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    Introduction 
 
     
 
    This collection, like so much that I've written, didn't have a theme intentionally, but my writing always has a theme. It's a phrase I have written in thousands of books this last decade: There is always a choice.  
 
    To me, that phrase defines my life. It has for thirty years. It defines my writing. The choices might not seem large, and sometimes, the options are between bad and worse. I believe—as I have for three decades now—that we continue to win as long as we continue to choose.  
 
    My past two years have brought me to the hospital six times, a partially collapsed lung, a failing kidney, some less exciting things too (thankfully!). It's led me to slow down, sell my home, give away over seventy percent of my possessions as I embrace minimalism, and begin the journey to conversion that I started and stopped twenty years ago. We are always making choices.  
 
    The stories here are drawn from the same places that my first books were drawn—fairy tales, folklore, and feminism. "The Maiden Thief" (never in print until this collection) has its most obvious source in Bluebeard, but there are touches of Beauty and the Beast and Snow White in there too. "Awakened" draws on selchie lore and Kate Chopin. "Sword Sisters" (never before published) owes its existence to Red Riding Hood and Charlotte Perkins-Gilman's Herland. "The Strength Inside" taps folklore about strengthening a building by way of immurement, a tradition associated with vampirism in some lore (but not here) and tied also to Poe's "The Cask of Amontillado." Perhaps, "Guns for the Dead" is the odd sister in this set, but it ties to a tradition of American Western novels as well as the Celtic folklore about the dead, Samhain, and a host of funerary folklore that I read a bit obsessively.  
 
    This small collection of stories is going up for initial pre-order on the ten year anniversary of publishing my first novel (Wicked Lovely). In that time, I've published books that have been bestsellers in a dozen nations, translated in more than two dozen languages, and meandered through most of the country (and a few others). I've co-edited, co-written, planned events, and founded a convention. I've written adult romance and picture books, thriller and fantasy, children's and adult books.  
 
    A lot has changed in this decade, but a few things have stayed steady. I still love fairy tales, and I still love folklore. I still think people can overcome the challenges they are given. And I am still grateful to those of you who take the time out of your day to read my stories. I've lost track of the count of the lovely letters I've received, but I read them all. Thank you for letting my words be a part of your life. 
 
    •♦ • 
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    The Maiden Thief 
 
     
 
    I don’t remember a time before girls vanished. The first one I heard about was April Shaw. I had just turned ten when she vanished. I was fifteen when the taken was someone I knew. That was the year Jenna Adams didn’t make it home. No one did anything. Autumn meant harvest, a chill in the air—and another girl vanished from Charlestown.  
 
    The taken are as young as fifteen and as old as thirty. They are vine-thin, heart-curvy, dark of eye and pale of hair, light-eyed and dark-skinned. There is no true pattern to who will be taken. 
 
    But I look for one.  
 
    The girls are always taken near my birthday, and I feel a strange kinship for them. Every spring, as the fields are tilled, I watch for bones as if this, at least, will give me some insight into the secret of the Maiden Thief. I walk the long way home, meandering along the roads, peering into freshly turned soil as if I’ll be the one to find the dead girls.  
 
    But spring fades in summer yet again this year, and we still have no answers. Months and weeks pass, and the air eventually turns cool. No one seeks the killer. No one searches for the taken. We simply wait, knowing that inevitably autumn will come—and another girl will vanish.  
 
    My sixteenth birthday draws near, and I wait and watch like most of my classmates. We know he’s out there, looking at us, thinking about who’s next. We know we’re all secretly whispering, “not me.” We can’t meet each other’s eyes as the leaves start to drift to the ground. 
 
    Not ten minutes after I walk into the kitchen door, my sister tells me, “Today was market day. I heard in the stalls that Ella—the girl with the pretty voice and the red shoes—was late on Sunday, and her dad was going round to everyone thinking she was this year’s girl.”  
 
    “And?”  
 
    “She twisted her ankle and couldn’t get home. She’s fine.”  
 
    “That’s good.” I drop my books on the table and go to the sink to wash my hands. It’s what Bastian used to do after classes, and so I follow his routine. When he was alive, my brother was my closest playmate.  
 
    Our sisters were both much older than us, and the two babies after them but before us hadn’t lived past their second years. Karis, who was ten years older, was the “little mother,” while Amina, who was only a two years younger than Karis, was the “big sister.” Bastian, of course, was the future, the one who would increase fortune and ease for our family. I was only the poppet, the plaything they indulged. I read every book Bastian had, and many of Father’s too. Then, they smiled and laughed. Now, though, Bastian is gone. There is little laughter to be found in our home.  
 
    The only brightness that remains is from Karis’ determined cheer. 
 
    As if she hears my thoughts, my sister takes up the song she was singing when I walked into the house, something about meadows and fields of forever. Her voice is sweet, and the words are familiar. Before Mother’s death, Karis sang more than she spoke.  
 
    Both of my sisters would make wonderful wives and mothers, but the money that would have been their dowry is long gone. Mine went first, a peril of being the youngest, but by now all three of us have nothing to offer a groom. Only our household skills and presumed virtues are left to us as enticements to potential spouses. 
 
    Karis sets me tasks, and we work in the quiet companionship that always flourishes between us now. We are not petty with each other, not short of temper or ill of manner, not since we lost Mother and Bastian.  
 
    We work together, and we are strong for it. Our sister Amina draws forth the food that we sell for our money now. Karis minds our home, cooking and cleaning. Once a week, she goes into town to sell what we can and buy what we need. I go to and from the school, learning so that I can figure a way to a better future. Ours is a quiet life with no friends, no outings, and little contact with the people in town. The quiet moments I have with either of my sisters are my only companionship now. Being with them fills me with peace.  
 
    But that peace is soon broken. My father comes in with something clutched in his hand. I can’t see the words on the parchment, but I know well enough what’s there. I wrote the words myself, gathered the facts as I know them and called for action.  
 
    “Verena!” Father stops and levels me with a glare that makes me want to reach out to Karis. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Shared my findings,” I say with barely a quaver in my voice. I know better. Girls are to be seen, to be delicate, to be graceful, to be many things my sisters excel at, things I will never be—things I might not have even been if we’d kept our fortunes.  
 
    I straighten my spine and stare at my father. “It’s true. Every word of it is true.” 
 
    “It’s shameful to say so.” 
 
    “It’s more shameful that no one doing anything to catch the Maiden Thief,” I say, a tremor in my voice as I try to not look away from Father.  
 
    I remember being the “littlest gem,” the daughter who drew eyes and smiles. I remember pretty dresses and sweet treats. I remember how strangers commented on my beauty. Now, I am expected to master my studies as my brother once had been. It is a lie we agree to live, to pretend I can replace my brother, but it doesn’t mean that Father has forgotten that I am a girl when I dare cross him. 
 
    “So you went courting trouble we don’t need?” Father asks. It’s not a question, though; he makes that quite clear as he thumps past the table and into the sitting room where he’ll stare out at Amina as she toils in the garden, the orchard, and the fields.  
 
    Amina is his favorite. Like everything else, he doesn’t say that aloud, but we know it just the same. We always have. Amina looks like Mother, much as Bastian did. Father used to laughingly speak of selling their golden hair should we ever need coins. When I was a small child, I clipped a lock of Bastian’s hair and tried to buy sweets with it. The grocer laughed and gave me candies, but he let me keep that lock of Bastian’s golden hair too. Now, it is all I have of my brother, and Amina is all Father has of his three golden ones.  
 
    And so Father watches her every afternoon and much of the morning to be sure that she is not the one taken this year.  
 
    Karis and I exchange a look as he passes, but neither of us dare to speak. We see that his bad leg dragging more than last month. It’s getting worse again. We all see it, but no one is so foolish as to comment. Father doesn’t discuss the accident that took my mother and brother, and we’re not to do so either.  
 
    In the early weeks of his recovery, he blamed God. He blamed himself. He blamed us—three useless daughters. If Father could’ve bartered with God in those fever-filled days, we would all have been offered in exchange for the return of the two people he’d lost. Bastian was the cherished one, the son who would carry on the family name. His death was worse because Mother was taken too, so he had no wife to carry a replacement son. . . and soon after, we were far too poor for Father to woo a new wife. He couldn’t work, and our fortune had sunk to the bottom of some dark section of the sea.  
 
    “What did you do this time?” Karis asks softly. 
 
    “I wrote a tract on the Maiden Thief.”  
 
    My sister smothers her gasp by slapping her hand to her mouth. It’s such a girlish gesture that I wonder how we’re related. Even as she stirs a pot of what we privately called “stretch soup,” she manages to be feminine in the way of the girls I study at classes. Most of them are excelling at the courses in Household Angels, Art Appreciation, and History for Delicate Minds. They don’t take the courses in the maths or sciences, and they certainly don’t take Literature Unbound. There, I mostly only see boys or the girls who wear trousers out in publics. I wear dresses, as much to remind myself of the girl I once was as to remind the boys that I could be a bride one day.  
 
    Karis stirs the soup before coming over to embrace me. It’s the sort of all-encompassing hug that Mother used to offer, but Karis doesn’t smell of lavender and her body is brittle and bony against mine. She may hide it with Mother’s re-made gowns and layers of cloth, but I know she takes the smallest portion of the food. Karis has told me often enough that Father needs to eat for his health, Amina for her strength, and I for my mind.  
 
    “I’m not hungry,” I blurt out, as close to a thank you as I can come without embarrassing us both. “Will you eat half of my soup so Father doesn’t notice?” 
 
    I’m certain she’ll see through my words, but instead, she squeezes me tighter still and whispers, “I think you’re brave, Verena.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Karis vanishes three days later on one of her rare trips into town, Father slaps me. “You did this. Your brazen words made that monster look our way. It should have been you.” 
 
    I stand staring at him. There are no words, no argument, no defense I can offer. My sister is dead—or will be soon—and it’s my fault. 
 
    I do not resume classes when the new week dawns. I pick out the most worn of my sister’s dresses and let out the seams so it fits my curvier body. Dress held tightly in hand, I go to the garden where Amina is watering the ground with her hidden tears and taking her anger out on the weeds that dared invade her territory. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I need beets,” I announce. 
 
    She glances at the dress in my grasp. “That’s . . .” 
 
    “My new work dress,” I finish. “It should be red for the blood on my hands.” 
 
    My often-silent sister sighs. “Oh, little gem!”  
 
    The childhood name stings, although I know that’s not her intention. I shake my head. “I need beets,” I repeat.  
 
    My sister accepts my choice, not speaking to me of shame or guilt, not arguing that I am innocent. She simply pulls the plants.  
 
    I take up Karis’ tasks as my own. The soup I make is no better or worse than hers. The stitches I sew in Father’s re-made clothes are no straighter or more crooked. The meals I take are of the portion that I know Karis would ladle into her bowl.  
 
    Unlike my now-dead sister, I do not sing in the kitchen.  
 
    Father rarely speaks to me, and when he does, it’s only the most necessary of words. I am not sure I’ve heard my name on his lips since the day Karis vanished. He does not need to tell me that he still blames me. It’s obvious in his every unspoken word. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The death of my sister has changed me, but half a year later, spring still comes, and with it, my old habits start to return. I cannot help but look for the bones of the dead in the freshly turned soil.  
 
    “Verena, she’s not here.” My remaining sibling catches my eye as I scan the garden. “Wherever she is, it’s not here.” 
 
    I’m outside with her, turning the soil by hand. It’s hard work, but like everything else, I aim to fill the hole left by the loss of Karis. It’s harder than I expected, both on my heart and on my body. I was at school in prior years when the bulk of the garden was broken. Sure, I’d helped some, but this was not a few minutes of work. Still, I carried on as if I had strength and experience at the hours of back-breaking work. To do otherwise was to insult the dead. 
 
    “Maybe she’s alive,” I say, my gaze steady on the worn blade I force through the ground. “Maybe they all are.” 
 
    I want to understand the Maiden Thief. I want to prove my own theories wrong, and so for the first time, I find myself hoping that the reason no bodies are found is because the stolen girls are all alive. 
 
    For several moments, Amina says nothing. I hear birds, the calls of spring insects, and the rustle of new leaves on the tree. My remaining sister’s voice is silent.  
 
    I risk a glance at the window, and I take small comfort in the fact that my father is not watching. At least he trusts that my sister is safe with me at her side. I have no illusion that I am strong enough to defend her, but he counts my presence as enough to walk away from his post at the window. 
 
    Either that, or he cannot bear to watch me overlong. That, too, is a possibility. I no longer have the heart to want to know such answers. I’ve tried to replace Bastian, learning the things I could so I could be of use to the family in business. I’ve taken my sister’s role in the kitchen. Nothing I do changes the fact that the most useless of his children seems to be one of the only two remaining. 
 
    “You know they’re not alive,” Amina says finally, her words coming so long after mine that I can almost forget the context. I want to forget it. I want to forget so much. 
 
    “We don’t know that,” I insist. In that moment, I feel like the girl I once was, back when weaving flowers into crowns and reading tales of fantastical creatures was all that I had to do.  
 
    “It isn’t your fault,” Amina tells me. It is far from the first or even the sixteenth time she’s said those words. She and Karis said them when Bastian and Mother died in the accident coming back from picking up my new dress. She and Karis said them when I saw how badly mangled our father’s leg was from that same accident. We all said them when Father risked the rest of our savings on an order of goods that sunk into the ocean. Now, Amina says the words to me again and again since Karis vanished after my tract on the Maiden Thief.  
 
    “What if it’s all my fault?” I look at my sister and ask for answers to a question that has plagued me for years now. “They die with my birthdays. Mother and Bastian died fetching my dress. Karis was stolen after my theories on the killer.”  
 
    “The sun rose on those days,” Amina begins. She leans on her garden hoe for a moment. “There was a fox in the garden the morning Karis vanished, possibly the day that the accident happened too. I sneezed those days. What ripples we see are not always causes.” She shook her head. “We can look for patterns, and we might even find them. There were a lot of acorns this year, and the snow was heavy. Are they related? There was a fawn died of hunger after I chased it from the garden, and our sister died. Were they related?” 
 
    I let out a sound of frustration. “That’s not the same. I wrote the words on the killer, and Karis was taken.”  
 
    Amina sighs. “No one knows why he takes the girls he does. Did the other families do something to cause their daughters to be chosen? Is it their fault?” She stares at me in such a way that I can’t help thinking of Mother. Those are her eyes, her peering-into-my-soul stare. “No one knows, Verena. Do not presume to understand a madman.” 
 
    Mutely, I nod. I believe her. For the first time since Karis was taken, I believe that I may not carry the full burden of her death. I do not return to school, but sometimes, I sit in the darkened house with a candle at night, and I read.  
 
    When Amina starts sharing the chores, I do not send her off to her bed with a stern word, and when she slips into the sitting room and asks to read the book I have just finished, I hand it to her. Together, we are not as whole as we had been with Karis, or with Bastian and Mother, but we are healing. Like the other families who have lost their daughters, we are moving on—guiltily grateful that come Autumn we will not be among the families worrying that one of us is next. The Maiden Thief has never taken two daughters from the same family. That, at least, gives me a horrible comfort. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Autumn finally comes, I realize that Father no longer watches Amina in the garden. He even smiles at me once. It is not much, but there is a lightness in our home that comes from knowing that we will be spared. No one speaks it aloud, but Karis’ loss has spared us from the pall that hangs over every other family with a daughter in Charlestown.  
 
    Amina has even been talking to a man. He is closer to Father’s age than to mine, but Father doesn’t know about Jakob. He stopped by the garden for a rest one afternoon at the start of summer. 
 
    Not long after she tells me of him, I hide and study the man who has drawn smiles from my sister. He is older, but still handsome, dark of eye and hair, light of skin and spirit. He travels for his work, passing through small towns like ours. He does not speak of his work, telling Amina only that it is not a woman’s place to worry over such things. It may be unwomanly of me, but I wonder all the same. Jakob dresses in rags, but it doesn’t take me many afternoons of secret observation to realize that these ragged clothes are a ploy to make her feel comfortable. His nails are short and clean, and he has the scent of herbs about him. I think he might be a doctor; I know he is a man of learning. His words when he speaks reveal more education than the simple clothes he wears. If we weren’t fallen so low, he would be exactly the sort of man Father would’ve selected as a groom.  
 
    Jakob is not meant to be mine. No groom is. All that can be mine is the penance for causing the Maiden Thief to steal my sister. Amina deserves happiness. She has lost too many siblings, and she’s paid for others’ mistakes with too many years of work. 
 
    “He’s so kind,” Amina says one evening after Jakob has left. Her voice is filled with a softness I’ve not heard for years. Even at barely seventeen, I hear it.  
 
    “Do you think he’s going to offer for you?”  
 
    She looks down at her ragged nails. Every night lately, she scrubs to get as much dirt from her hands as she can. It isn’t enough to remove the years of ground-in earth. “I couldn’t leave home. I’ve told him as much. I don’t even go into town. How would I leave?” 
 
    “With only Father and I, we don’t need much,” I point out. “I could grow enough to earn the little we need to pay the bills and add meat to our meals sometimes.”  
 
    Amina meets my eyes. “Maybe.”  
 
    A new part of me is burning with jealousy, not of Jakob but of what he can give her. If Amina leaves, if she finds freedom, I will never be able to do so. In truth, I may not have that option anyhow. Father needs someone to mind the house, to cook his meals, to suffer for the loss of almost everyone he’s loved. He has become colder and crueler every year. Gone is the man who would heft me onto his shoulders when I was a small girl. Gone is the man who brought me a rose when he returned from his business trips. The man left in his place has a stone where his heart once resided.  
 
    I want my sister to find happiness, to have cause to laugh and smile, to not spend her years toiling for Father and me. I shove my envy down so far that it hurts to breath, and I assure my sister, “He’d be a fool not to want to marry you, and you’d be a fool not to take his offer when it comes.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Those words haunt me when the leaves begin to turn and fall. Jakob has always been cautious to avoid Father’s eyes, and his visits tend to coincide with when I am not at the window. I watch them surreptitiously sometimes, but I until now I have avoided meeting the man who will probably marry my sister.  
 
    I know Amina slipped out to meet Jakob, but I feigned sleep as I do often. It’s been a full year since Karis was taken, but the nightmares of her abduction and presumed murder weigh heavy enough that sleep is often hard to find. A cry outside startles me, and I am out the door with only my nightdress on. My knee-length hair hangs mostly free of its confining braid, proof of my restless thrashing, and my feet are bare despite the Autumn chill.  
 
    “Meeny!” I call out as I run into the yard, indecently clad in only my white nightgown.  
 
    I stop suddenly, my eyes widen as I take in the unexpected scene before me. My sister, her bright hair glowing in the light of the nearly full moon, is caught up in Jakob’s arms. He has a hand splayed across her back, and her nightdress is pushed up to her hips. Her legs are bare, quite indecently so, and as I stare at her I see that her body is pressed tightly to his. Her back is to me, and for that I’m grateful. 
 
    My hand flies to my mouth as Karis’ always did when she was in shock. I bite down on my own skin to keep my sounds of surprise hidden.  
 
    I start to turn to creep away, feeling foolish for mistaking her cry for pain, but before I can escape, I realize that Jakob sees me. 
 
    He sees me standing there as he makes love to my sister.  
 
    I would apologize if the words could be kept from Amina. 
 
    I would run if it could erase the embarrassment of this moment.  
 
    Instead I stand still, unable to move as Jakob meets my eyes and smiles. Moments drag by as I study his smile, unsure of what to do. Then, he closes his eyes, releasing me from his stare. 
 
    I run.  
 
    Later, when Amina stealthily returns to the house, I pretend to sleep.  
 
    The next morning, I wait for her to tell me her good news, prepared to feign surprise at her pending nuptials.  
 
    The following day, I wait again. 
 
    By the week’s end, I am forced to ask, “Where is Jakob?” 
 
    Amina offers me a weak smile and says, “He had to travel for business. He’ll return next month.” 
 
    And it is then that I understand that what I saw was a goodbye. I hug my sister. “It’s only a single month,” I tease. “Father was often gone that long.” 
 
    She nods and holds me tighter. “Maybe if he returns, you could come with us. He says . . . he says he loves me, Verena.” She smiles then. “He says he’ll take me away to a castle where I’ll be his perfect wife. He told me that he’ll cherish me, and I’ll live like a queen as long as I’m faithful and good!”  
 
    “You deserve it,” I tell her. 
 
    And I mean it. 
 
    Yet, that night, when I sleep, it is not Karis I dream of. In my sleeping mind, I see Jakob smiling at me as he had held Amina. I wake, and I hate him for giving my sister the life that Karis and I will never have. I lie awake, and I hate myself for envying my sister.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Only three weeks later, Amina is gone. I will never see that castle. She has vanished, and I am left alone with Father. 
 
    “What did you do?” he roars at me. His words are followed with a fist.  
 
    I shake, staring up at him, afraid to stand. “Nothing.” 
 
    “She’s gone. You did this. They are all dead because of you.”  
 
    When I open my mouth to tell him that it was not the killer who took Amina, he puts his weight on his good leg, and then he hits me over and over with his cane.  
 
    I decide then and there not to ease his pain. I am bruised and bleeding, and the man who was my father is nowhere to be found in this shell before me.  
 
    “Better her fate than be here with you,” I tell him as I crawl out of his reach. 
 
    He stares at me, chest heaving with the exertion of beating me, and for a flicker of a moment, I see the man I once knew. Then he says, “Get up. The blood will stain the floor if you let it stand.” 
 
    And I am left alone to clean my blood from my father’s floor.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I envy Amina intensely enough that I sometimes hate her for leaving me here. The townsfolk look at me with equal parts fear and pity when I go to sell the vegetables these next weeks. I want to tell them the truth, that the Maiden Thief has not yet taken this year’s girl, but they all turn their backs on me or look away quickly the few times I open my mouth to speak. 
 
    They will know when this year’s girl is taken.  
 
    But days pass, and no girl vanishes. It worries me. Maybe the Maiden Thief has stopped. Maybe he visited another town this year. I wish Amina had told me where the castle was. I would feel better if I could speak to her.  
 
    Weeks pass, and one day, I am picking apples when Jakob stops at the orchard.  
 
    “Did she come too?” I look past him, expecting to see my sister, wondering why he still wears such ragged things when he’s already taken Amina to his castle. There is no need to feign poverty now. 
 
    Jakob stares at me. “Who?” 
 
    “My sister.”  
 
    “Amina?” he asks. 
 
    I try to recall if he would have met Karis, but she was dead by the time he started visiting Amina. Something about the way he watches me sets fear racing through my body. “She left with you, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” He folds his arms and studies me.  
 
    “But Amina . . .” 
 
    “I was looking for something, and I thought I’d finally found it. I was wrong again.” He gives me a sweet sad smile. “I came back. I’ll have to try again.” 
 
    “She’s not with you?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    If not for his arms coming around me, I would have tumbled to the dirt. I am limp in his grasp, upright only because he holds me so. My sister is dead. I’ve envied her for escaping this wretched drudgery, this poverty, this life.  
 
    She did not escape. 
 
    She was stolen. 
 
    Like my eldest sister. 
 
    Like the other girls before her. 
 
    “She’s dead,” I tell Jakob in a voice made weak with the tears I cannot stop. “I thought she went with you, that you married her, but if she’s not with you . . . she’s dead. My sister is dead.” 
 
    Jakob cradles my head and holds me to him.  
 
    “It’s my fault,” I say between sobs. “Both Karis and Amina were taken. It’s my fault. I should never have asked the townspeople to catch the Maiden Thief.” 
 
    He looks down at me and asks, “Will you make it up to me?” 
 
    For a thick moment, anger that he’d ask anything of me makes me want to strike him. I have lost two sisters. I have lost any chance of happiness. But then the weight of my own culpability squashes fear and anger. I caused this. I did not steal their lives, but I drew the madman’s eye to them. I owe penance. Again. 
 
    “I will,” I promise Jakob. 
 
    I’ve stepped into my siblings’ duties so often that is has become like donning a nearly-fitting coat. Perhaps this time it will be for the best. Jakob loved my sister, and she is gone from him. I can replace her, as I have for my father when Bastian died and when Karis died.  
 
    “You will love me as she should have,” Jakob murmurs. 
 
    I’m not sure if it’s a question or an order, but I swear, “I will. I promise I will.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Months pass, and Jakob visits me in secret as he once visited my sister. He wears nicer clothes now. 
 
    “You’ve known all along that I was not poor,” he says one evening. “Yet you said nothing.” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    And he rewards me with a kiss.  
 
