to see another hole punched 
in the horizon, sweeping toward us like a wave.

Amy looked ahead of us with wide, unseeing eyes.
“Would you like a sandwich?” she asked.
The ground dropped out from under us.

I opened my eyes and immediately had to close them against the bright-
ness. I put my hands over my face and squinted through slitted fingers at 
the sterile, stark white of a small room. The floor beneath my back was 
hard and cold. The regular whirr-THUMP of broken machinery and a 
child’s sobs reached my ears as I waited for my eyes to adjust.

“Hello?” I called. “Are you okay?”
The child let out a harsh gasp. “Who’s there?”
I widened the slits between my fingers. “I’m John. What’s your 

name?” As if I didn’t know the answer.
“Amy.”
“Do you remember me, Amy?”
“Noooo…?” she said in a sliding, questioning voice.
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I let my hands fall. Amy sat in a corner, knees to her chest, sur-
rounded by thousands of wires ending in plugs and mostly empty 
outlets set into the walls. The wires each had tags, labeled with 
things like “Mouth Filter” (still plugged in) and “Thirst Indicator” 
(left unplugged on the ground). She might have been five or six, still 
wearing the same yellow dress in miniature.

“It’s okay,” I said, getting slowly to my feet. “It doesn’t matter. 
I’m…a friend. Does that sound nice?”

Amy sniffled and cast me a suspicious look. “Maybe.”
“Can I come sit next to you?” I asked.
“Okay.”
I shuffled my old man’s body toward the child that was–had 

been? would be?–my wife and sat against the wall with her. That 
steady whirr-THUMP thudded through my back and worked its 
way into my chest. It upset me in a deep way that I couldn’t quite 
put my finger on.

I took hold of one of the wires but couldn’t lift it. It was as if it 
had turned to stone.

Amy’s mouth wobbled. “I think those are important, but I can’t 
plug them back in.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t think they’ll have to be like this for 
much longer.”

The lump in my throat wouldn’t go away anymore. My chest 
hitched. I bit down on my palm to stop myself before she saw, but 
she was as perceptive as she’d always been. The girl crawled over to 
me and wrapped her arms around my elbow.

“It’s okay, John,” she said, and gave me a watery smile. “I’ll be 
your friend.”

“I know.”
“John? Amy?”
We looked up to find Martha picking her way through the 

wires, her legs as shaky as a newborn colt’s.
“What is this place?” she asked, sitting on Amy’s other side.
“Central control, maybe,” I said.
Amy’s gray eyes were suddenly sharp again. “You’re not sup-

posed to be here, are you? Either of you.”
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Martha took her other hand. “No, honey, we’re not. Do you 
think you can get us out?”

“Sure, I can boost you. But…I don’t think I can get out anymore.”
I exchanged a look with Martha as my chest grew impossibly 

tight.
“You boost Martha out. I won’t leave you alone.”
“John, no! Then I’m staying too.”
I shook my head. “No, you don’t. You’ve still got a life out there: 

a job, a husband, your parents. But what am I supposed to do when 
she’s gone? Live with myself knowing I left her trapped here by 
herself ?”

“You might not get out. When she…” Martha trailed off.
“Yeah, probably I won’t. Tell you the truth, I don’t really want 

to.”
Amy watched me closely. I let the silence sit for a few moments, 

letting Martha think.
“Amy, honey, boost your sister out.”
Amy looked between us before she answered. “You ready, 

Marty?”
Martha nodded, her eyes a little too shiny. She didn’t fade or 

dissolve. She was simply gone.
“Are you sure you should stay, John? You’re not supposed to be 

here either,” Amy said.
Probably true. But there wasn’t anywhere else I could be. Out 

there, I would be just another stranger to a woman who was already 
alone and afraid. In here, I was a friend.

I tightened my arm around her shoulders. “Don’t you worry. I 
think this is right where I should be.”

Amy laid her head on my chest, smiling, and we sat among the 
tangled wires together as the lights flickered off one by one.

In the dark, the unseen machinery gave another THUMP.
Silence.



39

G I T L  S C H N E I D E R M A N  L E A R N S 

T O  L I V E  W I T H  H E R  I N - L AW S

By Rebecca Fraimow

Shprintze, you nudnik,
Before you ask again, I’ve gotten all your letters scolding me for 

not writing—and Esther and Sarah’s too. Well, I’m sorry about it, 
but with one thing and another, my cousin’s kid crying all the time 
on the one side of me and Gitl crying all the time on the other, I 
haven’t had two wits to rub together, let alone two words to put onto 
a page for you. Anyway, what’s the point of going on a visit only to 
spend all your time talking to the same people you’d talk to at home? 
But everything’s calm to the point of boredom now, so I can spare a 
little time to catch you up, and then you can share this letter around 
and catch up everybody else.

Now you might well say, what was all this crying about? Isn’t 
everything coming up well for your cousins? And what’s the trou-
ble with our Gitl? So she’s become a widow, it’s very sad, her hus-
band’s memory for a blessing and all; still, it’s been almost a year, 
shouldn’t she be over her sobbing by now?  After all, she only knew 
this Schneiderman a month before they married, and then it was just 
another month until he got conscripted. Not much of a marriage, I’d 
say!

Well, as you know, I feel a little responsible. If she hadn’t come 
to keep me company last time I visited my cousins in Lodz, she’d 
never have been here to meet him in the first place, and would still 
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be having a good time with all of us back home in Vilna. Instead 
she’s been stuck under the eye of her in-laws playing out the role of 
a pious widow. What a fate! I mind my own business, you know that, 
Shprintze, but when my cousins invited me to stay again, how could 
I not come to see how she was doing?

Honestly, you’d have been shocked to see her, so pale and sad 
and quiet—our wild Gitl, always laughing, who used to talk of 
running away to the theater!—that I really started thinking more 
than ever that all this business of love and marriage was a bad affair. 
Hours and days I sat with her in that dark room with all the mirrors 
covered, and if ever she did raise her voice a little like she used to, 
her in-laws would start glaring as if the very idea of a smile disre-
spected the dead. I couldn’t entirely blame them, either. The family 
had come in for some real bad luck; it wasn’t just Gitl’s husband 
who’d passed that year, they were grieving a daughter, too. The shiva 
had just ended when I got there, and it seemed like this Mirele and 
Gitl had been close.

So you can see why I didn’t much feel like writing to you and 
the others, when all I had was such bad news.

Still, I kept coming. Mostly, of course, because it seemed a 
mitzvah to sit with her, and, as I told you, I felt a little responsible. 
But don’t think I’m making myself out to be so good; there’s other 
reasons, too, that I was wanting to be over there, instead of staying 
all the time in my cousin’s house.

As you know, my cousin’s husband Yudah is rabbi these days to 
a small synagogue in Lodz. It’s a nice synagogue and a nice neigh-
borhood, so there shouldn’t be any problems. Only, every night, 
when everyone ought to be asleep, there was this fiddle playing out 
the window—every night on the week, even on Shabbes!

Truth be told, it wasn’t so loud; just a single fiddler, far away, 
and from what I heard he played pretty good. If it were only me, I’d 
sleep through it. But my cousin’s kid, two years old now, he’s got ears 
like a bat. Every time he heard the fiddle playing, he’d wake up and 
holler like anything.

“Our son’s got no ear for music,” Yudah said, whenever this 
happens. “Listen to them, they’re playing well! You never heard such 
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a clarinetist!” But Bluma hadn’t slept properly since before I came to 
visit, and was in no mood for jokes like that.

So you can see why I was spending as much time as possible by 
Gitl and her in-laws, only to have a little peace and quiet. Only then, 
of course, Bluma and Yudah started poking their noses into that, 
too! You wouldn’t think they’d have time with everything else, would 
you? But if you thought that, you don’t know my cousins.

“So Shaina,” Bluma said to me one day, as she mixed dough for 
kneidlach, “of course you’re welcome to stay by us as long as you like, 
but a person can’t help but wonder—are you thinking to marry here 
in Lodz, like your friend Gitl? Has she got any brothers-in-law that 
you’ve been meeting over there?”

“Do you think I want to marry?” I told her. “Do you think you 
two and this screaming child are setting me such an example that 
the state of marriage looks like a blessed one? I’m going to Gitl’s to 
see Gitl, that’s all there is to it.”

Bluma and Yudah gave each other a look. “Ah!” said Yudah. “To 
see Gitl, only Gitl! You’ve forgiven her for getting married, then!”

So maybe I was a little surprised when she got married here in 
Lodz last year, instead of coming back to Vilna with me—there’s no 
need to bring such things up now, when Gitl’s had such a hard time. 
“There’s nothing to forgive,” I informed him. “Me and Gitl, we get 
on very well together and always have.”

“I’d say so,” remarked Yudah, “since you spend ten hours a day 
by her place.”

And then Bluma and Yudah shot each other another look, so 
much of the same mind that I wanted to knock their heads together. 
Let me tell you, I prefer it when they’re quarreling!

“Well,” Bluma said, dropping the kneidlach in the soup, “the 
Schneidermans have given you so much hospitality, we ought to 
exchange it. You’d better bring Gitl by for Shabbes dinner tomorrow. 
We’ll be glad to see her again; it hasn’t been since the shiva.” (Gitl 
and the Schneidermans daven at the big Altshtot synagogue near 
Market Square, not my cousin’s little Congregation Ze’ev.)

“And if she doesn’t want to walk back after,” Yudah added, “she can 
stay the night by us, Shaina, if you don’t mind sharing the guest bed.”
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What could I say to that? On the one hand, given how loud it 
is in this house, hosting Gitl didn’t exactly seem a mitzvah. On the 
other, it seemed like maybe a night out from under the noses of the 
Schneidermans will do her some good. I thought how much I’d like 
to see her laugh without anyone scowling at her for doing it, and 
then I went to invite Gitl to come by my cousin’s for Shabbas.

Well, you can imagine how it was—you’ve been by my house for 
dinner enough times. Yudah Cohen can charm the curls off a Hasid 
when he tries, and I expect the same Hasid would give up his hat for 
another bite of Bluma’s kneidlech. It was like that even when they 
lived as paupers in my father’s house, and now they’re householders 
of their own, you could invite King Solomon there without feeling 
ashamed. Even the two-year-old’s on his best behavior, all giggles 
and chubby cheeks, so if I didn’t know better I’d really think that 
motherhood was a treat!

By the time the soup’s done, Gitl’s smiling, and by the time the 
chicken’s out, she’s laughing. You’d think I’d be happy to see it, and of 
course I am. But of course, you know, I’m also feeling a little bit like 
chopped liver; I’ve barely got a smile out of her this past month, and 
now here’s a dozen in a night. I should have got her out of that house 
before, only I was so glad to be out of this house, I didn’t think it.

But then Gitl started shouting her opinions about a play we 
saw together back in Vilna, talking with her hands the way she used 
to, and I was back in charity with the whole world. We were hav-
ing such a good time we hadn’t noticed the clock, until that violin 
started to wail again in the street.

“Oh no,” Bluma wailed, “on Shabbes again,” and dove to cover 
the baby’s ears, but of course it’s too late for that. The perfect cherub 
we’d had with us the past few was is gone as if he never was. So here’s 
this red-faced terror sobbing and kicking, and Bluma desperately 
rocking, and Yudah grimacing and rubbing his temples, and I turn 
to Gitl to apologize for the fact that we’re neither of us going to get 
any sleep tonight—

But to look at Gitl, you’d think she hadn’t noticed the baby at 
all! She stared out the window towards the sound of the fiddle, like 
a person transfixed. Then she went right over to it, and opened the 
latch—opened the latch of someone else’s house, which normally 
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you’d think you’d ask before doing!—and leaned all the way out and 
shouted, “Mirele!”

And just like that, the fiddle gave a jump, then stopped 
altogether.

“No!” cried Gitl. “Mirele, come back!” She turned and ran for 
the door, but Yudah stood in her way.

“Gitl Schneiderman,” he said politely, “why were you calling for 
your dead sister-in-law?”

Gitl answered: “That was her playing the fiddle, I’m sure of it! 
Let me go find her!”

Yudah raised his eyebrows and said, “Was it, now?”
Now Gitl had that expression I knew all too well, from all 

the times she got caught sneaking out to the theater, or meeting 
with a boy, or doing anything that she wasn’t supposed to do. She 
kicked her feet on the floor, and I put my hands on my hips and 
said, “Gitl Schneiderman! Are you trying to get yourself caught 
by a dybbuk?”

Everyone turned to look at me then, and Yudah said, “Now, 
Shaina, you’re about the last person I’d expect to hear talking about 
dybbuks, such a modern girl as you are!”

As if this was the time to kibitz at me! “I can put two and 
two together as well as the next person, can’t I? Gitl’s sister-in-law 
Mirele is dead, so if she’s out there playing the fiddle, what else could 
she be but a dybbuk?”

“Well,” said Gitl—and the guilty way she said it was familiar, 
too. I swung back to her. “What do you mean, well? What’s more to 
be said?”

“I don’t know that Mirele’s dead,” said Gitl. The words came out 
all at once and fast. “She ran away, you know? She wanted to play 
fiddle on the stage, and her parents wouldn’t approve. But she said 
she would write me, and she never did! Not a sign, not a word! I’ve 
been so afraid for her, I hardly could eat or sleep—please, won’t you 
let me go look for her?”

And here I thought she was still grieving for dead Schneiderman! 
Husband, schmusband!

Yudah sighed. “You must have known her playing very well,” he 
said, “if you could pick her fiddle out of that whole orchestra.”
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And now it was our turn to stare at him, for none of us could 
fathom what he meant. Bluma, of course, looked crossest of all—as I 
suppose she might, for her husband had been making the same joke 
for weeks now. “Yudah Cohen,” she snapped, “can’t you see this is 
serious? Won’t you stop joking around about an imaginary orchestra, 
and focus on the problem that we’ve got?”

“Imaginary!” said Yudah, indignantly. “What do you mean, 
imaginary? You all heard it! We’ve been hearing it for weeks!”

“A fiddle!” said Bluma. “We’ve been hearing a fiddle! A fiddle 
and an orchestra, it’s not at all the same!”

Yudah stroked his beardless chin, and frowned round at all of 
us. “Well,” he said, finally, “There’s certainly something strange here. 
Now, whether it’s a dybbuk, or something else, I can’t say just yet, 
but I promise you, Gitl, we’ll look into it, and find what’s become of 
your sister-in-law.”

“And,” said Bluma, “while we’re at it, get her to stop making 
such a noise in the middle of the night!”

Well, of course there was nothing to be done until Shabbes 
ended, so instead we all went to bed to get some rest now that Gitl 
had chased off the fiddler. You’d think I’d have taken the chance to 
sleep well, wouldn’t you? Not a bit of it! Remember, I was sharing a 
bed with Gitl! For her, the floodgates had opened, nothing somber 
and silent about it; the whole night it was Mirele this, and Mirele 
that, and did I think Mirele was really all right, until I almost wished 
the fiddle back again to distract her.

But really what I wished was that you were here, and Esther and 
Eidel and the two Sarahs, and we were all just the same as we were 
before everyone started marrying themselves off. I wouldn’t have 
minded a bit staying up all night then.

