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      In the introduction to the first volume of Yay! All Queer, I explained the meaning of the word “queer” and the importance of celebrating queer joy. As with that first anthology, the main stipulation of this second volume was that there would be no stories featuring queer tragedies, as we’ve had quite enough of that in media. Honoring queerness in all its forms is once again the heart of these stories.

      In the year that has passed since the first anthology released, the United States (among many other countries) has seen a widespread rise in social injustice and acts of violence against marginalized communities, including people of color, immigrants and refugees, women, and queer folk (especially the trans community). Many of us may be tempted to give into despair in these dangerous and trying times, to hide who we are and quiet our voices out of fear. But it is important to remember that the wealthy “elite” would not be so desperately grasping for power if they did not recognize society’s growing discontent with everything that they represent: capitalism, patriarchy, Christian nationalism, ethnocentrism, colonization, and cisheteronormativity. They are terrified of the loss of power and lack of relevance that they have faced in recent decades and will continue to face in the future.

      Now, more than ever, it is important for us to lift up queer and other marginalized voices and to “get political,” even if it makes others uncomfortable. Thus, many of the stories selected for this anthology cover relevant and timely topics: generational trauma, social injustice against immigrants, suicide and murder of queer youth, violence against women, the looming threat of climate change, the spread of hate and misinformation by conservative Christian groups, and the rise of fascism. Yet, despite the heavy subjects, each of these stories ultimately chooses to focus on hope and joy.

      If you are reading this, I urge you: Do not give into despair. Do not silence your voice or hide your light. Let your righteous anger fuel your activism. When they expect you to break down crying, stand tall and laugh in their faces. Continue fighting to keep the future Free and Queer.

      

      Mandy is a speculative fiction author living in Chattanooga, Tennessee, with her husband and their pets. She has a BA in English with a creative writing emphasis and an MLIS with a focus on YA literature and programming. She and her husband self-published their debut dark fantasy novel in 2017 titled The Black Lily. In 2023 she published her YA/NA fantasy novel A Single Spark. She has had four short stories published in anthologies: “The Lady Defiance” in the steampunk anthology Gears, Ghouls, and Gauges; “The Cursed Isle” in the horror anthology The Monsters We Forgot; “My Lady Bathory” in Tainted Love: Women in Horror Anthology; and “A Midwinter Night’s Escape” in Yay! All Queer (for which she was also the editor). You can find her on Facebook, Instagram, and Bluesky @burkshelf and visit her website at www.burkshelf.com.
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      Morning light spills through the tall windows of the old firehall, now reborn as a library, gilding the red-brick walls in a soft amber wash. The building holds its past in its bones—the exposed beams, the ghost of soot in the corners—but today, it hums with gentler rhythms: the soft rustle of turning pages; the occasional laugh tucked into a conversation; the near-whispered cadence of stories being chosen, remembered, or returned.

      Robin likes it here, though she sometimes feels like a book shelved in the wrong section—misfiled by someone who didn’t bother to read the spine. She has learned to make peace with it, to stay useful until someone looks closer and sees her as she really is.

      At the circulation desk, she leans forward to help a frail woman juggling a teetering stack of returns, her arms trembling slightly under the weight. Robin meets her with the same steady tone she uses for everyone, but softens it for her—a gentler rhythm, like walking someone across a stream one careful step at a time. She talks through the return process, guiding the woman’s hands across the scanner, letting her take the lead while quietly smoothing out the edges.

      Robin has learned that libraries can be overwhelming. A quiet space doesn’t always mean an easy one. For some, the codes and systems—the Dewey Decimal forest, the automated voices, the intimidating expanse of choices—can feel like a maze with no map. Robin knows this. She’s made herself into a compass. A still point. A keeper of calm.

      “Salamat,” the woman says, her voice thin but full of warmth, gratitude etched into the fine lines of her face.

      Robin nods, smiling faintly. She’s used to being the touchstone for Filipino patrons. The one who switches languages without being asked. It’s a small gesture, but she knows what it can mean—a bridge, however narrow, across the vast distance between unfamiliar systems and one’s own quiet dignity. She thinks of her mother, how she used to pause outside bank counters and grocery aisles, rehearsing questions in halting English before stepping forward. She remembers her eyes, flicking nervously to the floor, like it might offer her answers.

      She understands that kind of hesitation. She learned young that even the most ordinary places can feel like gates locked from the inside. She thinks, too, of library users such as elementary student Lang—now Liwanag—returning week after week to check out Tagalog language books, their quiet determination a kind of poetry. Each borrowed word a step toward home.

      It’s a Tuesday, mid-morning. The library moves with the unhurried pace of a city exhale. Robin glances across the open space: a young man hunched over his laptop like it’s a secret; an older woman leafing through a gardening book with reverence; a small child tracing wobbly circles on an iPad, her tongue sticking out in concentration.

