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“Du bist mein und ich bin dein, und kein Mensch auf der Welt kann das ändern.”
— The Brothers Grimm










  
  
i. deep




The darkness pulses. 

Like the heart of some ancient beast, the darkness pulses. Cold. The crush of it threatens her bones, each push-pull contraction keeping her captive within that cavern.

The heart beats. It beats against her, full of life. Draining life. Sweetwater, effervescent with oxygen, sluices from her mouth in torrents, only to flow backwards into that same chasm. The flux of fluids is grinding her teeth into pebbles. 

There is a beach made of similar stones some way in the distance, but she can no longer say which direction. The hiss of the sea on the shore has been muffled by a rushing in her ears. Her thoughts are rushing, too. 

Other things begin to slow.  

Her own heart, smaller and finished with raging, now shudders in the aftershocks of the waters. Impassioned waves slap at the lake’s surface; a tantrum of white-capped hands caress, hold, push her down. 

Deeper. Deeper. 

Bubbles weave silvery shackles through her fingers, binding her wrists and tangling her legs. She cannot fight them off. She cannot fight. She hangs in dark suspension, held by an illusionary weightlessness. She sinks, drawn into oblivion with the serenity of the summoned. Her eyes are wide, but she sees nothing.

She sees everything.

She sees—

The ceiling, its tiles the color of Superior’s sprays. For an instant, visions and realities mingle behind bulging eyes; her stomach drops like a rock, terror rippling through her body. Bedsprings squeak, their tinny squeal grating. Clarity returns to find her prone atop her mattress, limbs tense and chest tight. 

Deep breaths. Take a deep breath. 

She tries. Sweat spills down her brow in streaming varicose patterns, dewing beneath the fabric of her sweatshirt and leaving her sopping wet. If not for the sheets snarled around her, she probably would have fallen out of bed. 

She feels as if she had anyway. She feels winded. A metallic taste has soured her mouth, her tongue shriveling away from the backs of her teeth. Once silent, the calm of the moonlit bedroom is shattered by fish-gasps.

Take a deep breath. 

Slowly, slowly, she is able to follow her own command, a slug of saliva smothering what tingles in her throat. The body cannot stay on high alert for long, she knows; one cannot be engulfed by anxiety if they are forced to breathe deep. That much is a scientific fact. It has been tested and proven.

After this past year, she knows how to coerce her body to calmness.  

The clock on the nightstand glows an eerie green, not unlike those clocks in the B-rated horror flicks her father liked. The thought is grounding. It stands to follow, because she is on the ground. Or on land, anyway. 

She is on land. 

Of course she is on land. Her final wheeze snares on a snort, stifled by the hand that she draws over her face. She hadn’t really wanted to see the time, but it is too late now. 

She had looked. She knows. 

It seems like a waste not to do anything with that knowledge, so she untangles herself from the sailors’ knots of her bedding and swipes at the crumpled carton of cigarettes that lies on the nightstand. They feel soggy, but usable. Conveniently, she had forgotten to take her lighter out of her pocket. Its heft tugs against the loose material of her sleep pants, pulling the waistband over the jut of her hip. She wears her pajamas as crookedly as she does her frown. 

“Dammit,” she mumbles, because it feels like the sort of thing a person should mumble after whatever-it-was she just endured. A night terror? It had been too vivid to be an ordinary dream. She curses again, because it is better than crying. “God dammit.” 

Beyond the window, the lake berates her crassness. The frigid surf sighs its disapproval against the shore, one reedy whisper surmounted by another, then another, then another, until a chorus of condemnation censors the scuffle of her feet over moist carpet. A particularly emphatic undulation suppresses a grunt of disgust, as well. 

Her hair is one capsized freighter away from being an oil spill. The slimy strands leave a line of drip-drops behind her, trailing from the bed to the door in the fashion of fairytale breadcrumbs. She is reminded of the breadcrumbs she used to feed the gulls when she visited Grand Marais. How the birds would chase her along the shore out of hope and greediness. 

The thought is peculiarly poignant. Drip-drops, breadcrumbs. Tossing scraps to whatever lived near the coasts of Superior. She thinks of the scavengers that had followed her, and what else might have done the same, given half the chance. 

Another breath rattles down her throat. But as the details of her nightmare ebb away, so too does the nervous energy required to experience paranoia. She has lost the power to panic. It is a welcome change.