Well, but let’s not have the same quarrel all over again. I was 
telling you about Gitl and her Mirele—and it’s a lucky thing my 
cousins are so respectable these days, for otherwise I don’t think the 
Schneidermans would have let Gitl out of the house again for a 
month. But no one says no to a rabbi. Gitl went home after Shabbes 
so her in-laws would know what’s become of her, but she came right 
back the next day, and not a moment too soon, either; the fiddler 
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didn’t give us even one day of peace, she was back in force right after 
Havdalah!

But this time around Bluma and Yudah were fortified. It seemed 
that night of quiet, though more than useless to me, had done them 
a world of good. They spent all the next day beaming at each other 
like newlyweds, and when Gitl came by again, Yudah was all ready 
to set to work. He’d got with him Bluma’s mother, my Tante Leah—
she’d been out by a friend’s when Gitl came by before, as she always 
is on nights when the moon’s particularly bright. Well, I’ve said it 
before, it’s none of my business what my aunt does with herself. “All 
right, Gitl,” Yudah said, “did you bring something of Mirele’s?”

“I’ve got this shawl she made me,” said Gitl, and held up a beau-
tiful blue piece of lace-knit. “Since she left, I haven’t had the heart 
to wear it.”

Yudah nodded. “Now, you and me are going to go out and we’re 
going to find your Mirele. You remember my mother-in-law—she’ll 
be coming with us, so between a rabbi and a matron, there won’t be 
a thing that’s improper about it.”

“Do you think I care what’s improper,” said Gitl, heatedly, “if 
there’s a chance of finding her?”

“Well, no,” laughed Yudah, “but I’ve got to care a little, you 
know, a person in my position!”

I didn’t see why my aunt should have to trouble herself to come 
along when I was going to be there, and I said so, but Yudah waved 
me off. “It’s a few more years, Shaina, before you’re of an age to 
chaperone! Come if you like, but your aunt’s coming too, no way 
around it.”

So out we all trooped into the dark of the street—all of us except 
Bluma, who said in no uncertain terms that if she met this Mirele 
who’d caused all the trouble, she couldn’t find it in her heart to be 
polite to her, dybbuk or no, and as a result she had probably much 
better stay home.

The fiddle had never sounded so very loud in the house, and 
even once we got outside, it wasn’t so clear to me which way to go to 
find it. Gitl was turning in circles too, but Yudah took charge at once, 
in his usual know-it-all way. “Here, Shaina—you’ve got a cool head, 
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nothing will startle you, so you’d better hold the lantern. As for you, 
Gitl—no, don’t call out, not yet!—but it’s chilly, and my mother-in-
law’s not getting any younger out here! Would you mind lending her 
that shawl your Mirele knitted?”

Gitl handed it over. “Thank you,” said my Tante Leah, in 
her meek little voice. She buried her face deep in the shawl for 
a moment and then wrapped it around her neck, took a deep 
breath, and set off down the street with all of us trailing after her. 
Finally we turned into an alley where even I could hear the music 
clearly. I held up the lantern ahead of me. The light cast a great 
shadow up on the wall, as if a dozen people were there, with a dozen 
instruments lifted up in song—but to cast the shadow, there was 
only a young woman, more or less the same age as you or me or Gitl, 
with a fiddle held up to her chin.

When the light fell on her she gasped, and the bow dropped 
from her hand. “Gitl!” she cried, and Gitl shouted back, and ran 
towards her. I started to go towards them, too, but Yudah put a hand 
on my shoulder.

“Shaina,” he said, “how many people do you see there?”
“Only the one,” I answered—though I wasn’t at all sure what to 

think about her over-crowded shadow.
“There’s only one,” my aunt agreed. “It must be Mirele 

Schneiderman.”
“Hm,” said Yudah. “Stay here, Shaina, and keep that light 

steady.”
I suppose you’d think we should have been frightened, seeing a 

dead person in front of us. But my aunt, you know, who knows what 
she gets up to, and as for me, I’m not so easy to scare. One dead girl 
only my age isn’t much when weighed against all that trouble with 
the demon last year, when my cousin and her beardless husband got 
their kid to begin with—but never mind, that’s a story I’ve promised 
not to tell!

Anyway, it didn’t seem at all that Mirele wanted to hurt us. Up 
ahead, in the alley, Gitl was already holding out her hands to her, but 
Mirele kept her distance: “No, Gitl, it’s not right! You and I shouldn’t 
be like this—and anyway, the living shouldn’t talk to the dead.”
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“At least tell me what happened to you!” Gitl pleaded.
Mirele shook her head, backing away step by step. “I didn’t 

know myself I was dead until the others told me. It’s all right, 
Gitl—I’m not unhappy! I’m not shaming my parents, I’m not 
wanting anything I shouldn’t have, I’m only making music all the 
time, and that’s all I wanted, really. Go home to my parents, and 
forget you saw me.”

“I can’t!” declared Gitl, passionately. “I won’t! I’ll never forget 
you, never!”

All those mannerisms Gitl used to practice when we did read-
ings in your spare room, they were getting a workout now! But she 
really was crying, so it wasn’t only melodrama. Even I felt a lump in 
my throat, and you know how I never weep at plays.

I looked over to see how my cousin and my aunt were taking it, 
and what they thought to do about it. My aunt’s brow was furrowed, 
she was puzzled as anything, but that Yudah Cohen wasn’t paying 
any attention; he was busy in conversation with what looked to me 
like the empty air.

“No,” he said, with the air of a person explaining something to 
an elderly relative, “though I can see how it’s an easy mistake for you 
to make. But my family’s here, and they’ll clear it all up for you.” He 
turned to me and my aunt. “Hey, do me a favor, will you? Won’t you 
say who I am, and what I am to you?”

“Why,” said my aunt, confused but willing, “you’re my son-in-
law, Yudah Cohen, who brings our family such naches.”

“You’re my cousin’s husband Yudah Cohen,” I said, “the biggest 
know-it-all in Vilna or Lodz.”

“Thank you,” said Yudah Cohen, “thank you especially to my 
favorite cousin Shaina, your kind words always fill my heart.” He 
turned back to the empty air. “So, you see—well! They’re gone!”

“Mirele’s gone!” wailed Gitl at the same time. “What were you 
doing, Rev Cohen? You said you’d help me, but you weren’t paying 
attention at all! She’s dead and no one knows what happened and no 
one cares a bit!”

Yudah had told me to keep where I was and hold the lantern up, 
but my friend was crying, and I wasn’t about to stand still! I gave the 
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lantern to my aunt, and went over to comfort Gitl. “There,” I said, 
putting an arm around her, “at least you got a chance to talk to her a 
bit, that’s not nothing.”

Yudah had been about to answer Gitl, but now his eyes fixed 
right on me. “You saw her, Shaina?”

“Of course I saw her,” I answered. “Didn’t I say she must have 
been a dybbuk? There she was, right there, talking about how the 
living should stay away from the dead!”

But my aunt shook her head, looking more puzzled than ever. 
“Excuse me, Shainele,” she said, “I don’t want to say you’re wrong, 
but I saw that girl too, and I don’t think—no, I really don’t think she 
can be dead.”

Well, you know Gitl, if there’s two things she hates, it’s some-
thing not going her way and somebody contradicting her. She started 
crying harder than ever. “My sister-in-law’s dead, my heart’s broken, 
and you’re all standing here and arguing about it!”

“All right,” said Yudah, raising his voice a little, to be heard over 
Gitl crying. “Let me clear this up a little. The three of you, you all 
saw Mirele?”

“You know that already,” I said, angry on Gitl’s behalf; what 
kind of a rabbi was he, not to say a single comforting word when she 
was so upset!

“But none of you,” Yudah went on, “saw or heard anybody else? 
Not a drummer, not a clarinetist—”

Gitl stopped between one sob and another. “What did you say? 
What instruments?”

“A drummer,” said Yudah, “a clarinetist, and a guitarist—a full 
klezmer band, in fact. Why, Gitl, did you see them too?”

“No,” said Gitl, shaken, “but Mirele said that’s who told her she 
was dead. A ghost band, she said—a drummer, a clarinetist, and a 
guitarist!” (I suppose that’s what they’d talked about when I was busy 
telling Yudah Cohen his own name. Well you can’t pay attention to 
everything at once.)

“That’s them,” said Yudah. He might have been talking about 
the neighborhood boys playing in my brother’s wedding band, he 
was so cool. “Really, it’s a shame you can’t hear them—they’re pretty 
good, especially with your Mirele’s fiddle! It’s true you can’t have a 
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klezmer band without a good fiddler, she must have seemed a real 
gift from God. Still, it can’t be allowed to go on; a living person 
should really only play music with other living people.”

“A living person?” echoed Gitl.
“Certainly a living person,” answered Yudah. “First of all, you all 

saw her, and none of you saw the rest of the band. Second, you all could 
hear her, and none of you heard the rest of the band. And third—” He 
turned to flash a smile at my Tante Leah. “My mother-in-law says so, 
and everyone knows, the mother-in-law’s always right!”

That one, he knows exactly how to wrap my aunt around his 
finger! Doesn’t it just make you want to gag, to see a person suck up 
to his in-laws like that?

Well, I’m sure you’ll want to know just what makes my cousin’s 
husband so special that he can see ghosts and nobody else. Once we 
all got home, he explained to us what he thought about it. “These dyb-
buks,” he said, “they’ve been wandering around playing their klezmer 
for decades or more, bothering nobody. I bet there’s a real story behind 
that, if anyone had the time to hear it—but living people can’t hear 
them, so what’s the harm? But then your Mirele comes along. She’s 
a living person, but her parents been done everything as if she were 
dead, haven’t they? Said the kaddish and covered the mirrors?”

Gitl nodded. “I hated to go along with it—still, they’re mourn-
ing a son, I didn’t want to shame them. And, you know, even the 
great David Kessler’s parents sat shiva for him when he left to join 
the theater, and Keni Liptzin’s father too. Half the actors of the 
Yiddish theater have a story like this. For a real artist, if you’re called 
to do something, it’s worth the price. So I didn’t really start to worry 
until I didn’t hear from her for so long, and then I knew something 
must have happened.”

“What happened,” said Yudah, “is those dybbuks got confused. 
Mirele Schneiderman’s family said kaddish for her, so it’s natural 
that those dead who are still hanging around would think she’s 
another neighbor to them. It’s not the first time I’ve run into this 
situation,” he added, “for when I left home my parents sat shiva for 
me just the same.”

Gitl’s face was really shocked. I suppose she didn’t think a rabbi, 
even such a young rabbi as Yudah Cohen, could have any kind of a 
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scandalous past. When she opened her mouth, I was all ready to kick 
her to stop her from asking a rude question. But I suppose our wild 
Gitl really has grown up a little; she only looked at Yudah and said, 
“That must have been hard. I’m sorry for it.”

Well, you know how Yudah is, he’ll make a joke out of any-
thing: “It’s something of a comfort,” he answered, “to know I’m in 
such good company as the great David Kessler!”

But when he saw Gitl was still looking at him, he said, more 
gently, “It was a long time ago, in any case. As for the dybbuks, there’s 
usually no reason for the dead to come and bother a stranger—and 
if they ever do, all I’ve got to do is explain that they’re mistaken, and 
I’ve got a family here who’s not mourning me at all.”

My cousin, who was sitting by Yudah, took his hand in hers and 
then brought it up to her lips to kiss the back of it.

“But about Mirele,” I said, before everyone could get any mush-
ier than they already were. “You said she must have seemed a gift 
from God—is it because those dybbuks wanted a fiddler for their 
band that they introduced themselves?”

“That’s what I think,” agreed Yudah. “But if Mirele had been 
struggling when they spoke to her, maybe she had run into trouble, 
or hadn’t eaten in a day or two—well, now she’s stuck in the middle, 
thinking she’s a dead person, and acting like one, too.” He shook 
his head. “She’s right to say a living person really shouldn’t spend 
so much time with the dead. When was the last time she ate good 
food, or took a sip of wine? Before long, there really won’t be any 
difference. I don’t think that’s the outcome anyone wants, no matter 
how well her band plays—”

“We certainly don’t!” said Bluma and Gitl, nearly as one.
“– so what we’ve got to do is convince those dybbuks that 

Mirele is alive, whatever her parents say. Now—” He sighed. 
“There, I’ll admit, I’m a little stuck. For myself, I’ve got a name 
and family that have nothing to do with the old ones, it’s easy to 
show a ghost that they’ve got the wrong idea. Once they see that, 
they get embarrassed and leave me alone. But Mirele’s got none of 
these advantages. What would be best is if her parents would come 
out and clear the whole thing up. Gitl, do you think you could 
convince them?”
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Gitl didn’t look at all certain; still, she held her head up. “I’ll try,” 
she said. “I’m all they’ve got now. They’ve said that enough times, so 
maybe they’ll listen to me.”

So the next day Gitl went back home to her in-laws, with an 
invitation to come by ours for dinner. While Yudah was with the 
minyan, my cousin and aunt and I spent all day cooking: stewed 
chicken, cabbage kreplach, sweet blintzes, a potato kugel, we really 
went all out! You’d really have thought it was King Solomon him-
self coming for dinner, rather than a couple of grim old fogeys who 
thought that a smile was a scandal. But the best way to convince 
anyone of anything is on a full stomach, so I let Bluma boss me 
around without a word of complaint, and beat eggs and rolled dough 
and folded blintzes until my arms ached.

And all for nothing (except to fill our own stomachs), as it 
turned out, for when Gitl returned that evening, there wasn’t anyone 
with her at all.

“They wouldn’t come,” she told us, her eyes red with tears. “I 
begged them and they wouldn’t budge. I told them their daughter 
needed them, and they said they didn’t have a daughter. Well, they 
won’t have a daughter-in-law, either! I’m done with them!”

Yudah looked at the spread of food that we’d prepared, and then 
sighed and made a gesture with a hand, dismissing the Schneidermans 
as if they weren’t worthy of consideration. “That would have been the 
easiest way, but you can be sure it’s not the only one. Tomorrow, I’ll 
go back to the books—”

“Tomorrow!” cried Gitl. “Tomorrow’s too long to wait! Let’s 
find her again now. Rebbe Cohen, I know it’s not the same as having 
her parents there, but I’m her family too. Now I know she’s not really 
dead, I won’t let her go without a fight. Please let me try!”

So there again we all were, trooping through the dark streets 
after the lonely sound of the fiddle—and to make a long story short, 
when we found Mirele, she didn’t look any happier to see us than 
before. “I told you to leave me alone!” she wailed. “Why won’t you 
listen? Go home, Gitl! I don’t want to see you here anymore!”

To tell you the truth, if any of my friends shouted at me that 
way, I’d likely take them at their word.  But Gitl just tromped for-
ward and grabbed onto Mirele by both arms, so that the poor girl 
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nearly dropped her fiddle. “Mirele,” she declared, “you’d better listen 
to me, and tell your dybbuk friends they can listen to me, too! You’re 
a living person, not a dead one. It doesn’t matter a bit what your par-
ents have to say about it. So you’d better not ask me to leave you and 
not follow you; where you go, I’m going!”

And though Mirele started by trying to pull away, the more Gitl 
repeated her words, the less she struggled, until in the end her head 
came to rest on Gitl’s shoulder.