     Since that day, I feel like he is often testing me, trying to see what I think, checking to see what I observe of him and the world around us. He makes me feel things I hate sometimes, prodding me until I share my ugliness with him. He rewards me with kisses or kind words when I do as he wants.  
 
    “Be truthful, Verena. I want to know what you really think.” 
 
    “I almost hated my sister for the way you spoke to her,” I admit. 
 
    “Your sister had a kind heart,” he says. Then he brushes his lips over mine. “But she was not as brave as you, or as smart as you.”  
 
    There is little I crave more than affection these days, and Jakob gives it to me without asking much in return. He asks for confessions of my sins, my flaws, my weaknesses. He asks that I tell no lies and that I swear not to talk to any other man. It is a small fee for the riches he gives me; his praise and his small kisses are treasures I’ve coveted. Now, they are mine. They will always be mine.  
 
    “Amina said once that you’d been studying the Maiden Thief,” Jakob remarks.  
 
    “And now my sisters are dead,” I murmur in shame. “It is my fault. I told you the night you came back.” 
 
    Jakob tilts my head back, but he does not reward me this time. Instead, he tells me, “I’m sure it is. They suffered because of you. They knew it. You know it. I know it.” He sighs. “I suffered because of you, Verena.” 
 
    My heart seems to die. I want absolution, not this. The love that I’ve been kindling for him flickers.  
 
    “You have much to atone for,” Jakob whispers. “You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do.” I try to look down, but he won’t let me. I think about my family, broken, dead, and lost because of me. I think of Jakob, who lost my sister because of me. There is no way I can set things right in this world. 
 
    “You should be grateful I forgive you,” Jakob says then. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He kisses me finally, but all I taste is bitterness. I will work harder to atone. I will show him that I have choked down ashes and brine.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the summer, I am ready to ask Jakob if he will have me or not. I know it is not a woman’s role to ask, but I’ve decided that I am ready to prove that I can love him, to prove that I can give him the happiness I’ve ruined.  
 
    “I know that I can never replace Amina, but”—my voice breaks as I try to find the courage to make my offer—“I could try to make you happy.” 
 
    My embarrassment makes it hard to meet his eyes, but I do it. I want him to understand that I know what I’m doing. I will be eighteen this Autumn, old enough to be a wife.  
 
    “I’m yours if you want me,” I manage to say. 
 
    “Did you think about what you saw that night, Verena?” His voice is rough, and I startle thinking that he’s angry. “You watched us.” 
 
    “I thought she was in danger,” I try to explain. “I heard her cry out. I didn’t know she was . . . with you when I came outside.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it,” he continues as if I hadn’t spoken. “You watching me.” 
 
    “Oh.” I know he saw me. I remember the smile that had seemed so cold in the moonlight.  
 
    “Are you pure?” he asks.  
 
    “I am,” I assure him. 
 
    He holds tight to me, his hands clutching both of my arms, and says, “Never lie to me, Verena.” 
 
     “I’m not. I swear it, Jakob. I am pure. I’ve never even been kissed by anyone else.” 
 
    He says nothing, but that night, when I slip out of doors to meet him, he takes me into the darkest part of the orchard. I hold his hand, following him silently. We stop in a small clearing between trees. When I was small, I played here with my brother. Father had chopped down several sick trees, leaving behind tiny stumps that barely showed after all these years. Now, I come here with my . . . Jakob. 
 
    Cautiously, I ask, “What are we now?” 
 
    “You are my wife now, Verena.” 
 
    “After we see the minister,” I start to correct him. 
 
    “Now. You are my wife now.” He releases my hand and stares at me. “Will you be good and faithful?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And I will keep you with me always. I will never ask you to work as your father has done,” he vows.  
 
    Then he kisses me. It is not the soft kisses he has brushed over my lips before. I can’t breathe for fear, and when he pulls away, I am shaking. 
 
    There is something about him that is strange and hard now. I have done no new wrong, but I am afraid. The glimpses I’ve had of the darkness in Jakob are nothing compared to what I see now.  
 
    “No one else can see what is mine,” he murmurs as he starts to pull my nightdress up as he once did with my dead sister. His voice is low, as if he’s not speaking to me at all but simply speaking his own thoughts. “Once we are home, you will be bare before me, but I have to keep you covered here.” He pauses his actions and grips my hips bruise-hard. “You must be faithful, Wife. No one can see what is mine.” 
 
    Then he unfastens his trousers. 
 
    Fear makes me bold, and I try to pull away. “Jakob, wait!” 
 
    “We are married now,” he tells me. “Our vows were said.” 
 
    I’ve never heard of such a wedding. There was no minister, no guests, no family, but I’m not sure such a thing is still an option for me. The townspeople do not look my way. My family, save Father, is dead.  
 
    “You said you would try to replace her,” Jakob reminds me. 
 
    I lift my worn cotton nightdress the rest of the way, baring my body to him, and Jakob kisses me once more. Then he watches my face as he presses his body into mine. I bite my lip to keep my screams silent, but my eyes fill with tears.  
 
    Jakob smiles as he did the night I saw him with my sister. I admit that it is a cruel smile. I admit that there is reason to fear the man who calls himself my husband now. I let my cries of pain free, and his smile grows wider.  
 
    After he is done with my body and refastens his trousers, he kisses my tears away and tells me, “You are a good girl, Verena. You did not lie to me.” 
 
    And then he touches my body gently, kissing and licking my tears away. His mouth moves to my throat and my chest, even though the flesh is still covered with my nightgown. 
 
    “There are no tears there,” I tell him, expecting him to stop, afraid that more pain will follow. 
 
    He laughs, and then he kisses the place where he just hurt me. After several moments, I almost forget the pain as other feelings consume me. Again I am shivering, but this time for reasons I didn’t know possible.  
 
    Afterwards, he straightens my clothes and walks me to the edge of the orchard. As always, I know he will watch until I am in my door. He will not come near the house. He never has. 
 
    Before I walk away, he tells me, “If you are good, there will be joy like that.” Then he squeezes my hand tightly and adds, “But if you are not, there will be worse pain than our first moment. You choose your lot in this world, Verena. Do you understand me, Wife?” 
 
    “Yes, Jakob.” 
 
    “Be ready, and I will come for you.”  
 
    “Yes, Jakob.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It is only a week later that Jakob leads me through the castle. We are far from any other house, far enough that should I scream no one would hear me. I’m not sure why I’m thinking such things. He is gentle with me lately. 
 
    “I trust you, Verena.” He cups my face in his hands like I am a child. “You will be faithful and good, won’t you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He kisses me in a way that makes quite clear that he does not think me a child. At first I was ashamed of the things I let him do to my body, but over the past week, he has twice demonstrated that he does not like it when I refuse to accept his wishes. It is not what a Good Wife does. 
 
    “I like to please you,” he reminds me. 
 
    “Yes, Jakob.” 
 
    “Would you like to see your bedroom?”  
 
    “Yes, Jakob.”  
 
    There are clothes of my size, but there are others dresses hanging in the closet, ones that would not fit me. I ask, “Whose are these?” 
 
    “Those are my wife’s clothes.” He smiles that midnight smile.  
 
    I retract my hand from the larger and smaller dresses. I want to find an answer to his question that does not frighten me, but nothing comes to me. I look at my feet, unsure of what to do.  
 
    He walks over to stand beside me and almost idly, he strokes my hair. “You are my wife.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then those are yours now,” he explains.  
 
    I nod, and he orders me to bath and unbind my hair. “Like the night I first saw you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After several weeks, I can no longer stand the silence and boredom. Jakob is often gentle, but he is not always kind. There are moments, flashes of the man I glimpsed the night we said our vows, but they are rare. 
 
    He insists that I dress only in long white dresses, and he slips soft white shoes on my feet every time I leave the bedroom. Within the bedroom, I am not given any clothing, but in the rest of the house, I must wear this odd uniform that makes me unsure if I am wearing mourning clothes again or if I am wearing bridal clothes.  
 
    I ask to go out, to do something to keep the castle up, or even to plant a small garden. Jakob refuses every request. I am given books to study, guides on what a wife should do. 
 
    After the first full month, Jakob tells me, “I need to go away for a week.”  
 
    I’m thrilled. I’ve not traveled since Bastian’s death. The only place I’ve gone is from my Father’s house to school or the town, and then last month, from my Father’s house to Jakob’s castle. “When do we leave?” 
 
    Jakob shakes his head and smiles at me. “Not you, Wife. You are mine. No one else can look upon you now.” 
 
    “Ever?” I ask weakly.  
 
    For the first time since our vows, I see the full of the man I married. He strikes me and hurts me as he did that night. Afterwards, I am bleeding onto the bed, and Jakob is brushing my hair back.  
 
    “They would try to destroy what we have,” he says. “They would look at you and think impure thoughts. They would ruin you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say because it is what I know he expects. 
 
    “I spent years looking for you, watching, waiting. You don’t know how hard it was.” He sits up and stares at me. “Can I trust you?” 
 
    I nod and gingerly push myself to sit beside him.  
 
    “It was you I wanted all along,” he tells me. “I stopped at the orchard that first day because I’d seen you in town.” He gently kisses my forehead. “You were always meant to be mine. I need you to be worthy of my love.” 
 
    I swallow hard and tell him, “I don’t want anyone else to look at me. I just asked to go because I will miss you.”  
 
    Jakob is himself again at my words. He slides to the floor and puts uncomfortable white shoes on my feet. Before he slips each shoe on, he kisses my foot. Then he stands, and I hold out my hand to him as he’s taught me to do.  
 
    Once I’m standing, he washes away the blood he’s drawn from my body. There’s nothing to do for the bruises or swelling, but the blood is soon gone. I stay still for all of his ministrations, not even a whimper crosses my lips.  
 
    Jakob dresses me as he does every day, and then he takes my hand and leads me to his study.  
 
    “I need you to hold something while I’m gone.” He opens a cabinet slightly and reaches into it.  
 
    I cannot see what’s else is inside the cabinet, but from it, he has withdrawn a delicate white egg. It’s perfect. No spots mark the surface, and the only imperfections are two small holes where the contents were removed.  
 
    Dutifully, I hold out my hand. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    Jakob smiles. “And fragile.” He places the egg in the palm of my hand. “You must carry it with you all day. Anywhere you go, it must be with you.”  
 
    I frown.  
 
    “I’ll know if you don’t obey me,” he warns. “You said you would be good, Wife. You said you would be faithful.” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    For a moment, Jakob seems devastated. “You need to stay that way. I don’t want to have to hurt you. I want to be right this time. No one else was faithful, Verena, but you know me. You’re the only one who’s ever understood me.” 
 
    A truth I’ve refused to consider starts pressing against my lips. I want to ask him the question as much as I don’t want to know. Is he the monster who killed my sisters? I know that I am married to a monster, but is he the monster, the one who has haunted me all these years?  
 
    I’ve seen Jakob’s anger, and I’ve felt the results. His words make me consider the full depth of his monstrosity, but to ask would be dangerous. To know might destroy me.  
 
    “This key is to the only locked room in the castle,” he says, holding out an old-fashioned key on a length of red velvet and motioning me to him.  
 
    I lean forward, and he puts the necklace over my head, so the key is hanging over my heart. The velvet reminds me of a trail of blood now that I am forced to think of all of the facts that mean my husband might be the Maiden Thief.  
 
    If Jakob is the killer I am one of the stolen girls.  
 
    “How long have you been waiting for me?” I ask quietly. 
 
     My husband smiles and tells me, “For years I didn’t know it was you, just that there was a Good Wife I could find. I thought it could be you. Your birthday was the right time, but then I saw what you’d written, and I knew you understood me.” 
 
    “When I was sixteen,” I whisper. 
 
    Jakob kisses me as he does when I give him the right answers. I stay perfectly still as he does so. Then he walks to the door and waits for me to follow. 
 
    Mutely, I do so. 
 
    “Karis and Amina were replacing you, not the other way around,” he tells me as he pulls the door to the study closed behind us. 
 
    “The only locked door beside this one”—he lifts the key from between my breasts and then drops it so it thunks against my body—“is the doors to the outside world. You understand that you must never leave me.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “There are traps on the grounds.” He strokes my face and throat. “There are beasts that I set free to roam when I am away. To protect you. To protect us. You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    I nod again. 
 
    “You were my quest, Verena.” He touches my swollen eye roughly, drawing fresh pain. “I have to keep you safe.”  
 
    This time, I force myself to say, “Thank you, Jakob.” I meet his eyes and add, “I’ll be good and faithful.” 
 
    And then he’s gone. My husband, the Maiden Thief, the killer of my sisters, has left me alone in my beautiful prison. I cannot move for several hours. I sit in the silence and think. I had been right that the killer took Amina—and that she had gone with Jakob. I had been right that there was something terrible in his smile the night I had seen him with my sister. Worst of all, I had found a pattern to the Maiden Thief’s crimes. I had figured out why. There was so much that I had known, and the knowing still hadn’t saved me or my sisters.  
 
    After pondering it, I know that I cannot simply try to escape the house without first opening that locked room. 
 
    Whatever is in that room is what I need to find. Maybe it’s a way to get free. Maybe it’s Amina. The others surely must be long dead, but she has only been gone a year. I have hopes that she might still live—or at the least, that I might be able to give her a proper burial.  
 
    The egg is the easiest part. I wrap it in cloth and hide it in an urn. There is no way for Jakob to know, and even if he does, I would rather risk my death than do as he orders.  
 
    He has killed my sisters. I will not stay here. I will not allow him the happiness he has found in me for a moment longer than necessary. 
 
    First, I need to see what’s in the forbidden room. I pull off the slippers that Jakob insists I wear, and I debate what to do about my dress. He’s so insistent that I only wear white slippers and white dresses that brush the tops of my feet. I can have bare arms or low cut fronts or even dresses with no backs, but my skirts must always touch my feet, which must also be clad in white.  
 
    Whatever reason he has to keep my legs and feet cloaked in white, I refuse it now. If he wants me to do it, it cannot be good. I steal a sash from the curtains and use it as a belt of sorts. My skirts are tied up around my hips, keeping my legs bare.  
 
    And then I begin to try every door in the castle. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I finally find the door where the key fits, I am afraid. The proof is within this room, the answer to my sisters’ fate, the details about the Maiden Thief that I thought I had wanted to know.  
 
    I turn the key and open the door. There is a soft whooshing sound that fills the dim room, as if many hearts are beating in time, as if many breaths are slipping away at once. The floor is wet with pink-tinged water, and glass caskets with gilt edges rise up like islands in a red sea. 
 
     Most of the caskets are closed, but others are lined up against the far wall with lids open still. They are waiting to be filled. One of those caskets would be mine if Jakob found me here.  
 
    Steadily, I walk through the water, aware of another harsher sound as I go. It is my own sobs, seeming preternaturally loud in the still of exhaled breaths and swishing water. I stare at them, the taken girls. They are arranged in boxes, alive but not moving, eye closed, lips parted as if on silent screams. Each of the missing girls is in a glass coffin. They are preserved with tubes running into their caskets, keeping them alive and silent.  
 
    I made the choices that led me to this room, this horror, this blood on my hands. I was a different person then, before this began. I didn’t see the way the path twisted, the way Jakob had so clearly told me that he was the Maiden Thief. I see it now. I see the proof before me.  
 
    The blood-tinged water would stain my dress if I hadn’t held the skirts up, stain my shoes if I’d worn them, stain the beautiful egg if I hadn’t hidden it inside an urn to keep it safe.  
 
    I back out of the room and sit on the floor. I unroll my long hair and wipe the blood from my feet. Then I twist my hair up again, stained with the blood of my sisters. I am grateful that Jakob likes my hair bound and my strengths hidden. I am grateful that my father chose to deny me comfort. Their callousness made me strong enough to survive this day. 
 
    I glance back at the rows of glass-coffined women. I don’t know what he’s done to the girls, how he keeps them like this, but I swear to them, “I will save you. I promise I won’t leave you here forever.” 
 
    And then I pull the door closed and return to the library to read the books Jakob has left for my daily studies.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Jakob returns, I have a plan. I spent years waiting for men to figure out how to stop the Maiden Thief, for my father to realize that he needed to try to save his family. I am done waiting on someone else to save me or the people I love. 
 
    I greet my husband dutifully.  
 
    Jakob is restrained, though. He doesn’t kiss me, and for that I am grateful. There is a hatred within me that he has been nurturing for years. I didn’t realize it was a hatred for him for a long time, but now I know. Now, I’ve felt his harsh violence, and I’ve seen what he’s done to the others. 
 
    When I walk into his study, I see the cabinet behind Jakob. The doors are open, and in it, I see the twelve beautiful decorative eggs. Several are broken. All are bloodstained. The taken girls had all failed this test. I’m hoping I can succeed where they did not—for them and for myself. 
 
    Jakob watches me with such raw hope in his eyes as he asks, “Where is the egg I gave you? I want to put it with the others.”  
 
    “Here.” I hold it out. The egg is as unblemished as it was when I accepted it from his hand.  
 
    He takes the egg and stares at it for several heartbeats. When he looks at me, there is such joy and pride in his expression, that I feel a touch less afraid. I force myself to smile. I know now what he is. I know that my blood will join my sisters’ if I disappoint him.  
 
    “You’re truly her,” he says in a voice filled with wonder. “I knew I’d find you if I looked long enough.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “There were others . . .” 
 
    “Other wives,” I supply, and then quickly add, “I’ve seen their clothes.” 
 
    Jakob smiles at me, proud of my mind as he has been so often. “But they weren’t faithful and good.” He caresses the egg in his hand. “You were the one I was waiting to find. I was impatient before, hoping to find you before you were ready.”  
 
    “How many?” I ask. 
 
    Jakob glances at the eggs. “None that matter now.” 
 
    My heart twists in pain, thinking of the twelve women trapped in glass coffins. They bled. Maybe not all of them, or maybe just not the first one, but I can imagine my own terror if Jakob took me into that room. I’ve seen what waits there. I’ve seen the glass prisons. I would fight. 
 
    I will fight. I ball my hands into fists to keep from striking him. I want to hurt him, but he is stronger than me. I must wait. I force myself to swallow my rage a little longer.  
 
    “I’m here,” I tell him. “You found me.”  
 
    He looks at me in awe, and then he caresses the unblemished egg like it’s a living thing. “I can set them free now.” 
 
    “Free?” 
 
    Jakob nods. “Unplug them.” He gently places the egg on a delicate stand and puts it in the center of the cabinet. Then he comes to me and takes my hand. “I was afraid I was wrong, that I’d need to try again if you weren’t a Good Wife. You understand, don’t you? I was always faithful to each wife. I didn’t touch them, though, not after I set them aside.” 
 
    I can’t speak. I can’t imagine the horror of being kept entrapped. The others, my sisters in blood and in act, were all trapped in glass boxes. Some had been imprisoned for years. I feel sickened at the horror of it, at him, the monster I’d married.  
 
    Silently, we walk to the room, and Jakob releases my hand. He takes the key from around my neck.  
 
    “I did it all to find you, though,” he says. “You are worth every sacrifice.” 
 
    “Every one?” I ask, a bit of temper sliding into my words despite best intentions.  
 
    Jakob doesn’t hear it.  
 
    “May I open it?” I ask, and before he can question me, I add, “I want to help you, Husband.” 
 
    The words are like poison in my mouth, but I need to be the one with the key. My hand drops to the knife I have tied to my thigh. I’m not sure I can use it well enough, but I will try. For the others, I will try. For my freedom, I will try. 
 
     He hesitates, but after a moment of staring into my eyes, he relents and gives me the key. I force myself not to sigh in relief as I take it in my shaking hand. It clatters loudly in the quiet hallway as I slip it into the lock. 
 
    “They don’t matter now,” Jakob tells me, as if my nerves are over being somehow un-special, as if the pain of the taken is immaterial, as if the death of my sisters is something I could condone. 
 
    I turn the key in lock, grateful that he is staring at the door instead of at me.  
 
    Quickly then, I step to the side. “I’m not as strong as you. Can you open the door?” 
 
    He rewards my implied compliment with a smile before he pulls open the door. I stay back as he steps into that room. I’ve been in it often in his absence—but the very sight of that blood-stained chamber still brings an ache to my heart.  
 
    There are no prisoners in glass boxes now. The floor is covered with the shards of glass, and the taken all rest in soft beds elsewhere in the castle. They are safe . . . as long as I don’t fail now.  
 
    He stands in the bloodied room, glass all around him. The shock of it makes him motionless at first. He looks at the empty spaces where the women he’s stolen have been imprisoned. Then, his gaze falls upon me.  
 
    “What have you done?”  
 
    For the first time, I am wholly myself, despite him, despite the terror I still feel.  
 
    “Freed them,” I say.  
 
     He turns back to reach for me, but I jerk away and slam the door shut. My hand is fumbling for the key I still clutch in my hand. I need to succeed in this. He is stronger, and if he escapes, all of the girls he stole will die. My sisters will die. I will die.  
 
    “Where are they?” He’s pushing the door, trying to shove it open. “What did you do?” 
 
    I jab the key into the lock and turn it. 
 
    “WIFE!” Jakob roars, his fists pounding the door. “Open this door. Now.” 
 
    “My husband died,” I say firmly, leaning back against the door. My voice is as unsteady as my hands. I shake all over. I count my breaths as the door shakes against my back.  
 
    “There was an accident,” I say a moment later. “My poor Jakob never returned home.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “He went on a trip, but he didn’t return,” I continue to explain through the door. “He left me here alone, and I’m waiting still for him to return.” 
 
    I push off the door and shove a heavy wardrobe in front of the door.  
 
     “Wife!” Jakob calls again. “You cannot trap me in my own home.” 
 
    “This is my home, now. I live here with my twelve sisters.”  
 
    “You may not do this.”  
 
    “It is already done,” I remind him. “I was searching for you, too, Jakob. The others did nothing. They let you steal us away. They let you hurt us.” 
 
    He says nothing.  
 
    “It is done,” I repeat. The Maiden Thief is done, and so too is his capture.  
 
    I wish briefly that I could be strong enough to simply kill the man who has tormented my town, who has hurt my sisters, who has trapped and made so many girls bleed. I am not heartless enough. Even now, I cannot help feel sorrow for him.  
 
    “You’ll die before the next new moon passes, Jakob. There is only so long you can live without food or drink.” I put my hand to the door and add, “If you prefer, there are glass shard aplenty that are sharp enough to let you make a choice.” 
 
    “Set me free,” Jakob speaks in the same tone he’s used when he’s disciplined me.  
 
    This time, however, I am the one with the key.  
 
    “I am setting all of us free,” I promise him. “You’ll be free of this world before the next new moon.” 
 
    Then I walk away, leaving my husband-no-more to his death and returning to my sisters who have found life again. Some cannot yet speak, and others barely wake. I don’t know that they’ll all live, but I have hopes for them—for all of us. 
 
    One by one, I visit each of the bedrooms where they are recovering from their years of imprisonment. They’ve been fed through tubes, kept calm with herbs so that they were all shocked to learn how long had passed. Slowly, they would grow stronger, and then, we would set our house to rights.  
 
    I tell each one, “It is done. We are free.” 
 
    I’d figured out the Maiden Thief’s test, and I’d trapped him. Together with the others, I will figure out how to disable the traps he’s set on the grounds. For now, the larder is well stocked, and my sisters need time to heal.  
 
    There will be no Maiden Thief when the leaves turn next Autumn. In his place, there will be only invitations to women seeking solace and peace. He’s left behind a home and gold aplenty.  
 
    His many wives will turn it into something better now that there are no more glass coffins to imprison us.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note on The Maiden Thief 
 
     
 
    I wrote this in one fell swoop. I had a night terror, woke in tears, and had to write. Over the next three months, I revised and then I sent it to Ellen Datlow, an editor I admire who had invited me to anthologies in the past. She bought it. It's never been in print or in a collection/anthology. 
 
    In retrospect, I can say it is most directly inspired by Bluebeard, with touches of Beauty and the Beast and Snow White. The question I had was what it means to be married to a serial killer—because that's what Bluebeard is. He's a killer, and what I wondered was how a woman ends up married to a killer. Are you a monster if you sleep next to one?  
 