It is odd.

But she is calm. The throbbing in her chest is receding, replaced by a detached serenity and the vague sensation of floating. Her mind is sent adrift, like lost sandals in the water. 

It is a bizarre analogy, she acknowledges. That it feels significant is probably of no consequence, given the time of night. Many foolish things feel profound in the wee hours, just as many mundane things become disturbing. Thinking on it, this phenomenon is probably to blame for her having bad dreams in the first place; her reading that morning had not been especially savory. 

Unlatching the door to the porch and pushing through, she reflects on her research as light reflects off the sea. 

Drowning. She couldn’t resist another Google search. In the weeks following her parents’ funeral, she had done many Google searches, and every account featured survivors claiming that drowning isn’t a bad way to go. That the initial agony of having one’s life literally extinguished melts into a sort of dreamy tranquility as the brain starves for oxygen; when a person’s grasp on consciousness becomes tenuous, their ability to process pain decreases. After a certain point, it is like falling asleep. 

There had been relief in learning that. Or something close enough to relief for her to willfully misinterpret it. Either way, it is nice to imagine that her parents hadn’t suffered as much as they could have. Her mother’s corpse had borne abuse from the wreck, yes, and half of her father had never been found—torn in two by the tide, she remembers someone telling her—but the physical act of drowning would have been relatively peaceful, in the great scheme of things. 

The silver lining of her thoughts materializes as she pads onto the patio, embodied in the argent halo that has formed around the moon. Smelted rays of light dribble onto the surface of Superior, congealing into glimmering scales. She makes a seat for herself on the three narrow steps that lead to the yard, tapping a cigarette from its carton and pulling the lighter from her pocket. There is the click of striking metal, the sizzle of ignition. 

She tosses both carton and lighter away and admires the tip of the cigarette, blazing rosy gold. It mocks the pinprick call of a lighthouse. Of the sun that is hours from dawning.

If only this parody would imbue the latter’s warmth. She is freezing. A smart person would have chosen a shower over nicotine, but she has never considered herself to be exceptionally smart. 

Besides, now that she’s here, there is no point going back. 

Wearily, she watches the starry end of her cigarette as it rises and sets, orbiting purposefully between her lips and her knee. It feels like weeks are going by, days and nights sent spinning out of control. A year of madness. 

“Take a deep breath,” she reminds herself, her boyfriend’s sage advice the first thing to pop into her head during these moments of stress. “Take a deep breath.”    

“Erin…?” 

Speak of the devil. 

Given the hour and the darkness and her presumed solitude, Erin thinks Mannie’s voice should startle her. It does not. Somehow, she had expected him. Maybe she had even been waiting for him. He had a way of finding her during times of trouble; perhaps the real surprise is that he had not appeared earlier.

She wonders the reason for his delay.   

“Erin?”

Mannie clutches to the side of Erin’s little house, as gangly in the gloom as a detached silhouette. Though well into his twenties, his proportions grant him the youthful look of a high schooler, his cobbled physique that of a boy held in puberty’s clutches. 

One lanky arm is braced against aluminum siding. The other swings like a pendulum, its momentum helping to propel Mannie forward on buckling legs. 

One foot, then the other. Then the first catches his stumble. It is unnerving to see him moving like this. Erin is not sure if she can even call it moving. It is more like watching a very slow fall, his body top-heavy and toppling. Though Mannie has never been graceful, he toddles now with the gait of a drunken sailor, forced to cling to the wall and its promise of balance. 

He wavers, his limbs disobedient. 

He watches her, just as she watches him.

A palm drags along aluminum with a yawning screech. 

“Erin,” Mannie says a third time, sounding pleased to see her. A smile complements the greeting, his lips pulled back to reveal a mouthful of those same silvery scales that crest the lake. The moon does strange things to water and those who live around it. “How are you feeling?” 

Erin grunts. The noise is punctuated by another drag from her cigarette. She is dismissive, inhaling, allowing smoke to fill her lungs as seawater would. The singe of it smolders within her ribs for as long as she dares to hold her breath, which is not as long as she would have liked. Twenty-six seconds, and she is expelling a series of hazy rings. Lifesavers, she thinks wryly.  

The burn goes away when she breathes in.