“Oh,” said Yudah Cohen, standing next to me, “that’s really 
clever, I should have thought of it myself. Certainly it’s the strongest 
claim an in-law could ever make—or one girl to another, for that 
matter.”

Of course I asked him what he meant, and he looked at me, a 
little surprised. “Why, didn’t you recognize it? It’s the Book of Ruth!”

Honestly! As if everyone were a rabbi, and had every word of 
the Megillot memorized—some of us have better things to do!

Anyway, Mirele and Gitl were both crying by now. “Gitl, what 
am I going to do?” wailed Mirele. “I can’t hear the music anymore, 
and I can’t ever go home again. What’s left for me now?”

“You’re going to do what you said,” answered Gitl, “and go to 
play with the theater—and I’ll go with you, so you won’t be alone. 
We’ll stick together, the two of us. We’ll be each other’s family. That’s 
what matters, doesn’t it?” And she lifted herself up on her tiptoes, 
and kissed the tears away from Mirele’s eyes, and Mirele flung her 
arms around her.

“So that’s how it is,” remarked Yudah Cohen, in that know-it-
all tone I really can’t stand, and then turned to me. “Well, Shaina—
when we asked you to bring your friend Gitl around by our place, I 
can’t say this is exactly what your cousin and I expected to happen. 
How are you with all of this?”

“I’ve never known why people get so sentimental about the 
Book of Ruth,” I answered. “What’s so exciting about following 
one’s in-laws around all the time? Still, if Gitl’s happy, it’s all right 
by me.” For you know, Shprintze, how our Gitl’s always making one 
wild decision or another—and it’s true you couldn’t say that running 
off to the theater with your sister-in-law shows good sense. Still, if 
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you ask me it’s still better than marrying some stupid boy you barely 
know with parents like a pair of prison wardens.

Yudah squinted at me for a moment longer, and then laughed 
and patted me on the shoulder. “Well, in the end, maybe it’s just as 
well.”

Just as well, indeed! As if he had anything to say about it! Really, 
is there anything more annoying than a person who thinks they 
know everything?

So that’s about all the news there is by us. Now that Gitl’s gone 
off with Mirele, I haven’t got much to do with my days except sit 
around and help my cousin and aunt around the house—and now 
that we’re not all kept up at nights with fiddling, my cousin and 
her husband are more disgusting with each other than ever. I’m 
really just about at the edge of my patience! I expect I’ll be heading 
home to Vilna on the next train after this letter, and I’ve sent one 
to my father, too, to let him know I’m coming. Come by the station 
and meet me, if you’re free, and I’ll tell you everything else I forgot 
to write about—though I’m sure this letter’s already gone on long 
enough—and you can tell me how everything’s going with the wed-
ding plans, or if you’ve thought better of the whole thing.

As for me, I won’t tell you what I think about it unless you ask; 
unlike some relatives of mine, I make it a point to mind my own 
business!

B’shalom,
Shaina
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T H R E E  F O R  H E R S

By Filip Hajdar Drnovšek Zorko

The second time one of Vida’s brothers came home with strips of 
flesh cut out of his back, she decided it was time for the Margrave’s 
rule to end.

‘Don’t go,’ her middle brother sobbed. His bandages had soaked 
through, blood clumping where it met the grimy floor. ‘I was brave 
and fierce, and it was not enough.’

‘Don’t go,’ her oldest brother pleaded. His back had scarred a 
long time ago. So had his spirit. ‘I was strong and stubborn, and it 
was not enough.’

‘Please don’t go.’ Her father’s face was the hardest to ignore. 
Vida bundled the last of her belongings. It did not take long: the 
Plemitschi allowed them only food and clothing.

‘We have served the rulers of this land since it was young.’ Vida 
looked down as she spoke. Her father remembered a time when their 
service had been freely given, one Yagichari to another. She did not 
wish to see that nostalgia on his face. ‘I will not stop now.’

‘I’ll go instead,’ her father said. ‘You cannot do this to your 
brothers. They rely on your good cheer. I cannot bear to see your 
heart harden in the Margrave’s service.’

Vida did not want to upset him. She did not say, My heart 
hardened the day the Plemitschi came. Or, My heart broke the day 
the plague broke out, and I have pretended ever since, for you and 
for my brothers, because I knew I was stronger. Or, There is no heart 
where the Plemitschi tread.
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‘I will serve,’ Vida said, and left.
The shadow crept along the high street of Konj like a grasping 

hand. Two houses away, a body transport bobbed in front of a door 
marked with the red plague mosquito. A bad day. She could tell by 
how low in the air the transport lay. She hurried on. It was late—the 
Margrave’s castle-ship was positioned carefully to block the sun. The 
Plemitschi did not mind if their conquests woke to the play of sun-
light through tattered curtains, so long as they went to bed in their 
masters’ shadow.

The castle-ship hung in the sky, tricking the eye like the painted 
backdrops Vida’s father made when she’d played at being an actor. 
There were turrets at each of its five corners. In direct sunlight, the 
eye was drawn to the nacre gleam sheathing their upper levels. On 
the day of the invasion, they’d unfurled delicate whorls, like leaves of 
bracken, and everything they touched died.

The mud was cold beneath Vida’s feet. Beauty was hard to find 
in Konj, but she knew where to look. She saw it in the yellow street-
lamps, which had not yet been replaced with ones of Plemitschi 
make. She saw it in the battered sign that hung above the apoth-
ecary, the vine-wrapped pestle identifying the medical profession 
centuries after the tool itself had fallen out of use. She saw it in the 
mud. Mud persisted.

It took her ten minutes to walk the high street. The open patch 
of land beneath the castle-ship had been a graveyard—Vida remem-
bered gravestones festooned with flowers and flickering candles on 
the day of remembrance. Now the gravestones were gone and directly 
beneath the castle-ship, at the point where an upwards glance was 
occluded entirely by its grey underside, a pair of the Margrave’s sol-
diers stood at attention.

‘Your business?’ one said.
The soldiers wore the masks of the Plemitschi military, full-face 

plates on which nauseating patterns swarmed and multiplied. She 
kept her gaze down, loathing her own deference. It was better than 
looking at the hallucination where a face should be. She could still 
smell the bitter ozone of the illusions.

I have come to serve, as my family has always served. Cool. 
Unaffected. An unyielding mask to counter their shifting ones—she’d 
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thought it would be easy. Her throat constricted. Away from her fam-
ily, she found she could not speak herself into servitude. She could not 
pretend that the counsel her ancestors once offered their leaders was 
in any way equivalent to how the Margrave used her family now, as 
trinkets to mark the respectability and continuity of his rule.

‘My brother was sent home today.’ It was a struggle to get even 
those words out. Vida breathed out through her nose, closed the 
shutters on her rage, and smiled. ‘I am here in his place.’

‘Today?’
Was this a mistake? Was it unusual for someone to come with-

out a summons? When her brother had staggered in through the 
door, the conviction had burnt so strong it hadn’t occurred to her to 
wait. What use was a plan, compared to Plemitschi might? She was 
smart and quick and clever. Everyone said so. Instinct had told her 
to go without delay.

She put her misgivings away and said, ‘Yes.’
The guards verified her identity, checked her for weapons, 

then summoned the lift. The castle-ship could land—Vida had 
seen it, regurgitating military parades on the Plemitschi Day of 
Nationhood—but most of the time access was obtained through the 
lift, a platform five paces to a side cut from the castle-ship’s belly. 
It floated down to them in a display of technological superiority so 
unintentional, it whitened Vida’s knuckles around the lift’s railing.

‘Poor bastard,’ one of the guards said, and she spent the ascent 
trying to decide who they meant, her or her brother, and barely 
noticed when she passed into the Margrave’s bosom.

There was a woman waiting for her on the other end. She was short 
for a Plemitschi, her thick brown hair pinned close to her skull and 
her cheekbones set low on a face marked with the faint cross-hatch-
ing of a plague survivor. Were these typical Plemitschi features? 
Other than the Margrave, Vida had only ever seen them masked.



57

‘The Margrave wishes to greet you personally,’ the woman said. 
‘Follow me.’

The castle-ship was disappointingly mundane. The doors they 
passed were furnished with control panels rather than handles, but 
otherwise the technology that made the lift work, that hid death 
within the ship’s five shining towers, was nowhere in evidence.

‘Who are you?’ Vida said, to give her ears something to hear.
The woman slowed her pace to match Vida’s. ‘My name is 

Orzsa. I am the ship’s administrator.’
‘Does that mean you can make it fly?’ She did not ask as a poten-

tial saboteur, only as a child who had been promised and denied 
something wondrous.

‘No. Only the Margrave has access to the ship’s higher func-
tions. He has automated most of those, in order to devote more 
time to his passions. I have authority over the administrative sys-
tems only.’

Which systems, Vida did not dare ask. Instead, she gestured at 
the corridor curving away to her right. ‘It’s emptier than I thought 
it would be.’

‘The garrison is housed separately.’
‘I meant—I thought there would be others. From the town. 

I’ve heard—’ Vida reconsidered. Better not to repeat the stories the 
townspeople told of the Margrave.

‘There were many. Most found the Margrave’s service too…
demanding. The Margrave does not force anyone to serve.’ Orzsa’s 
smile contained an acknowledgement of the unspoken: anyone 
except you.

Having her questions answered made Vida bolder. ‘And you? 
Do you find his service demanding?’

Orzsa stopped in front of a door set, unlike the others, in the 
inner wall of the corridor. ‘The Margrave is not cruel to those who 
follow his rules. Be polite. Be deferential.’

The door opened onto a garden.
From the outside, it was hidden entirely from sight, nestled in 

amongst the five towers. A glass dome rose above them, catching 
sunlight, transforming the interior of the ship into a peaceful day in 
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the woods—but this was not the most remarkable thing about the 
garden.

The most remarkable thing were the plants. Ever since the 
invasion, the soil of Konj had strained to produce anything worth 
growing, but here, inside, the garden was carpeted in lush blue-green 
grass; birch trees rose gracefully at the far end, their tops brushing 
the artificial sky; snowdrops grew wild among their roots and roses 
in neat flowerbeds.

‘Gardening is one of the Margrave’s passions,’ Orzsa said, as if 
the whole impossible garden were nothing but a hobbyist’s allot-
ment. ‘This way.’

Vida wondered how deep the soil went. She wanted to look 
around and smell things she hadn’t smelled since childhood. She 
wanted to take off her shoes. She did not want to approach the man 
standing by the flowerbeds in a black satin morning coat fastened 
with silver buttons.

‘My lord Margrave,’ Orzsa said, bowing. ‘The family of the chief 
advisor offers its daughter.’

The Margrave was, in Vida’s mind, the face of the Plemitschi: 
tall and pale and slender, black hair cut short, dark eyes about a 
whipcord nose, a face better suited to being seen from afar. His nails 
were painted pale red.

‘Already? It was only this morning that your dear brother left 
us! A shame, but it does warm my heart to see such a loyal sister. Tell 
me: what is your name?’

‘Vida.’
‘Ah! Like the song!’ The Margrave winked, as if his knowledge 

of Yagichari folk music proved some deep connection between them. 
‘Welcome. You are from Konj? Such a relief. I had a boy from the 
outlying villages once, but I only see them once a year. I simply could 
not connect with him! Konj is different. It is close to my heart.’

Vida remembered watching from her father’s shoulders, the 
first time the Margrave embarked on his annual procession. She 
remembered the tension that followed: relief at his absence; guilt 
at knowing his gaze had fallen on friends and relatives beyond the 
borders of Konj. She remembered the Harvest Riot, three days later 
upon his return.
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‘My lord,’ Vida said. ‘My brothers have twice failed you. I will 
do better.’

‘I’m glad to hear it! I doubt a bright young thing like you will 
have trouble. I don’t ask for much. Do as I say. Complete the tasks 
I set you. And—I’m sure you’ve heard, but I must go through the 
motions, yes? There is a rule I have, one I care about very much. It 
is a special rule, because it applies to me, too. I cannot abide anger. 
Not in myself, not in others. This is paramount. If you ever lose your 
temper in my presence, you will leave my service immediately, less 
three strips of flesh off your own back. Do you agree to these terms?’

He smiled widely, inviting her to join him in pretending she 
had a choice. ‘I do,’ she said.

Vida knew what was coming next: a blow to the face, back-
handed, to test the strength of the Margrave’s rule. She’d heard the 
story, whispered by those who chanced the Margrave’s service. Her 
brothers spoke of the unexpected whiplash strength in the Margrave’s 
long arms. Endure, they said. Take the blow. Hide your rage.

Vida struck the Margrave clean across the nose with the palm 
of her hand. He staggered back a step. When he righted himself, 
there was a trickle of blood on his upper lip.

‘Now,’ he said at length. ‘What was that, I wonder?’
Vida looked down. ‘Apologies, my lord. I thought I saw a mos-

quito upon your nose. I would hate to see plague take you.’ She 
shifted her weight from one foot to the other. ‘I do hope I haven’t 
made you angry, my lord?’

The Margrave took his time studying her. Vida stood her 
ground and swam in her anger, immersed herself so thoroughly that 
not a hint of it appeared on her face. She would prevail where her 
brothers had not.

Presently the Margrave said, ‘Plemitschi are immune to the 
plague. But I won’t hold your ignorance against you. If I did that, I 
would go through servants even faster than I already do! Orzsa, take 
her to her quarters.’

A hand on Vida’s shoulder propelled her away from the 
Margrave. ‘That was a mistake,’ Orzsa murmured. ‘He will be watch-
ing you now.’

Vida did not say, Good. Or, Then he will be watching on the day 
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he dies. Or, He will watch me until the point of his own knife pierces 
his cornea and his eye drains of its fluid.

She said, ‘Good-night.’

‘The Margrave has a task for you.’
Vida washed sleep from her face. She combed her fingers 

through her hair and swept it back behind her shoulders. Only then 
did she turn to Orzsa, who stood by the door. ‘Yes?’

‘He is in the mood for a new bed of flowers. You will take these 
seeds to the garden and plant them. Once you are done you may 
report to the mess.’

‘Flowers,’ Vida said, accepting the small sack. It was made of a 
smooth white material as alien to her as she knew the seeds within 
would be.

‘The soil is poor in these parts, but much can be done with the 
application of Plemitschi technology,’ Orzsa said, as if she were not 
herself Plemitschi.

‘That’s all? One flowerbed?’ Vida took her shifts at planting and 
harvest, as everyone in Konj did, working longer hours each passing 
year for less reward. ‘I was expecting… more.’

‘That depends. If you are another downtrodden soul for the 
Margrave to break at his leisure, then that is all.’ Orzsa hesitated, 
then extended two long fingers, as if offering up something delicate. 
‘But if you are equal to your display last night, then perhaps there is 
more. Perhaps you should not do as I say. Perhaps you should leave 
those seeds here, and instead climb the turrets, and feel the wind on 
your face.’

Was this a warning? An offer of help? Vida’s instincts prevailed. 
Orzsa was Plemitschi. There would be no alliance from that quarter, 
only tricks and tests.

Vida said, ‘And incur the Margrave’s wrath?’
Orzsa flinched. Her hand returned to her side. ‘Never that. His 

punishment, yes, but never his wrath. The rule applies to us all.’
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‘My mistake,’ Vida said. ‘As it would be my mistake to follow 
your advice. I will do as the Margrave orders.’