    The other question I had is one that drives a lot of my stories: how can a woman save herself? Can she save her sisters? From Wicked Lovely clear through to the novel I'm currently revising, that is a concern. Sometimes I'm not so very different from the girl in rural Pennsylvania asking why I needed to "catch a husband" when I could simply get a job and pay my own damn bills. I have no objection to a partner in life, but I think that a woman ought to try to save herself rather than waiting for father/brother/boyfriend/townsfolk to come to her rescue as they did in the fairy tale.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Awakened 
 
     
 
    Tonight, unlike every other night I have walked on the shore, a man stands on the beach near my hiding place. I can’t pass him. He lifts his hands, palm open, and holds them out to his sides to show me that he is harmless. If he weren’t looking at me so fixedly, I might believe him, but I don’t think I should trust this one. 
 
    He is young, maybe nineteen, and fit. In the water, I could escape him, but we are standing on the sand. He has dark trousers and a dark shirt; the only lightness is his pale blond hair. I hadn’t seen it, hadn’t seen him, until I was almost upon the crevice. Until this moment, until him, I’d been singing along with the steady rising and falling of the waves as they stretched toward the sand and fell short. Now, I stand bare under moon and sky on a beach, and this stranger stares at me with a look of hunger.  
 
    No, I do not believe he is harmless at all.  
 
    “I won’t hurt you,” he lies.  
 
    Something in his voice feels like it wants to be truth, but I shiver all the same. I hadn’t expected anyone to be on the beach at this hour, and I’m not sure what to do about the man who stands watching me with such intensity that I want to flee. Men do not look at you like that without wanting something, and in the wanting, they often hurt us. My mother told me that long before I ever set foot on the shore. It is why I am careful when I come here.  
 
    Waves lap around my ankles as I try to think of a solution. I wish I could jump into the water and escape, but I am bound by rules as old as the ebb and flow of the water at my feet. I cannot leave without the very thing that he is preventing me from reaching. The best I can do is to avoid looking at the dark shadows of the crevice and hope he has no idea what I am.  
 
    “Are you alone?” he asks. His gaze leaves me then, sliding away. The moon is only half full, but it is enough to cast the light he needs. The beach has few barriers, nothing to hide others. It takes only a moment for him to determine that I am isolated, that I am trapped.  
 
    As his gaze returns, traveling over the whole of me as if to weigh and measure my flesh, words feel too complicated. Everything feels complicated. He is waiting for my answer, so I nod to indicate that I am alone, confirming what he already has discerned, showing him that I am truthful and good. Maybe that will spare me. Maybe goodness will make him turn away. Still, I tug my hair forward, hiding myself as best I can. Dreadlocks don’t cover me as truly as untangled hair might, but I am in the waters too much to have any other sort of hair. The thick tendrils drape over my shoulders like so many ropes hiding my bareness. 
 
    “I’m Leo,” he says, and then he walks over to the shadows and eliminates any chance I had of escape. He pulls the carefully folded skin from the crevice where I had hidden it. He is careful, knowingly handling it as if it were a living thing. It is, of course, but I do not expect land-dwellers to know that. Not now. Not in this country.  
 
    Then he walks away, his arms laden with the part of me that I’d hoped he wouldn’t see, and I have no choice but to follow. He who holds it, holds me. It is as an anchor, and I am tethered. The sea would swallow me whole if I tried to return with my other-self still here on land. I’m trapped more truly than if I were in a cage. This man, Leo, has my soul in his hands.  
 
    “That’s mine,” I say. “Please give it back.” 
 
    “No.” He stops then, turns, and looks at me. “Since I have it, you are mine.” He strokes the skin in his arms as he stares at me. “Tell me your name.” 
 
    “Eden,” I say. “I’m called Eden.” 
 
    “Let’s go home, Eden.”  
 
    I cannot go home. I have to obey him. It’s the order of things, and so I walk away from my home. “Yes, Leo.” 
 
    He smiles, trying to appear kind, pretending he means me no harm. Hate ripples through me like the waves during a storm. As he leads me further onto land, I fill with hatred that I cannot exorcise. It’s not an unfamiliar feeling. I hate many of the humans who spill their refuse into my sea, who leave their rubbish on the sands, who desecrate my world with their noise and filth.  
 
    I whimper at the weight of loss, at the freedom that might never be mine again.  
 
    His gaze falls to my bare feet. “Would you like me to carry you?” 
 
    “No,” I manage to say. I cannot say that it is not my feet, that he is carrying part of me and that is the reason I am trying not to weep. I cannot say anything to change this: while he keeps my skin in his possession, I, too, am a possession. I am bound to obey the words he speaks, trapped under his whim and will.  
 
    Leo is quiet as we walk. I study him and find that he is strangely beautiful in that way that the very assured often are. He’s taller than me, but he looks to be only a bit older. He’s young and handsome. In times long gone, he would’ve been the sort of man a selchie felt lucky to have as a captor, but I never expected to be a captive. I believed they had forgotten how to ensnare us. When a selchie woman’s skin is found, she has no choice. So many husbands could be unsightly or brutish, but a selchie must follow, must stay, where her skin is kept. Once one of them takes your other-skin, your soul, into his arms, you are his.  
 
    I want to weep; I want to run from him. I can’t do either. All I can do is wait and hope that he will slip, that he will do one of the two things that will set me free. If he strikes me three times in anger or if he allows me to have possession of my other-skin, I can return to the sea. I hope that he does not know the truths, that his ignorance will lead to my escape, that I will be whole again one day, that I will not lose myself in captivity. I know my history, but most of the land-dwellers have forgotten that we are here. Their ignorance is our safety. 
 
    But I am following a boy who owns me now, and I think that he was watching for me tonight. Those of us who live in the waters look much like the land-dwelling—at least when we are wearing only this skin. He glances at me, and I know that he sees only the part of me that looks like I belong on land. Other men have looked at me that way. I’ve walked on shore, and I’ve known men. None of them knew that there was another shape to me. They saw only this skin. 
 
    Leo knows more, and so I am trapped. The sea calls out, beckoning as waves do, but Leo leads me away. There is nothing more I can do. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    He says nothing more as he takes me to his home, a house that sits on an otherwise empty stretch of beach. It’s a large squatting thing, a building of so many rooms that I become lost and sit weeping in the darkness until Leo finds me. After he chides me for foolishness, he leads me back to the room that he’s assigned me. He does not want me to share his room. This, I think, is for his own reasons, not as a kindness to me. 
 
    As he stands just inside the doorway, he kisses me. It’s a soft peck upon the top of my salt-heavy hair. “Silly girl,” he says, but there is affection in his words.  
 
    Perhaps all will be well. Perhaps I will be able to convince him to free me. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, I realize that Leo can be kind. I am grateful for this. There are moments when I don’t feel as if the world around me is too bright, too harsh, too alien. They are few, but they are present. He tries to make me smile, and sometimes I do.  
 
    Leo’s home is comfortable in a way that invites silence: the carpets are thick; the counters are polished; the furniture is heavy with age and importance; and the staff is ever-present with mute efficiency. I am lonely here, but before I am allowed to be out among Leo’s friends, I must learn the right words—as well as the right forks.  
 
    Time passes as I learn all I must in order to be what Leo wants. He’d already told me that the two most important qualities—beauty and obedience—are well met. He tells me that he’d watched for me, selected me especially because of my looks. I understand from the way he stares at me so intently that I am expected to be pleased by his words, and because of what he’s stolen, I cannot disobey him. I murmur, “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’ll be perfect, Eden.” He beams at me. “Once you learn, you’ll be the wife I should have, and you’ll never leave me. Everything will be perfect. We’ll be happy, you’ll see.” 
 
    I dip my head meekly as he likes. I have already learned quickly that he is happiest when I show him modesty and obedience. “I will try.”  
 
    “My father never uses this house,” Leo says. “He’s away in Europe all the time. No one will know about you until we’re ready. You can stay here and keep up your lessons when I go back to university, and then in a couple of years we’ll be married. I’ll come to you on every break.” 
 
    I keep my gaze down to hide my fear of such a life. I want passion, true love with a man some day in the distant future who is so overcome with love that he’ll accept me for who and what I am. I want a man who did not trap me, who will not keep me in a cage. There is no happiness inside a cage, no matter how gilded.  
 
    The man in front of me breaks my heart as he stares happily at me. When he grows tired of smiling at me, Leo motions to the table. “Which one would you use for the salad?”  
 
    I select a fork. I know this answer, have learned these useless things because it is his desire that I do so. His desire is all that matters now.  
 
    “For lobster?” he prompts. 
 
    I stare at the utensils arranged in front of me. Nothing seems right, and this question hadn’t been in the last drill. It is a trick. I look at him, hoping my anger is better hidden than it feels. “The staff will bring that . . . utensil.” 
 
    Leo nods, and at first, I think that he hasn’t heard the pause in my words or the fury in my mouth. Then he frowns, and I see that even if he doesn’t know what it was, he has heard something. He gives me a tight smile that already I am coming to understand means that I will be punished, and he asks, “Did you practice the phrases in the folder?”  
 
    “Yes, Leo.”  
 
    He watches me for a moment, and then he sighs and tells me, “I don’t think there will be enough time to walk tonight, Eden. You’ll need to practice more. We can try again when I get back from my swim.” 
 
    “Yes, Leo,” I say quietly, careful not to let him see my envy that he still swims in the sea every day while I am trapped on the shore. Even when we walk on the beach, I am not allowed to swim. I am permitted to watch him, but I am not allowed to touch the sea without his hand holding me fast.  
 
    And so the days pass. We practice all the things I am to learn. Leo explains my new life, what I should and—more importantly—should not do. I learn how to appear as if I belong in his world, how to eat at his table and sit at his side. I dress in the clothes he’s brought for me (because I am not yet allowed to go to stores with him), and I try very hard not to cry as he cuts off all of my hair. The thick twisted locks fall to the floor with soft thumps, and I am left with close shorn hair.  
 
    “It’ll grow longer,” Leo assures me. “You’ll brush it every morning and night, so you don’t have nasty dreadlocks. Nice girls have long, shiny hair.”  
 
    As I have done from the first moment he lifted my soul in his hands, I again keep my anger in silence. I know that my silences and downcast gazes please him, so too do the words “What do you think?” I have learned already to use these as I have learned to use the right utensils and phrases.  
 
    And he rewards me with smiles and soft kisses on my cheek or forehead. He tells me that he loves me, and I smile at him. He wants me to say the words, but he does not demand it. I will say them one day. I will lie to him, and he will trust me then. He is a child in this, wanting love so desperately that he has caged me here and trains me like a pet. I will bide my time.  
 
    Already I can find the magic combination of words and gazes that result in walks at the edge of the water. It’s a bittersweet temptation to be so close to the waves, but Leo holds tightly to my hands. I wonder if he knows, too, that there is a third choice for my freedom. I am not yet so desperate that I will ask the sea to consume me, but even if I were, I’d have to escape his grasp to do so, and as the weeks pass, my strength fades. The tight muscles I had from diving and swimming are softer now. I worry that even if I had my other-skin, I wouldn’t have the strength to reach deep enough waters for the current to pull me under.  
 
    Leo kisses my eyes when they start to fill with tears and promises, “You’ll be happy with me, Eden. I’ll make you happy.” 
 
    And I smile at him and lie, “Yes, Leo.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Weeks passed in that way, but I can’t tell how many. I know only that the summer is ending, and that Leo will soon leave me. He seems nervous, repeating the orders to the staff as if he hasn’t told them the self-same words every day of late. They know that I am not to cross the threshold without supervision, that the doors must be kept locked, and that—although I am allowed to spend hours on the wide deck overlooking the sea—I must not be allowed to be there alone. 
 
    It is the last night before Leo leaves. We are both barefoot on the sand tonight, and Leo allows me to walk in the water. It is only as deep as my ankles, but it is my home and he is allowing me to be caressed by the waves. For that, I am grateful.  
 
    “I will only be gone a few weeks,” he repeats yet again. “I’ll call you every night.” 
 
    We have practiced using the telephone, so I know how to take his calls when he is gone. I will answer and listen; I will tell him of what I read while he is away.  
 
    “Maybe in the spring, you could visit me,” he offers.  
 
    He seems to think this will please me so I smile and say, “Thank you.” 
 
    Leo likes that. He seems happy, and as we stand on the beach, he leans closer and kisses me. His lips don’t part, and I am not sure if I’m grateful for that or not. I know well what happens between a man and a woman. One cannot avoid such knowledge in the sea, and I think I would take comfort in that here on the beach. I don’t want Leo, but I want to be happier. 
 
    I open my lips and wrap my arms around him. He is my jailer, but he is often kind . . . and I am lonely.  
 
    The way he looks as he leans in to kiss me is new, and I know that I could make him love me enough to escape him. He is desperate, afraid of what will happen when he returns to his university, and I suspect that he means only to kiss me chastely. In all of these weeks, he’s never been anything other than distantly affectionate. He is not a passionate man with me, and it is passion that I need in order to escape him.  
 
    I press my hips to his and wrap my arms tightly around his neck so my breasts are pushed against his chest. Leo has not parted his lips for me, but he has not pulled away yet. 
 
    Then words come between us, tugging Leo away as surely as a hand on his shoulder. A man asks, “Who’s the tart?”  
 
    And Leo pulls away from me.  
 
    I look past him to the man standing on the beach between us and the house. He is an older version of Leo, still fit but with the marks of age and bad choices etched upon his face.  
 
    “Father,” Leo says, as he turns to face the man and tucks me behind him. He still holds on to my hand; even now, he does not let go of me.  
 
    “She’s a pretty enough piece,” the man says. “What’s your name, darling?” 
 
    I don’t know what I am to do, so I whisper, “Leo?” 
 
    “Go inside, Eden, and stay in your room.” Leo sounds angrier than I’d known him capable of becoming. He leads me around the man before he releases my hand. “I’ll be in soon.” 
 
    “Afraid of a little competition?” Leo’s father asks.  
 
    “She’s younger than me, younger than your son.” Leo steps closer to his father. “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    He laughs. “You sound like your mother.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you.” Leo squares his shoulders. “If you hit me like you hit—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Leo’s father interrupts.  
 
    They are quiet then, standing staring at each other like two animals about to clash. Neither man moves, creating the illusion of the present and the future remembering themselves. Leo is determined not to become his father; he’d said as much to me one afternoon. The servants swear he was nothing like the man . . . except when he is.  
 
    “Go to your room, Eden,” the man repeats his son’s order and then adds, “Lock the door.” 
 
    And so I do.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Leo comes to my door late that night, his eye is blackened, and his lip is split. He’s never come to my room at night, but I know that he has thought about it. I’ve heard his steps stop there many nights, heard his hand on the knob, but he’s always walked away. Until tonight.  
 
    He is not weeping, but he is shaking.  
 
    “I hate him,” Leo whispers, the words feeling somehow more real here in the dark. “I won’t be him.”  
 
    I don’t answer because I can’t.  
 
    Leo clutches me to him. “That’s why I picked you. If you know what I like, what I want, you won’t make me angry. I won’t ever have to hurt you like he did with my mother and me. You’ll be perfect, and we’ll be happy.”  
 
    When I don’t reply, his hands tighten on my arms, and I know I’ll need to wear a long-sleeved shirt tomorrow. It is not the first time he’s left his mark on my skin, but I know now that I shouldn’t cry out yet. He doesn’t want to hear my cries until his mood has passed.  
 
    “I can’t hurt you,” Leo says. “Those are the rules, Eden. A selchie maiden cannot leave unless you strike her three times in anger. That’s the truth, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, Leo,” I agree.  
 
    “I haven’t,” he says. In all fairness, he isn’t lying: neither fist not foot has touched me in anger. He is careful even when his temper is unsettled.  
 
    “I know.” I don’t bow my head or shudder. I want to cringe from him even as I consider feeding the rage that simmers so close to the surface tonight. I think I could make him strike me in anger, but I am afraid of the pain. “You have never struck me.”  
 
    “I hurt her, though,” Leo confesses. “She left me because of it, just like my mother left him.” Leo pauses and stares at me. “If I hit you when I’m not angry with you, is it the same?” 
 
    I shiver. There is something in his voice that I’ve never heard before. It’s colder than the seas in winter, and I am afraid. Gently, I touch his unbruised cheek. “Why would you ever need to? I’m yours, Leo. I’m not able to leave you.”  
 
    He stares at me, and I try not to flinch away.  
 
    “I love you,” he says, and this time it is a question and an order. 
 
    So I answer without looking away from him, “I love you.”  
 
    He lifts his hands to the arms he just bruised and strokes. I hide my pain easier under a smile and ask, “Will you sleep in here tonight? I’d feel safer with you beside me.”  
 
    Leo nods. “Only sleep, Eden. We’re not married or even engaged yet. Until then, there are other girls I can . . . ” His words fade, and then he caresses my face. “I like that you are pure, Eden. Our first night will be special.” 
 
    Meekly, I look down, as if I am as shy and innocent as he believes.  
 
    “Maybe I’ll get you a ring for Christmas. We could be married on Valentine’s Day then. Would that make you happy?”  
 
    “Yes, Leo,” I lie. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The house is silent the next day. Leo’s father took him to university. The visit had been a surprise, one the man thought would please his son. At Leo’s insistence, I stayed in my room until after they’d gone.  
 
    I decide that afternoon that I will not wear a long-sleeved shirt. Leo isn’t here to see my disobedience, and the staff all knows that he has his father’s temper. They’ve whispered that I’m fortunate that he only grabs me. I smile and say nothing. Leo has ordered me not to speak to them, and I don’t know how to do otherwise.  
 
    Days pass in a quiet blur. I spend most of my time reading or staring out the window. Leo has allowed me to paint, so I do that when the mood strikes me. I speak to him every day, although it is not so much speaking as it is listening.  
 
    It is night that is different now. Leo had said that I am not to cross the threshold alone, but he did not say I couldn’t climb out of windows. I obey the orders he spoke, but this was not forbidden.  
 
    I walk along the water. Sometimes, I stretch my body on the sand and let the waves wash over me. I take pleasure in the sand and salt, and I hope that the brine on my skin does not give me away when I return to my cage. I am sure the staff suspects, but they do not accuse me. They do not bar my window.  
 
    Nights here are growing colder, and I miss my other-self. The thick fur of my selchie form would allow me to be warm in the water. Without the skin that he has stolen from me, I am trapped in this human shape. Soon it will be too cold to enter the sea for even these few stolen hours. 
 
    Tonight, I think of what has been stolen from me, and I scream. My voice is almost lost under the crash of waves, but I hear other selchie-kin in the waves echo my cries. They know I am here, have known for months. I’ve seen them as they dart away, trying to hide themselves to spare me the pain. Tonight they answer, and I scream until my throat feels like it might bleed.  
 
    “Are you hurt?”  
 
    I open my eyes. A man, one I’ve seen walking on the beach when I was hidden inside the house, is bending over me. He looks so different from Leo—tan where Leo is pale, clothes tattered rather than pristine, gaze concerned instead of possessive.  
 
    “Do you need me to help you stand or . . . something?” He holds out a hand, but when I simply stare at him, he says, “Or I could call someone if you want.” He pulls a phone out of one of his trouser pockets. “Here.” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    I stand up, and he looks away quickly. My clothes are wet and clinging. I laugh, and he glances back at me. His gaze is steadily fixed on my face. 
 
    “I don’t need a phone,” I say. “I was calling to them when you arrived, but they can’t come to me. They can’t help me.” 
 
    He stares at me like he thinks I might be mad, and I know that he has no idea that I am selchie. He thinks I am a girl, one perhaps crazier than those he knows. He does not know I am Leo’s.  
 
    And I decide then that I will not tell him. 
 
    “I do need some things,” I say firmly, not needing to whisper or speak meekly since he is not Leo.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your name, a friend, a kiss.” I step back, forcing him to look at me. “Someone to talk to at night.” 
 
    He swallows before saying, “Robert.”  
 
    “And the rest?” I prompt.  
 
    When he simply stares at me, I decide that I am beyond tired of silence. Selchies have always come on land to lie down with human men. Leo may not know that, but I do. I am no more innocent than any other creature with appetites. I strip off my wet clothes as Robert stares at me. 
 
    “I am lonely here,” I admit.  
 
    Robert looks around like he expects to see someone watching him or perhaps someone to tell him what to do. There is no one on the beach at this hour. Tonight is the first night I haven’t been here alone, and I think this man is a gift of sorts, that the universe has decided that I deserve some happiness. 
 
    I step closer and say, “This is not a trick. We are alone, and I am sad.”  
 
    “You want to . . .” His words fade as I step closer.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I don’t expect the bliss I find. Maybe it’s only because I’ve been so lonely. Maybe it’s because I am not asked to be someone I’m not. Maybe it’s simply because I am choosing this. I don’t know. What I do know is that we meet in the dark most nights after that. He tells me about his plans. (He’s going to Europe to “experience life” in the spring.) He tells me about his family. (They are wealthy and indulgent.) He tells me about his best friend. (A sad, messed up man whose father has all but destroyed him.) He tells me that he’s meeting his best friend’s girl here in a few weeks. (She is sweet and innocent, and Leo is going to bring her here to propose.) 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It is November now, the day before Leo returns. We are to be having a dinner for a holiday he calls Thanksgiving. Leo has called almost every night, and after he tires of talking, I climb out my window and meet Robert on the beach. Tomorrow, everything will change. I will lose Robert. If he doesn’t keep our secret, I may be set free by Leo’s anger. I would prefer Leo choose to give me my freedom, but I have thought much about inviting his anger.  
 
    He need only hit me three times. Then I am freed. I think I can endure three blows easier than the slow death of many years in this cage.  
 
    “Do you want to come to my friend’s house with me tomorrow?” Robert asks that night as he’s holding me in his arms. He’s asked me to meet people so often that I can’t help but feel sorrow for the way I’ve kept these secrets. He’s a good person, and if not for my imprisonment, I would stay with him for the next few months. I might even meet him on European shores. I cannot offer either because Leo took those choices from me. 
 
    “I like you.” I sit up and look into his eyes.  
 
    Robert grins. “That’s good, since I think I love you.” 
 
    I wish it could be simple. For a moment, I think I might love him. He’s funny and kind, and he makes me feel happier than I have since I became a prisoner. He treats my body like it is rare and precious—and he treats my words the same. If I were free, I could love him. I tell him more of the truth than I have other nights. 
 
    “I could love you,” I admit. “If I were free to do so, I could love you, and if you still want me after tomorrow . . . I would go on exactly as we are. I would meet your friends and walk at your side.” 
 
    Robert kisses me before saying, “You’re strange, Edy, but I like it. Is that a yes? Will you come meet Leo? We’ve been friends forever, before his mom disappeared. He’s peculiar, but I think things are turning around. He met someone, and he sounds happy.”  
 
    “I will be there.” I brush the sand from my arms and bare chest, stalling before I confess. I do not meet his gaze as I dress and stand. 
 
    When Robert comes to his feet, I ask, “Will you walk me to the house tonight?” 
 
    “You’re finally going to tell me where you live?” He’s teasing, but there is a happiness in his voice that I can’t miss.  
 
    “I don’t live there by choice, Robert.” I glance at him and don’t try to hide my sorrow. “I’d leave if I could.” 
 
    He hugs me closer to him as we walk. “My family could help you. We can go to them and—”  
 
    “They can’t,” I interrupt. “Not with this. He owns me.” 
 
    “Edy, no one owns you.” Robert shakes his head. “Is it like an immigration thing or does he have something he holds over you?” He steps in front of me. “Is it a legal thing? Did you do something illegal?”  
 
    “I can’t explain.” I shiver a little from both the cold air and the fear that presses against me. “I care for you, but he owns me. Unless he lets me go, I can’t leave.”  
 
    Robert continues arguing as we walk, but when we stop at the side of the house, his words stop. His mouth opens and closes once before he finds speech again. “Mr. Ponties owns you? I know his son, and—”  
 
    “Leo,” I correct. “Leo owns me. He is not bringing his girl here. I am here, and I cannot leave.” My anger spikes, and I gesture widely at the house. “It is my prison.” 
 
    He says nothing. 
 
    His silence continues as I climb up the side of the house and into my room. When I look back, he stands below me staring up at the window, staring at me with confusion plain on his face. I tell him, “I will be here tomorrow when you come, and when he is gone back to university, I will come to you if you still want.”  
 
    But he still says nothing. My lips are sore from his kisses, and my body relaxed from our pleasures, but he does not speak to me. I do not know what he will tell Leo.  
 
    As I stare out at the sea, I remind myself again that I can accept three blows in anger to be free of these land-dwellers.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     I wait anxiously for the sound of Leo’s arrival. The staff has made the house welcoming. Fresh flowers fill vases, and Leo’s bed is made up with clean linens. I’ve been made ready too. My hair is brushed thoroughly, and my skin is scrubbed clean of the salt and sand that usually adorns it. It was when they suggested that I be sure to get the sand all off that I knew that they were all too aware of my secret. They might tell him. Robert might tell him.  
 