He is moving again. Not moving. Moonlight seeps around his curves, its incandescent strings animating the shadow puppet he has cast over the yard. Each step elongates his outline into something inhumanly lean, his legs disproportionately short compared to the trunk of his body.

“Not well?” her boyfriend guesses. The question is underscored by the squeal of warped paneling. He is edging closer. Closer. Doused in eventide, his hand is the color of wet sand against the wall. He cleaves to the siding with gritty tenacity. “You look like you saw a ghost. Or something worse, maybe. Like a monster.”  

Though summer, the night is crisp. If Erin is uncomfortable in her moist pajamas, then Mannie must be miserable. His clothes are thin. They cling to his body in translucent patches, swatches of fabric stuck to his flesh and framed by pale folds. Distantly, Erin wonders if he had been victimized by nightmares, too. It would be quite the coincidence, if so. Still she feels like it is possible. 

She feels like she is forgetting something. 

“Erin? Cryptid got your tongue?” 

A thin cloud wanders before the moon. Her cigarette threatens to blister her knuckles.

“Sorry, sorry. Thinking,” she mutters, flicking the stub onto the bottom step. Her feet are bare, but that does not stop her from stamping the butt into a shining streak, like kids do when killing fireflies. Its glow fades. The world is blacker than ever.

“Thinking? What about?” 

Death, is the answer she should give. 

“A bad dream” is the answer she does give. “I had one. As an anniversary present, I bet.”

“Ahhh.” Mannie hums, his tone pitching up, then down. There is a lilt to it that he seems to hope will soothe. “Well. It has been a full year.” 

“It has.”

“Then unless you really did see a monster, that explains it.” 

“It explains something,” Erin agrees. Disagrees. She scrutinizes the arc of ash before her, the ball of her foot tingling where it was intimate with embers. It doesn’t hurt as much as she assumed it would. It doesn’t really hurt at all. Pressing her foot flat to the step, Erin thinks back to more dire injuries, like the time she stepped on a glass shard. 

Mannie had been with her then, too. He had been the one to see her fall, to hear her scream. He had been the first to lope across the beach to her rescue, bounding along the shore like a lifeguard in an old episode of Baywatch. Literally, given that he could only run as fast as a slow-motion David Hasselhoff. 

It was a touching response. She was too distracted to appreciate that at the time, but in retrospect she loves him for it. Her boyfriend, face shining bronze in the sun, made for quite a sight as he leapt over driftwood and trash to rescue her from almost-certain tetanus. 

In the hospital, Mannie had been equally attentive. A shared fondness for grim humor had him joking that both of their feet would need to be amputated, but at least they could take solace in being gimps together. 

He was teasing. Of course he was. Still, Erin remembers pushing for Mannie to get looked at, too. The same weak legs that kept him from sprinting also served as a warning against heavy lifting, yet he insisted on carrying her into the ER. If he hurt himself in the process…

The suggestion was waved off. He was fine, Mannie assured, and his legs were unimportant in the long run. What was important was staying with her. He was adamant that he stay with her. 

He stayed with her. He was there through an injection and three stitches, and has ever since insisted that she wear boots like him. Or sandals, at least.  

Erin curls her toes inward. She curls them out, wondering where those sandals are. She put on her favorite pair before leaving for the beach that afternoon, and always returned them to the basket beside the door after coming home. 

She doesn’t remember seeing them tonight. Where are they? She never takes them off outside, so she couldn’t have forgotten them. 

Could she? 

Had she?  

She is forgetting something, something important. The realization slithers lazily in the pit of her belly, winding through the coils of her intestines. It niggles in the back of her brain, asking for her attention. 

It is not alone in wanting it.

The quiet. It is too quiet, she notices. Conspicuously so. There is no familiar clump-clap of rubber soles, no flint-and-tinder strike of lace caps against stud hooks. Instead of rhythmic clomping, there is only the protest of disturbed gravel. Pebbles chitter against one another as they are kicked, tattle-telling on the beach that is constantly trying to sneak its way into her home. Past the jagged pickets of a rambling fence, down the slope of a rocky incline, the lake laps at a bank that seems determined to make Erin’s yard a part of itself. 

It gains inches. So does Mannie.   

Why isn’t he wearing his boots? That isn’t like him at all. Mannie always wears his boots. Even inside, because of his weak ankles. She wants to ask but isn’t sure how to do that without sounding deranged. It would be a weird thing to interrogate him about. 