‘In that case,’ Orzsa said, her expression once again smoothed 
into blank Plemitschi superiority, ‘you would do well not to linger.’

The soil in the Margrave’s garden was dark and loamy, fragrant with 
the scent of new growth. Nothing like the dull, sour fields Vida was 
used to. It was slow going—the seeds were small black things, but 
Orzsa insisted it was imperative to plant each one individually—and 
more satisfying for it.

‘You’re almost done?’
Vida straightened and stretched away the aches of a morning’s 

work. The ceiling caught the heat of the sun but left the chill autumn 
air outside, and she’d taken her shirt off as she worked. Now, Orzsa’s 
shadow crossing hers, she wished she were not so relaxed. ‘Yes.’

‘Unfortunate,’ Orzsa said. ‘I made an error. Those were the 
wrong seeds. You’ll have to take them out and start again.’

‘Take them out?’ The simple joy of working the earth curdled in 
Vida’s breast. ‘How am I supposed to find them? They’re the same 
colour as the soil!’

‘You will have to be meticulous.’ Orzsa’s smile made her look 
almost human. ‘It’s a shame. The day is clear. You would have been 
able to see for miles in every direction.’

‘What are you—’ The question died on her lips. Perhaps you 
should climb the turrets. ‘Another test,’ she snapped. ‘That’s all this 
was?’

‘Mind your temper. Everything is a test with the Margrave.’
Vida checked herself. She loved her brothers, but they lost their 

tempers as easily as they forgave. She’d thought herself different, not 
understanding how easily a mask could crack under unfamiliar pres-
sures, how quickly the thought of barren fields would turn to rage 
with the grit of fertile soil beneath her nails.

‘Good,’ Orzsa said. ‘You may eat once you are done.’
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‘Then I will be lucky to eat at all today.’
The flash of guilt Vida expected did not materialise. ‘Everything 

is a test,’ Orzsa repeated. ‘The only question is whether you are meant 
to pass or fail.’

‘Which was this?’
‘Better people than you have driven themselves mad asking that 

question.’
Vida surged to her feet, remembered herself in time, injected 

calm into her voice. ‘What does a Plemitschi know of good people?’
Orzsa considered her with calm, grey eyes, and for the first time 

Vida wondered what sort of person might be forged in a crucible 
that forbade the use of anger. Orzsa turned and pulled her shirt over 
her head with languid movements. Vida cursed. Fresh welts stood 
out from Orzsa’s back like ridges denuded in a storm. The hem of 
her trousers was stained russet where the largest welts had oozed 
trails of blood.

‘Do you know what the Margrave does with the strips of flesh he 
claims from his victims?’ Orzsa replaced her shirt without wincing. 
‘He tans them. Then he turns them into whips. Flaying he reserves 
for those who break his cardinal rule. Flogging is for lesser failures. 
In this way the smaller punishment contains the greater.’

Vida wanted desperately to look away. ‘But why did he—’
‘Vida.’ Orzsa sounded like a teacher dealing with a student who 

refused to understand a simple concept. ‘Who gave you the incorrect 
seeds this morning?’

Vida neither ate nor slept that night. If Orzsa had intended to warn 
her, why not give her the right seeds to begin with? Had it been cau-
tion on Orzsa’s part, a potential ally unwilling to expose herself ? Or 
another move in the Margrave’s game?

The uncertainty unmoored her. She made anchors of the 
Margrave’s cardinal rule: Do not show anger. You will get better. You 
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will hide yourself. It was a comforting thought. She did not think it 
was true.

Orzsa delivered the Margrave’s instructions at dawn. Menial 
work: prune the hedges; launder, with a sharp-smelling, chalky liquid 
Vida had never seen before; synchronise the ship calendars with the 
limited access Orzsa granted her. Instead of the relief of no longer 
having his attention upon her, Vida felt slighted, as if the Margrave 
had declared her a poor opponent after all. She approached every 
task cautiously, fearing the hidden barb in it.

The catch came when she stopped expecting it, halfway down 
the corridor that led back to her quarters after dinner.

‘Vida.’
The Margrave’s voice tugged at her with the unsettling sensa-

tion of a broken nail caught in coarse cloth. Vida turned, cursing 
herself—she’d walked right past him!—but no, it wasn’t her fault. 
There he was, emerging from a door that had been shut. She could 
see racks of Plemitschi shock-wands behind him, just three of which 
had quelled the Harvest Riot, and concentrated instead on the dance 
of the Margrave’s long fingers as he locked the armoury behind him.

‘May I assist, my lord?’
‘I was impressed by your tenacity last night. I trust Orzsa’s little 

error didn’t put you out of too much sleep!’
‘Not at all, my lord.’
‘Good.’ The Margrave smiled like a fisherwoman sensing the 

bite. ‘Then you won’t mind staying out again tonight? The task I have 
in mind requires a certain amount of spirit.’

Vida saw the trap too late. How could she refuse, when she had 
just professed herself well-rested? She waited for anger and the end, 
but she was too exhausted to feel anything. ‘Of course, my lord.’

‘Excellent. I have a couple casks of Plemitschi honey wine on 
the roof of the front-right turret—do you know it? No? A very 
delicate wine. It requires bright sunlight and clear air to age prop-
erly—and, between you and me, the air down at ground level is too 
fetid.’ He wrinkled his nose ostentatiously. ‘A glass of honey wine in 
the middle of all this squalor—it keeps me on my feet. But lately I 
have noticed the level dropping. I’d sooner believe birds have learnt 
to tap the casks, but if someone in the castle is to blame… you’ll 



64

understand, won’t you, if I’d like some peace of mind. Ascend the 
tower. Prove my mind is playing tricks on me. If you keep watch all 
night, I know it would set my fears to rest.’

The only words Vida truly heard were keep watch all night. ‘Of 
course, my lord,’ she repeated mechanically.

‘I knew you’d be up to it. I will instruct the guards to let you up.’
Vida waited in the middle of the corridor until his footsteps 

faded. His plan was obvious, in hindsight. She would fall asleep, and 
the “thieves”—operating on the Margrave’s own orders, no doubt—
would do their work. She would fail. She would be punished. Would 
she rail at the injustice? Would she break the Margrave’s rule, paying 
the cost willingly if it meant returning home? Would she pass the 
baton to her father?

She would not. The thought of her father steadied her. Her fin-
gers were deft and sure on the control panel by the armoury door, 
inputting the same code she’d watched the Margrave use to lock 
it. The door opened and the breadth of the Plemitschi arsenal was 
available to her, had she but the strength to wield it. Then she saw 
the reason for the Margrave’s presence: in one corner, on racks of 
polished hardwood, sat the Margrave’s collection of whips. She did 
not look too closely. She did not want to see if any had freshly added 
tails. She did not want to know if any part of those weapons was 
made of her brothers.

Any desire to wield the shock-wands of the Plemitschi legions 
fell away. What good were they? She could barely muster the strength 
to save herself. When she sealed the door shut again, all she carried 
was a single spool of stun-wire.

Vida woke to the distant call of a cockerel. Her back was stiff but 
her mind clear, the previous night’s memories presenting themselves 
readily. She was at the top of a tower. One of the precious casks of 
honey-wine served as a pillow, and the stun-wire—
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Vida’s eyes shot open. There were two bodies slumped by the 
stairs. The stun-wire, near invisible when she’d teased it out in a cir-
cle around the casks, stood out against the brilliant white rooftop 
now that it had burnt out. Vida had seen stun-wire deployed by the 
Plemitschi often enough to imagine the scene: one thief tripping 
the wire, the other too close behind to avoid stumbling, the both of 
them collapsed, twitching.

Vida got to her feet, gritting her teeth through the complaints 
of deadened muscle. She’d passed the test. Now all she needed to do 
was confirm the thieves’ identities and report them to the Margrave.

They wore the masks of Plemitschi soldiers. It took her the better 
part of a minute to unfasten the first. The face thus revealed, its motion 
locked away by stun-wire, was Orzsa’s. Something acrid and bitter filled 
the back of her throat: the taste of an emotion she should not be feeling 
at the sight of a Plemitschi laid low. She couldn’t bear to remain on the 
rooftop. Her feet beat the rhythm of words out on the steps: It doesn’t 
matter. She’s the same as the others—it doesn’t matter that it was her.

The Margrave was waiting for her at the base of the stairs. ‘Well?’
Briefly she considered lying. But what was the point? The bod-

ies were there. They would be found whether she told him or not. 
‘You were right, my lord.’ She swallowed guilt. Her next words came 
smoothly. ‘There were two of them. I overpowered them.’ And would 
that bring him down upon her? She’d left the stun-wire where it was. 
It doesn’t matter. ‘They’re still up on the roof.’

The Margrave searched her face for signs of—what? Whatever 
he did or did not see in her, it seemed to satisfy him. ‘Excellent. Why 
don’t you take the day off? You must be exhausted.’

Vida could hardly tell him she’d spent the night asleep. She 
said, ‘Yes, my lord.’

The day passed with now-familiar anxiety. When the knock came, 
late in the evening, Vida was expecting it. She was learning. The 
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Margrave liked to blind his victim with boredom before the blow. 
This time, she was ready for it.

She was not ready for Orzsa’s face at the door, hands clasped 
demurely but wracked with the after-spasms of the stun-wire. ‘The 
Margrave has finished questioning the thief. He would have you 
present for his judgement.’

‘But you were— There were two thieves.’
‘There was one thief. If you would follow me?’
‘Wait!’ There were things Vida wanted to say that could not be 

said in the open, and this room was all the sanctuary she had. ‘Why 
do you serve him? He abuses you, too. You’re bound by the same 
rules.’

Orzsa tilted her head, as if measuring out exactly how far 
to take her words. ‘Because I have seen your type before. You are 
clever. Quick on your feet. You think that is all it takes to undo the 
Margrave. But it was not enough for any of those others.’

‘And your solution is to never act at all!’
‘Mind your temper.’
‘I won’t! You tried to warn me, the first day. What happened?’
‘You did not heed my warning.’
‘Then help me now! Unless you don’t really care. Maybe you 

pretend you’re not Plemitschi at all, to make yourself feel better!’
‘Look at my face.’
The instruction was too bizarre to ignore. Vida studied the lines 

of Orzsa’s face, the cold blankness of it, the faint red plague threads 
shading her cheeks and chin. ‘Oh. But—he said you were immune.’

‘He said he was immune.’ Orzsa’s voice, always even, had now 
the potential energy of a boulder balanced atop a spire. ‘Perhaps you 
have it backwards. Perhaps I pretend I am a Plemitschi because it is 
easier to think I was never anything else.’

Threatened with shame, Vida turned back to rage. ‘But what is 
the point? Do you even know how anger feels, after years of him?’

‘Better than you think. I know that you cannot beat the 
Margrave at his own game.’

‘Then what did I do last night?’
Orzsa tore a ragged laugh from her throat. ‘I am glad to have 

known you, Vida. I forgive you. And I am sorry.’
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‘For what?’
‘Come. Let us go and see what you did last night.’

The Margrave dispensed justice in the glory of his power, when the 
last rays of the setting sun lit his throne like a flower curled around 
a bee.

‘Vida!’ It was as if the throne room were made to hold his voice, 
to bounce it lovingly within the vault of its ceiling. ‘You did well. I 
would not want you to miss the best part.’

Someone was kneeling in the middle of the room, facing away 
from the throne. At the Margrave’s signal, Orzsa approached and 
drew back the cloth bag around the man’s head.

Vida’s first thought was a stab of simple concern: her father’s 
face looked drawn. Had he been getting enough sleep? The ques-
tion cushioned her from the others: how could he be here—what 
would happen to him—how could she have let the Margrave win? 
No—that was the wrong word. Victory implied competition. If she’d 
failed to stop the thieves, the punishment would have come down on 
her instead. It was not victory. It was inevitability.

When the Margrave stood, Vida was re-learning her father’s 
face. When he descended the steps from his throne, she was return-
ing her father’s perforated smile. And when he drew the knife at his 
belt, when its thrice-folded steel sung a greeting to the air, she could 
not turn away from her father’s innocence. A blessing, she thought, 
that she could not see the Margrave work—but then her father’s 
expression turned wrong, as if all the muscles of his face had tight-
ened perpendicular to a smile, and she could track the Margrave’s 
progress by the pain chiselled from her father’s features.

When the Margrave was done, he leaned down and cleaned 
his blade on the front of her father’s shirt. Three strips of flesh hung 
from his hand like a brace of pheasants from a hunter’s. He studied 
them, wrapped them around his knuckles, then cast them aside to 
slap wetly on the floor.
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He said, ‘I thought you would enjoy seeing the seeds of justice 
bloom. I do hope you’re not upset?’

Vida’s instincts warred within her, to run or to fight or to 
weep. She wanted to take his knife and carve the smile right off 
his face. What was left to lose? She’d failed to protect her family. 
The Margrave’s eyes shone with the triumph of bringing someone to 
their breaking point.

She would prove him right. She would take his triumph and 
impale it on the broken shards of herself.

Behind him, flanking the throne, Orzsa slowly shook her head.
And Vida understood. She could never be the woman she’d 

imagined herself being, cool and unflappable and waiting for her 
moment. Three days in the castle-ship had proved it. But Orzsa 
already was that woman. They were not opposite but complementa-
ry—a Yagichari who was too quick to act, and a woman who had not 
always been Plemitschi, who risked never acting at all.

And here Orzsa was, expecting Vida to burn out as every other 
person in the Margrave’s employ had, but imploring her to inaction 
all the same.

That act of solidarity saved Vida’s life.
‘Of course not.’ Her voice sounded different. Like Orzsa’s. ‘I’m 

grateful for the privilege.’
‘You have done well, Vida.’ The Margrave’s voice made a collar 

of her name. ‘Enjoy your evening. I expect to see you hard at work 
in the morning.’

Vida ignored the thing on the floor that was not, could not be, 
her father’s weeping, bleeding body. She said, ‘Good evening, my 
lord,’ and walked away.

Orzsa came to her in the middle of the night.
Vida’s revelation had been mutual. Orzsa recognised herself in 

the brittle composure Vida had shown in the throne room. Now she 
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said, I was wrong about you. And, There is something of me in you. 
And, Let me show you the part of you in me.

Together, they made their plan.

A week later, the Margrave prepared to depart on his annual proces-
sion through his holdings.

The castle-ship descended. Its front fell open like a drawbridge, 
exposing its vast belly to the open air. Inside, the garrison was form-
ing up, five columns of infantry around a sleek hover-transport. It 
was an ugly thing in red and black, open-topped—the perfect foil 
for the Margrave’s parade uniform, which garment he was now com-
pleting with a pair of gloves so bright Vida wondered if they had 
been white before they were red.

‘Three days!’ The Margrave was in a buoyant mood. He had been, 
often, since breaking Vida. ‘Be sure to leave a light burning, eh? Ha!’

Vida watched the procession leave. The revelry would come 
upon its return, celebrating the Day of Plemitschi Nationhood. 
Before the invasion, it had been the harvest festival. That notion had 
been excised from Yagichari minds on the day of the Harvest Riot.

A few hours after the Margrave’s departure, the castle-ship 
descended once again. It lay like a beast shedding heat after a meal, 
maw open, loyally awaiting masters still days away.