    And here I sit, awaiting my jailer.  
 
    My not-so-secret sojourns at night are the only freedom I have known since Leo imprisoned me. I am afraid that these hours with the sea and with Robert are ending. If Leo takes these away too, I am not sure how I will endure.  
 
    “Eden?” Leo’s voice fills the house, and at the unhappy tone in it, I worry suddenly that he’d expected me to be waiting at the door like a faithful puppy.  
 
    I go to him and look past him. Dread creeps into my voice, but I blame it on the person he fears. “Are you alone or is he . . .?”  
 
    Relief unclouds his expression as he accepts my lie, as he chooses to believe I was not at the door because of fear.  
 
    “No, love. He’s not here.” He embraces me. “I should’ve told you. My father won’t be here. It’s just us.”  
 
    “I’m glad,” I murmur, reminding myself to be meek. I have almost forgotten that in the joy of the nights with Robert when I am allowed to be myself, to speak as I please, to do as I want. I concentrate though. I can do this again. I can be the Eden Leo has been trying to mold me into being. I duck my head slightly. “I’m glad he’s not here.” 
 
    And just like that, Leo is happy.  
 
    He talks as is his increasing habit in our nightly calls, and I listen in silence as I am supposed to do. It is stifling, like restraints drawn tighter by his very words, but I stare at him with the affection I would give to the sea. I look on him and pretend he is Robert.  
 
    Come evening, I am tired. The burden of being around Leo is wearing, and I almost refuse when he asks if I’d like to go out. Then he adds, “The staff says that you do not even ask to go for walks.” He smiles at me with a strange pride. “You’re a good girl, Eden. I like that you obeyed so well.”  
 
    He takes my hand and leads me to the door. “Take off our shoes, and we can go out.” 
 
    He stands and waits for me to obey. This is not new, but it has been months since I’ve had to kneel before him. It takes more effort to do so now. I bow my head to hide my face. I can do that now that my hair is longer.  
 
    Leo’s hand strokes my hair as I kneel and remove first his shoes and then my own. Then, as I had when he lived here with me before, I hold up my hand, so he can pull me up to stand beside him.  
 
    He does not release me.  
 
    We walk, and I try to remember that I am to be thrilled by this small gift, by this permission to touch the water that is my rightful home.  
 
    “Would you like to wade in?”  
 
    This is new, and even though I do so every night, I am still grateful. “Yes.” 
 
    “You earned this, Eden.” He releases my hand. 
 
    I wade out until the water swirls around my hips. My eyes close, and I tilt my face to the sky. For a moment, I am happy, but then Leo speaks my name. I open my eyes and stare at him. 
 
    “By spring, maybe we can go swimming, or”—he holds out a hand—“maybe you’ll be pregnant by then.”  
 
    When I reach his side, he takes my hand and squeezes it. Then he releases me and draws a small box from his pocket. “I know we said Christmas, but I feel like we shouldn’t wait. We can be married at Christmas instead.”  
 
    He opens the box and withdraws a ring. I was taught about this human custom, so I would know what to do when this moment came. The ring is beautiful, but I have no use for shiny rocks. I know I am expected to be happy, so I smile at him and hold my hand out to him obediently. He doesn’t ask if I want to be wed, but I couldn’t answer freely even if he did.  
 
    “In a few weeks, you’ll be my wife.” Leo slides the ring onto my finger and then kisses me briefly, a brush of the lips and then he’s withdrawn. “I’ll be twenty in the spring, and my trust will be all mine then. I’ll find us a place near the university.”  
 
    “You mean live away from the sea?” My heart pounds like waves crashing in a hurricane, and I’m afraid to meet Leo’s eyes.  
 
    He laughs though. “We can’t live here, but we’ll still visit. The ocean gave me you. I can’t stay away from it all the time.” 
 
    “How long is Christmas?”  
 
    Leo misunderstands my fear for excitement. “Less than a month. I go back in a few days, but I’ll return for you soon after. I’ll take you to our new home, and we’ll be together every day then. You can learn new things then, other ways to be good to me, and soon we’ll have our first child.” He brushes my hair back, stroking my cheeks with his thumbs as he does so. “They say that marriages made so young don’t last, but ours will. You can’t leave me; you can’t disobey me . . . and I . . . won’t ever need to hurt you.”  
 
    I cannot speak around the pain inside me. Leo means to take me away from my sea in a few weeks. He means to make me with child. There are ways to prevent pregnancy. Robert and I have used them, but I cannot disobey Leo. I stare down at the ring weighing down my hand, and I feel warm tears on my face.  
 
    “I feel the same way, but”—Leo kisses my cheeks, swallowing my tears, before continuing— “but it’s only a few more weeks that we’ll be apart, and later if you want a big ceremony, we can renew our vows. It would be the third time really.” 
 
    I look at him.  
 
    “The night I chose you, we were bound more than any church can tie two people,” he clarifies. “The second time, we can go to a courthouse. The third, we can have a lavish ceremony . . . maybe on our third anniversary. The real one, the third anniversary of the night we met.”  
 
    Mutely, I let him lead me into the house and into his bedroom. 
 
    “I know I wanted to wait till we were married, but we’re engaged now,” he says. 
 
    I try to find comfort in his kisses, try not to wince when he holds my arms too tightly, try not to cry out in pain when he enters my body without tenderness. I almost succeed, but then he grips my throat. Each cry only makes him happier. All I can do is stay still as Leo ruts and roars on top of me. Afterwards, when he is quiet beside me, I realize that I have done exactly what he wants.  
 
    “You’re perfect, Eden,” he whispers in a tone of near reverence. “Soon, we can be together every day. I’ll teach you how to be a good wife.” 
 
    I close my eyes and say, “Yes, Leo.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Robert arrives to see Leo, I am dressed. I wear a cardigan sweater to cover the handprints that once more decorate my arms, and for the first time, I wear a high-necked shirt to hide the bruises low on my throat. When Robert comes into the room, led by one of the nameless members of the staff who do not speak to me even after all of these months, I look to Leo for instructions.  
 
    He takes my hand and tugs me to stand beside him. I barely hide my wince of pain as I stand, but Leo doesn’t notice. He releases my hand and hugs Robert.  
 
    “Eden is tired,” Leo says, “but I couldn’t wait a minute longer.” He lifts my hand to show Robert the ring. “I wasn’t sure . . . hopeful, but you know how women can be . . .” His words drift away, and I think of the other girl, the one he’s mentioned briefly. I wonder if she is the reason he chose not to take me to bed before we were engaged. It’s odd to think that, knowing as we both do that I had to say yes, but Leo is—as Robert once told me—a very broken man. 
 
    I hear him still talking and force myself to listen as he says, “. . . but she said yes. Eden is going to be my wife in a few short weeks.”  
 
    Leo smiles widely at me.  
 
    Robert looks at me, and I know that when Leo returns to university, Robert will not be waiting for me in the dark.  
 
    “I’ve met her,” Robert says. “While you were away, I met her. I didn’t know. You got to believe me. If I had . . . I wouldn’t have.” Robert looks as heartsick as I feel. “I swear I wouldn’t have fallen for her if I knew.”  
 
    “Eden?” Leo asks. There are so many questions in those few letters, and I don’t know which to answer.  
 
    “I didn’t cross the threshold,” I whisper. “Robert didn’t know I was . . . yours.” 
 
    The hand that was hanging at his side curls into a fist, and I brace myself. I think that it would be better if Robert left—almost as much I hope he will stay. I know this is my path to freedom, but I am afraid.  
 
    “We had sex the first night,” I say quietly. “I didn’t know he was your friend then.” 
 
    “And after?” Leo prompts. He’s staring only at me now. “Did you stop when you knew?”  
 
    I lift my head a fraction and say, “No.”  
 
    “I think you should leave,” Leo says, and I know that he isn’t talking to me even though I wish he were. 
 
    Robert steps forward and touches Leo’s arm. “Leo—” 
 
    “Now.” Leo is not looking at Robert. His gaze is only on me, and I see his father in him. There is fury here, more than I was expecting. I consider begging Robert to stay, but this is what must happen to set me free.  
 
    I start to walk away, as if I could go with Robert, and Leo grabs me. I yelp. He shakes me, and I wonder how many ways he can hurt me without striking me.  
 
    But I do not want to lose my nights of freedom. They were all I had left, and they are gone too. I have to do this. “I lay down with him every night,” I say quietly. 
 
    He lifts a hand. 
 
    “Leo!” Robert yells. 
 
    And Leo punches him instead.  
 
    “No!” I step between them, and the second blow hits me. I’ve never been hit before, and the force of it is unlike my imaginings. I lift my hand to my cheek. “He didn’t know. I seduced him, Leo. I crept out at night and seduced him. He is innocent.”  
 
    Leo raises his hand again, but Robert grabs him. “Stop it! What are you doing?”  
 
    Trapped as he is, Leo can’t swing at me, so he kicks me. That hurts even more than the punch. I fall to the floor and look up at him. I’m afraid, but I am more hopeful than afraid. Twice. He’s struck me twice. There are rules, and we both know them.  
 
    I open my mouth, but before I speak words to incite that third blow, Leo says, “No.” He shakes his head. The anger is not gone, but his control has returned. He meets my gaze, but does not offer to help me to me feet. He swears, “I won’t do it a third time, Eden. You can’t leave me.” 
 
    Robert looks between us like we are both strangers to him. He might not understand, but he knows that there is more going on here than what he can see. “Edy, why don’t you go outside while Leo calms down.” 
 
    “May I, Leo?”  
 
    Leo bows his head, either to hide anger or sorrow, and Robert releases his hold. Leo steps forward, but he doesn’t touch me. “I shouldn’t have done that,” he says. “You know I shouldn’t, but I won’t hit you a third time. I still love you.” 
 
     “If you really love me, tell me I can go home,” I half ask, half demand. I stand and take off the sweater. Both Robert and Leo look at the fresh bruises on my arms. “Tell me I don’t need to stay in a cage.” 
 
    “It’s not a cage,” Leo insists. “I’ll take care of you. We can be happy; I know it. It’s just that you were alone; I’ll never leave you alone again. You were weak, but I forgive you.” He stands and comes to me. He kisses me with the sort of tenderness he didn’t show me in his bed and then he tells me, “I know what will happen if I hit you again. That’s why I picked you, so I wouldn’t be like that. I can be better.”  
 
    “I want my freedom,” I tell him, being honest as I haven’t been before. It took this: his threat to take me further from the sea, his fist, his foot, for us both to show our desperation.  
 
    “No. I’ll be better.” Leo looks at me, and I think of the night he came to me with a bruised face. I think he remembers that same night because he touches my face. “You’re mine, Eden. I’m not going to let you go.”  
 
    “You hurt me,” I say. 
 
    “I love you,” he swears. “I won’t be like him. I swear it. We’ll leave here, and we’ll be together. Everything will be perfect.”  
 
     All the while Robert stands watching us. He looks between us, and my heart hurts for them both. It hurts more for the freedom that felt so close. I cannot lose the little of the sea that I still have. The thought of never touching it, of not hearing it, not seeing it, or smelling the brine—it destroys me.  
 
    If we were staying here, I could try to wait, try to find ways to make Leo hit me again, but even as I think it, I know that I do not want to feel the other pains he delivers. I do not want to wear these bruises. I do not want to kneel at his feet. I do not want my voice to be silent.  
 
    I could kill Leo; he’s never ordered me not to hurt him. I’m not sure I can take a life, but I think of it now. If he were dead, I could take my other-skin from wherever it is hidden in the house. While he is alive, I cannot even search for it, but if he were to die, I could re-claim my soul.  
 
    I could let the sea take me. It is what my kind has often done. Without our souls, without the sea, many of us sink into a sorrow deep as the darkest caverns in the sea. This, I can do.  
 
    “May I go to the beach, Leo?” I ask quietly. “You tell me you are different. You say you are not like your father. You say this isn’t a cage.” I hold his gaze and challenge him. “Prove it.” 
 
    He agrees, and I walk out the door.  
 
    “To the beach, Eden,” Leo calls as I reach the deck. “I’m not setting you free.” 
 
    Distantly, I hear Robert say, “You keep her a prisoner? Seriously? What are you thinking?”  
 
    I don’t stop to hear the answer. I believe Leo when he says he won’t hit me again. He knew he had to strike me three times, and even in his anger, he knew when to stop. There are other pains though, and even without the pain, I live in a cage like a pet. I cannot consign a child to this fate. I cannot live like this.  
 
    I glance back as Robert and Leo come outside. They’re following me. I knew they would, but I have to believe they won’t reach me in time. 
 
    I don’t stop when I reach the edge of the water. I wade in. 
 
    The cold water rushes over my legs, and I look to the horizon. I don’t see others of my kind, and I know they can’t come to me when I am wearing only my human self. 
 
    “I have your skin; you can’t leave without your skin! ” Leo apparently realizes as he says it that there are other ways to leave, and he runs back toward the house.  
 
    At the same time, Robert runs toward me. “Edy!”  
 
    The water is wrapping around me as I start to swim, and when I glance behind me I see Robert wading in.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Edy! Wait!” Robert yells. 
 
    I don’t stop; I can’t. I go deeper, feeling the shock of the water starting to numb my body already. As I start to swim, I concentrate on going as far away from the shore as I can.  
 
    I tread water for a moment. The cold and my bruises are sapping my strength. I need to go further though. I need to be unable to hear the words if Leo orders me to shore.  
 
    The moon spills light on the water like a path I should follow, and I concentrate on following it. The water feels strange against my clothes, and I realized that I’ve never swum with clothes. I never needed them.  
 
    I feel the pull of my other-skin as I start to go further from it, further from the prison where it remains. It will be nothing more than a pelt once I am gone. Without it, without the rest of myself, I will drown before I reach deep water. It is not the choice I thought I would make, but like so many women before me, I cannot survive in a cage.  
 
    Splashing and voices behind me tell me that Leo is in the water too.  
 
    I start to swim as fast as I’m able. I do not conserve any of my strength; I only need to be deep enough, far enough, that the currents will pull me out further. 
 
    Leo’s voice calls, “Eden—” 
 
    So I dive under the water where the rest of his words won’t reach me. If he orders me back, I will have to obey, so I need not to hear them yet. I have to get further away, to swim until I am so tired, so numb from the cold, that I cannot obey if he demands that I return to the shore.  
 
    When I surface for air, I hear that Robert is yelling too. 
 
    I dive again. The water doesn’t feel as cold, and I think that shock shouldn’t set in so soon—but I’m grateful all the same. No woman should live in a cage. I won’t do so for another day longer.  
 
    This time, when I come up for air, I glance back at them, and I see that Robert hasn’t come any deeper into the water. For all of his protestations of love, he doesn’t not risk the sea for me—or maybe he loves me enough to let me have the choice.  
 
    It is Leo who swims toward me, propelling his body through the water with one arm. He’s forbidden me access to the water even as he swam in it every day, and aside from my few nights in it, I have not had a chance to keep myself strong enough. Leo has the strength I lack now, and he is catching up quickly. 
 
    I renew my efforts. If he reaches me, he can drag me back to shore.  
 
     “Come back with me. Please! This isn’t what was supposed to happen,” he says.  
 
    There are no words I know to make him understand. Selchies have been where I am now for centuries. We all know that to be captive is to die a little each day. There are good men, and there are broken men.  
 
    “Eden,” he calls my name and then he orders, “Eden, stop!”  
 
    I obey; I obey completely: I stop fleeing, stop swimming, stop keeping myself above water. The human body can’t stay under water as long as a seal can, and I count on that.  
 
     What I don’t count on is Leo’s determination. He dives under the waves and grabs me. I can’t fight him as he pulls me above the water.  
 
    I stay limp in his grasp. I will not help him return me to the land, and he doesn’t think to order me to do so.  
 
    “I don’t want you to die.” Leo kisses my head and murmurs, “I’m not like my father.” 
 
    Then I feel something brush against me and realize why he was swimming with only one arm. He has brought my skin into the sea. He pushes it toward me, returning it to me of his own will. It clings to me, wrapping around me, and I forget Leo. I forget everything except for this: I am whole and free.  
 
    I let out a bellow of joy, and I hear the answers of my selchie-sisters. They call to me, echoing my happiness, rejoicing that I am home. I am tired, but they will help me. I have only to swim toward them, and they will take me to safety.  
 
    I hear splashing behind me, and I turn. A human boy is saying something. He speaks my name, and I think that there is something more I should do here, but I am exhausted. I can’t recall if I am to help him or take him under the water where his land-dwelling lungs will fill with the sea until they burst. He is struggling in the water, but my selchie-sisters call out, letting me know that they are nearing. 
 
    This human is not my concern. I leave the splashing behind and enjoy the welcoming waves of my home. I am whole, and I am free. There is nothing else. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note on Awakened 
 
     
 
    Before I was a writer, I was a teacher. One of my favorite novels to teach—both in American literature courses and women’s literature courses—was Kate Chopin’sThe Awakening. The inevitable classroom discussion of women who walk into the sea or otherwise see death as superior to enslavement was met with the ever foolish idea that “that was then, and we no longer need feminism because we’re all equal.” I didn’t agree then, and I agree even less now as I watch state after state in my nation pass laws limiting women’s ownership of their bodies. I don’t think suicide is ever the answer, but I do think we live in a world where feminism is still essential. 
 
    Tangled in to this Chopin-influenced short is my love for selchies. I’ve been to Orkney three times in the past four years. I’ve walked among seals, and I’ve had them follow me in the water as I walked on the shore. It’s easy to see a human face in the mist. It’s easy to understand the origin of the mythology, and when I add that mythology to Chopin, I see a woman entrapped again, but this time with another option—one in which her need to enter the sea is more than seeking death. The sea still offers freedom. 
 
    *** 
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    Guns for the Dead 
 
    (a Graveminder story) 
 
      
 
    At the sound of boots on the plank walkway outside her shop, Alicia closed the cash box and lifted the sawed-off shotgun from a modified under-counter rack. She’d hoped that the boys would be back by now, but they weren’t daft enough to be walking in the front door of General Supplies without calling out.  
 
    She swung the shotgun up as the door opened.  
 
    The owner of the boots stopped just inside the shop. He was new enough that she didn’t recognize him. To his credit, though, he didn’t flinch at the sight of her particular brand of customer service. His gaze slipped briefly over the shop with curiosity. The interior of the frontier town General Goods store seemed a little out of time to new arrivals. Over there, more than a century had passed. She thought about updating the look, but the comforting familiarity of the dry goods shop outweighed her discomfort over revealing her age. Screw ‘em. With its tins and barrels, glass cases and the wood floorboards, it was home, but clearly not what his home looked like. 
 
    The newcomer put his arms out to the sides, demonstrating that he was either trustworthy or idiotic. “Ma’am.” 
 
    She took in his frayed jeans, faded black tee-shirt, combat boots, and a relatively new revolver in a belt holster. Most of those items were commonplace here now; she’d even acquired shirts and boots much like his in recent years. The holster he wore could be purchased in a dozen spots around the city, but post-1880 weapons came from one shop only—hers. She pursed her lips. Since she didn’t recognize him, he’d either taken it from a customer or bought it at significant upsale.  
 
    “Boyd sent me,” he said. 
 
    “And?” She didn’t lower her weapon. There was something decidedly awkward about aiming a shotgun one-armed for any time at all, but a businesswoman didn’t greet strangers unarmed. She stepped back and—using her free hand for leverage—hopped up on the counter.  
 
    The newcomer raised his brows, but his posture remained unchanged. “He said to tell you that ‘the old bastard started trouble’ and that ‘he’ll be out for a day.’”  
 
    “Huh.” Alicia lowered the shotgun so it was aimed at the floor in front of her. “And where is Boyd that you’re delivering this message?” 
 
    “Got shot.” 
 
    She tensed. “By?” 
 
    “See, that’s the thing—” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted. She slid off the counter and stepped forward. “Simple question, Shug. Shot by whom?” 
 
    “Me, but there were circumst—” The rest of his words were lost under the shotgun blast.  
 
    She threw herself to the side as she fired, hoping to dodge a return shot that didn’t come. When she realized that he hadn’t even reached for his piece, Alicia rolled to her feet. 
 
    Definitely a newcomer.  
 
    She stood and looked down at him. His blood was leaking all over her floorboards. And that’s why we don’t have carpet. She sighed. Sometimes, she had misplaced urges for finery that had no place in the shop. Maybe if it was a dark carpet. She walked around the counter, but not close enough that he could pull her to the ground. Injured or not, he had a size advantage.  
 
    He looked up at her. “Least it was a slug, not scattershot.” 
 
    “You want to see what’s in the second barrel?” She extended her arm and took aim, but didn’t fire. “Why’d you shoot Boyd?”  
 
    “Had to,” the man said.  
 
    “Why?” She motioned with the gun. 
 
    The bleeder on her floor had his hands pressed over his leg wound. If he was still alive, he’d be in a sorry state, but being dead tended to change things in unpredictable ways. From the way he pressed his hands down, he was even newer than she thought: getting used to living in the land of the dead took a little time.  
 
    “I came looking for him to ask about you, and things took a turn,” he said slowly.  
 
    Alicia sighed. “I think you’re going to need to start at the beginning . . . after”—she looked pointedly at his belt—“you slide that over here.” 
 
    “If I didn’t reach for it when you shot me, I’m not going to now.” He muttered, but he still pulled the pistol out of the holster and held it out toward her butt first. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Francis Lee Lemons stared at the woman who, according to everyone he’d met since he died, ran the guns for the land of the dead.  
 
    And shot me. 
 
    He wanted a job. Straight-up, plain and simple, he wanted to work for her. He’d never been on what one might call the “right” side of the law, and he didn’t see any need to change that now that he was in this odd afterlife. Getting along over here was a mite more brutal than in the living world, but he figured that a familiarity with a less-than-upstanding lifestyle would be an asset. 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    Alicia glanced at him, but she didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Would it offend you overmuch if I either took off my shirt to staunch this or asked for a bandage of some sort?” he asked as respectfully as he could. 
 
    “You got any funds?”  
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Job?” 
 
    “Not yet.” He looked directly at her. “I’m in the middle of what I hope to be a promising interview though.” 
 
    She snorted. “You’re bleeding on my floorboards. That’s promising?” She walked over to a basket of rags that sat alongside the front counter and pulled out an obviously stained one. She tossed it to him. “It’s not the cleanest, but we don’t get infections over here.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He tied it around his thigh, arranging it so as to cover both the entrance and exit wounds.  
 
    “Alicia,” she said. 
 
    He looked up, mid-knot.  
 
    “If you know enough to apply for a job, you already know my name.” She walked over and slid a bolt on the door, and then proceeded to do the same at the shutters that covered the inside of the windows.  
 
    “Alicia?”  
 
    She glanced back.  
 
    “I’m Frank. Well, Francis Lee Lemons, but—”  
 
    “I don’t care who you are yet, shug.” She leaned against one of the large wooden cask in the corner. “Talk.” 
 
    So Frank told her: “I took the revolver off a man in a game of darts. Too stupid to realize he could even be hustled at darts and . . . I’m mostly honest, but it seemed a wise plan to be armed around here, you know?” 
 
    Alicia nodded. 
 
    “Found out who supplied it, started asking about you, and ended up at a weird bar with Boyd.” 
 
    “What bar?” she prompted. 
 
    “Mr D’s.” He paused, but she didn’t say anything, so he kept going, “Boyd was explaining that you were particular about who you took on. Lots of dead folks want a position on your team and not just anyone could meet up to make his case.” Nervously, Frank looked at Alicia, but her expression was unreadable, so he added the damning part, “But we were talking, and then Boyd suddenly says, ‘Shoot me.’ I didn’t think I heard right. He repeated it again. ‘Shoot me right here.’ He pointed right at his forehead. ‘Now, then go find Alicia.’ He told me to tell you what I did when I walked in.” 
 
    Quietly, Alicia asked, “What did you do?” 
 
    Frank had a fleeting wish that he’d kept his gun then, but he answered her in a steady voice, “Exactly what he said.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Instinct?” Frank shrugged. “I don’t know, really. He seemed sober, sane as anyone else here, and . . . I know he’s your right-hand man, and I want this job, and I didn’t know what else to do, so I did what he said I should.” 
 
    “Good enough.” Alicia reached behind a tin on one of the shelves next to her and grabbed a revolver. She tossed it at him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He caught it and checked the chamber. “You in the habit of throwing loaded guns?” 
 