Besides, they are already having a conversation. 

“It only explains something? Is there a different answer that you’re looking for?” Mannie wonders, in a voice barely louder than his shuffling feet. The similarly shuffling waters wave goodbye to the moon as a roving plume of nothingness engulfs it. 

Erin’s hair weeps at the loss. The disheveled strands sob over the patio, splattering against the lathwork in a harmonizing refrain of soprano plips. Stains become deep puddles.  

She considers lighting another cigarette, if only for the meager glow it would provide. Those puddles behind her are the color of spilled ink. The lake before her is a void. To step off the coast would be like stepping off the edge of the world, then falling into something deeper than space. Ebony veils blot out the stars above, the diaphanous palls susurrating one atop the other, undulant. Static forms between their layers, illuminating the clouds’ underbellies with the first flickering hints of lightning. 

Red skies in the morning, sailors take warning, her father always said. Erin doesn’t remember red skies this morning. She feels like she mentioned as much to Mannie when he dragged her to the docks that afternoon. Red skies at night, sailors’ delight.

“What are you looking for, Erin?” 

What might delight when the sky isn’t red?  

Erin frowns. 

“Not a different answer. Not necessarily. Just… something else,” she confesses, nose scrunching. But composure remains, much as the pocket pools that Superior leaves in the rocks during low tide. Even without the moon, high tide returns; there is a bubbling in her brain as thoughts well up, rushing to fill her head with the memories that sleep earlier washed away. Erin may have forgotten something, but she feels on the cusp of grasping it again. 

Wading towards that lost knowledge, she speculates, “Maybe what I’m looking for is an actual thing.” 

“What kind of thing?”

“I don’t know. If I knew, I wouldn’t be looking,” she sighs. She thinks she might normally sound petulant when answering such a question, but right now she is too distracted to muster the energy for sarcasm. 

She is close. So close. What is she forgetting? Her mind gurgles, a frosty sensation draining down her spine. Or maybe that’s her hair. She licks her lips, though they are already wet.

“Do you remember me telling you,” Erin murmurs, “that when I was a kid, I read a book about monsters in the lake? Like, sea serpents and stuff? I used to go down to Artists’ Point and sit on the rocks and wait to see one.” 

It was an old habit, monster-watching. Not a bad one, not like the smoking, but something else she overindulged in. Or she used to, anyway. The past year changed that, like it had so much else. Nowadays, she has a cigarette in her hands more often than her binoculars. She spends more time on search engines than on searching. And while Erin does not avoid the lake exactly, neither does she pine for its mysteries like when she was little. 

And yet, nostalgia is as powerful as any undertow. It pulls her back at the most unexpected times. She remembers with poignant intensity the anticipation that drove her younger self: the rising heartbeats and falling stomachs that accompanied every misshapen piece of driftwood she spotted. She would stare out over eternity and feel so certain that she would someday see something, because it was only fair. It was only a matter of time. She could be patient. 

Standing amidst the stacked stones that tourists left as tribute to the waters, she would hold her breath and think, just one more minute. Just one more. One more. 

There had to be something there.

There has to be.  

There is. 

It is a belief that Erin holds to like others hold to God. It is her own private faith. 

Or it had been private, anyway. 

That changed earlier today, when she told all this to Mannie. Nerves made her chatty while helping him cast his tiny ship, and she was even worse when made to actually sit in it. Bobbling atop the surf, Erin decided the perceived threat of the supernatural gave warped credence to the terror she felt when staring into the blue-black depths. 

It was hardly logical. She knew that. Knows that. But beliefs are rarely based on logic, and for some reason, when called upon to face her true fears, it felt less childish to say that she still believes in monsters. 

A few yards out, and it was impossible to see Superior’s bottom. A few miles, and even the shore vanished. Erin read once that scientists know more about the cosmos than they do about the sea, and she can understand why: there is a hint of the divine in the desire to look up. Everyone knows that’s where Heaven is. 

They also know what waits down below.

She knew what waited down below.

A necropolis lurked beneath their craft, its gravestones made of rusted iron and broken planks and entombed skeletons. To remember as much awakened in Erin a sickening sort of clarity; she mulled on her own life’s transience while imagining the remains of sunken schooners and cargo liners. Her parents’ dinghy. They were testaments to the frailty of human existence. They were more than she could bear. 