Vida made her way to the armoury with Orzsa’s access codes. 
She had time. Even if word reached him immediately, the Margrave 
would be hours returning. Time to browse the death collected there 
and select the instrument with which she would fulfil the Margrave’s 
request. Time to take the shock-wand to the Margrave’s garden and 
set the trees alight. Time to imagine flames reflecting off his ivory 
towers.

She waited in the place that was still a cemetery despite the 
lack of headstones. Her people trickled outside, the intrepid leading 
the meek. She watched them filter into the castle-ship, where Orzsa 
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waited to direct them to armoury. She carefully did not think about 
the fates of the castle-ship’s remaining defenders.

The Margrave arrived one hour later, ahead of schedule, his hov-
er-transport caked with grime. His honour guard must have been 
left far behind. Vida wondered what he expected to find. Something 
other than her, sitting on a dusty railing, watching the smoke snake 
lazily on the wind. The castle-ship, ignited by a tragic accident? The 
people of Konj, loyally fighting the blaze?

‘What,’ he said, upon discovering this was not the case, ‘have 
you done?’

‘Left a light burning,’ Vida said. She felt like she was on stage, 
the hazy lights of the theatre penetrating the smoke only weakly.

‘You fool,’ the Margrave began.
Vida did not listen to the rest of his assessment. Oh, she thought 

as spittle ran down his chin. How strange. He does not understand. 
He thinks we are still playing his game.

‘You will tell me who did this.’ The Margrave punctuated his 
conclusion with a finger directed to her forehead. ‘Then we will con-
sider your punishment.’

‘I did.’
His expression would keep her warm through winter. ‘You? 

Impossible. Only I can command the ship to descend.’
‘Orzsa helped,’ Vida said, magnanimously.
‘You will tell me who did this. Orzsa does not have the authority!’
‘No,’ Vida agreed, ‘but it was already programmed to descend, 

three days from now. And she does have the authority to set the 
ship’s time and date. Doesn’t that mean you did this? You were the 
one who automated so many of the ship’s systems, weren’t you?’

The Margrave did not speak, but his gaze was as colourful as his 
words were not.

‘Margrave.’ The word passed like poisoned honey, blistering her 
lips. ‘You’re not angry, are you?’

The Margrave snarled, lunged forwards—and fell to the ground, 
face-down, as if someone had slid the bones right out of his limbs. 
The stun-wire sparked and went silent. His beautiful, terrible knife 
was at its customary place on his belt. He twitched but did not resist 
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when she reached for it. The blade came out smooth; the handle fit 
her hand like a noose fit a neck. It felt unreal.

‘You can’t—’ His voice was slurred. ‘I am a Margrave of the 
Plemitschi, and the Treaty of Bech protects me from—’

The only thing protecting him from her was the proud black-
and-red of his uniform, torn through one shoulder, gaudy like an 
actor’s costume. He flinched at the sound of it coming apart down 
his back.

‘I can.’
The knife parted his skin as easily as it had parted her brothers’. 

The muscles in his shoulders bunched, heaved, but there was Vida, 
pushing them down, there was the blade, sliding in along the bone 
like a ship come into harbour, severing his resistance. She made a 
game of it: every time he twitched, she cut.

Three strips. That was the punishment. Everyone knew some-
one with the scars on their back to prove it. The third time her knife 
came up for air, he sobbed with relief. Three strips: he was free.

Vida regarded his butchered back. She began to laugh, then to 
cry. Three for his anger—

And three for hers. Three for her brothers, for Orzsa, for rules 
he had no right to make; three for the plague transports, three for 
the shadow along Konj’s streets, three, three, three until the blade 
snapped in half, three until his heart saw the light, three until there 
was nothing left to cut.



72

B L A C K  W I N G S ,  W H I T E  K H E E R

By Rati Mehrotra

The wings knock against the closet door on full moon nights, trying to 
escape. The sound terrifies Sarita, because if it wakes Amit, he might 
think there’s an intruder in the apartment. He might arm himself with 
something (what? Sarita settles on the kids’ baseball bat), throw open 
the closet door with a warrior’s scream, and pound the old bones of 
her once-beautiful wings, reducing them to a pile of dust.

Blood and feathers, why does she torment herself like this? Amit 
is a sound sleeper. He snores with his mouth open, spread-eagled on 
his back, taking up three-fourths of their bed. Besides, the wings can 
take care of themselves. Does she not know this better than anyone 
else? Far likelier that Amit will be the one in need of rescue.

Still, she cannot help but think of the promises she’s broken, 
along with her wings. The recipes she’s forgotten. The family she’s 
left behind. And all for what?

A small snuffling sound alerts her to the presence of her younger 
daughter in the corridor outside the door. For them, she thinks as she 
scrambles out of bed. For them.

Ayla stands with her thumb in her mouth, her eyes large and 
anxious in the dark. At the sight of her mother, the thumb falls out, 
and she puckers her face to cry.

“Hush, darling.” Sarita swoops down on Ayla and lifts her up. 
“What are you doing, awake at this hour?” Although she already 
knows, has known for a while. Ayla is only five, and Sarita had hoped 
desperately to have more time than this. To have a normal life, safe 
from hunters, even if that normalcy came at the cost of freedom and 
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so much else. It isn’t fair. Chia, Ayla’s sister, is older by two years 
and—so far, at least—perfectly ordinary.

“My back hurts,” says Ayla tearfully. “And I had a bad dream.”
“Oh sweetie,” murmurs Sarita, “dreams are not real,” hating 

herself for the lie. But really, what choice does she have?  Is she 
going to explain the blood-soaked history of her family to a five-
year-old? Is she going to say, honey, I used to have wings. You’re hurting 
because you’re growing them too—rather earlier than I did. And if I don’t 
cut them off, evil creatures will come for you, just like they came for my 
mother. And they will do things to you that are too terrible to contemplate.

No, that is obviously not an option. Nor can she try sending 
Ayla back to bed; that will just bring the dreams back, stronger than 
ever. So Sarita does what she always does when one of her children 
is scared or upset. She cooks.

She goes to the kitchen of their tiny tenth-floor apartment and 
sits Ayla down on the counter.

“Guess my favorite childhood dish?” she says.
Ayla beams, delighted with this turn of conversation and the 

indefinite postponement of sleep. “Chocolate cake?” she hazards.
“No,” says Sarita. “That’s your favorite. Try again.”
“Chocolate pudding?”
“It’s not chocolaty at all. Though it is sweet.”
Ayla scrunches her face in concentration. “I know,” she shouts. 

“Ice cream!”
“Hush.” Sarita gives a quick glance at the corridor behind. “You 

don’t want to wake Papa, do you?”
Ayla shakes her head, pursing her lips tight.
“I’ll tell you my favorite dish,” says Sarita. “It’s kheer.”
Ayla makes a face. “I don’t like kheer.”
“That’s because I’ve never made it my special magic way,” says 

Sarita. “If I cook it the way my Nani used to, you’ll never ask for 
chocolate cake again.”

“Was your Nani magic?” asks Ayla.
Sarita rarely talks about her family. She sees now that her ret-

icence was a mistake. It has not prevented the inevitable from hap-
pening, and it has left her and her daughters woefully unprepared for 
what must come.
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“She knew many magical recipes,” says Sarita. “They could cure 
illness, heal wounds, even make people happier.”

Ayla considers this. “Could she have stopped my back from 
hurting?”

A dozen lies come to Sarita’s lips; she dismisses them all. “She 
might have been able to reduce the hurt a little,” she admits, “but 
some pains we must bear until we grow out of them.”

“Do you still hurt?”
Sarita takes Ayla’s hand and cups it in hers. “I’m big and strong, 

and one day you will be too.” Which is not an answer, but seems to 
satisfy her daughter.

“How come you don’t know magic?” is Ayla’s next question.
Because I left my home. Because I cut my wings. Because I married 

your father.
“I may not know magic,” says Sarita. “But I remember my 

grandmother’s recipe for kheer. Do you want to learn?”
“Yes!” Ayla bounces up and down on the counter in excitement.
Sarita smiles at her daughter’s enthusiasm. It is both terribly 

simple and terribly difficult to make the kheer just right. It has 
been many years since she has done it. But tonight, the Harvest 
Moon rides the sky, filling the air with both possibility and dan-
ger. Ayla stands at the brink of change into winged-girlhood. The 
kheer will be for her, a piece of knowledge that will always pro-
tect her, if she can but summon it. Sarita invokes the spirit of the 
Goddess Matangi, the patron goddess of the winged outcastes, 
and begins.

“You need whole milk,” she says, dragging a full carton out of 
the fridge. “Lots and lots of it. You need a handful of basmati rice, 
sugar, saffron, crushed cardamom, kishmish, and chopped cashews 
and almonds.” As she lists the ingredients, she plucks various jars out 
of the cupboard and places them on the counter, her hands falling 
into an old, familiar rhythm.

“I don’t like raisins,” complains Ayla. “They taste like frog poop.”
“What?” says Sarita, momentarily diverted. “Oh, kishmish are 

not exactly raisins. They’re sultanas. Very tasty in kheer. You’ll see.”
She pours the milk in the slow cooker and switches it on, while 

Ayla soaks a small handful of rice in a pan. When the milk starts to 
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boil, Sarita adds the rice and reduces the heat to a bare simmer. “Two 
hours, then we mix the sugar in,” she says.

“What?” Ayla yawns. “Are we going to watch it the whole time?”
Sarita laughs. “No, we can’t. That’s part of the magic. It has to 

cook unwatched and unattended, so all the things you secretly wish 
for can sneak into it.”

A heavy tread sounds outside the kitchen, and Sarita’s heart 
jumps.

But it is only Amit, sleepy and disheveled. “What are you two 
doing up at this hour?” he grumbles.

Ayla leans toward her, arms outstretched. “Thanks for the water, 
Mama,” she says, squeezing both eyes shut in an effort to wink. “You 
can put me back to bed now.”

Sarita lifts her off the counter, suppressing a grin. The kheer will 
remain their secret. Her fingers brush the two small nubs on Ayla’s 
upper back, pushing against her pyjama top. How much time does 
she have before Amit notices them too?

“You can put yourself to bed,” Amit tells Ayla. “Big girl like you. 
Don’t wake your mother in the middle of the night again. It disturbs 
my sleep.”

“Yes, Papa,” says Ayla meekly. She wriggles out of Sarita’s arms 
and slips past her father out of the kitchen. Sarita moves to block 
the cooker, hoping Amit will not notice the kheer bubbling inside it.

Amit inhales deeply, a look of puzzlement on his face. “What’s 
that smell?”

“Nothing,” says Sarita firmly. If Amit even looks at the kheer, 
he will spoil it. She can’t risk that. Not now, when she has taken the 
name of the goddess and begun the process. There will be no second 
chance, not for this recipe at least.

He sniffs again. “Are you cooking?”
“Don’t be silly. Those must be fumes from a neighbor’s kitchen.” 

She chivvies him along until they are back in the bedroom.
Later, when he is snoring once more, she stares at the ceiling, 

thinking of all that she has lost and gained because of him. Well, not 
because of him, but the decision she made to marry him. Even had 
she not cut off her wings, that alone would have been enough to have 
her exiled from her clan.



76

Not that he would have paused to take a second look at her if 
she’d still had her wings. One look would have been enough to send 
him running. Perhaps the wings would have made her chase him. 
Their idea of a joke, to treat him as prey instead of mate.

The curtain flutters, and the moonlight thickens, illuminating 
the clock on the wall. Three o’clock: a perilous hour. The hour when 
hunters ride the moonlight, searching for the winged ones. She 
should draw the curtain, check on her daughters, check the kheer 
bubbling in the slow cooker. She should do all these things, but she 
cannot move, cannot, for the moment, make herself care.

She remembers what it was like to fly on nights like this, soar-
ing over sleeping villages and moonlit fields. The heady joy of it, 
laced with unease. Not knowing if the hunters were on her trail. Not 
knowing when the wings would take over her mind, or where she 
might find herself in the morning, blood on her mouth, gristle in 
her nails, the taste of the kill on her tongue. Dragging herself back 
home on her feet, not trusting herself to fly, afraid of being seen and 
shot by a farmer or set upon by dogs. Her grandmother’s eyes, full of 
contempt. Control, Sarita. Learn control.

Well, she’d never learned it. One day, she’d woken in the pine 
forest above her village with the half-eaten remains of a dog. That 
was the day she’d cut off her wings.

A dark, deep ache flares within her at the memory. Sweat beads 
her forehead. She digs her nails into her palms, willing the pain to 
fade.

A hairless, eyeless face appears at the window, pale and dis-
torted against the glass, its multiple mouths open in hunger or lust.

Sarita stifles a scream, and the face vanishes. She leaps from 
the bed and races to the window. She utters a brief prayer to the 
goddess before pushing it open. A breeze wafts in, carrying the stale 
late-summer smells of Toronto: barbecue and smoke, mixed with a 
whiff of sewage and despair. Below, to her right, cars zip over the 
Gardiner Expressway. To her left, the CN Tower rears into the night, 
flashing indigo and magenta.

But nothing can outdo the moon. It hangs in the sky, fat and 
silver. Harvest Moon, the once-in-a-year chance to repair past mis-
takes and try to live anew.
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But there is no sign of the hunter. None at all. Perhaps she 
only imagined seeing that dreadful face. She closes the window with 
shaking hands, then makes her way to the children’s bedroom. They’ll 
be all right. They have to be all right. But no harm in checking.

At the door of their bedroom, an alien smell steals into her nos-
trils, paralyzing her with fear. But the aroma of rice cooking in milk 
overpowers the alien smell, and movement returns to her limbs. She 
throws open the door and stands transfixed.

The hunter is perched on the windowsill, framed by the moon-
light. It squats on the ledge, grasping it with the prehensile claws of 
its spindly rear legs. On its face are multiple smiles, showing various 
lengths of teeth. In the embrace of its long gray forelimbs is Ayla, 
struggling to break free. Chia is nowhere to be seen, but Sarita senses 
her close by. Hiding, perhaps. Clever girl.

Sarita steps forward, arms reaching for Ayla of their own accord.
Stop, the hunter hisses. Or I’ll throw her out the window.
Sarita stops and swallows hard. Now is not the time for fear.
“Give her back to me,” she says fiercely. “I cut off my wings to 

be free of you and your kind.”
Some of the mouths laugh. Another licks Ayla’s face with a 

long red tongue. Ayla stills, as if knowing that struggle is futile. Or 
perhaps she is simply frozen in terror.

You can cut off your wings, says the hunter. But you cannot change 
who you are.

It falls back from the windowsill, carrying Ayla away in its arms.
Screaming fills the room, setting off an unpleasant vibration 

against her skin. Sarita realizes it is herself, and clamps her mouth 
shut. She runs to the window and leans over.

Up in the sky, something like a very large and ungainly bat is 
flying eastward.

“Mama? Mama!”
Sarita wheels around, almost knocking her older daughter over.
Chia clutches her nightgown. “You’re going to rescue her, aren’t 

you?” Her urgent voice cuts through the gray fog that has descended 
on Sarita’s brain.

“I . . . I don’t have wings anymore,” stutters Sarita. “I cut them 
off.”
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Chia frowns, pushing the hair out of her eyes. “But you still 
have them. I can hear them in your closet. Put them on, Mama.”