    “You expected to do me any good with an unloaded piece?” Alicia cocked her head. 
 
    Frank glanced at his leg before answering. “If I had to, but not right this minute.” 
 
    “Call it part of the interview.” Alicia held up a hand and started ticking things off on her fingers. “Assuming you’re telling the truth, I know you listened to Boyd, and you reacted well to stress. That’s two. Since you got here, you’re not bitching over that scrape.” She gestured at his bloody thigh. “Now, you caught and flipped the gun in your hand like you’re comfortable.”  
 
    She held her hand out to him and helped him to his feet. “Tells me you have potential.” 
 
    Frank swallowed against the sting of putting weight on his leg. He knew he was dead now, but he wasn’t sure what happened when the dead were shot. Can I die more? He looked at his blood on their clasped hands. Obviously, the dead bled. He asked, “Did I kill Boyd?” 
 
    “Boyd’s been dead almost a century.” She pulled her hand free of his and wiped it on another rag she grabbed out of the basket. “Not real sure on that whole reincarnation thing.”  
 
    She tossed the rag to Frank.  
 
    Frank stared at her for several moments before saying, “Here. Did I kill him here?” 
 
    Alicia reached up and patted his cheek. “Sweetie, only one man around here can kill the dead.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “The man who we’re going to see: the old bastard, Mr D.” She tucked his revolver in her own holster, slung her shotgun over her shoulder, and walked to the door.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they walked through the city, Alicia slowed her pace a little for him. Getting shot wasn’t fatal here, but it still hurt like a bitch. Frankie Lee. She hadn’t heard that anyone was asking about her, but he’d found Boyd, knew she was the one that ran the black market, and managed to get a meeting with Boyd. That meant that Frankie Lee was stealthy. She glanced at him. His lips were pursed, and he was limping a bit, but all things considered, he was holding up fairly well for having a hole in his thigh. 
 
    “How long you been dead?” 
 
    Frankie Lee frowned. “I don’t know. Week or two, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, here’s your newcomer welcome information, Frankie Lee.”  
 
    “Frank,” he interjected. 
 
    Alicia ignored him. “The grand pain in everyone’s ass around here is Charles. The old bastard and I have a regular conflict.” She reached into one of her trouser pockets and pulled out a couple pills. “Take these.” 
 
    Frankie Lee obediently swallowed them. He didn’t ask what they were, and she didn’t tell him. He’d figure it out soon enough when his leg stopped hurting. 
 
    As they walked through the ever-shifting city, a few people glanced their way. They were in one of the sections that remained steadfastly not modern. It was a bit cleaner than the way her experience of live-world equivalent was, but it was comforting all the same. Alicia had adjusted to the appearance of new sections in the city, blocks that belonged to eras that happened after she was already dead, but she felt ill at ease around flappers or—worse still—those cookie baking always-smiling women.  
 
    Not as sweet as they act, either, else they’d have moved past here. 
 
    Mr. Waverly tipped his hat to her. One of the Tadlock sisters tilted her ridiculous parasol so she couldn’t see them. 
 
    “Millicent!” Alicia called out to her, and predictably, the woman had a sudden urge to dart into a milliner’s shop. She was from Alicia’s own era and clung to the notion that ladies shouldn’t acknowledge ruffians. It didn’t stop her from buying the derringer she no doubt had in her handbag. 
 
    Alicia and Frankie Lee crossed a street separating the 1800s and early 1900s shops, and one of the young newshounds came scurrying into their path. “Who shot you, mister? Are you going to go settle up with them, Alicia?”  
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Is he?” the boy pestered. 
 
    “Don’t know. Are you, Frankie Lee?” She glanced at him. 
 
    He frowned at her. “No, and no one calls me that.”  
 
    “It’s that or Francis.” She smiled. “Your choice.” 
 
    After a pause, he nodded. “Not Francis.” 
 
    “Frankie Lee isn’t going to settle up with the one that shot him. That’s all you get for now.” She shooed the newshound out of the street. Once the boy was gone, she resumed her version of a newcomers’ talk, “Charles thinks my organization is crude. He’s a despot. Dictator, really. No free trade, no modernizing the city. If he had his way, women would all be relegated to arm candy or other foolishness. He builds what he wants when he wants, makes the laws he wants, and we’re just to be content with whatever he creates.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I’m not content.” She scowled at one of the more modern dead men soliciting a couple of the silly flapper girls who liked to linger near the century line. One of Charles’ people stepped in, so she kept going. Grudgingly she told Frankie Lee, “Charles maintains some parts of the city well, but he’s stuck on the idea of empires. I don’t agree.” 
 
    “So it’s political differences?” Frankie Lee’s tone did little to hide his surprise.  
 
    Alicia laughed. “Not entirely. I’m here. I’m staying here, and I’m not his subject . . . I didn’t fare well when I was under his authority.”  
 
    Memories of her life, of a time when she trusted Charles, flooded her. A long time ago, she lived for Charles. Here, well, she might still exist because of him—except now it was to thwart him, not to help him. 
 
    “I have a financial interest in my politics.” She walked a little faster, and thanks to her medicinal aid, Frankie Lee kept pace. “Guns in the land of the dead are the main source of my livelihood. The more modern, the better. Because of a loophole, there’s a man and a woman from the living world who can come over here. I got myself in the habit of bartering with the undertaker, so he buys my help with the things he brings in. The old bastard can’t stop the undertaker from supplying my prototypes, and once I get models of new gear, I can replicate some of it.”  
 
    “Which I’m guessing he dislikes.” 
 
    “Got it in one.” Alicia didn’t like taking on new people very often. Her business required a particular skill set that lots of folks thought they had, but there was a significant difference between wearing bad-ass as a costume and being the real deal. Any man—or woman—could throw on the right clothes, whichever era they preferred, and posture. No amount of leather or sharp suits equaled true grit. 
 
    “Frankie?”  
 
    “Yes ‘m.” He kept a rolling pace now, but his attention was on the side streets, rather than on her. Whether she’d ordered it or not, he was standing guard.  
 
    “What did you do when you were alive?” She held up a hand, signaling him to wait for the 12:12 train. The conductor took pleasure at running silent in hopes of plowing over newcomers.  
 
    Frankie Lee shrugged. “I did work for hire last few years. Grew up around guns. No explosives skills or anything fancy, but I’m a quick study. I do alright in close situations, decent trigger man if you need it, seemed to fare well enough at observation.” 
 
    “They pay well for that topside these days?”  
 
    “Sometimes, if you’re good enough. I was good enough most of the time, but”—Frankie Lee gave her a wry smile—“not the last time.” 
 
    Alicia closed her eyes against the gust of air as the train passed in front of them. It used be the 12:00 train, but the conductor moved it up one minute each month. As far as calendars went, she’d heard of worse. It certainly proved incentive to keep track of the month.  
 
    “How’d you end up qualified?” she asked.  
 
    “My Mama enlisted out of high school, and she got sore over the things she wasn’t allowed to do. So she taught me and my sisters all that she did learn, and then we all four learned what she wasn’t taught.” Frankie Lee’s up-until-then calm faltered. He was good at what she needed, but he wasn’t unnecessarily cold—which was an asset in her book. A cold-hearted employee was a different sort of problem than one that was all sass and no ass. The right sort of associate was neither too cocky nor too cruel.  
 
    “Your Mama sounds like a smart woman.” Alicia stepped into the street, and Frankie Lee followed. 
 
    “She was, but my sisters’ll look out for her well enough. She’s not big time, but she has connections enough that she does alright for herself.”  
 
    Alicia figured the sideways scowls that more than a few of the upstanding citizens sent her way were clue enough—well, that, and the fact that he was limping because she’d shot him—but she figured it was only proper to fill him in. “You do get that I’m not exactly on the right side of the law here?” 
 
    “No disrespect, Alicia, but I doubt you could be any less law-abiding than my Mama was, and I don’t think the law here is necessarily one I’m after following.” He motioned toward a glass door with MR. D’s TIP-TOP TAVERN painted on it. “This is where we were.” 
 
    Alicia grabbed the brass bar that served as a door handle and yanked the door open before he could open it for her. “Let’s see how well you follow orders, Frankie Lee.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frank walked into the shadowed interior of the tavern twice in almost as many hours. He already knew that it was a wide-open club: exposed pipes ran the length of the ceiling, no alcoves to hide in. Round tables with varying numbers of high-backed chairs were spread throughout the room, far enough apart at places that a private conversation was possible. The biggest risk was the curtained doorway beside the bar. It would allow cover to sight down on any of the customers with either a rifle or a handgun, depending on who minded whatever space was on the far side of that curtain.  
 
    Without asking, he knew that Alicia was well aware of the same threat. She’d paused, swept the room, seeking someone or maybe just assessing threats. Then, she swung her shotgun from where she’d carried it over her shoulder and held it barrel-down as they walked into the room.  
 
    “Don’t say anything unless I tell you to,” she murmured. 
 
    Frank nodded.  
 
    At the dead middle of the room, Alicia stopped, pumped her shotgun, and aimed it at the baby grand piano on the stage in front of them.  
 
    All around them, people stood and walked out. No one ran. No one said anything. They merely stood, pushed in their chairs, and headed toward the exit. 
 
    Once the room was cleared of everyone but the bartender, Alicia winked at Frank and then shot a pipe that was just to the left of the stage. Steam hissed from it.  
 
    “I’d like to talk,” she called.  
 
    The barmaid caught Frank’s gaze and widened her eyes imploringly. He didn’t think she was in any real danger though. Alicia seemed to be concentrating on the piano: she shot a second pipe. This time, water sluiced from the fragmented pipe. It didn’t pour down on the piano, but it was very close. Something shorted, sparked, and smoked off to the side of the stage. 
 
    A man came from behind the curtained doorway. He carried himself with the easy confidence of someone who’s always been obeyed—and had the power and money to keep it that way. He wore an old-fashioned dark gray suit broken up by the scarlet of his tie and his pocket square. 
 
    “We have telephones here, Alicia. Telegraphs, too.” He shook his head and then turned his attention to Frank. “Francis, I see you’ve met my dear Alicia. Is she helping you get your sea legs?” 
 
    Frank didn’t reply. 
 
    “Aaaah, already on her payroll.” The man tsk-ed. “With your mother’s influence, one would expect as much, I suppose. As I doubt Alicia will introduce us”—he touched his fingertips to his chest lightly—“I am Charles.” 
 
    How does he know about my family? 
 
    Alicia dropped her shotgun on the table, looked over her shoulder at Frank, and said, “Go on up to the bar and grab me a drink.” 
 
    He raised his brows at her, but kept his mouth shut.  
 
    She nodded and turned back to Charles. “Leave Frankie Lee out of it.” 
 
    Frank walked over to the polished wooden bar. By the time he got there, the barmaid already had two highball glasses and a wine glass out. She filled two glasses with bourbon and the third with some sort of wine. “The wine is for the boss.” 
 
    He looked at her. 
 
    “My boss,” she corrected. 
 
    And he carried the three drinks back over to the table. As he approached, Alicia poked Charles in the chest. “You can’t bully Boyd. He’s mine.” 
 
    “At what point did you gain any authority in my domain? You live in my city because I allow it.” Charles nodded absently to Frank and took a seat. 
 
     Alicia grabbed one of the glasses from Frank and upended it. Her shotgun lay like a line bisecting the table. “Make me leave then.” 
 
    Charles remained silent. He sipped his drink and stared at Alicia, who now stood with her hands on her hips. Not knowing what else to do, Frank handed his drink to Alicia and stood to the side so she could draw without interference, and he could still be there if she needed help. Something older than logic told him that Charles, for all of his polish, wasn’t the sort of man who’d go down easy in a fight.  
 
    Even as he thought it, Charles smiled at him. “You’ll do just fine around here, Francis.” 
 
    Alicia tensed.  
 
    And Frank said the only thing he could think of in the moment, “My name is Frankie Lee, sir.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alicia grinned. Frankie Lee was going to work out just fine.  
 
    “I don’t want semi-automatic weapons on my street, Alicia.” Charles motioned at the seat across from him. “I overlook a lot, but there are limits. I explained that to Boyd last week. On this, I will crush you.”  
 
    She sat and motioned for Frankie Lee to do the same. She tried the same argument that usually worked, “I don’t see why these—” 
 
    “No. Not this time. I play by the rules. That means, here and there, you’ll outmaneuver me. On this, it’s not going to be any time soon. I overlook revolvers, but that’s where we are staying. The damage, the loss of life . . . I can’t explain it.” Charles looked genuinely sad, but she knew well enough that the old bastard was able to fake emotions. “You have been out of that world for years, Alicia.” 
 
    “Dead. Because you had me killed,” she corrected.  
 
    Beside her, Frankie Lee tensed, but he stayed silent.  
 
    “True.” Charles sipped his wine. “I’ll negotiate, or I’ll start killing your boys. Permanent death so as they’ll be removed from the city.”  
 
    Alicia paused. “And me?” 
 
    Charles leaned back in his seat. “I won’t kill you. You know that.” 
 
    “Again. Say it, at least. You won’t kill me again.”  
 
    “I won’t kill you again, but”—Charles glanced at Frankie Lee—“I’ll kill him, Boyd, Milt, each and every one you employ.”  
 
    Charles made a come-hither gesture. 
 
    One of her information runners, Lewis, was brought in.  
 
    “You all exist because I allow it; you can die because I prefer it. No semi-automatic weapons, Alicia. You will agree to stop pushing this matter,” Charles said softly. “Or he dies.” 
 
    She started, “I’m not going to give in because of a threat.” 
 
    Charles fixed his gaze on her and snapped his fingers. Lewis crumpled. “There are always unbreakable rules. Right now, this is one of them, and you, of all people, know that I will do what I must to enforce the unbreakable rules.” 
 
    Alicia looked at Lewis. Where do they go if they die in the land of the dead? She’d asked that question often enough, but Charles never answered. “No automatic weapons for how long?” 
 
    “You have no room to barter,” Charles said. 
 
    She suppressed a shiver at the threat in his voice. “Just checking the rules.”  
 
    “Thirty years. We can renegotiate then.”  
 
    “Thirty years,” Alicia agreed. “But you owe me a replacement or undo what you did to Lewis.” 
 
    For a moment, Charles was silent. Then he nodded and said, “I can’t undo his death, but as a gesture of good faith, I’ll allow you to take one of the staff to replace your employee.” 
 
    Alicia kept her expression bland, but she felt the wave of sorrow that she’d been resisting. Charles had finally answered her: some deaths apparently were even fatal enough that they were out of his reach. She’d known there were other dead cities, and hoped that those who didn’t reanimate here went to another world, a world where they were happier. She knew such worlds existed: her own loved ones had gone on to them. She’d hoped, though, that the dead folk who were re-killed here went on to other dead worlds, but if that were the case, Charles could have un-done Lewis’s death. 
 
    Lewis is dead.  
 
    Thinking about the metaphysics of living in the land of the dead made her head hurt, so she didn’t. Lewis is dead because I pushed Charles too far. The same trait that had made her good at opposing Charles, both before and after her death, got Lewis killed. Silently, Alicia walked over to the bar and accepted the drink the barmaid held out as she approached.  
 
    Behind her, Charles said, “Shall I invite my staff here or would you deign to visit my home?” 
 
    Without looking back at him, she said, “Here.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Frankie Lee watched as several dozen people tromped into the room. Beside him, Alicia sat with her boots propped on the table as one of them—the only one Charles said was ‘off limits’—told Alicia their names and roles. Charles had cooks, maids, barmaids, singers, a personal tailor, and God knew how many other employees.  
 
    Frankie Lee tuned most of it out after the first fifteen minutes. 
 
    Finally, Alicia pointed toward a young woman. “I’ll take her.” 
 
    Charles frowned. “There are others—” 
 
    “No. Her.” Alicia folded her arms over her chest.  
 
    “She’s not suited for your sort of work, Alicia. Perhaps, Steven. He’s handy with some sort of martial art, or Elizabeth . . . she’s an accomplished companion.” Charles gestured toward a pretty redhead. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Why?” Charles asked. 
 
    The smile Alicia offered was as frightening as her glare. “I’m a good judge of character. You softened at the sight of her.” 
 
    Charles frowned at Alicia. “What kind of job do you have for a singer?” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll find a good use for her.” Alicia’s boots thunked to the floor as she stood. “I expect her and Boyd delivered to the inn.” 
 
    Frank felt a twinge of worry for the girl, as, apparently, did Charles. However, Charles merely inclined his head slightly and then walked out.  
 
    Once Charles and his people had all left, Alicia glanced at Frankie Lee. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “What will you do with her?” he asked.  
 
    Alicia leaned as close as she could get without her lips touching his and whispered, “Don’t ask questions I don’t feel like answering.” 
 
    He hadn’t ever been intimidated by much, but he knew when to have a healthy respect for a predator. Alicia was definitely on the predator list, and maybe her attitude should intimidate him. She’d shot him when he walked in her door, shot up the tavern, and in general, seemed pretty quick on the trigger.. Frank could hear his mother’s voice in his memories, Don’t poke a rattler, Francis. No matter how contrary you’re feeling. Good sense keeps a person alive. He grinned. He was already dead now, and by the way Alicia had reacted to Lewis’ death, Frank was pretty sure that the permanent sort of death was rare.  
 
    “I suspect you’re aiming to intimidate me. I probably should step back, but”—Frank stood up, invading her space as he did so—“I’ve grown up with hardass women. Tell me what you have in mind for the girl, please?” 
 
    “Charles likes her. He won’t strike her easily, and I’ve been thinking about ways to spruce up the inn. He’s a pushover for music, so she must be good. We cater to a . . . rougher crowd, so it’s a high-risk spot. I can’t lure his favorites away, but this time . . .” Alicia shrugged. “She can work at my inn, and she’ll be safe because Charles is fond of her and aside from the people who work for me, no one crosses him.” 
 
    “Smart.” Frank smiled at her, and they walked toward the door. “I think I’ll like working for you.” 
 
    “Who says you’re hired?”  
 
    Frank opened the door. “All the same, I might as well walk back that way.” 
 
    Alicia laughed, and together they crossed the weird city in comfortable silence. Once the General Store was in view, she linked her arm with his. “You did good work.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alicia.” 
 
    She stopped in the street. “I guess you ought to go home.” 
 
    “Home?”  
 
    Alicia gestured at the inn across the street. An unknown man stood at the door watching them. “Milt will give you a key to whichever room’s yours. It’s not fancy, but it’s ours.” 
 
    “Ours,” Frank repeated. 
 
    “I do try to take care of what’s mine, Frankie Lee.”  
 
    “I’m sorry about Lewis.” 
 
    She nodded. “You might get truly killed working for me. I’ll need to be telling the rest of the boys later, but before you decide—” 
 
    “Decided when we were there.” Frank shrugged. “I like having a family. Yours feels like home to me.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Alicia smiled then and added, “Guess your interview was promising after all.” 
 
    Frank chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    He had a healing gunshot wound in his thigh, a job, and a home. All told, Frankie Lee figured that it was the best day he’d had since he died. Being dead wasn’t anything like the preacher said it would be, but considering the life Frankie Lee had led, that wasn’t such a bad thing. He nodded his head at his boss and headed off to find his room. 
 
    “Frankie Lee?” 
 
    He paused and looked at her.  
 
    “Is it as bad as all that over there?” she asked haltingly. “It’s been a while since I was alive.”  
 
    Frankie Lee thought about the bullets that had ended his own life. A bullet is a bullet. The difference was how many of them tore into him that day. He shrugged. “I won’t be eager for those thirty years to end.” 
 
    “Oh.” Alicia faltered, but it lasted only a moment, before she said, “Maybe it’d be good for you to tell me what’s new over there in the living world; I can’t take care of everyone if I’m out of touch.” 
 
    And Frankie Lee saw the side of his boss that proved he had done right by trusting his guts: Alicia was good people. He kept his smile subdued and nodded. “You’re the boss.” 
 
    “I am,” Alicia agreed before going back into the General Store. 
 
    For a minute, Frankie Lee stood there, looking at the strange pioneer era building, and then out over the city where a towering castle loomed. Eras clashed and co-existed. Nothing at all like the preacher said. It wasn’t the life he’d known or the afterlife he’d expected, but he couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. Some things were constant: finding a place where a person belonged, a job that made a man feel good about himself, and a boss he could respect--those were the keys to a happy life. Or a happy afterlife, in this case. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note on Guns for the Dead 
 
     
 
    As much as I loved all of the characters in Graveminder, the gun-toting Alicia was one of my favorites. When I was invited to the Naked City anthology, I'd already being toying with a story about Alicia, so it was the perfect excuse to write it. Much like my Dark Court faeries in the Wicked Lovely series, Alicia and the world she inhabits thinks about loyalty before morality. That sort of fluid definition of "right" and "wrong" has intrigued me for more than half of my life: How do we decide when the good of the tribal affiliation, the in-group with self-define as "ours," outweighs the law? That's probably why I write about faeries, killers, and monsters. It's no surprise that my college minor was Sociology or that I used my electives to take Abnormal Psychology, the Sociology of Deviance, and the History of Evil courses. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Corpse Eaters 
 
     
 
    Harmony stood outside the immense vat of viscous liquid. It looked remarkably like a cross between an aquarium and one of the coffee dispensers at every church dinner she remembered. Inside it, corpses floated. The water was thick with things she didn’t want to identify. 
 
    “Get out.” Chris grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the tank. 
 
    She looked past him to where the PBX was attached. The explosives were precious, used only when essential, but this was one of the essentials. The body of a girl about her age floated on the other side of the wall where the hole would be. 
 
    “Now, Harm!” He shoved her toward the door. “You were to be gone by now.” 
 
    Silently, she apologized to the dead girl for the imminent explosion—and the damage it would do to her body. On the other hand, it wasn’t as if her body would be treated with respect if they didn’t do this. She was food now, meat and skin consumed by the creatures that Harmony’s group opposed. 
 
    The explosions farther into the warehouse began. Hopefully, they’d draw enough attention that she and Chris could escape. Hopefully, only a few of the Nidos would be between them and the door. Hopefully, the monsters wouldn’t win today. 
 
    “Come on,” Chris whispered. 
 
    They moved closer to the exit and ducked behind a stack of boxes. His hold on her arm hadn’t loosened; she suspected it wouldn’t unless he had to fight. It wasn’t that she was reckless, not really. It was just that the only time she felt like life mattered was when she was taking something from the Nidos. They’d taken everything from her, from everyone who lived in North America. She liked taking something from them. 
 
    The sounds of slithering and harsh words echoed through the warehouse. The Nidos were heading toward the explosions. Those explosions were distractions, larger charges causing destruction, but as soon as the vat blew, the Nidos would come. 
 
    She felt it as it blew, a smallish explosion in comparison to the others they’d set. The crack in the glass was almost as loud. The fluid began to pour from the hole, and as it did, the crack widened. 
 
    They were at the door as the gush of water and human remains flowed into the warehouse. 
 
    “Faster!” she urged Chris. A fight she could enjoy, but being doused with a soup of decaying bodies was the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    It was foolishness, but she closed the door behind them. 
 
    As if sealing away the sight of it will change anything. 
 
    There were two Nidos outside the door, but Chris wasn’t willing to waste time on them. He lifted the sawed-off shotgun he had slung across his back and emptied both barrels into the Nido on his side. 
 
    “Got you,” she said as she threw herself on the back of the second one. The satisfying sensation of slicing his throat wide open wasn’t enough, but it helped her feel like all would be right in the world. 
 
    He bucked as he died, and she smiled. 
 
    When she released him, Chris was frowning at her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, Harm.” He gestured at the street. “Move before more come.” 
 
    “I’m gone.” She took off in a jog. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Chris caught up with Harmony, he was exhausted, not from the run or from their work at the warehouse but from the fear that came from watching her take stupid chances. She could’ve shot the Nido. They both had emergency guns. She didn’t even consider drawing hers. 
 
    “You’re on streetside.” He saw her sheepish look, but it only lasted for a blink. Then she shrugged and gestured for him to take the left side, closer to the dark alleyways and shadowed alcoves. 
 
    He didn’t look at her as they walked, but he couldn’t ignore the conversation they needed to have. “Do you try to get injured?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You know they have a few openings for transfer to the Midwest.” Chris steered her farther from an open trunk on a relatively new sedan. 
 
    Harmony circled the car, peering in the windows. “And do what?” 
 
    They continued down the street. “You could work in one of the research centers, help with the trainees. It’s safer there.” 
 