Better to talk of giant squids or Pressie. 

Mannie, then understanding, responded with a laugh, wondering aloud how much money they would make if they caught and stuffed Mishibizhiw. 

Mannie, now curious, has one hand around the porch’s railing and both eyes upon Erin. 

“So did you? Ever see one, I mean,” he asks, hefting himself to the steps with the help of the banisters. 

His legs are trembling beneath him, jerking like a dying thing. Shivers, she assumes. Dark liquid is scattered in splotches behind him, and Erin reflects again on breadcrumbs. Things that lead and those that follow. 

She allows him to lead the conversation, following its flow even though the question was an odd one. Hadn’t they talked about this earlier? He should know the answer.

“Yes,” Erin tells him without hesitation. 

Wait.

She falters, confused. Her mind catches up with her mouth. 

“No,” Erin tries again, speaking more carefully this time. The word contorts her features into a series of unpleasant shapes, finishing with a grimace. 

That tasted like a lie, but it wasn’t. She had never seen anything. Not anything more fanciful than July’s dragon boats, anyway. And a few crazy swimmers. And some gulls.

With mounting curiosity, Erin ponders her first reaction. She spoke so bluntly, so decisively. Never mind what Mannie knows—does she know the truth? What happened? 

What is she forgetting?

This would be very worrisome if she could bring herself to worry.

It is late. She is tired. All the same, Erin makes a token effort to demonstrate bemusement, because she feels like she should. She kneads at her forehead, listening to her thoughts slosh between her ears. 

Water sloshes against the shore. 

Waves had sloshed against their boat as well, the vessel’s pendulum sway enough to hypnotize. She had stared mindlessly over the glass of the surface, searching for interesting reflections as Mannie prepared a fishing rod. 

“…I liked the stories,” Erin mumbles, lifting her eyes to stare dreamily over those same waters. The blackness of the sky reflects the blackness of the lake, their blend seamless. 

A storm is brewing. That which had been two is now one is now calamity, and the edge of the world has become the end of it. She does not fear impending dangers. 

She is calm. Placid. Like the meadowsweet blossoms that sometimes tumble into the lake, only to be dragged limply, unresisting, into its fathoms. 

She says, “I’ve always liked the stories. I’ve always liked to imagine that the world isn’t really so boring. That there’s a little magic in it. But after this year… 

“After this year, I wanted something to blame, you know? I wanted something to hate and be angry at. Some people decide to be angry at God, but I’ve never really felt His presence. Not in the same way I feel Superior’s. So if I was going to blame something…”

She is forgetting something.  

“Well, here’s something.” 

Mannie has lowered himself atop the tiered steps, his feet grotesquely pigeon-toed. They are streaked with mud, she notices. Thick, and moist, and starting to crust. He really had lost his boots. A while ago, apparently. With effort, Mannie scoots himself closer to Erin, his dank shoulder knocking against her own as if trying to imbue some sense. Something. 

There is something missing, something that should be here but isn’t. Something she should have noticed earlier, when she had been sprawled and soaked atop her bed. It all connects to the something she has forgotten. It is the something she has forgotten.  

“In 1782,” Mannie begins, gazing out over the churning lake, “a man named Venant St. Germain and a few of his fellows were scouting the land near Thunder Bay. They were helped by an Ojibwe guide. Sometime into their mission, the voyagers spotted a figure offshore—a being with the head and the torso of a human. Venant later gave testimony in court, swearing that the creature had been a boy-child from the waist up, with a handsome head and brilliant eyes. A merman, he claimed. 

“As is the way of white invaders, one of his companions moved to shoot the merman. However, their guide stopped him. Petrified, she referred to the being as Maymaygwashi, the God of Lakes and Waters. At her insistence, the group moved far from Gitchi-Gami, seeking higher ground. She said a storm would no doubt be coming to punish those who had laid their eyes upon a god. 

“The voyagers thought that the woman was superstitious, of course, but they followed her instructions. And it was lucky for them that they did, for that very same evening saw a terrible tempest strike the Bay and ravage the area for days.”

As he speaks, Erin listens, thoughts converging. There is a familiarity to the tale, a sort of déjà vu that she cannot quite place. The chill of it rises up the back of her throat, burbling like bile. Or water. 