It’s not that simple, Sarita wants to scream. You don’t know what 
I might become. But, once again, the aroma of kheer wafts into her 
nostrils, calming her fear and giving her strength.

“You’ll have to finish making the kheer,” she tells Chia, leading 
her daughter into the kitchen.

She points to the cooker. “Stir it slowly. Make sure the rice is 
cooked, but the milk and rice stay separate. Add sugar, cardamom, 
saffron, and the chopped nuts. Everything is right here on the 
counter. Mix well, and let it cook for another half hour.”

Confusion blooms on Chia’s face. “Why? Why is this import-
ant now?”

Sarita allows herself a grim smile. “It may save Ayla’s life.”
“What about Papa?” asks Chia. “What do I say to him?”
“Don’t worry about it.” Sarita takes a deep breath. “I’ll . . . I’ll 

talk to him.”
Talk. What a joke. Hey Amit, remember when we got married? 

There’s one little thing I forgot to tell you. I’m not completely human. 
Surprise!

She returns to the room occupied by her sleeping husband, and 
feels a pang of regret for what she is about to put him through, and 
the marriage she is about to lose.

But Ayla’s life is at stake. No matter what the price, she must 
bear it. Sarita unlocks the closet for the first time since she shut it 
eight years ago. The closet that Amit cannot see or hear or touch, 
because it does not belong in his world, which is filled with certain-
ties and stock markets and business lunches. The broken wings of his 
wife are an aberration, dangerous and consigned to the dark as all 
dark things should be.

The door opens, and the wings tumble out, black and powerful, 
as tall from the scapulas to the wingtips as she is. They drip silver at 
the edges, and the sight smites her. Silver, the color of their life force. 
So many years, and they still bleed from her knife. But doesn’t she 
bleed too, the red scars on her back never healing, always remember-
ing, always mourning?
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The wings smell of grief and betrayal, anger and fear. They beat 
slowly, stirring memories and regret.

“I’m sorry.” Sarita’s voice breaks. “It’s all right. Can it be all 
right? I’m here now, and I’ll never lock you up again. Never hurt you 
again. I swear.”

Amit’s voice, thick with sleep and irritation: “For God’s sake, 
can’t a man get a decent night’s rest? I have to work in the morning.”

Sarita does not turn around. She keeps her eyes locked on the 
wings, willing them back to her. “Please,” she whispers. “Forgive me. 
I was wrong. I need you; I know that now.”

The bed creaks as Amit sits up. “What . . . what the hell is that?” 
His voice changes from irritation to alarm.

Sarita spares him a single glance. “It’s part of me,” she says qui-
etly. “The part I cut away to be with you.”

Horror dawns on his face. “Sarita, get away from it!” He scram-
bles out of bed, perhaps to try and stuff the wings back in the closet 
where they belong.

This is the moment when the wings make their choice. They 
leap toward Sarita, ripping off the nightgown and embedding them-
selves in her back. She arches her neck and bites off a scream as their 
tendrils burrow into her flesh, finding the roots she so cruelly cut off. 
Blood trickles down her back, warm and wet.

You cut me. You threw me away.
I’m sorry. Never again.
Amit freezes, seeing, perhaps, what is truly there for the first 

time in his life. “What?” he says, stunned. “What?”
Awareness floods through Sarita. The temperature of the room, 

the smoothness of the moonlight, the texture of the hardwood 
beneath her feet, the throbbing of the wings on her back. And the 
man standing before her, his expression changing from shock to 
wonder.

“You . . . you’re one of them,” he blurts out. “I thought your kind 
were only legends.”

“Sometimes legends are real,” she says.
“I . . .” he gulps and continues, “always knew there was some-

thing different about you.”
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Why didn’t you let me out, then? The voice of the wings is a screech 
of pain and anger in her head. She presses a hand to her temple and 
murmurs, “Hush. It’s not his fault. It’s mine.” She takes a step toward 
Amit, who is standing between her and the window. The wings beat 
in warning, but Amit does not move.

“I’m not afraid of you.” He grips the back of a chair like it’s a weapon 
or a lifeline. “You’re still Sarita, my wife. Mother of my children.”

“Yes, but I am not only her,” says Sarita. “And now I must pro-
tect our children. A monster has Ayla, and my wings might just save 
her. Out of my way, husband. I won’t ask twice.”

Amit stares at her a moment, then leaps to the window and 
throws it open. Sarita eyes the rectangular opening. It is big enough, 
she decides, and makes a dive for it.

There is a moment when she is stuck and has the panic-stricken 
thought that Amit will have to grab her legs and drag her back inside 
so she can make a more dignified leap over the balcony.

Then she is through the window and falling falling—no, she’s 
flying. Her wings flex, defying the pull of gravity, lifting her through 
the thick summer air. Behind her, she feels Amit’s stricken gaze like 
something physical.

To Lake Ontario, she thinks, and her wings obey. They beat pow-
erfully, carrying her high into the sky. Her heart pounds to their 
rhythm with a fierce exultation she had forgotten how to feel.

This is what it’s like. This is what it’s like to be free. To be me.       
She wheels eastward, following the scent of the hunter. She can 

overtake him; is she not the granddaughter of the fastest winged 
woman in the history of their clan?

How many of them are left in the small Himalayan village 
where she was born? Sarita both dreads and longs for the answer. 
She was only five—Ayla’s age—when her mother was taken. She 
remembers falling, hurtling toward the earth as her mother was 
snatched out of the air. She remembers dark, monstrous shapes blot-
ting out the night sky, and thin, inhuman laughter mixed with her 
mother’s screams.

Her grandmother caught her before she hit the ground. 
Although, she told Sarita later, there have been times when I wished I 
had let you fall.
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It was a long time before Sarita understood this and stopped 
hating her grandmother. It wasn’t the fact that her grandmother 
never flew again, wings broken in the desperate battle with the 
hunters. It wasn’t even the constant fights Sarita had with her 
as a sullen teenager, chafing at the smallness of the house, and 
the harshness of restrictions placed on her for her own safety. It 
was the fact that if not for Sarita, her grandmother might have 
been able to save her own daughter. Encumbered by the child, and 
injured by the fight, her grandmother had signaled a retreat. And 
Sarita’s mother had died.

By the time Sarita realized this, it was too late to forgive either 
herself or her grandmother. She had already cut her wings, weeping 
as blood poured down her back and the wings flailed in agony. She 
buried them in the pine forest before stumbling away, hitching a 
truck ride to the nearest city, hiding her wounds under a thick shawl. 
She lived on the street for days, spending the nights on a railway 
platform, keeping predators away with her own predatory smile. 
Eventually, she healed. She got a job at a supermarket and a place to 
stay in a women’s hostel.

But the wings followed her. They appeared beneath her dormi-
tory bed one night, bleeding silver, whispering their fear and need. 
Once again, she fled to another city, another job, where she met 
Amit. The large, quiet-spoken man who had just been offered a job 
in the company’s Toronto office courted her with garish flowers, bad 
poetry, and baskets of plump fruit. Sarita ate the fruit, considered 
her options, and made her decision. Lucky girl, said the office crowd. 
What a catch!

And: seven thousand miles, thought Sarita. Surely that is far 
enough away.

It wasn’t. The wings reappeared in the second year of her mar-
riage, when she was expecting Chia, and homesickness for her 
mountain village had taken root inside her like an insidious weed. 
They clambered in through her bedroom window, reeking of exhaus-
tion and sorrow, and she wanted very much to fly away home on 
them and never look back. But she was eight months pregnant, and 
it would have been impossible to fly any distance without exhausting 
herself. Plus, there was the danger of what they might make her do 
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once they were in charge. So she locked them away and convinced 
herself it was for the best.

As she soars over the dark swell of Lake Ontario, Sarita sees 
how she has trapped herself in a cage of fear—the nine years she has 
spent afraid of the hunters, afraid of the wings, afraid of what Amit 
might think.

You are right to fear me.
Her wings no longer sound hurt or angry. They sound amused 

and confident. She draws on that confidence, makes it her own.
“I cut you once,” she says. “I won’t do it again. But you will obey 

me.”
They do not answer, sensing, perhaps, that she will not be 

crossed, not now. They will test her again later, but she will deal with 
it when the time comes.

She spies the hunter, skimming low over the lake, bat-wings 
beating steady and inexhaustible. Rage consumes her, and she dives 
like a gannet, aiming for the hunter with unerring precision and speed.

But the hunter senses her. It drops Ayla toward the lake and 
darts away.

Pulse racing, Sarita swoops down and catches her daughter 
before she can hit the water. Ayla’s eyes are closed, her body limp, 
her forehead clammy. But she still breathes. She still lives.

Sarita holds Ayla close to her chest and chokes back a sob. 
“You’ll be okay, darling,” she whispers. “I promise.”

Then she spreads her black wings and gives chase to the hideous 
creature which tried to take her daughter. “I’m coming for you!” she 
screams. The hunter whimpers and tries to put in an extra burst of 
speed. Grimly, Sarita pushes herself harder.

The hunter can fly for days, and Sarita cannot. But she is faster, 
even holding Ayla in her arms. And her wings are eager to prove 
themselves. Slowly but inexorably, she closes the distance between 
them. At last, when she is almost within reach of the hunter’s spin-
dly rear legs, it whips around and says:

Told you. You cannot change who you are. Welcome back.
Sarita’s wings falter mid-flight. It is an old, familiar voice. A 

voice that has scolded her, taught her, pleaded with her. A voice she 
never thought to hear again.
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“Nani?” she stammers.
Sends her regards, says the hunter.
“But . . .” Sarita cannot frame the words. Her thoughts snag like 

broken hooks around the fact of the hunter’s presence, the voice it 
has used, and what it means.

We drank thandai together, says the hunter, not long after you ran 
away. It adds, after a moment, it was delicious, and licks its face with 
several tongues.

Thandai, the peace drink, made from milk spiced with a dash 
of ground cannabis leaves. How could her grandmother have made 
peace with their mortal enemy?

“You killed my mother.” Sarita trembles with anger and wants, 
very much, to smash the hunter’s wings. Break them, like the hunters 
broke her mother. But she holds Ayla in her arms, Ayla who needs 
healing before the morning comes.

Not me, personally. But yes, a member of my hive, who also died 
later. There are so few of us left on both sides.

Silence. The night has turned cool—the coolness before dawn, 
when anything seems possible. The moonlight strokes Sarita’s face, 
calms her down. Far below, small waves ripple across the lake, con-
cealing shipwrecks and skeletons and the fossils of long-extinct 
mammals.

When are you coming home? says the hunter.
The old rebelliousness flares within her. “I’m not coming back. 

I’ll start my own clan, right here in Toronto.”
Disbelief emanates from the hunter. In this cold city of towers and 

fumes and boxes on wheels? Where would you hide?
“I’ll think of something,” says Sarita. “I’m done hiding.” She 

pauses, swallows. “Tell her I’m sorry.”
She’s sorry too, says the hunter. She loves you. But you already know 

that.
She does know it. Has always known it. Sarita hugs Ayla to her 

chest. Tears prick her eyelids as the hunter wheels away, vanishing 
into the distance of the dying night.

Sarita flies back to her apartment, her wings slower now, 
tired after the pace she has put them through. Anxiety churns 
her stomach. She hopes Amit will not make things difficult for 
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them all. There are conversations to be held, a separation to be 
negotiated.

But first, there is kheer. Both for her daughters and for herself.
Chia is waiting in the kitchen. She has switched off the cooker 

and set four bowls and spoons on the kitchen island. When Sarita 
enters, wings folded demurely behind her back, Chia runs to her and 
wraps her arms around Sarita’s legs.

Sarita pats her head. “It’s all right,” she says. “I got Ayla back.” 
Got myself back.

“The kheer is ready,” says Chia. “I did exactly what you said.”
“You did a fantastic job,” says Sarita, sniffing the air with appre-

ciation. “My own Nani could not have done better.”
Amit clears his throat. He is standing at the door of the kitchen, 

his face nervous but determined. In his arms is the kids’ baseball bat. 
“Is Ayla okay?” he asks.

“She will be.” Sarita eyes the bat. “You can drop that. The mon-
ster won’t be coming back.” Amit drops the bat with a thud, looking 
embarrassed.

We’re going to have such fun with him. The wings’ voice is a greedy 
caress.

Be careful, she warns. He’s mine.
Ours.
If you scare him away, he won’t be.
The wings fall silent. She dips a spoon into the warm, rich por-

ridge, and holds it up to Ayla’s nose, aware of Amit watching them. 
“Come on, darling. Time to wake up,” she croons.

Ayla’s eyes flutter open. “What happened?”
“A bad dream,” says Sarita. “But it’s over now. And the kheer is 

ready.”
She sits Ayla down on a stool, keeping an arm on her back to 

steady her. Chia serves them all, ladling generous helpings into the 
bowls. Sarita looks up at Amit and jerks her chin at the island, invit-
ing him to join them. “I thought you’d run away when you saw my 
wings,” she says, keeping her voice light.

“It’ll take more than that to scare me away,” he quips, sitting 
down next to her. Her wings shiver in delight at his words. He 
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frowns. “I’ll have to do all the grocery shopping from now on. What 
about PTA meetings? How will you—”

“Hush.” She lays a hand on his arm, her heart too full to speak. 
He isn’t leaving. He isn’t screaming. It is enough, for now. “Let’s have 
the kheer.”

Ayla takes a spoonful, and then another, her face brightening. 
“Very tasty,” she announces.

“I made it,” says Chia importantly.
“Mama made it,” argues Ayla.
“We all made it,” says Sarita. She takes a bite and closes her 

eyes. The kheer is heavenly. Sweet, but not too sweet. Nutty and 
creamy, scented with saffron and cardamom.

But the real flavor lies beneath those superficial ones. There is 
moonlight and magic in every bite, love and memory. All the things 
Sarita has made herself forget, that she will now remember with her 
daughters.

Midway through their second helping, Sarita begins:
“Girls, did I ever tell you the story about the Goddess Matangi? 

And why we are supposed to take her name before making any mag-
ical dish?”

She talks on, and her little family listens, rapt.
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S O L A C E  O F  T H E  K E E P E R

By Woody Dismukes

If you watch the wind for long enough, you may find yourself a wisp. 
And though we call ourselves the Keepers, not even we can keep 
what is not there.

We tell the living that we keep the dead, but only because that is 
what they want to tell themselves. Some of us believe it too, perhaps 
even many. Yet the most disciplined of us know this is not the case. 
It is the living that are kept from the dead.

I first arrived at the monastery under these same delusions, and 
in no hurry to upturn my faiths. I came to find solace, though not 
from what you think, for there are far worse punishments than exile 
among the dead. I took solace from my peers — I never liked them 
much — and solace from my future. I was destined to be damned, 
either as an urchin of the streets or an urchin of the graves. And so, 
by my life of petty crime, it was chosen for me that I should perish 
as the latter.

I was not angry when my sentence was imposed, at least not 
at the sentence. I was angry at life itself: that which had conjured 
us into being without leave or explanation. We are told that life is a 
gift, but I never saw it as such. I saw life as a curse, and I wanted it 
to burn.