    “I’m not qualified. I don’t get why…” 
 
    Chris stopped and held a finger to his lips. She grinned in anticipation of trouble. 
 
    He stepped into the mouth of the alley and moved toward the rustling coming from a pile of boxes. 
 
    Harmony eased closer. 
 
    An old man with rheumy eyes crouched in a nest of cardboard; he remained motionless as they approached. 
 
    Chris stepped up to the man, but not within his reach. “It’s not safe here.” 
 
    “Should I go to a nursing home?” The old man rose on his spindly legs and gazed in the general direction of Chris’ face. “The caretakers’ll send me to the creatures soon as I get sick.” 
 
    Harmony’s voice was soft, neither threatening nor reassuring to anyone who didn’t know her, as she said, “No. You should get out of town, preferably at night when they aren’t as active.” 
 
    The old man snorted. “You think? I’m not a fool, but I can’t see well enough to drive out, especially in the dark.” Bracing himself against the wall, he tottered forward. “But I have a car.” 
 
    “Really?” Chris examined him more carefully. Cars weren’t easy for anyone to keep, especially vagrants. 
 
    The old man cackled. “Well, maybe not have, but I can start one if you help me drag the fuel out to it.” He nudged a piece of cardboard with his foot. It slid to the side, revealing a dirty jug. “Got three jugs saved up. You help me carry the fuel out to one of them cars, and I can wire it.” 
 
    Chris studied the man and saw no telltale signs of deceit: his clothes were unkempt, his eyes white with cataracts. His health was pretty far gone. The Center had yet to find a case where Nidos sacrificed culinary tastes for strategy. 
 
    He glanced at his partner. 
 
    “We’ll help you,” she said. 
 
    After a bit of fumbling around, the old man picked up two of his jugs. 
 
    Cautiously, Harmony stepped forward and grabbed the third. Chris’ already tense muscles stiffened. Their work was always the sort of thing that required all of his attention, but lately, it seemed like every day they were on duty was busier. Being on the front line of the fight was a sure way to see the daily proof that the humans weren’t winning this war. 
 
    As they moved away from the shadows of the alley, the man didn’t bother to wipe the tears that fell. His voice was low as he said, “I know I’m old, but that isn’t any way to die.” 
 
    “I know,” Harmony murmured. “You’re not going to die in a vat. Right?” 
 
    “Right,” Chris promised. They’d get the man to safety, one person saved, and then Chris would go home and get drunk for the two days he had off. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time night fell on her second day off, Harmony thought she was going to climb the wall. The down days were to help them recover, rest, and work out. She did all of that—and she still felt like she would go crazy if she didn’t move. The calm that had come from the last days of work had faded by the end of her first day off. On the second day she’d woken midday, and then she’d watched the sun slowly drop with the same lack of patience she always did at the close of the second rest day. 
 
    She paused in front of the mirror. The scratches in the matte black painted surface revealed swaths of the glass. Before things changed, she’d spent hours looking in that mirror. Then, she had prided herself on her healthy appearance. Harmony knew that it wasn’t likely that she’d enjoy seeing her full reflection now; better to see only fragments. 
 
    When she had first painted over the mirror, she’d dragged her then-manicured fingernails over the still-tacky paint. Tonight she trailed her now-short nails over those scratches in the ritual she enacted every time she went hunting. She couldn’t swear that the rote actions had any real impact on her survival, but that first time, not quite two years ago, she’d left angry and untrained—but somehow survived. Now, she was composed and trained. She couldn’t do anything more to guarantee her safety, but she took comfort in the small rituals she had. Ritual worked; faith mattered. Everyone on Earth knew that now. 
 
    “Blasphemer!” her father yelled again. 
 
    His fists thudded on the door; the shelf she kept in front of it shuddered. Her mother’s porcelain angels, remnants of an old forgotten faith, rattled in time with the pounding as Harmony leaned in close to the mirror and outlined her eyes with smudged kohl, giving herself a sickened look. The shadowed eyes added to her regular pallor and made her whole face look wan and vulnerable. 
 
    He threw something in the hall. The tinkle of glass was followed by the bitter stench of alcohol, confirming that he had thrown another bottle. She couldn’t see the mess, but she knew what she’d see tomorrow. 
 
    As Harmony surveyed her eyes in the exposed stripes on the mirror, she lifted her hand to touch her shaved head. The first night she’d gone hunting, she’d hacked her hair off before shaving it. Now, she could only shave the stubble. It wasn’t exactly the same, but it was the closest approximation of the ritual that she could manage. 
 
    “They’ll find out what you’re doing and kill us both. You’re as bad as your sister was, and look where that got her,” he called through the door. That was almost a ritual too. Sometimes she wondered if she stayed here out of love or because she’d come to associate these pre-hunt rants with survival. 
 
    He was sobbing now, drunk and broken, but she’d learned months ago that sobs would shift back to curses if he saw her—and that curses were followed by punches all too quickly. 
 
    “Wear your charms,” he begged. 
 
    A flash of silver was shoved under the door. She paused and stared at it. The chain held a tiny locket, a heart, and a few other trinkets. She had once insisted Chastity wear it, believing it brought her luck, and after her death, Chris had returned it. 
 
    “Thank you, Daddy,” Harm whispered. 
 
    She fastened it around her throat, and then she returned to the mirror. She finished shaving her head, not needing the slivers of mirror for this part of the routine. She closed her eyes and completed the task with the same precision she’d once used for curling her hair. It seemed like such a long time ago that she’d been so foolish, before she understood how dangerous Nidhogg was, before Chastity had died. 
 
    Before I knew that gods could be monstrous. 
 
    He started pounding on the door again; this time he kicked it too. “I won’t die because of you. Are you listening? Harmony!” 
 
    She walked over to the door and reached a hand between the shelves barricading it. She laid her palm flat on the door. 
 
    “I am,” she whispered. “I listen to every word, Daddy.” 
 
    He couldn’t hear her, but their best conversations always happened when he didn’t hear her. 
 
    “I’ll be home late tonight,” she whispered. 
 
    She pulled her hand away as he began quoting from the New Scripture. He’d obviously been drinking early if he was already on scripture. Before the New Religion, he didn’t drink, but she was grateful that he did now. When he was drunk, he was more likely to stay home where he’d be safe. 
 
    Harmony slid a homemade dagger into each boot; then she grabbed her prized blade: a real machine-made serrated eight-inch knife with a good handle that didn’t get too slick when it was bloodied. She kissed the side of the steel, as she had the first night, and carefully slid it into the front pocket of her trousers, through the slit in her pocket, under the fabric, and into the sheath on her thigh. Her pants were loose enough now that it didn’t show. 
 
    “Stay safe, Daddy,” she said loudly enough for him to hear. She didn’t tell him she loved him anymore. She hadn’t said those words to anyone since her sister died. 
 
    Harmony opened the window and jumped toward the branch nearest the house. 
 
    Love is a mistake when we’re all going to die any day now. 
 
    The familiar burn of her palms connecting with the bark was quickly followed by the thud of her boots hitting the ground. The calluses on her hands dulled the sensations, but it was the reenactment of the steps that mattered, not the sensations themselves. 
 
    Chris waited, not nervously but with the ever-present edge that came from the fear that tonight would be the night that she wouldn’t show. He’d tried to convince her that sharing quarters was wiser. Most teams did. For reasons he couldn’t understand, she refused. Most days, she claimed she couldn’t leave her father—but other nights, she insisted that she couldn’t step into her dead sister’s life. 
 
    Although we both know that she already has. 
 
    He flicked ash onto the street, realizing as he did so that he’d only taken one drag from the cigarette. He was just about to pinch the cherry off—smokes were far too expensive to waste—when he saw her. She stayed to the shadows, but her movements were deliberate. She looked nothing like prey. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    Within another hour, that would change. Harmony would adopt the guise of a victim. She’d become the very thing that the devotees of Nidhogg found alluring: weak, sickened, and ready to be delivered to their god. 
 
    “You’re late.” 
 
    Harmony shrugged, snagged the cigarette from his hand, and took a drag. It was more ritual than necessity. The first night she’d killed one of them, this was how they met. She clung to those little details, like they would save her. Maybe she’s right. He didn’t try to understand the whole ritual or faith thing. All he knew was that a few drags on a cigarette wouldn’t deaden her sense of smell nearly as much as either of them would like. He smoked more often. The childhood warnings about cancer weren’t relevant anymore, not to them. If they stayed here, kept fighting, they’d die before there was any time for the carcinogens to have an impact, and the cigarettes helped. Even a slight deadening of scent and taste was a benefit in their line of work. Corpse-feeders stank. 
 
    Chris took the cigarette back. “Trouble?” 
 
    “Not really. Drunk earlier than usual. Sometimes, I think he hates me.” Harmony shrugged and looked away, but not before he saw the flicker of sadness she would deny if he asked about it. For all of her strengths, she still wanted a life that they’d never know again. 
 
    When the god awakened, society changed, and short of killing Nidhogg, the odds of finding the sort of society they’d once known were exceedingly slim. Of course, the odds of killing a god were slimmer still. Nidhogg was here, was real, and was staying. To those who questioned, it was pretty obvious that he wasn’t as omnipotent as he claimed. If he were all-powerful, they wouldn’t be resisting, killing his devoted Nidos, and refusing to obey him. 
 
    However, the faith that strengthened him was impossible to negate: he was real. Denying his existence was hard to do when he lived, breathed, and consumed them. The more they believed, the stronger he grew. Even those who wanted his death strengthened him with their thoughts of him. It didn’t matter whether they loathed or loved him. They thought of him, and that was enough. 
 
    How do you deny what is undeniably here? 
 
    The answer to that question was one the philosophers in the resistance pondered at length. Chris wasn’t a philosopher; even now that a god had come to earth, he wasn’t prone to a lot of metaphysical contemplation. His skills were far more practical: he killed monsters. 
 
    “Which area did we draw tonight?” Harmony walked close enough to his side that she appeared to be with him. Together they looked like a couple undaunted by the regulations that had spread up most of the eastern part of the country. 
 
    “Old Downtown.” He draped an arm around her shoulders, reminding himself that they had agreed that it wasn’t personal for either of them. Even though that’s a lie. The illusion required acting like a couple often enough that a good team had to be able to appear completely at ease. They had to look like they were together; teams were a harder target if they were convincing. The challenge, of course, was remembering that it was to be an act. 
 
    He and Chastity had allowed themselves to forget, and when she died, he hadn’t been sure he wanted to keep living. Of course, loving her was the only thing that had made living matter in the first place. He had no religion, no family, nothing but the fight and his partner. When he lost his first partner, he had tried to lose himself in a drunken haze he’d had absolutely no intention of coming out of. 
 
    He lifted bottle after bottle, shook them, and tossed them aside. “Empty. Every damn bottle is empty, Chas.” 
 
    Saying her name wasn’t enough though. He’d kept on talking to her like she was there, but she never answered. 
 
    Three more bottles were rejected. The fourth had a good inch of liquid—hopefully gin—in it. Unfortunately, it also had a cigarette butt floating in it. He paused, shrugged, and lifted the bottle to his lips. 
 
    “That’s disgusting, Chris.” 
 
    He turned. “Chas?” He lowered the bottle, holding it loosely in his hand. “You’re dead.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but her head bowed momentarily. After what sounded like a sob, she crossed the room and took the bottle from him. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “I was late. If I hadn’t been late—” 
 
    “You’d be dead too,” she interrupted. 
 
    “I’d rather be dead.” 
 
    She slapped him. “You’d rather let them kill you? Let him eat your corpse? What happened to fighting?” 
 
    “I can’t fight without you.” He pulled her to him. He knew now that it was a dream. It had to be a dream because dead girls don’t slap people, but he would rather sleep than wake if that meant Chastity was with him. “I need you, Chas. I love you.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to say something, but he kissed her before she spoke. Her kisses were different, but he couldn’t expect a dream to be the same as the real thing. 
 
    When he pulled away, he told her all the things he had told her since they’d first fallen into bed. “I love you. I can’t do this alone. I need you here. Now.” 
 
    “You’ll fight?” She stepped away. “Promise me, Chris. You’ll fight. No giving up.…. They killed Chastity. You have to fight. Help me fight them.” 
 
    “I will,” he agreed. Something in her words was wrong. He paused, but then she kissed him. 
 
    Chastity let him undress her, and they made love. 
 
    Later, when he sobered up, he realized that it wasn’t a dream at all—nor was it Chastity. 
 
    “I need you to train me,” Harmony said. “My sister wouldn’t want you—or me—to die.” 
 
    “You’re not…” He put an arm over his eyes. “I didn’t mean… 
 
    “I said yes, Chris. You needed to think I was her, and it’s probably for the best. Partners need to be at ease with each other. Now, you… you should be at ease with me, right? It’ll help.” 
 
    “Partners?” He moved his arm and stared up at her. 
 
    “I’m not interested in replacing her”—she made a vague waving gesture toward the mattress on his floor where she’d just been—“there. I want to be your partner on the streets, though. You trained her. Train me. I’ll fight.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Ten months later, she was every bit as good a fighter as Chastity had been. A year after that, she was more lethal and still looked enough like Chastity that more than a few people mistakenly called her by her dead sister’s name, but there was no way he’d ever mistake them for one another now that he’d gotten to know Harmony. 
 
    The elder Davis sister had been a good soldier, devoted to the fight; up until the day she died, Chastity had done her job and done it well, too. She killed any of the creatures—human and other—that served Nidhogg. She was still soft though; she wept when she killed humans, not in the moment, but afterward when they were home. Harmony, on the other hand, didn’t cry. She also didn’t laugh the way Chastity had. Sometimes, when she’d won in a fight where she been outnumbered or overpowered initially, she smiled with the sort of relaxed joy that Chastity often took in little things. But the only things that seemed to make Harmony that happy were victories in the almost-lost fights. Getting close to the edge of death and winning, that was where Harmony found her joy. 
 
    Chris stuffed the extinguished cigarette butt into his pocket. The nicotine-stained filters would be recycled again and again until they were so noxious that they were of no use as cigarettes. Some fighters tore little bits of them off to use as nose plugs, but he hadn’t yet gotten to that point. If he survived long enough, he would, but counting on surviving was foolish. Maybe if they lived farther north, they’d have better odds, but if they stayed this close to the god’s lair, they were just biding time. In the days before the god’s arrival, people stayed in dead-end towns, in dead-end jobs, in dead-end relationships rather than take the risk of something new. He’d sworn he would be different, but here he was, staying in a town where dying young was inevitable. Because Harmony won’t leave. If he could convince her to move, they could try to find a safer place, but she only cared about the fight. And I only care about her. 
 
    He hadn’t meant to fall in love with his dead girlfriend’s sister, but he had—not that he’d be foolish enough to tell her: Harmony didn’t believe in love. She’d told him early on, “Two of the three people I’ve loved are dead. The third is a drunk. Love’s a bad idea.” So Chris kept the words to himself and did his best to keep them both alive. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As usual with Chris, Harmony didn’t feel the need to distract either of them with unnecessary chatter. As he did that first night, he kept his arm around her as they walked. Silently, she checked that item off her mental list, too, and he didn’t comment on her insistence of replicating so many small details every night they went hunting. All he ever said was that it provided an excuse to keep their voices low as well as presenting a unified front against any watching devotees of the New Faith. Sometimes, in the thoughts she never shared, she thought of her fellow fighters as devotees of a faith, too. They were devoted to a god who hadn’t yet appeared, who maybe never would, but she believed he or she had to be out there in the universe. It was a quiet belief, with the sort of small rituals and whispered prayers that wouldn’t draw attention—or maybe it was a fantasy as much as Chastity’s dreams of a different future. Either way, it was better than the New Faith. 
 
    Most of the faithful were zealots, and like all zealots, they focused on some facts to the exclusion of all others. They had proof that their faith was true: their god was here on Earth. They didn’t want to discuss the fact that their god required human sacrifice, that he ate corpses, that a great destroyer wasn’t doing any favors to the civilization on Earth. 
 
    Within months after Nidhogg’s devotees revealed the presence of their corpse-eating god, all flights and ships from North America were refused docking or runway access across the globe. Any flights attempting access to foreign nations were summarily shot down; boats were sunk. Humans helped the Nidos—the reptilian creatures that had appeared and served Nidhogg—and the New Faith spread to South America within months. Within two years, most of North and South America was reduced to sporadic internet and telephone access with the outside world. 
 
    All of that had happened when she was still a kid. She’d never been outside the country, that she could remember. There were pictures of a trip to Europe when she was in elementary school, but by the time she was nine, everything had changed. There were vague memories of a life before the New Faith, but most of what she’d known was after Nidhogg. At seventeen, she’d lived half of her life under the pall of the New Religion. Sometimes, Harmony thought it was for the best: she didn’t want to remember a life that would never be again. 
 
    Since Nidos, despite their mostly human appearance, were—like Nidhogg itself—reptilian, they were unable to flourish in the upper reaches of North America. They could also be killed, and that was the chief victory of the resistance so far: they killed monster after monster. No one knew if it had any real impact. Killing the creatures, and the humans who supported them, had led to a few reclaimed towns—and the scant bit of useful intel that they had. 
 
    Despite some small victories, the exodus north had continued, but that was as far away from the corpse-eating new god that one could get. Although the access point between Alaska and Asia had not yet been breached by the Nidos, the fear of it was enough that humans weren’t allowed to cross into Asia either. People still tried, and stories circulated online of people claiming to have succeeded, but the truth was that anyone who tried to cross that barrier ended up dead for their efforts. The world that Harmony had been born into was long gone, and unless they could kill a god, it wouldn’t be returning to the relative safety they’d once known. 
 
    Chris finally asked, “Did you hear about Taylor?” 
 
    “He was a good guy. At least he got a clean death.” Harmony respected Taylor’s partner, Jess, a little bit more for putting the bullet in Taylor. Bullets attracted attention, but Jess had risked it to assure that he wasn’t thrown into one of the Nidos’ vats while still alive. Everyone who knew about the urns filled with decaying corpses was terrified of drowning in one. 
 
    When she’d first seen the photographs of the stew of dead bodies that the Nidos lived off of, she’d retched. That image was one of the ones that never stopped haunting her. She still woke from nightmare images of her mother’s face in the rot-filled water, from cold sweats in dreams that she was drowning in the decay of people she knew. 
 
    “I’d shoot you, you know,” Chris assured her; his words filled in the silence that had stretched out while horrors filled her mind. “I’d kill you before I’d let them throw you in one of those things.” 
 
    “I know.” She looked up at him, and he kissed her forehead. For one of those perfect quiet moments, she wondered what life would’ve been like if she’d been born only a decade earlier. “Is it weird to be comforted by promises to be killed?” 
 
    “Not if it’s a choice between quick death and something horrible,” Chris said. 
 
    “I’d kill you, too,” she added. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They lapsed back into silence then, and Harmony debated asking him about the differences in the world. He was three years older than her; it didn’t seem like a big difference now, but he’d known a world she could only try to imagine, been old enough to truly see the change. For as long as she remembered, this was the only world. 
 
    Chastity leaned against the wall. Her knees were bent, and she looked shakier than Harmony had ever seen her. 
 
    “You’re lucky,” she whispered. “If we hadn’t seen you…” 
 
    “You did.” Harmony listened to the sound of yelling outside their room. Their father had thrown something. Since Mom died, he was drunk more days than not. After what Harmony had seen tonight, she’d thought about stealing one of his bottles of vodka. Bodies floated in various stages of decomposition, arms and legs tangled together, eyes wide open and staring lifelessly. She’d stood silently looking into the giant cistern of corpses, too disgusted to even scream. 
 
    “You can’t go back there, Harm,” Chastity warned. 
 
    “I needed to know… I just wanted…” 
 
    “Mom’s not in there, and anyone that is in there is beyond our help.” Chastity reached out, winced, and glanced at her arm. Her sleeve was wet with blood, but she kept her arm outstretched. “Come here.” 
 
    Instead of accepting the hug her sister offered, Harmony grabbed the first-aid box on Chastity’s dresser. Once, they’d both had jewelry boxes sitting there. Harmony’s was pink; Chastity had a matching red one. Now, the things that littered the surface of Chastity’s dresser included knives, bandages, and bottles of antiseptic. 
 
    Their mother had taught both girls to sew, and every time they did this, Harmony thought of her. Of course, she’d intended for them to sew skirts, not skin. Harmony cleaned her sister’s wound, and then she threaded the needle with the deep-blue fiber that she would have to snip and tug out later. Not getting the disintegrating thread meant going to the hospital, and hospitals were like grocery stores to the Nidos. It wasn’t openly acknowledged, but there had been enough reports of disappearances that anyone who paid attention realized that the claim of “only taking freely offered corpses” was a lie. As the population dwindled, the natural-death rate wasn’t high enough to satisfy Nidhogg’s appetites. 
 
    “Promise me, Harmony.” Chastity lifted her gaze from the needle that Harmony held ready. “I want you to be safe. Once we’re able, we’re going to get out of here. We’ll go north, start over somewhere else. You, me, Christian, and Daddy. It’ll be better.” 
 
    Harmony bit down on her lip, pinched the sides of her sister’s knife wound closed, and tried to keep her stitches straight and tight. 
 
    “Everything will be different when we get out of here. It’ll be better,” Chastity promised. 
 
    Neither of them commented on their father’s drunken ranting on the other side of the barred bedroom door. They were all coping with her mother’s death differently. Chastity fought; their father drank; and Harmony tried to ignore the increased number of missing neighbors, the way her sister insisted she stay in after dark, and the stench of her father’s almost nightly descents into oblivion. 
 
    Things never got better for Chastity or their father, and none of them believed that they were going to improve. Chastity was wrapped in a sheet and set aflame on a bier to prevent the corpse eaters from consuming her. Their father was rarely sober, and Harmony had no expectation of living too many years longer. Chastity’s hopes for another life had been a fantasy; this was reality. 
 
    Would it be worse to think you had a future and lose it? 
 
    Harmony had been eight when the new god arrived. She’d never really known a world where there was any doubt that gods could be real. All she could do was kill the monsters and hope that if this god was real, so were other—better—gods. 
 
    “Are you going to stay quiet all night?” Chris prodded. 
 
    “Sorry.” She leaned her head against him briefly. “Dad was weird; we’re working downtown; the news about Taylor… I guess I’m feeling… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said. 
 
    “We’re almost there. Let’s go kill something. Maybe if we’re lucky, we’ll get more than one tonight.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The shift in Harmony’s mood as she pondered the inevitable violence in their night was markedly different from Chris’ reaction. Every time they cornered a Nido, Chris was filled with fear of losing Harmony. Afterward, he was cheered, but until they were past the fighting, he was apprehensive. Harmony was comforted by the prospect of violence—of revenge—in ways he almost envied. 
 
    They entered Old Downtown and started to prowl the clubs. There weren’t as many people out this near curfew. Those who were fell into one of four categories: the devoted, the deniers, the deadly, or the dying. Which category a person fell into wasn’t always apparent at first sight. There were cues, of course. The people still denying the hell they were living in were the ones most likely to be wearing shoes not suited for running. Admittedly, though, the dying were prone to such folly on occasion. They weren’t necessarily rushing to their deaths, but sometimes their “what happens, happens” approach meant that they were as likely to flee from the corpse-feeders as not. The devoted wore shoes fit for running down prey. The deadly were clad in boots, easier to load with weapons and still useful for running. 
 
    “My girl’s not feeling well,” Chris told the doorman as they approached the line outside the Norns. “Can we get inside so none of the N—so no one notices?” 
 
    Harmony’s posture had shifted as they’d walked. She leaned on him, appearing fragile, and simultaneously tilted her head so that the bruises along her collarbone were visible. “It’s okay. I can wait out here,” she murmured to him. “I don’t mind—” 
 
    “I do,” he snapped. He pulled her closer, caught her hand in his, and lifted it to his lips to kiss her wrist. In the process, the sleeve of her jacket slid back, exposing the bruised and needle-marked skin of her arm. He wasn’t sure what she’d injected into her body. Drugs? Nothing? It wasn’t disease: he was certain of that. Harmony’s pallor, bruises, and demeanor were all lures. She counted on the illusion of sickness, and most nights, it was enough. 
 
    Chris caught her gaze. “Harm?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she lied. She hadn’t been fine in a long time, but that wasn’t something he knew how to fix. 
 
    The doorman motioned them in. “You shouldn’t have her out here when she’s sick, man.” 
 
    The frown Chris gave the man wasn’t faked. “If I could keep her somewhere safe, I would.” 
 
    Harmony winced. “Come dance with me.” 
 