The body is 60% water, she learned in school. Everyone is a lake in and of themselves. Or an ocean, maybe. Sweat is famously brackish. 

Brackish.

And there it is. There it is. The thing that she had been missing. Erin’s eyes widen, her body liquefying all the further when she finally makes the connection.

There is no salt. 

She is soaked, and he is soaked, and there is not a drop of salt between them. They are drenched, but not in sweat. She thought it was sweat. It cannot be sweat. She does not smell salt.

She does not smell anything. 

She does not remember leaving the lake. 

Mannie smiles again, and Erin shouldn’t be able to see the vivid blue of his irises through the gloom, but she can. 

“I’m glad I could finally tell you that. It makes me happy to give you what you want. I always want to give you what you want,” he says shyly, placing a broad hand atop her knee. Tacky fluids stain the material where his fingers fall. The touch does not feel as warm as it should. Erin wonders why. She wonders why she isn’t frightened. 

Her arms are leaden where they lay, but her heart is less weighted. The organ bobs, up and down like a boat on glossy waters. Like a tiny ship against a mounting eagre.  

“And how exactly is that ‘what I want?’” Erin contests, exhaling the words on a shallow breath. She feels it rushing through her teeth, tumbling, spilling. “Are you telling me that this Maymaygwashi thing exists? That it killed my parents?”

Mannie chuckles again. It is a sad sound, accompanied by a sympathetic pat. 

The night has become so murky that it takes his leaning over for Erin to realize that her field of vision has narrowed. A nebulous haze traces the contours of Mannie’s face, framing an expression of empathy.  

“Not your mother,” he whispers. 

Erin’s feet feel very cold. Thunder cracks. Sonic reverberations rend splinters into the mirror of the lake and the edifice of the clouds, the broken reflections of sky and sea shrieking in protest when shards of rain grind free. Frozen droplets shatter against Erin’s shoulders as piercing as glass.

Already familiar with such pain, she does not notice their bite. 

“Your mother was dead when Maymaygwashi found her, her eyes like milk and mouth open like a fish,” Mannie persists, pushing a tendril of hair behind Erin’s ear. The forelock cleaves to her temple in seaweed snarls, its auburn hue strangely virescent in the eddying dim. The maelstrom has granted everything a green-gray tint, Erin notices, Mannie’s gaze included. It swims before her as he adds, “But your father was a fighter, like the fur trappers from whom he was descended. Like you. He reminded the merman of you. The awe and the terror on his face was the same as the awe and the terror so often on yours, back when you would spend hours and hours on the rocks at Artists’ Point. It was the same awe and terror that you rediscovered today, floundering as you were pulled under by a riptide.” 

The tempest around them intensifies, the distant whine of its winds blustering into a howl. Trees bend and bow, kowtowing to Superior forces. Angry gusts shove against Erin’s back, urging her to show the same respect. She resists, though through no great display of stubbornness. She simply cannot move forward. Mannie has angled himself around her with tender purpose, his hands on her cheeks and his knees bracing hers. 

His wrists, thin and elegant, are perfect, unblemished, and dark. They are the stark opposite of her wrists. Of her bare feet. Of his own feet, glanced beneath the fringe of her lashes. 

The storm has cleaned away layers of grime, revealing skin that is imperfect, blemished, and white. 

“I hadn’t intended to do this so soon. Someday, yes. I would have to someday, given your ancestry. But not today. I really was happy just to be with you,” he apologizes, in a muted tenor that carries effortlessly over the wailing of the squall. “But when you agreed to come out with me, I couldn’t help it. I have missed Gitchi-Gami more than I can say. The lake is sacred, you know. I know you know. You can feel it, too. Your fear is a healthy part of that respect, and I appreciate it. But still, I hated to see you avoid the waters. I wanted you to admire the lake’s beauty again. Your childhood admiration of the lake was one of the things I first found so attractive about you. It was why I took the time to know you.  

“I wouldn’t have let that swell hurt you,” Mannie continues, flashing Erin a boyish pout. “But you panicked. You grabbed me, and for as much sway as I have over the lake, I have none over boats. Boats are from land. I couldn’t stop us from overturning. I am sorry about that. And about what happened next.”

What happened next? Next had been darkness. And in that darkness, she had seen—

“To mix the magicks of earth and the magicks of water is to turn both into mud. The spell that I cast on these legs melted away, and I cannot use them twice for the same purpose. Not effectively.”