There was little to do about the desert plateaus. If one could not 
find some joy in hunting or the menial games played around the dinner 
table after supper, there were few other options than to read. That or 
drinking oneself into a state where you could forget the place you were.
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My favorite place to read was among the graves. The cliffside 
catacombs were more intriguing and offered shelter from the wind 
and sand, but they offered little torchlight during the night. When 
the moon was large and bold enough I could read by moonlight 
alone, and even when it wasn’t, I could still set a lantern atop the 
stones and sit peacefully outside the fervor of the drunken home.

It began there, in silence, on a night when the air had grown 
thin with nowhere for the warmth to hide save the towering Kákkaro 
cactuses and the shrubs of brackenbush blossom. I didn’t mind the 
cold so much, as I had wrapped myself in a blanket of thick hide and 
preferred the chill of night over the searing sun of day.

I had already been sitting with my back against an unassuming 
stone, on which the name and dates had been whisked away by the 
desert sand to the point where the engravings were nearly indistin-
guishable. Had the Matron or any of the Elder Keepers been around 
this would have been taken as a considerable grievance but, seeing 
as many Keepers before me had let the stone be carved away by the 
wind for years, I assumed that if I should be found out my disciplin-
ing wouldn’t be very severe.

The hours of the night had already lifted the moon almost to 
its precipice and my lantern was beginning to dull. Although I had 
nearly finished my reading of Mariana de Valéctro’s A Case Study in 
the Behaviors of the Southern Sand Wolf, I could see that I didn’t quite 
have enough fuel left in my lantern to both finish the book and make 
my way back to the monastery dorms. Still, I was not ready to return 
yet, so at the end of the penultimate chapter I marked my page and 
dulled the fire to let the light of the stars take its place. I knew little 
of constellations or any sort of astronomy, but even so, I found there 
were fewer scenes more splendid than the shattered radiance of dis-
tant suns splattered across the uneven dark.

The beetlebugs and crickets screeched proudly to each other as 
a passive breeze lapped at the edges of my skin. I watched the sky 
slip slowly toward the pitch-black horizon where I could just barely 
make out the cactus silhouettes grasping their thick fingers at the air. 
Before this moment, my time at the monastery had felt utterly unre-
markable. I neither dreaded nor anticipated the days any more than 
I had in the city. Life here was still just a life, though of a different 
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sort than I had before, but in that moment I realized that for the first 
time I felt more than just complacent; I felt serene.

That is when I saw it. At first, I thought it was perhaps a passing 
cloud or maybe, as the haze coalesced, a comet bursting through the 
atmosphere. Yet, neither of these or anything else felt quite right. I 
did not have the vocabulary to describe the way the air moved or 
how the seeing of it made me feel.

I narrowed my eyes and sat up further, but as soon as I did the 
vision had passed. The night was just as it had been before. The wisp 
had vanished, and nothing had changed.

For most, the work we did was dull, boring work, but I didn’t mind it. 
It was neither hard nor easy, rote nor varied. It was suitable enough 
to keep one’s mind present, but not so exhausting that it drained the 
life from one’s body either. I was no stranger to work before my sen-
tencing, though this work was as honest a living as I had ever made 
and, unlike my years in the city, life as a Keeper gave me three meals 
a day and a safe place to rest my head, luxuries I wouldn’t have dared 
imagine before.

The Matron of the House was who doled out our tasks. She was 
a shrewd woman, though she could hardly be called old for an Elder. 
She had been elected by the Committee as Elder Supreme at an 
unusually young age as she was well esteemed for her keen intellect 
and commanding presence. Many Keepers feared her. The Matron’s 
tongue was sharp and her judgment harsh, but I was mostly in awe 
of her. Never before had I met someone who appeared to have such 
certainty about the nature of our existence.

My favorite assignments were those within the catacombs. I was 
awed by the cliffside architecture and often caught myself in wonder 
at how the first Keepers had managed to carve such a monumental 
system of intricate passages whose ends surely had no bounds. If you 
were to climb through the plateau’s halls to the highest lookout, you 
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could see the entire expanse of the miles of headstones planted at the 
plateau’s foot and even beyond. On a day when the winds were calm 
and the sand had all but settled, you could even see the tips of the 
city steeples out across the desert plains.

What lay within the cliffs was even more majestic than what 
lay without. The outer wall of the cliffside showed a rough his-
tory of sediment piled atop layers of millennia and scarred by 
innumerable catastrophes of sandstorms and prehistoric ocean 
tides. The tunnels, however, though they bore the same evidence 
of planetary evolution, were polished smooth as marble. The 
entire structure was a memorial of sorts. While the tombstones 
that lined the graves of paupers and peasants down below were 
crudely segregated based on whatever arbitrary distinction each 
separate family made of them, the ossuaries and sepulchers hid-
den from the daylight blended so seamlessly one could not pay 
homage to any individual without displaying reverence for the 
majesty of Death itself.

This is what I enjoyed most about it. Our work within the cat-
acombs never felt invasive or preferential to any one grave due to 
wealth or former social status. The care we took of the place had 
nothing to do with any particular individual at all. We cared for 
the tombs because — unlike those from the city who rarely made 
the trip out into the desert to mourn or pay respects to loved ones 
long past — more than anything else, we respected the supremacy 
of mortality. Living in the city I never had respect for anything, least 
of all my own life, but out within the desert plateaus, one could not 
escape the power the dead held over us all.

Once, when I was assigned to clear the lesser-known halls of 
their cobwebs and pests, I was paired with a fellow Keeper who made 
his lack of veneration no secret. It was a dangerous job, we all knew, 
but it also proved as one of the more engaging. We weren’t allowed 
guns, lest we miss and damage a visage. Our only defences against 
the creatures of the dark were our bows and arrows, aside from the 
long staffs we carried to knock away the webs.

There were innumerous types of pests that took the darkest 
crypts for their dwellings, but the ones that worried us most were 



90

web-weaving solifugae that we called the Widow Weepers. Neither 
scorpion nor truly spider, they were large arachnids with rigid exo-
skeletons and poisonous hairs. They bit hard and deep, and few sur-
vived a close encounter.

However, Weepers tended to stray from the light and so it was 
rare we would actually see one, even when their web appeared freshly 
woven. Though because of this, it was easy to let one’s guard down 
and forget the danger one was stepping into.

Perhaps I should never have let my fellow Keeper venture into 
the crypt alone. Had I been with him, maybe at least one of us would 
have been more vigilant. Of course, these questions ultimately hold 
no purpose. I have long since learned hindsight to be as poisonous 
as a Weeper’s venom.

When I heard his cry, I leapt from my own post and ran down 
the darkened hall toward the sound.

“Weeper! Weeper!” His shrill shrieks echoed from chamber to 
chamber.

I pulled my bow from around my torso and knocked an arrow 
from my quiver. I tried to be quick, but not careless. If I were bitten 
too, there would be no help for either of us.

As I approached him his cries became more indistinct as his 
throat began to close. I scanned his shivering body but saw no 
Weeper nearby. “Brother Keeper, where did it bite you?” I asked as I 
dropped to my knees.

His teeth were chattering too intensely for him to speak, but he 
pointed at his right forearm. I could see no bite marks or swelling 
but also knew I wouldn’t be safe until I knew the Weeper to be dead.

I readied my bow once more and looked about the crypt. It was 
bright enough for me to get a fair look of the place but not enough 
to be certain a Weeper would remain in the shadows.

I spun around back towards the entrance, but nothing was there. 
Slowly, I began to scan the circuitous room floor to ceiling, my ears 
peeled for any disturbance behind me. I couldn’t then say exactly 
why, but something made my gaze stop at a kind of altar against the 
wall with several skulls lining the top. I lingered there for several 
seemingly eternal seconds before I saw the first of the Weeper’s eight 
long legs arc over the tops of the skulls.
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The Weeper was paler than most, but as large as I’d seen. Its 
long wolfish hair covered its entire body as deadly strands wafted 
into the air when it shook. Its eyes stayed locked on me as it scraped 
its fat belly over the altar and dropped to the floor with a crack that 
sounded like splintering bones.

Keeping my breath steady, I tightened the string in my grip, 
easing it back to my ear. Its eyes may have been on me, but my eyes 
never left it either. Its crawl was slow, though I knew it could break 
into a sprint at any moment, and I was determined not to give it the 
chance.

I released the arrow and my aim was true, but the thing did not 
go down. Without thinking, I knocked another arrow and shot again. 
Once more, I managed a direct hit, and yet the Weeper appeared not 
even to feel the wood pierce through its body.

I began to knock a third arrow when I noticed the first two 
laid limply on the ground behind it. The Weeper continued to crawl 
forward slowly and as it did, I saw the creature was not whole. Its 
paleness did not come from the shade of its skin but rather its trans-
lucence. The arrows had gone right through the Weeper, just as my 
gaze looked directly through as well.

Raising itself on its hind four legs, the creature revealed its true 
size. I knew that death stood before me and I accepted it. Yet, as I 
did, a swift breeze filled the room and the Weeper dissipated into 
smoke.

It took me some time before I could regain my composure. By 
the time I did, my fellow Keeper was dead, foam still bubbling at his 
lips.

I looked around me for something to make sense of what had 
just happened. This crypt was not a place where I had been before, 
nor did it resemble any other mausoleum within the catacombs. 
At one end I stood dumbfounded, with my dead compatriot still 
and getting colder at my feet, yet I had not realized until then that 
another doorway stood at the other end.

I glanced down once more at my Brother Keeper. His eyes had 
gone yellow, the veins within now bulging blue, starved of air. Iris 
and pupil had melded into a cavern, devoid of light entirely. His 
flesh was now whiter than that of the spectral Weeper, though I 
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could see no further through it than I could if he were carved from 
marble.

The time had long passed when I could do anything for him, 
and so I turned away and approached the opposite doorway. At first, 
I thought the door made of wood darker than the core of Sagjué 
trees of the north, but as I got closer, I realized there was no door 
at all, only a deep, black pit. The entryway — or exit; how was I to 
know? — was framed in thick blocks of quartz and at the height of 
the arc rested a blue crystal keystone that glowed dully.

Nothing beyond could be determined; the doorway was a hun-
gry abyss that swallowed all that entered. On the ground, I picked 
up a pebble and tossed it in, stumbling back cautiously as it left my 
hand. Yet the rock disappeared as soon as it fell into the darkness. I 
heard not even a sound.

With this, a recklessness took over that I had not succumbed 
to since my sentencing. Deliberately, but with little care, I stepped 
slowly toward the black with my arm outstretched. I let only my 
forearm go through, nothing else. When I did, I felt nothing. No 
different than before. Still, my arm could no longer be seen. It was as 
if it too, did not exist.

I pulled my arm back and knew.
This room was no tomb; it was a gateway into something else 

entirely.

To be honest, I did not mourn for my fellow Keeper. Despite the 
urgency his final moments instilled in me, I found the body reacts 
quite differently when allowed time to let the blood flow through 
the mind. I was hardly close to him, as I rarely spent time outside 
of work hours with him, though I doubt I would have reacted much 
differently if I had known him better.

Maybe the nature of our jobs as Keepers had desensitized me to 
the occurrence of death. It was not the first time I had seen someone 
die, nor the most vicious, but something had felt different ever since 
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I had arrived at the monastery. Death had a different air here, less 
immediate, more reverent. Though in this instance, I seemed to be 
the minority in my cold distancing.

My fellow Keeper was well liked among our peers and amongst 
the Elders and so the monastery was noticeably quieter following his 
passing. My mind however, was elsewhere, filled with images of the 
black doorway.

Someone had been lying to us. The Elders surely knew of 
what hid within the catacombs. If even a few of the tales were to be 
believed, then the secret gate would be the least of the demons hid-
ing within the tunnels’ farthest reaches. And yet, knowing this only 
puzzled me further.

I spent much time in the monastery library attempting to 
gather whatever information I could on the first Keepers. From what 
I found, it has never been entirely clear when the first excavations of 
the plateaus began, whether the first Keepers expanded upon a struc-
ture of preexisting natural caverns or if they created the tombs by 
their hands alone. Though Vítor Sálaabôr’s A Contemporary Chronicle 
of the Keepers’ Histories touches briefly on what little is known of the 
founders of our order, whomever else I asked said that the texts of 
the first Keepers withered away and were lost years ago.

Because of this, I had not told anyone of the nature of the 
Widow Weeper after I had carried my fellow Keeper back to the 
monastery. I felt I would not have been believed by my peers and 
the time was not yet ripe for the Elders to hear of what I now knew.

For several weeks after the incident I let my thoughts lie low and 
within my own head. I had been reassigned to the lesser graveyards, 
so as to give me time to cope. But it was not time that I needed, and 
soon I grew restless. When my thoughts had gotten the best of me, 
I felt it was time to speak what I knew, and so late one night I found 
the Matron of the House sitting in her office.

The door was half open, though I knocked to announce myself 
anyway. To enter without permission would not have been the best 
start to our discussions. The Matron was scribbling something 
down on a long piece of parchment and did not pick her head up to 
acknowledge me. Instead, she simply said in her crisp, baritone voice, 
“Come, take your seat.”
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I did as she said and took a seat in one of the two hard mahog-
any chairs in front of her desk.

“What brings you to see me, then?” she asked once I had settled.
I cleared my throat and nervously crossed my legs. “I’ve come 

to discuss with you the recent death of our Brother Keeper.” The 
Matron grunted as if she already knew this was not the whole truth. 
Still, she did not look up from her scribbling. For a few moments I 
waited for her response but, upon realizing she had no intentions 
of doing so, I continued. “Forgive me, Matron, but I have not been 
entirely forthcoming about our Brother Keeper’s death.”

The Matron raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?” she asked. “What 
further did you have to offer on the subject?”

My palms suddenly felt hot and wet, so I wiped them on my 
robes as I spoke. “As the medical examiner herself has confirmed, 
our Brother Keeper died from the venom of a solifuge, but there was 
something about this Widow Weeper that was… well, uncanny is 
the only word that comes to mind.”

“Oh? And why did you say nothing of this before?”
“If I am to be honest, I wasn’t quite sure I would be believed.”
None of my words seemed to surprise or even in the least bit 

interest the Matron. Her lips remained taut and her eyes focused on 
her task. “What was so strange about this solifuge that killed our 
Brother Keeper?”

I swallowed hard and did my best to explain, even if the words 
that came out didn’t quite feel right. “Well, it was there but it wasn’t. 
In appearance, it was just like any other Weeper, save that its skin 
was paler than normal, but its actions were the most unusual. It was 
like the Weeper knew me, or at least knew of me. It didn’t see me as 
a predator, it treated me more like a curiosity. And when finally I did 
release my last arrow, the thing disappeared into thin air.”

At this the Matron quit her writing and set down her quill. 
She picked her head up and looked at me sternly as I finished my 
account. When I was done, she seemed to deliberate for a moment, 
then asked, “Where was this?”

With this change in demeanor, my nerves vanished. The 
Matron now looked at me as she would any of the other Elders. 
There was respect in her eyes, if not a bit of admiration. Adjusting 
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my posture against the chair’s rigid back, I said, “Excuse me for say-
ing so, Matron, but I think you know where.”