    Sometimes, he wished they could go out to the clubs for an actual date. Instead, their evenings were spent training, hunting, and killing. It had long since stopped being the life he wanted, but he couldn’t leave here without her. He wouldn’t. Instead, he kept his arm around her, and together they made their way into the crowd. Time hadn’t healed him; no amount of killing seemed to bring him peace. It had helped her, but he had been fighting for a couple of years before she had joined him. Maybe that was the difference: he was tired. 
 
    Harmony tensed as she saw her prey: a Nido approached, trying to sniff her out. 
 
    Chris wondered how far she’d go to ensnare them. The bruises on her arm were injection marks. As much as he believed that she wouldn’t sicken herself too much to fight, he also knew that if she could carry a disease that lured them, she would. Mentally, he made a note to try to get some clothes worn by the recently ill. Doing so was difficult, because the scent of illness faded too soon, but it was a strategy that added a little bit of extra verisimilitude. 
 
    “Couple fight now,” Harmony whispered as he pulled her toward him. 
 
    “Harm—” 
 
    “Teammates, Chris. I’m not as vulnerable as I look. You know that.” She looked down, so her forehead was resting against his chest while she spoke. 
 
    “I still worry,” he said. They could only use so many scenarios before they were caught. They rotated sections, rotated clubs within the sections, but even that wasn’t enough. Different scenarios made sense. 
 
    “It’s what we do; it’s worth it.” Harmony’s voice sounded raw. “If we’re going to die, it has to be for something, Chris. If we’re going to live—” 
 
    “I know,” he interrupted. You’re my reason, Harm. My religion. He put his hand on the back of her neck. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Not too fast.” 
 
    “Count five and go.” Chris watched the Nido approach with the same trepidation he always felt. He and Harmony had a system, and it worked—but so had the system he and Chastity had used. 
 
    “You don’t understand.” Harmony shoved him and turned away, running into the Nido’s arms as if she were unaware that he was there all along. 
 
    Now comes the hard part. 
 
    Chris stepped up to the bar and ordered a drink. He wasn’t going to walk out the moment Harmony left. More than half the time, Nidos in this part of town worked in pairs. It made this section harder to work, but it also meant that hunting here usually meant two kills. Of course, it also meant that their side often took more risks—and more casualties. 
 
    In the mirror that hung behind the liquor bottles, Chris watch as the Nido said something to Harmony. In barely three minutes, he had an arm around her, leading her away, taking her outside. The challenge for Chris was in not looking over his shoulder, not racing outside, not scooping her up and insisting they escape north to try to find a safer place to live. 
 
    Instead of doing all the things he wanted to, Chris waited, half hoping that the Nido’s partner would arrive and half hoping that there was no partner so he could move on to the next step of this strategy: run after his emotional girlfriend. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Harmony nodded and held on to the Nido’s arm as he directed her to a side door of the Norns. Her heart was steadier every time she did this, as if there was a calm almost in reach, and she wondered guiltily if the calm was death. She wasn’t going to slit her wrists or do anything drastic, but she was well aware that most hunters died. Dying while fighting for a better future seemed like a good way to go, maybe even a way to reach the kind of afterlife where she could be happy, where she could enjoy the sort of existence that people talked about when they talked about before. 
 
    The crack of metal on metal echoed as the door hit the handrail on the cement ramp into the alley. If she hadn’t been going outside to kill him, stepping into the poorly lit alley would be unsettling. As it was, she found the dark comforting. 
 
    “Do you have a car or something?” She slid her free hand into her pants pocket to withdraw the knife hidden there, but before she withdrew it, a beam of light flashed on, aimed directly at her and blinding her temporarily. 
 
    “You won’t need that,” the Nido beside her said. 
 
    Then another voice drew her attention: “She’s my only other child. We’ll be even now, right?” 
 
    “Daddy?” Harmony stumbled, partly from the inability to see and partly from the panic that washed over her. “Daddy! What are you doing here?” 
 
    She jerked her arm away from the Nido, but he caught her, gripping her biceps with a bruising hand before she could go very far. Think, Harm. Think. She couldn’t expect Chris to hear her if she screamed; the music inside was too loud. All she could do was buy time until he got there—except every scenario she knew was a blank then. Her father was it, the last family she knew she still had. Her sister was dead; her mother was dead. 
 
    The light lowered, and she saw another Nido standing beside her father. This one looked like a reasonably attractive woman, and she stood beside Harmony’s father like she was his date: a small smile on her lips and a hand resting lightly in the crook of his folded arm. 
 
    “She looks a lot like the other one,” the female Nido said. 
 
    Harmony looked at her father. “Daddy?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I tried to save you. I told you what would happen. You didn’t listen.” 
 
    The Nido patted his cheek with her free hand. “We took care of the problem last time, and we’ll fix this too.” 
 
    A cry escaped Harmony’s lips. It might have been a word, or it might have been only a sound. She wasn’t sure. The Nido restraining her stepped away, and she almost fell. She took several steps toward her father. “How? Why?” 
 
    There were two Nidos with her father, and even though she wasn’t being held back, she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do, much less what she could do. 
 
    “Your sister caught their attention. What was I to do?” Her father glared at her through bloodshot eyes. His sallow, fleshy face didn’t look anything like the father she remembered. 
 
    Harmony shook her head. “And Mom?” 
 
     He stepped closer, so he was near enough that she could embrace him. “That wasn’t my doing. I didn’t know… She was sick, and I only left her at the hospital for the night. I didn’t know they—” 
 
    “But you knew when you… what? Told them where Chas would be?” 
 
    “I had to make a choice,” he pleaded. “I tried to save you.” 
 
    Although the two Nidos watched them, they didn’t interfere. Harmony looked into her father’s face, but she couldn’t summon any words for him. Night after night, she’d hoped he would recover from the dual tragedies of her mother’s and sister’s deaths, but he wouldn’t. He was responsible, and now they both knew it. 
 
    “You told them where Chastity was… and now me too?” 
 
    “All I did was add it to the necklace. I warned you, but you wouldn’t listen.” He pointed at her. “The tracker is on that. I had no choice.” 
 
    Harm’s hand went to the charms around her throat. She yanked the necklace free and threw it at him. “You had a choice.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” he insisted. “They would’ve killed us both. They would’ve killed all three of us before, when Chastity was blaspheming. I saved you then. What was I to do?” 
 
    “Not give either of your daughters to the monsters. If there is another world where we meet after this life, I hope Chastity and Mom are there waiting for us.” She slipped her hand into her pocket. “Maybe they’ll forgive you, Daddy. Maybe I will too.” 
 
    She withdrew the knife and shoved the blade hilt-deep into his throat. As the Nidos grabbed her arms, she watched her father clutch his bleeding throat. It wouldn’t help. She’d learned where to stab a human; she’d severed his carotid artery. 
 
    “If I hated you, I’d have let you go into their foul stew while you were still alive,” she told him as he died. 
 
    The distant sounds of music, the sizzle of a nearby streetlight, and her father’s dying were all she heard then. The Nidos gripped her arms, but she kept her hand tight on the hilt of her knife. 
 
    I don’t want to die. 
 
    If she didn’t get away, she’d end up drowning in corpses. The images in her mind were almost as vivid as the real thing had been. This time, though, Chastity wouldn’t be there to rescue her. 
 
    Harmony let her body go suddenly limp, surprising them and dropping to the ground as they lost their grip on her. That was one of the first lessons she’d learned: do the unexpected. Most captives tried to tug away or shove, so her captors were likely to be ready for that. 
 
    As she rolled to her feet, she launched herself at one of the Nidos. She knew she couldn’t kill them both, but she wasn’t going to let them take her away. Better to die fighting than drown in the dead. Her shoulder stung from an unavoidable stab wound, and she knew dimly that there were other wounds she wasn’t registering yet. None of that mattered though. I want to live. I want Chris to live. She knew he should’ve been there by now, and the thought of reaching him, of keeping him out of their vats, was enough to give her an extra surge of adrenaline. 
 
    “Harmony!” Chris yelled. 
 
    She wasn’t sure when Chris had come outside. All she knew for sure was that she was on the ground, on top of the Nido, and her knife was wet in her hand. A trickle of something dripped down her cheek. She didn’t know if it was her tears or her father’s blood. The temptation to look at Chris warred with the fear that he’d look at her with disgust. 
 
    “Harm,” he repeated, softly this time. He had hands on her waist, lifting her up with little effort, as if she really was the rag doll she suddenly felt like. He pulled her away from the dead Nido and her now-dead father. 
 
    “You’re bleeding,” she said foolishly. Bleeding was normal; death was normal. 
 
    He took her hand, and uncurled her fingers from the hilt of the knife. “There was one inside, too, or I’d have been here sooner.” 
 
    “This time… I thought… I really thought I was going to die,” she whispered. “I don’t want to die.” 
 
    Instead of saying things that would make her fall apart, he suggested the same thing he had not long after Chastity died: “We could go north. Try to get to somewhere safer.” 
 
    She leaned against his side, not just because of the ritual but because she wanted to feel close to him, and this time, she gave him the answer she never had before, “Yes.” 
 
    And they walked away from the Norns, away from the father who’d betrayed her, and away from a life that held a too-soon expiration date. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note on Corpse Eaters 
 
     
 
    The core of “Corpse Eaters” was a question: what if the end of the world was because—contrary to Nietzsche’s grand claim—the god is not dead at all? Or the god we were expecting? 
 
    Personally, I’m intrigued by the power of faith. Faith literally makes a particular church stronger. Typically, this is because of practical things (public opinion, influence, riches from tithing, et al), but what if it physically strengthens the god too? 
 
    In “Corpse Eaters,” the characters have to believe because the god, Nidhogg (from Norse myth), is alive and in their world. To live in this reality, one would be not only trying to overcome the god, but also simultaneously strengthening its very being by the power of belief. 
 
    I am terribly intrigued by the intersection of doubt and faith.  
 
    So, if I step back, I see faith, folklore, and combat/conflict… of course, I also see a little bit of sex and love because I think that’s what makes the desire to survive all the more pressing in our lives. When we fight, we often do so for faith, love, or vengeance. In “Corpse Eaters,” it’s a bit of all three. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Strength Inside 
 
      
 
    When Chastity bought the only house on the cul-de-sac with several acres between her and the nearest neighbor, it wasn’t an accident. Privacy was a priority. At the time, her plan seemed sound. At the time, she hadn’t yet met the Homeowners’ Association or their subcommittee, the Architectural Review Board. 
 
    “Well?” Alison prompted when Chastity walked into the kitchen with the mail. Unlike Chastity, her sister was in comfortable jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. The dirt on her cheek—and the muddy footprints on the floor—told Chastity that her sister been gardening again. 
 
    “Another form.” Chastity clutched the latest ARB letter in her hand. By now she could recite the first paragraph: 
 
    The River Glades Community prides itself on high community standards. Therefore any and all exterior architectural alterations must receive approval of the Architectural Review Board. Please submit the attached form to JUSTINE sixty days prior to the date upon which you would like to begin any alteration, addition, removal, or other visible change. 
 
    Chastity forced herself to release her grip. She laid the paper on the kitchen counter and smoothed it out. “Every damn form includes the same paragraph. It’s like it’s their letterhead.” 
 
    “What do they want this time?” Alison unbraided her hair, finger-combed it, and twisted it up into a loose ponytail while Chastity read—and then reread. 
 
    Chastity made a growling noise before saying, “Sufficient neighbor signatures from... any house with direct line of sight with or without foliage.” 
 
    “Umm.” Alison walked to the door, opened it, and pointedly glanced to the left and right. “They do know we are the last house, right?” 
 
    “I’m sure they do.” Chastity kicked off the ridiculous low heels that she wore to work. Her skills were more about focus, so office work made sense. If it didn’t include such uncomfortable clothes, she’d be far happier. Alison floated from job to job when Chastity said they needed more money, but she couldn’t hold a job that involved too much time indoors. Chastity, for better or worse, was content in closer spaces. 
 
    Which is why we need both a house and a big yard. 
 
    For a moment, the sisters stood face-to-face in their kitchen. It was a lovely space. Beautiful granite countertops, sleek stainless steel appliances, and black tile with black grout. Greenery hung from the ceiling, lined windowsills, and clustered along all of the walls. Like much of the house, the kitchen was as close to an exterior space as possible—but without too many wild creatures or insects. Through the open door, Chastity could see the yard that was Alison’s passion. It was well on its way to resembling a formal garden that had been allowed to grow wild. Alison had the admirable ability to persuade most every plant, shrub, or tree to thrive even when they weren’t native. The result was a fabulous space filled with wildlife and ample places to hide. 
 
    “It’s worth fighting for,” Alison reminded her. “I could persuade the woman if you say the word.” 
 
    Chastity pushed away the mental image of the conversation her sister would have—or she herself would like to have—with the ARB chair; the process was made easier by the fact that she’d not yet met Justine. She shook her head. “I can do this.” She paused for a moment, scanned the form again, and looked at her sister. “How many signatures are ‘sufficient’? How do I know that?” 
 
    “You could always go to the committee meeting and ask.” Alison widened her eyes in faux innocence. “Take a covered dish, perhaps?” 
 
    Chastity flipped her little sister off. “We’re trying to get along here, Ali, not encourage the neighbors to show up with pitchforks and torches.” 
 
    Alison shrugged and stepped away from the still-open door. Given her way, she wouldn’t ever close the doors. “So, go fill out your paperwork. I’m going to read.” 
 
    “Don’t let the littles con you into treats because of fake hunger pains while I’m out,” Chastity reminded Alison. “They need to learn to schedule their meals.” 
 
    After a derisive snort, Alison wandered farther into the house. Somewhere in the plant-filled rooms, their siblings hid in dark shadows, but she pretended—for their amusement and hers—that she was unaware that they stalked her. In human years, and to the casual observer, the children appeared to be young teens, but as Bori they were the equivalent of toddlers—precocious toddlers, lethal toddlers, but toddlers all the same. 
 
    Like some mammals, a Bori’s physical growth meant they had strength far beyond their emotional growth. If the littles were left in the wild, they’d be mistaken for feral children—such nestless young were the source of the human stories about children raised by wild animals—but Chastity and Alison weren’t going to let such a fate befall their siblings. A very long time ago, the sisters had struggled as parentless Bori; they’d lived in the old ways. 
 
    Which is exactly why we won’t fail the littles now. 
 
    Despite their considerable longevity, few Bori were left in the world. Too often over the centuries humans declared them demons and murdered them, caged them as freaks in carnival sideshows, or destroyed their habitats. Protecting young Bori from such horrible fates was daunting. Chastity whispered a silent Thank youto whichever deity had granted her Alison as a sister. She could’ve handled the littles without extra help, but having Alison there made it far more manageable. Alison was maternal in a way that made her playmate as much as authority. Chastity, on the other hand, wasn’t fun. It simply wasn’t part of her skill set. There were plenty of things that Chastity considered asskills she possessed: she was a hard worker, kept her promises, killed easily, and generally could get along with just about anyone. She might not genuinely like seven out of ten of the people she smiled at, but now that blending was important for survival, faking friendly was essential. 
 
    Faux smile in place, Chastity took the papers in hand and went out to start knocking on doors. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Can I help you?” The older woman stood in the open doorway, not inviting Chastity in but not refusing to answer the door like the people at the first house. 
 
    “I’m Chastity. My sister and I bought the house at the end of Eden Street.” Alison held up the paper. “I’m trying to get approval for a fence for my younger siblings.” 
 
    “And Miss High and Mighty said no, did she?” The old woman lifted the glasses from her chest, where they dangled like a necklace. “You know, she tried to tell me I couldn’t have azaleas up front. Azaleas! Who ever heard of azaleas being an issue?” 
 
    “I think they’re lovely.” 
 
    “Well, of course they are.” The woman took the pen and paper from Chastity’s outstretched hand. “I had to hire a gardener in order to get approval. That woman needs a job, or a hobby, or something.” 
 
    Chastity smothered a laugh while the woman signedMrs. Corrine A. Kostler on the form and held it out. 
 
    “You might as well skip the Hinkeys.” Mrs. Kostler pointed toward a red brick colonial that sat kitty-corner from her house. “They do whatever Justine says. Edward files complaints on me right regularly. You just wait until he wants me to sign a form. Ha!” 
 
    Wisely, Chastity made a mental note to never anger Mrs. Kostler—and to invite her to tea. Maybe even a human meal. The food humans ate was peculiar, but there were things that Chastity could stomach. The littles would have to eat early, but we could work it out. 
 
    “Did you want something else?” Mrs. Kostler prompted. 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    The old woman took her glasses off, smiled, and announced, “You’re not half as weird as Justine said you were, girl. I should’ve known. Go talk to the others. Not the Hinkeys, mind, but the Valdezes and the Johanssons are decent enough.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Chastity nodded. She paused. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t step in the grass this time. I have a sidewalk for a reason.” Mrs. Kostler scowled. “Bring those children for cookies some afternoon.” 
 
    Then she closed the door before Chastity could reply. 
 
    Like Mrs. Kostler, the rest of the neighbors seemed friendly. They looked at the signatures on the form, made a few comments—mostly polite small talk, but more than a couple bitter remarks about Justine—and signed. After the fourth house, Chastity figured she might as well keep knocking. More signatures couldn’t hurt her case. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Alison arrived at the builder’s office the next day, she was reassured. She had been discreet in her inquiries. Chastity isn’t the only one with a plan.Once she’d narrowed in on the builders in the area with the sort of specialization skills they required, the choice was immediately clear. Damek Vaduva had achieved an odd, almost cultish following for his designs, but he also provided the more traditional building skill she needed. Unfortunately, his reputation for design made it near impossible to get a meeting, so Alison had to persuade the receptionist that she had, in fact, made an appointment, but the poor dear had forgotten to enter it into the book. 
 
    What Chastity doesn’t know won’t hurt me. 
 
    Alison shook her head. “I can reschedule.” 
 
    “No, no. It’s my mistake, and Mr. Vaduva had a cancellation earlier, so he’s in. Maybe I told him, but didn’t add it in my book. I’ll go in and tell him,” the young woman murmured. Then she nodded to herself, apparently pleased that she’d resolved the dilemma satisfactorily. 
 
    “It’s not a problem if he’s busy, I can reschedule—” 
 
    “No, of course not!” The woman stood. “We were having such a lovely chat when you called that I must have forgotten.” 
 
    Alison didn’t know how much she could reorder the woman’s mind and Damek’s, so she glanced at the nameplate:Darlene. Names helped. 
 
    “Since you’ve already told Mr. Vaduva I’m here, I will just wait out here for our appointment.” Alison motioned to the overstuffed burgundy leather chair in the corner. “You go on to your lunch, Darlene.” 
 
    The receptionist frowned briefly as her mind tried to assimilate the revision of reality that Alison was forcing on her. Then, she nodded, picked up her purse, and came around the front of the desk. “That does make sense, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s always lovely to talk to you, Darlene... Goodness, it feels funny to call you that whole name after the things we’ve discussed.” Alison leaned close enough that Darlene’s little human heart pitter-pattered like a bunny on speed. “You will tell me if you decide to be more than, well, curious. Won’t you, Dar?” 
 
    For a moment, Alison wondered if she’d overtaxed the poor human girl. Judging how much reality alteration they could take was always tricky, and some biases were a bit more deeply seated than others. 
 
    Then Darlene tore a piece of paper, scribbled a number on it, and pressed it into Alison’s hand. “Oh, yes! It feels so liberating to even admit it.” 
 
    Alison almost laughed in joy. Humans could be so unexpected. A relationship might be a fun way to mainstream. Being a Bori meant that one had a regular need to be needed; most of that need was satisfied by adopting and raising a pair of young Bori the way the sisters had, but there was something very satisfying about being needed in other ways. 
 
    She reached out one hand as if to touch Darlene’s cheek. She held it there until the bunny heartbeat went from bunny-on-speed to bunny-on-speed-with-a-crack-chaser. Once Darlene seemed ready to burst with tension, Alison brushed her knuckles over the girl’s face. “Sweetie, you haven’t even started feeling liberated.” 
 
    Darlene blinked, but said nothing. 
 
    “Go on with you, Dar. I have work to do.” Alison shooed her out the door, admiring the way the girl added an extra sway of her hips. 
 
    Definitely worth pondering a relationship. 
 
    Once the door was closed, Alison walked over, flicked the lock, and took a moment to herself. Keeping the appearance of a human while exerting influence could be a tricky thing. Utilizing influence made a Bori’s eyes revert to their natural oblong shape which, sadly, tended to attract attention. It also had the strange result of making far too many humans unsettled even when they couldn’t see the Bori’s shifted appearance. For a young Bori, exerting influence precipitated a form shift. Typically, for most older Bori, only the eyes changed, but there was always the chance of a more complete shift—and explaining why there is a wolf or an enormous bird where a human just stood could be awkward. Alison hadn’t slipped in years, but she did try to adhere to Chastity’s insistence on mainstreaming, enough so that these little sessions were all the more exhilarating for their rarity. 
 
    Unnecessary if we just moved home where we belong. 
 
    However, the unfortunate truth was that Chastity was right: the littles were growing up in a world where global awareness had changed everything. So few places were truly sequestered, and by the time the littles were on their own, Alison couldn’t imagine how the world would’ve changed. 
 
    A century from now, they’ll need to be able to assimilate far more than they would be able to if we stayed away from the humans. 
 
    When the sisters were hatched centuries ago, it wasn’t so unpleasantly difficult to nestle away in a village or mountain. By the time they were ready to take mates and have young of their own, the telephone had changed things, but it was the Internet that really was ruining things. Her youngest nestmates would need all the tools she could provide if they were to survive in the future that loomed. 
 
    Alison rolled her shoulders, cracked her neck, and concentrated on making her features both human and attractive. Her eyes hadn’t recolored, but they tingled as they tended to when the shape of her eyes started reverting to her natural oblong pupils. It would be easier if she could force her eyes to hold a human shape, but unlike Chastity, Alison could master that trick for only a short time. Alison resorted to contacts, which felt unpleasantly tight as her pupils reshaped. 
 
    She slipped her cell from her side pocket as it buzzed. A text from the littles read: “Need kibbles.” It was immediately followed by a second text message: “Rave lies. Caught yellow birds at Chassys feeder. No kibble.” 
 
    Alison smiled as she texted back: “Bury evidence. Do NOT eat all Chastity’s finches.” 
 
    Not all technology is bad. 
 
    The littles had responded well to the terseness of texting. They didn’t yet like to use words if they didn’t need them, but they did so when they needed to communicate with either of their elder sisters—or in cases where they wanted to talk to only one sister, typically when they needed to talk to Alison without Chastity knowing. 
 
    The next text read: “Three bird? Chassy sleeps now.” 
 
    Alison grimaced at the thought of the littles eating too many of Chastity’s finches and replied, “Only what you caught so far.” 
 
    And that’s why we live in this area. If they lived in the city where the littles had to steal housepets or try to find disease-free rodents, their diets would be a mess. 
 
    Resolved, Alison opened the door between the waiting area and the builder’s office. The man at the desk didn’t look up. He was darling for a male human: muscular, sun-darkened skin, a few pleasant scars on his exposed forearms, and old enough to be skilled at sex. Perhaps a relationship for Chastity would be wise too. 
 
    Alison tapped her long, lacquered nails on his desk as she assessed him. He still didn’t lift his gaze, so she murmured, “Mr. Vaduva? Mr. Damek Vaduva?” 
 
    “I am Damek.” The man looked around with the gaze of one who was not expecting anyone to be in the room. When his gaze settled on her, he frowned. “Well, your sort don’t usually come to the office.” He pushed his chair back from the desk and folded his hands together. “Darlene is safe?” 
 
    “She is.” Alison sank into the cozy chair in front of Damek’s heavily carved desk. 
 
    She opened her handbag and pulled out a cloth. She didn’t hesitate, despite the difficulty of coming to terms with what was wrapped inside it. She laid it on the desk. “I have a job for you.” 
 
    To his credit, Damek did not unwrap the bundle in front of him. “Tell me.” 
 
    Alison weighed her words are with the same care she used in selecting the right stones from the earth. “I need my home made stronger. I can provide the materials.” 
 
    “Everything I need will be there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alison agreed. “Everything.” 
 
    Damek leaned back. “Then I will come next week.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Several days passed calmly, and then another form arrived. That night, Chastity tore open the mail with a scream that might’ve caused concern if not for the sound-dampening spell they’d had the foresight to get for the house. 
 
    “Good day at work?” Alison called from the kitchen. 
 