Mannie’s palms are clammy, his voice cool and collected. Erin feels her body relax further into his embrace, even as her brain muzzily suggests that she panic. 

What he is saying makes no sense. It makes a lot of sense. It makes sense in that way that dreams do when having them, but upon waking all semblance of reason dribbles away like water through cupped hands. And there is so much water here. It cascades around them in gallons, pushing down on their shoulders and spines. Never has there been a heavier rain. She watches, languidly composed, as the weight of it proves too much for Mannie’s right leg. 

There is a snap of sinew. His thigh caves to pressure with the nonchalance of a doll’s, sagging away from his lower hip. His ankle rolls. Detached, the pale limb wobbles, the tight sheath of his jeans the only thing keeping it from breaking away entirely.

“Your leg fell off,” Erin points out, as if he may have missed this. Mannie chortles, affectionate. 

“It wasn’t really mine to start with.”

Oh.    

“Are you going to take my legs?” Erin asks, with more misty curiosity than concern. The deluge drapes over the pair in thick sheets, blanketing them from the rest of the world. 

For the first time, Mannie looks taken aback. Mortified, even. 

“No, I’m not. I would never do that to you.”

“Are you going to kill me, then?” 

“You are already dead.”

The ice in Erin’s extremities has traveled inward, leaving a slushy sensation between her fingers and toes. It tingles, but it also numbs. It is a feeling that saps away all others, and she is left as vaguely aware of her own body as she is the reality that the rain is washing away.  

The world floods. There is only Mannie now, keeping her anchored to this place. To this moment.   

“You are drowning, Erin,” Mannie gently clarifies, his voice echoing over the thrum of the tempest. There is a roaring in her ears she thought was blood. Maybe not. “As we speak, you and I are in my lake. This is happening in your mind, with as much realism as I can muster. You are blacking out, though. The electricity in your synapses is short-circuiting. It looks like lightning. I am smothering it. You are filling with my waters. I am inside your lungs and your head. I am replacing the oxygen in your blood, controlling it as I control what rages above and below us.” 

Erin ruminates on this, oozing a sleepy sound of understanding. She should be afraid, but she cannot find the energy. 

Her limbs are useless. Her hair is peeling from her nape, feathering behind her as the rainfall becomes an unbroken torrent, and that torrent fully congeals. 

“If you can do so much,” she slurs, the words streaming from her in a chain, “why aren’t you saving me?” 

Mannie cocks his head, bemused. The details of his expression have begun to bleed together, blurred by her rippling vision. Everything is glazing over. All she can see now are his eyes, glimmering with the opalescence of abalone.  

“Because you saw me.”

Ah. That’s right. The story. She supposes that’s the reason he told it in the first place, to avoid having to answer such stupid questions. Erin thinks she might be embarrassed about having failed to live up to his expectations, but what is the point if she isn’t going to live? The sentiment soon passes. Everything does, her mind dissolving into sea foam. 

Thoughts fizzle through her nostrils, escaping her in wisps. The lake has a way of making sharp things dull, rounding their edges and wearing them smooth. Glass, stone, the human consciousness. 

Submerged and sinking, Erin can already feel herself eroding, reduced to a shell of what she had been. 

“I don’t want to die like my parents,” she mouths, the confession pulled from her throat by the hands of the tide. It flows between her lips, unfettered by stirrings of urgency or dread. It is simply the truth. Propelled by bubbles, the admission is soon lost to the current, swept out to sea along with her sense of self. It slips away like sandals, gifted to Superior.

Mannie simpers, not unkindly.  

“You won’t,” he assures. There are fingers around Erin’s neck, the appendages long and thin. Spidery. Webbed? She cannot see their splay, but the pressure paralyzing her is enough to make one thing very clear. 

He is holding her in place. He is holding her down. He is tightening his grip, and as he does so, he is promising, “You won’t die like them, from a blow to the head or evisceration. I want you to have what you want, because I love you, Erin. I always have, since the day I first saw you on the rocks, sharing your bread with the gulls. I saw you, and now—now, you have seen me, too. Now, your soul will join me in the waters. Are you ready?” 

She does not respond. The light in her eyes is flickering like the embers of a cigarette.

“Take a deep breath,” the god advises.

The light winks out. 
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