The Matron leaned back in her own chair and chewed at her lip. 
It looked almost as if a fleeting memory were passing in front of her 
eyes. “I see,” she said. “Let me offer you the advice of an old crone. 
Any Keeper must know that what is buried is done so for a purpose. 
The reason may differ, of course, but it is always there. Some we bury 
to pay our respects. Others to contain their pestilence. Some we bury 
simply because we don’t know what else to do with them. But if you 
know your job well, my child, you will know that you have been sent 
here to bury what is dead, not to dig it up.”

I opened my mouth to say more but stopped myself. The Matron 
of the House had already returned to whatever it was she was doing 
before. She had said all that was to be said. “Is there anything else?” 
she asked.

I bowed my head and rose to my feet. “No, Matron. That is all.”

I spent many of the following days in meditation, both within the 
monastery and without. In time, I even let my reading pass to the 
wayside. Everything that I set my eyes to had become suddenly dull 
and worthless. Most assumed I was in mourning — some of the 
Elders even attempted to console me under such assumption — but 
when the Matron’s gaze caught my eye, it was evident that she knew 
different. It was our secret. One that neither of us intended to break.

Yet that did not quell my yearning to return to the catacombs. 
In all my musings I had, of course, considered that the Matron was 
trying to protect me. Though as appreciative as I was, I had not asked 
for her protection, nor did I feel that our interests were necessarily 
aligned.

I went to meditate on this as well. After supper, I went down to 
the graveyards and sat where I had always sat, watching the sun dip 
from the sky until the dust smothered it. I let my back rest against 
the headstone as my thoughts meandered around me and the stars 
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began to awake from their slumber, just as all the other Keepers 
began to settle into theirs.

The moon was high and bold, but a steady breeze kicked up the 
sand around me into a haze. Perhaps that is why I did not see it at 
first.

I felt the heat of the air vanish and a feeling of lightness over-
took me. It was a familiar sensation, one I had only felt once before. 
And when my eyes became as alert as my skin, I saw that the wisp 
had returned. Only this time, it was not alone.

All around me translucent spheres bobbed like darkened fire-
flies, twisting in and out of form. Occasionally, one would go out 
completely and another, strange but similar, would take its place. 
Some may have seen the sight as terrible and wicked, but to me 
the wavering wisps played like a ballet as they dipped and jumped 
around each other.

The largest of them all struck me as the most familiar. It hov-
ered in front of me, some distance away. Again, I got the feeling I 
was being watched, though it was not an uncomfortable sensation. I 
stared at the thing unblinking, not wanting to miss a moment of its 
movements.

And I did not. The wisp jumped into the air and dove forward, 
transforming itself into an image that would have made Mariana de 
Valéctro come to tears: a towering sand wolf, elegant and proud in 
its swift stride.

The beast had at least a foot on me as I sat down and would 
have been able to rest its chin atop my head if I stood by it while it 
were on its hind legs. Its fur was a light sepia, as if it had leapt from a 
photograph, and though its features were large, they appeared rather 
indistinct.

The sand wolf stalked toward me, but I was not afraid. Nothing 
in its demeanor said that it would hurt me, though I was certain that 
it had every ability to do so.

Before I could fully comprehend what was happening, the sand 
wolf leapt to its feet and began prancing toward the hill of the pla-
teau. I followed it up the incline as quickly as I could manage in 
my heavy robes. The sand wolf darted forward, sometimes following 
the trodden path, other times skirting through the brakenbushes to 
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either side. Each time I thought I had lost it, the beast would reap-
pear ahead of me with its jowls slyly ajar.

The wisps followed as well. The graveyard seemed to have no 
dearth of them. A few sped forward leaving tails of bright smolder, 
while others drifted along at about my pace. I held out my hand as if 
to let one land, but the wisps passed through me, each time leaving 
my skin a little lighter.

At the mouth of the catacombs’ central entrance, the wolf had 
disappeared. Its howls that echoed from within the caves were the 
beast’s only evidence of existence. I followed the noise, though I 
knew the path too well. A hefty gust had blown out all the torch-
light, yet the wisps’ dull glow illuminated the tunnels before me.

I knew I had reached the gateway even before I rounded the 
corner. The hair upon the back of my neck called itself to attention 
as my muscles tightened. I was not quite afraid, but the thought of 
the Widow Weeper still haunted the recesses of my mind.

Guardedly, I entered. The room was enveloped in a soft blue 
hue, like light refracting through the tides of a clear sea. The wisps 
gathered at the domed pinnacle of the vaulted ceiling, with only a 
few scattered about the floor. The crystal keystone atop the doorway 
now glowed radiantly.

In the center of the room sat the sand wolf. I began to circle 
around it slowly, but as I took my first few steps the wolf sprang for-
ward. Caught off guard, my hands leapt to my face, as if that would 
have done anything, yet the wolf did not reach me. As its feet left the 
ground, the beast swirled into a haze, collecting itself in front of me 
into the image of a man.

He looked vaguely familiar though I could not at first see why. 
Soon, I realized his robes were the same as mine. His posture was 
rigid but proud, and he kept his hands clasped together firmly as if to 
direct his body’s energy to his core. Yet surprisingly, the most familiar 
aspect of the man was his expression. His face was serious but calm, 
and his eyes were raised in a knowing way that impressed upon me 
true understanding over the insinuation of it. It was the same look the 
Matron had given me days before when I sat in her office.

I gazed at the wonder all around, though I could not find any-
thing to say as I stepped around the room. The apparition in front 
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of me waited patiently for my mind to calm, and even then, he only 
spoke to prove that words did linger about us, if I could find them.

“What is it, my child?” the man asked in a hushed utterance.
I tried to peel my eyes away from the floating wisps, but I found 

I could not. Without looking ahead, I returned his question. “That is 
my question exactly. What is this place? Who are you?”

The translucent shape remained as still as a statue. Only its lips 
parted, though there was no air forced through them. “It has been 
long since I’ve owned a name and I no longer care for one,” the man 
said. “But there was a time I was not unlike you. I spent many years 
as a Keeper, far more than you. Enough to become Elder Supreme, 
Master of the House. Though I have spent far more years amidst this 
darkness than I ever did out on the desert plains.

“As for this place, it serves as a mausoleum of memories never 
again to be remembered. Stories naught to be told. It is a tomb we 
built for ourselves and only ourselves.”

I waited for the former Master to continue, but he did not. “And 
yet, I am here and still alive,” I said.

“Are you?” the man asked. “You breathe, yes. And blood pumps 
through your veins, but you were not sent here by accident. We have 
watched you in the graveyards. You have taken solace in us when there 
are so many living you could have chosen. To whom have you told 
your story? It is as lost to the world as those that line these walls.”

My instinct was to become defensive, but the Master’s tone was 
not provocative or accusatory. It was simply an observation. I wanted 
to say something in response, but I knew that I had been led here to 
listen.

“Some time ago, we led your Matron here too. She did not tell 
you this, for she knew it would not change your decision. She only 
offered you the world as she sees it. Do not dig up the dead. For her 
this was truth, but is it for you?”

Now I could not help but meet the Master’s gaze. His eyes 
were steely and without pupils. I could not escape his stare from 
any angle. I felt disarmed but not quite unnerved. “What decision? 
What choice have you brought me here to make?”

“Your Matron made the choice she did because she felt she had 
a duty. She’s brilliant and a talented leader because she understands 
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how other people feel, even if she keeps her own emotions locked 
within her. Perhaps even because she keeps those emotions where 
she most feels safe.

“But she could have made another choice. One of solitude and 
endless contemplation. She did not need to stay with her shovel 
in her hands. Her essence will stay out there, with those she has 
chosen to live with, even after her body ripens unto its expiration. 
Regardless of the life she has made for herself, in death she will 
pass on as little more than a wisp, wandering aimlessly amidst the 
rest.”

I tried to discern what the Master wanted me to do but he still 
stood motionless. He did all he could to keep from directing my 
response one way or another. He was not here to offer guidance, he 
was here for an answer.

“But why would you want me to bury my story here, with no 
one to remember me by?” I asked.

“Does one only tell a story to be heard?”
The Master spoke with a finality I had never before heard. As 

he did so, the wisps all around the room began to spin into a terrible 
cyclone of mist, which siphoned itself through the black gateway. I 
gazed up at the azure keystone, so bright it could nearly blind, and 
felt as though it were staring back.

I thought back to my life in the city. What light was there? 
Even in my time among the graves I had lived in a life under the 
cover of darkness. I knew no other way.

And yet there were many who might have called this cowardly. 
They may deem this way of life a refusal to overcome the pillars that 
have shaded me from the sun. Perhaps they would be right. But then 
again, does it not take courage to do more than endure? To find sat-
isfaction in the way of things, rather than battle all of one’s days in 
the name of change?

Even now, I do not have the answers. Neither do the Matron of 
the House nor any Master of the Dead. We have only our choices, 
and the resonance of their outcomes.

Saying no more, the Master began to walk toward the gate-
way of darkness. Too bewildered to move, I let his form pass right 
through me, along with those of the many wisps that began to filter 
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out of the room. I looked down at my skin which grew paler as each 
light whirled by.

I knew I could not stay there. And so, slowly, I walked into the 
darkness.
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the Miller and British Fantasy Awards, and has been nominated for 
the Hugo, Ignyte, and Aurora Awards. His interactive novel is forth-
coming from Choice of Games, and his essay, “Pearls from a Dark 
Cloud: Monsters in Persian Myth,” is forthcoming in the OUP 
Handbook of Monsters in Classical Myth. When he isn’t crafting, 
crooning, or consuming stories, Peter can usually be found hurtling 
down a mountain, sipping English Breakfast, and sharpening his 
Farsi. You can read his sporadic ramblings at peteradrianbehravesh.
com, or on Twitter @pabehravesh.

MATT DOV EY

Host, Associate Editor, and Social Media Manager (he/him)

Matt Dovey is very tall, very British, and most likely drinking a cup 
of tea right now. A village elder once told him the scar on his arm 
marked him for greatness, but he’s not so sure. He now lives in a quiet 
market town in rural England with his wife and three children, and 
still struggles to express his delight in this wonderful arrangement. 
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Although his surname rhymes with “Dopey”, any other similarities 
to the dwarf are coincidental. He has fiction out and forthcoming all 
over the place: keep up with it at mattdovey.com, or find him time-
wasting on Twitter as @mattdoveywriter.

CRAIG JACKSON 

Community Manager and Associate Editor (he/him)

Craig Jackson, known on the forums as Ocicat, is usually found 
wandering the woods outside Seattle. He studied astrophysics 
at UC Santa Cruz, and convinces people to give him money for 
breaking their computer programs. He is the founder and presi-
dent of the Coalition to Ban Dihydrogen Monoxide (DHMO). 
He’s also a community organizer involved in Seattle’s Sex Positive 
and Polyamorous communities. In addition he has a passion for 
partner dancing, is a WA state forest steward, plays roleplaying 
and other games, and studies religion and folklore. Anything for a 
weird life.

AIDAN DOY LE

Associate Editor (he/him)

Aidan Doyle is an Australian writer and editor. He is the co-editor 
of the World Fantasy Award-nominated Sword and Sonnet and the 
author of The Writer’s Book of Doubt. He has visited more than 100 
countries and his experiences include teaching English in Japan, inter-
viewing ninjas in Bolivia, and going ten-pin bowling in North Korea. 
Follow his exploits at http://www.aidandoyle.net and on Twitter.

DEV IN MARTIN

Associate Editor (he/they)

Devin is a colony of uncooperative cells with a voracious appetite 
for cheesecake. After studying psychology and computer science, he 
almost fell into a career teaching robots how to kill, but escaped at 
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the last moment. A number of arcane arts have vied for his attention, 
including programming and game design (both board and video), 
but writing has sung the sweetest. He lives with his brilliant scientist 
of a spouse and they call Cardiff their home. He almost never tweets 
@devinxmartin and he has a wide range of disturbing cackles.

EMMALIA HARRINGTON

Associate Editor (she/her)

Emmalia Harrington is a nonfiction writer with a deep love of 
speculative fiction.  When she isn’t writing, she can be found sewing, 
knitting, cooking or suffering from idle hands. She’s a member of 
the Broad Universe writing guild. Her work has previously appeared 
in FIYAH, Glittership, Anathema, and other venues. Follow her on 
Twitter @EmmaliaWrites.

HAMILTON PEREZ

Associate Editor (he/him)

Hamilton is a writer, freelance editor, and aspiring creature from the 
black lagoon. He lives in Sacramento, California with a very good 
dog. His stories have appeared in Daily Science Fiction, Metaphorosis, 
and Mad Scientist Journal, and he occasionally blogs about writing at 
hamiltonperez.wordpress.com.

JULIA PATT

Associate Editor (she/her)

Julia is a writer and teacher from Maryland. Her fiction has appeared 
in Clarkesworld, Escape Pod, Luna Station Quarterly, and other places. 
When she isn’t working on stories or terrorizing her composition 
students, she gardens, does yoga, games, reads as much as she can, 
and, in the summer, attends an inordinate number of baseball games. 
Visit juliakpatt.com for more.
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KAI HUDSON

Associate Editor (she/her)

Kai Hudson lives in sunny California where she writes, hikes, and 
spends entirely too much time daydreaming of far-off worlds. Her 
work has appeared or is forthcoming in Clarkesworld, PseudoPod, 
Metaphorosis, and Anathema: Spec from the Margins, among others. 
You can visit her website at www.kaihudson.com.

KAITLY N ZI VANOV ICH

Associate Editor (she/her)

Kaitlyn is a former Marine Corps intelligence officer and current 
speculative fiction writer. She is a graduate of the Viable Paradise 
Workshop and writes short stories to avoid editing her novel. Currently 
living in Japan with her husband and four loud children. 

SRIKRIPA KRISHNA PRASAD

Associate Editor (she/her)

Sri is a graduate student hailing from near Toronto, Ontario, who is 
(metaphorically) wandering the world, searching for purpose. She is 
deeply fond of reading and writing speculative fiction, especially fan-
tasy, and is working on several stories to hopefully publish one day. 
Outside of writing, she is learning how to play the guitar, practicing 
the violin, daydreaming, and trying to motivate herself to finish any 
of the numerous projects she has going. You can find her on Twitter 
at @sriative, where she rarely tweets but lurks in the shadows, cast-
ing her judgmental yet benevolent eye over the world.

TIERNEY BAILEY

Associate Editor (she/her)

Tierney Bailey is a Libra, a lover of science fiction and poetry, 
and is a dice-collecting gremlin. Currently, Tierney is Associate 
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Poetry Editor with Sundress Publications, a copyeditor at Strange 
Horizons, Associate Editor with PodCastle, and a freelance graphic 
designer. She has earned a BA from the University of Indianapolis 
and a Masters Degree in Writing, Literature, and Publishing from 
Emerson College. Tierney is most easily found screaming into the 
void on Twitter as @ergotierney.

ZI V W ITIES

Associate Editor (he/him)

Short fiction snuck into Ziv’s life in his teens. It struck a tent, has 
been entrenched ever since, and sometimes throws parties. Outside 
the Castle, Ziv is a programmer, a source-control evangelist, and 
Assistant Editor at Diabolical Plots. He spends much of his time 
lovingly fending off his three children. Check out zivwities.com for 
Ziv’s expert overanalyses of popular media, for how to learn story 
structure out of Discworld books, and for whatever he does next. He 
tweets, vaguely, as @QuiteVague.
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