    “I hate Justine with an unhealthy degree of enthusiasm.” Chastity didn’t bother trying to hide her irritation. Outside, she had to be sweet, normal, all of those pesky mainstreamer things, but in the house, she dropped the façade. “If she had any idea what happened to the last woman who—” Chastity stopped herself as Alison came to the doorway and gave her a bemused smile. 
 
    “We could move somewhere remote,” Alison suggested. 
 
    “No. Times are changing. The littles must become socialized.” Chastity took three calming breaths and walked into the kitchen. 
 
    Alison shrugged. “Now what?” 
 
    “Samples. We need to get samples.” Chastity stared at the paper, reread it for the third time, and then tossed it on the table. 
 
    “Of?” 
 
    “Any and all building material visible to those in the community.” Chastity closed her eyes and began counting very slowly in her mind. One... two.. three... I can do this... four... five... mainstreaming is good for the littles... six... 
 
    Alison snorted. “Damek is to be here two days. The builder I said was coming? I think you’ll like him.” 
 
    “We don’t have the money, and I don’t have time to like anyone, Ali.” Chastity pulled open the fridge and got out several cardboard boxes. There were fresh bloodworms, a partially eaten chickadee, and at least half a squirrel left over. 
 
    “So you keep saying. The littles and I are not enough need for you. You do not want a Bori mate, so you should select a human for a while. He is striking if you like males.” 
 
    Pointedly ignoring her sister, Chastity returned to the fridge. “Did you want to go out for dinner or have leftovers?” She rummaged around and found an opened jar of red sauce. “I could do a casserole.” 
 
    “Please, gods, no.” Alison sniffed the air. “I smell you. If you expect to sneak up on both of us, you need to bathe more often, Remus.” 
 
    A low growl came from the living room. 
 
    “And not react to every barb, sweetie,” Chastity added. “Ali has a much better nose, so I wouldn’t have known she was right if not for the growl.” 
 
    The growling boy in question made a noise that sounded like a chuff. 
 
    The sisters exchanged a look, and while Alison’s head was turned a black blur came at her from the other doorway. Chastity started, “Al—” but before the second syllable, the blur in question had toppled Alison and the chair she was in. 
 
    Perched on Alison’s chest was a feral girl with almost solid black eyes and dark snarled hair. The girl tilted her head at an inhuman angle and stared at Chastity. She snapped her mouth in a self-satisfied way. 
 
    “Human words, Rave.” Alison reached up to ruffle the girl’s hair—and got a sharp snap on the wrist for it. “Clever thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    Raven preened a little. 
 
    Chastity shook her head. “He agreed to being the decoy?” 
 
    For a moment, Raven pulled her stare from Alison to Chastity. Then she opened and closed her mouth. In a scratchy voice, the child said, “Bigger share of dinner.” 
 
    “Clever,” Alison repeated. 
 
    *** 
 
    With a happy yip, Remus charged into the kitchen. Chastity’s edict against shapeshifting was helping the children learn to appear human, but their behavior was still more animal than human. Alison was grateful that she was the younger sister, though; she wasn’t entirely sure she had the confidence to make some of the family decisions. Chastity’s choices were akin to laws, so it made for a family without conflict. Luckily, their eldest sister was also realistic. 
 
    Remus leaned his body against Chastity and butted her hand with his head. His skin was smudged with dirt, but his hair was damp and leaf-free. She suspected Raven had groomed his hair again. Gently, Chastity murmured, “You will bathe in water later.” 
 
    “Hate water.” Remus looked at her beseechingly. “Used words. No water?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. For all of her attempts at mainstreaming, Chastity still remembered that they weren’t human. She lectured, and she reminded, but she didn’t expect them to change entirely. If Alison were more curious, she might ask her sister if there was a master chart or spreadsheet where the number of admonishments and praise was measured out. 
 
    Alison watched her sister and the littles with a sort of peace that they hadn’t always known—the sort of peace they were going to ensure for the family. Not all nests are created equal. This particular nest was one she would fight to protect. 
 
    “So, about Damek,” Alison started. 
 
    The littles were unconcerned. Raven remained perched atop Alison, and Remus sat beside Chastity with his eyes closed contentedly. Chastity herself was suspicious. She leveled her gaze at Alison. “I’ll talk to him, but the fence is the first priority.” 
 
    “Sure, but the unfinished rooms downstairs—” 
 
    “Ali, we’ve talked about this. The money has to go to the fence first. Iwill get it approved. Getting the fence in, then spelled, and”—Chastity had stopped petting Remus, and he whined plaintively—“the inside is not the priority this year. Maybe next year if money is available.” 
 
    “Chas?” 
 
    “It’s not like I don’t want them to have a better—” 
 
    “Chastity!” 
 
    “What?” Her sister resumed petting Remus, who had become unsettled by the tension in the sisters. 
 
    “I have the money.” Alison held up a hand to forestall any questions. “Damek will be here to assess the site in two days. All you need to concentrate on is the fence. I have this.” 
 
    For a strange moment, Alison felt the weight of all three of her nestmates’ stares. Raven and Remus were experts in nonverbal communication, and Alison’s studied lack of expression was obviously fascinating to the littles in a way that words or gestures rarely were. Remus prowled closer and sniffed her; Raven tilted her head from one side to the other. The littles exchanged a look, then studied Chastity. Remus chuffed at his sister, and she released a screech that only Remus could understand. Then, the littles gave both sisters their renditions of assuring affection. Remus licked their hands, and Raven rubbed her forehead against their shoulders. With no signal that Alison and Chastity would recognize, the littles vanished into whatever dens then had elsewhere in the house. 
 
    Once they were gone, Chastity sighed. “They’re still sleeping in the rafters in the attic.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine.” Alison reached up and laced her fingers with her sister’s. “We weren’t that verbal so young.” 
 
    “I know.” Chastity looked at her. “Do you miss the not-words?” 
 
    “Sometimes, but what I really miss are the tufts of fur you’d drag home from whatever you’d killed. We had a fabulous nest.” Alison thought longingly of the way they’d lived before Chastity decided they had to mainstream. The nest was a true nest then. They’d had a cave with shiny bits of stones that she’d found, and the warm-soft pelts that Chastity brought. 
 
    It was so much easier. 
 
    Quietly, Alison said, “But we made the right choice.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    Alison laughed. “Yes, we. If you think I didn’t choose it, too, you’re spending too much time around humans. I’m here. That means I chose it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Chastity squeezed her hand. “Do I need to ask where the money came from for the repairs?” 
 
    Alison shrugged. “I brought a few of those shiny rocks from the old nest. Humans make them into body ornaments. I gave them to Mr. Vaduva.” 
 
    “You used some of your gems for payment?” Chastity’s mouth hung open oddly on the last word. When she realized it, she closed her mouth with an audible smack. 
 
    “Go find your samples. The ARB meeting is in two days.” Alison paused and rubbed her forehead on her sister’s shoulder as she had when they hadn’t learned words yet. 
 
    *** 
 
    On the day of the meeting—the same day that Damek Vaduva would arrive at their nest—Chastity stood examining a white brick, a small bucket of some sort of masonry compound, and a three-inch sample of the metal rods that would reinforce the brick. She thought they had pretty good odds—and then the doorbell rang. 
 
    She looked through the peephole in the door to the thin, perfectly made-up woman, and she knew without a doubt that this had to be the ARB chair. The artifice that was conveyed in every detail of the woman’s outfit was proof enough that no matter what form they filled out, no matter how innocuous—or logical—the request, it wouldn’t matter. This was a woman who cared for appearance. Her clothes were the sort of poorly chosen frocks that admitted that the wearer didn’t dress for her personal style, but for the society-approved idea of fashion. If Chastity knew anything about designers, she would be able to be falsely impressed, but the idea of being concerned with brand over style made no sense to Chastity. 
 
    “You have got to be joking.” She sighed, affixed a smile, and opened the door. 
 
    “Miss Faolchu?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m Chastity Faolchu.” She stepped aside. “Please come in.” 
 
    Behind her, Chastity heard the littles. She glanced over her shoulder as Raven and Remus crept down the stairs. They perched on the edge of the landing midway down the staircase. Neither spoke. They stared at Justine. 
 
    Justine had stepped into the house. The expression on her face was polite, but the tone of her voice was chilly. “I didn’t know you had children. Do they go to a private school?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    At that, Justine’s polite demeanor slipped a little. “Oh, I haven’t noticed the bus stopping here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t.” 
 
    The ARB chairperson pursed her lips and blinked, as if forcing clarity to come to her. “Do you drive them? They don’t look old enough to drive themselves yet.” 
 
    “No.” Chastity moved to the side so she could see the littles. 
 
    “So...,” Justine prompted. 
 
    “We homeschool.” Chastity gave her a tight smile. 
 
    The temptation to ask for more information vied with the natural discomfort most people experienced when they were confronted by the littles. Justine’s gaze darted to them, and then back to Chastity. “Why did you say you moved here again?” 
 
    Chastity’s dislike for Justine boiled inside her, but she wasn’t ready to completely give in to it. She kept that anger out of her voice and said, “Children need yards. Fenced yards. In the city, we didn’t have enough space for their growth.” 
 
    “They seem a bit old for you to worry about fences,” Justine said. 
 
    Charity briefly imagined telling Justine exactly how much trouble a pair of young Bori would inflict on their area. Her tiny sweater-clad dog is lucky to be alive still. Bird feeders all look like buffets. She forced her tone to remain level. “Nonetheless, we need a fence.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The littles exchanged a look that conveyed how truly they believed that Justine did not see. 
 
    “Would you like to have a seat?” Chastity belatedly remembered that keeping a guest standing in the foyer was not friendly. 
 
    No matter how much I study humans, I still slip up. 
 
    She gestured for Justine to precede her into the small living room to the left of the foyer. It was more conservatory than living room, but such a thing wasn’t terribly peculiar; a lot of people had greenery-filled homes, maybe not to the degree that they did, but humans brought nature into their homes, too. 
 
    Chastity tensed as Justine took a seat in the settee, but aside from pursed lips, the ARB chairperson made no note of the thick plastic that covered the furniture. It crinkled noisily as she shifted on it. 
 
    “I was getting ready to water the plants,” Chastity lied. And the littles have released several squirrels in the house again, she added silently. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I didn’t want the furniture to get damaged,” Chastity continued. By the children disemboweling squirrels. There was something oddly disconcerting about trying to make small talk, but the habit of adding silent truths typically made it more palatable. Today, it wasn’t helping. 
 
    After as friendly a smile as she could muster, Chastity broached the subject of the fence. “I have the materials to bring to the meeting. I’m hopeful that we can resolve this and—” 
 
    “I doubt it, Miss Faolchu. I simply don’t see that a privacy fence is conducive to fostering a healthy community.” Justine folded her hands in her lap. “I don’t think we need to start walling ourselves into little territories.” 
 
    “Really?” Chastity’s temper slipped a bit. She felt the pressure in her eyes, but she held on to the human shape of them. It wasn’t that she had a short fuse, but the nitwittery of the ARB had frayed her nerves. 
 
    Justine waved a hand. “We don’t control who buys the houses here, but Ido have a measure of control over this community. It is my privilege to protect it from threats.” 
 
    The rustle of leaves behind Justine revealed the hiding place where the littles waited. Their presence went far to remind Chastity why she was doing this—both controlling her temper and mainstreaming. 
 
    They deserve a home. 
 
    “There you are, Chas.” Alison walked into the room. “I wanted to tell you that Damek arrived while you were out and discuss the schedule for the next step, but here you are . . . and with a guest.” 
 
    Alison smiled in such a disturbingly friendly way that Chastity realized that they were not going to resolve this politely. 
 
    At all. 
 
    Before Alison turned her attention to Justine, she walked over to stand beside Chastity, put one hand on her hip and the other on Chastity’s shoulder, and said, “Rave? Remy? I see you.” 
 
    The littles came out from behind a cluster of leafy potted plants; their movements were in perfect synchronicity. Raven tilted her head, and Remus stared fixedly at Alison. They didn’t move away, though. 
 
    “Why don’t you go find us something interesting to eat?” Alison said softly. 
 
    The littles zipped toward the door too quickly to be mistaken for anything remotely human. Chastity pursed her lips, but said nothing. 
 
    Justine’s eyes widened. “They’re... quick.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With her temper barely hidden, Alison turned to face the human who had caused such turmoil in the nest. “Oh, you have no idea.” 
 
    She was a perfectly serviceable human. Her hair was a soft brown, and her eyes were a glimmery blue. Like the rocks I can’t ever find. Alison tilted her head and assessed the woman further. She trembled some; fear was such a primal thing. 
 
    “I probably should go.” Justine’s voice quivered so slightly that it was almost unnoticeable, but Alison had spent centuries reading the nearly imperceptible cues of humans. Justine continued, “I simply wanted to stop in and let you know that there is no need for you to attend the meeting.” 
 
    She stood and then paused. 
 
    “Stay. I’d like to discuss the fence.” Alison stepped toward Justine. “My sister is surprisingly . . . normal. She dates males, works in some sort of... What is it you do, Chas?” 
 
    “Technical writing.” Chastity obviously heard the dangerous edge in Alison’s voice; she came to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Alison. 
 
    “Right. Tedious normal things. I, however, am not quite as civilized.” 
 
    “Alison.” Chastity reached out for Alison’s hand and pulled her away from Justine. She smiled reassuringly at the now visibly nervous human and said, “Please forgive my sister. She’s a bit overprotective.” 
 
    Justine looked from one to the other. “I don’t think I like your attitude, Miss Faolchu.” She visibly composed herself. Her shoulders straightened, and she smoothed her sleeves down. “I will be going now.” 
 
    “No. I don’t think you should, Justine.” Alison glanced at Chastity and said quietly, “Leash me or step back.” 
 
    Chastity shot her another quelling look, but she did not order her to stop. 
 
    Alison looped an arm around Justine’s waist. The ARB chairperson stiffened and attempted to pull away, but Alison kept her arm where it was. “Did Chastity tell you about the work Mr. Vaduva is doing? Today is his first day here, but we’re very excited about the project.” 
 
    At that, Justine paused. “Damek Vaduva? Here?” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    “I’ve seen his work in Architectural Digest and Metropolitan Home and.. He’s a genius.” 
 
    “Would you like to meet him?” With her free arm, Alison gestured toward the stairway leading to the lower level. 
 
    “Justine has a meeting to attend,” Chastity said. 
 
    Alison glanced at her sister. “Of course... the meeting. Chastity is going to that meeting, too. Maybe you could ride over together. She’s hoping to petition the board for approval for the fence, so maybe you could discuss it on the way.” 
 
    Justine looked toward the stairwell. “I suppose I could miss one meeting.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s fair,” Chastity said. “If you aren’t even there to hear my petition—” 
 
    “You can talk to me while I’m here,” Justine amended. “I was the only one objecting, but I can see now that you have good taste... perhaps, I could reconsider my stance. I mean, if Vaduva is here. Heis really here?” 
 
    “Come meet him. Then call your committee. Maybe afterward you can talk to Damek. He’s been nattering on about some architectural trip that he’s leading..” 
 
    “Damek. You call him Damek?” Justine whispered. 
 
    “We come from the same place.” Alison shrugged. “Not family, mind you, but we have an old connection.” 
 
    Alison saw Chastity stiffen at the mention of Damek coming from the same place, but she did not ask the question she so obviously wanted to. She wouldn’t in front of outsiders. 
 
    “Come downstairs, Chas.” Alison held out her free hand. “You should meet Damek.” 
 
    Silently, Chastity accepted Alison’s hand. She squeezed it briefly, and then she opened the door to the basement. “I’m glad we’re able to work this out, Justine.” 
 
    “Of course.” The ARB chair sounded positively friendly now. She smiled as she started down the stairs. 
 
    *** 
 
    At the foot of the stairs, Chastity stood silent as Alison introduced Justine to Damek Vaduva. She wasn’t prepared for the way he looked at her; the familiarity of his assessment made her blush like a far younger Bori. He didn’t speak to her, not yet. Instead he listened as Justine gushed at him, senseless words about his artistry, about how she had tried to get an appointment but was callously rebuffed. 
 
    “It’s almost unfortunate,” Chastity said quietly. She caught her sister’s gaze. “You didn’t tell me he was from home. I didn’t know there were any traditional builders here.” 
 
    “You can tell me to cease,” Alison reminded her. “You make the final decisions.” 
 
    Chastity folded her arms and looked from the builder to her sister. “Mr. Vaduva?” 
 
    “Damek,” he corrected. “To you, I am only Damek.” He caught and held Chastity’s gaze then as he added, “It is an honor to work in your nest.” 
 
    “Their nest?” Justine echoed. “Oh, the house. In English, it is house. A nest is what animals have.” 
 
    Damek motioned for Justine to come closer to him, but his gaze remained fixed on Chastity. “Do you wish me to do this work?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was a moment when neither Bori nor builder moved, and then Damek turned to Justine. “Come here.” He pointed into the section of the wall that had been torn open. The drywall was gone, and a peculiar stone-and-wood structure was now alongside the original studs. The stone wall was already built almost knee-high. 
 
    “You see the beams. They are good beams. A structure must have the right support.” 
 
    Justine leaned forward and looked into the partially built wall. “I see.” 
 
    “No. You must come closer.” Damek stepped over the stone and stood in the opening. He laid one hand on the beam. “Inside is the support. This is where the strength comes from. In here.” 
 
    Then he stepped out and motioned for Justine to step into the opening. Obediently, she did. 
 
    “Look there... to the side.” Damek stepped closer, invading Justine’s space, and bodily blocking her exit from the partially built wall. He pointed. “Do you see the weakness of the beams? They need more support.” 
 
    Once Justine was looking away, Damek made a gesture at his side with one hand. Alison pulled a rope, pulling a board from above Justine and releasing the sludgy mix Damek required. It poured over Justine, who shrieked as she lost her balance. 
 
    “You idiot!” 
 
    “Hold still.” Damek reached out with both hands, but instead of steadying her, he wrapped his hands around her throat and squeezed. 
 
    Eyes widened in fear, she stared at him as she clawed at his arms. 
 
    Once she crumpled, Damek looked toward Chastity. “You must hold her up.” 
 
    With one hand, Chastity pushed Justine backward until her shoulder was flush against the exposed beam behind her. Damek took Chastity’s other hand and put it on Justine’s throat. “Squeeze if she wakes.” 
 
    Damek knelt at Chastity’s feet and continued building the wall. He hummed softly as he worked, and he paused only to look admiringly at Chastity—who pretended not to notice. 
 
    Justine was walled in up to her hips when Chastity finally allowed her to stir. “What are you doing?” She pushed against Chastity’s grip. “Stop.” 
 
    “Support matters,” Damek told her with a frown. “My buildings... they never fall. You say you want to understand. You are learning a secret now.” 
 
    “No.” Justine slapped at them with hands caked in the clay mixture and scratched Chastity’s arms. Her fingernails gouged Chastity’s forearms, leaving behind tiny red cuts atop the thin scars already there. 
 
    “I share this secret.” Damek frowned. “Many years ago people understood. Now? Things have changed.” 
 
    Chastity nodded and shoved Justine more firmly against the wall. The ARB chair struck Damek and clawed at him, scraping her now-broken fingernails on his face. She grabbed Chastity’s wrists, bruising them. Damek and Chastity ignored her. 
 
    “It has. It’s not that I can’t appreciate the benefits, but I worry. The littles are so young, and this world . . . It was different before. I worry—” Chastity stopped herself. 
 
    Damek paused. “I understand.” 
 
    As they stared at one another, Justine shrieked and struggled against the stone, brick, and spell-laden mortar that now encased her legs. “You people are sick. You can’tdo this. People will notice. It’s—” 
 
    “People never notice. Sacrifice helps buildings,” Damek said. 
 
    “I won’t tell. I will sign your fence form and—” 
 
    “No,” Alison interrupted. “We needed someone with strong emotions. You are the right person for this job, Justine.” 
 
    There was a flash of sorrow in Chastity, but not so much that she would fail to do what must be done to keep her nest safe. 
 
    While Damek worked, he said, “People see that my buildings are good. They write the articles. Now, I build for people with money, and when it is important, I build some special things in the old ways.” 
 
    “No!” Justine tried futilely to dislodge the stones and bricks. “This isn’t happening.” 
 
    As Damek worked, the only sounds other than the grate of brick against brick or tool against stone were those of Justine’s mix of screams, objections, and pleas. Then, even those faded, and only the rhythmic scrape of tools remained. 
 
    Chastity watched the bricks as Damek built them up around the exhausted, yet still weeping ARB chairperson. Quietly, she spoke to Justine. “It is for the good of the community. You understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    Justine lifted her head and stared at Chastity. “You’re a monster.” 
 
    “Yes.” Chastity nodded. “Not so different from you. You wanted toprotect your community from fences and divisiveness...” Her words drifted away for a moment as she realized that she felt strangely sad. “I understand now. We both are trying to protect what we believe in. I have to protect my nestmates. The littles need safety, stability, a home... and you are helping provide that for them. Our home will be safe from any damage now. It cannot be broken into. Even our windows will not break.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” Justine said wearily. 
 
    Only her head was still exposed. 
 
    “No.” Damek lifted a trowel of mortar and carefully spread it on her face. “My buildings are safer. You make this building strong. Your rage. Your sorrow. Your death. It is good. Strong feeling from you and for you.” 
 
    He lifted several more trowels of mortar, and Chastity scooped it from the trowel with her fingers and packed it around Justine’s face and smoothed it into her hair. 
 
    The littles had come into the room at some point and now sat nestled against Alison’s body in the middle of the floor. Raven was tucked under one arm, and Remus was curled on the other side. 
 
    “You wanted to make a difference, to be noticed, to be important. You have been. You will always be important to us now, Justine.” Gently, Chastity covered Justine’s eyes. 
 
    The last couple of tears had left tracks in the mortar on the ARB chairperson’s cheeks. Chastity left them there. 
 
    She stepped back, looked at her sister and at the littles. Then she nodded to Damek. 
 
    Silently, he finished strengthening the building. Each brick and every stone he placed solidified the security and strength of the building. 
 
    When he was done, the sisters and their young sibling went up the stairs, and Damek begun humming again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Several days passed as Damek continued his work in the house. On the third day, Chastity found another letter in the mail. Nervously, Chastity clutched it in her hand as she read the first paragraph: 
 
    The River Glades Community prides itself on high community standards. Therefore any and all exterior architectural alterations must receive approval of the Architectural Review Board. Please file the attached approval FOR FENCE CONSTRUCTION for your records. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “What does it say?” Alison came to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with her sister. 
 
    Chastity held up the paper so they could both read it. “They’ve approved our fence!” 
 
    Alison let out a whoop of triumph, and the littles came careening into the room. 
 
    “I told you it would all be okay.” Alison bumped her shoulder against Chastity’s. “The littles will have their safe home and safe play yard.” 
 
    “We owe thanks to Justine.” Chastity nudged her sister back. “And to you.” 
 
    Remus bumped his head gently against hers. “Go catch yellow birds now?” 
 
    At that, Raven and Alison exchanged a worried look, but Chastity smiled at him and then said, “If you keep eating them, we won’t have any left.” 
 
    “Is a feeder though,” Remus complained. “Feeder is for food.” 
 
    Chastity laughed. “True. We need to mark the fence line anyhow. Come on.” 
 
    And the sisters led their younger nestmates into their soon-to-be-fenced yard. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note on The Strength Inside 
 
    Once upon a time I lived in a neighborhood with a H.O.A. and . . . they did not like me. I had notices for so many silly things. The rules included how long the garage could be open, and which part of the yard could be fenced, and it was maddening.  I have a temper. When I received a letter that the fence—which had been authorized, papers filed, forms signed—was "too high" I responded with a photograph of me holding a tape measure.  My fence was shorter than I am. The citation accused me of "illegally installing a ten foot fence." I am, incidentally, barely over five feet tall.  When I moved to my current house, I refused to look at a single property with a H.O.A.    
 
    I did not, of course, have anyone walled up in my house.  The characters in the story are not my former neighbors. The inspiration, however, was my sheer frustration of their petty, form-filling-out invasiveness.   
 
    Added to this is my fascination with the long history of immurement in architecture.  There are several ways this has been approached, but it all boils down to the notion that there is strength or protection in the building or to its inhabitants because of the human sacrifice. Really, who doesn't want a safe home?   
 
    So it was a joy to get to write this one. Sometimes when I get invited to an anthology I am at a loss as to what to write, but when Charlaine and Toni asked me to do this one, I knew exactly what I wanted to write.  
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