      Outside, beyond the tall windows, the street is hushed. The bakery next door—with its faded hand-painted sign and stubborn charm—still stands, though Robin hopes it hasn’t been broken into again. She makes a mental note to check in later. In this corner of the city, kindness has to be both offered and guarded.

      She shifts her focus back to the screen. A Filipina has approached, asking for help with basic accounting books. Robin smiles, pulling up the catalog to search for what the woman needs. The routine soothes her. The quiet act of helping, of being needed, allows her to push aside the faint, unshakable feeling of something off.

      And then, from the corner of her eye, she sees two police officers enter the library.

      A ripple moves through the space—not loud, not disruptive, but present. A subtle stiffening of shoulders, the flicker of glances darting over book spines.

      Robin tells herself they’re just here for routine inquiries. Maybe another question about the homeless man who sometimes sleeps in the reading nook. Maybe something about the break-in at the bakery.

      Then one of them says her name.

      “Celso Garcia?”

      They’d used her old name. The one that still lived on her license, her lease, her library card. The one she was trying to leave behind. She looks up. The officers stand a few feet away, their expressions unreadable but heavy.

      “That’s me,” Robin says, her voice steady but laced with uncertainty. “Is something wrong?”

      The taller officer glances around, hyper-aware of the eyes turning toward them from behind bookshelves and computer screens.

      “We need you to come with us.”

      A mistake. A misunderstanding. A complaint, maybe—the one from last month? The woman who slammed her book on the counter, accusing the system of overcharging her late fees.

      “You people always make it so damn complicated,” she had muttered, her voice clipped, angry.

      Robin had apologized. Walked her through the charges, step by step, as she always did. The angry woman left without another word, but something in her face had unsettled Robin—something sharp-edged and deliberate.

      Could this be about that?

      But no. The officers’ faces don’t carry the mild irritation of bureaucratic complaints. Their expressions are solemn, almost … apologetic.

      “I … I don’t understand,” she says, her throat tensing.

      “We’ll explain at the station,” the other officer says, his tone softer but no less firm.

      Robin exhales slowly. Her eyes flick to the woman she was helping. “I’m sorry,” she murmurs, stepping away from the desk.

      The heaviness of the library’s gaze follows her as she moves toward the door—regulars and strangers alike, their faces a mix of concern and quiet curiosity. She catches the eye of the young man in the corner, the one she’d recommended poetry to last week. There’s something in the man’s expression, an unspoken offering of solidarity. It does little to ease the tightness in Robin’s chest.

      She notices her lunchbox on the desk—rice, chicken adobo, fresh tomato salsa, neatly packed the night before. It feels impossibly distant now, a small joy rendered insignificant.

      Outside, the cold air bites at her cheeks, harsher than she expects. The officers guide her gently but firmly into the back of the cruiser. As the door clicks shut, the library disappears behind her, its warmth and quiet replaced by the sterile chill of the unknown.

      It has to be a mistake. A misunderstanding. A glitch in the system.

      Yet the way the officers avoid her eyes makes the words feel thinner than she wants to admit.

      But deep down, something is shifting—heavy and immovable. Something she doesn’t have a name for yet.

      The cruiser moves through the city streets, the vinyl seat sticking faintly to the backs of her legs, the faint scent of disinfectant threading through the stale air. Robin sits stiffly in the back seat, her hands clenched on her lap, fingers pressing into her palms as if bracing for impact. The officers in the front exchange occasional words, their voices low and distant, a conversation she isn’t meant to hear.

      Outside, the gray sky is low, the city muted in shades of winter. A drizzle clings to the windshield, blurring the edges of street signs, the glow of traffic lights casting dull reflections on wet pavement. She leans closer to the glass, the damp chill seeping into her forehead as the city blurs past, familiar landmarks flickering like half-remembered dreams—the stop where she waits on colder mornings, the café where she sometimes treats herself to a pastry she doesn’t need but allows anyway.

      Then they turn onto a stretch of road.

      Vancouver General Hospital looms ahead, its glass and steel facade gleaming despite the overcast sky. A place that should feel impersonal, just another structure in the city, but doesn’t. The sight of it is enough to unravel something inside her.

      The sharp scent of antiseptic. The low hum of fluorescent lights. The steady stream of people in scrubs, moving with quiet efficiency. The hospital has been a second home in recent months, a place where her name is called with a familiarity that should comfort her but never does.

      She remembers the nurse at reception, the one who always offers her tea, her voice warm but careful. The specialist who answers her endless questions with patience, her explanations clipped but never unkind. The quiet kindness of these strangers, the way they have come to feel like lifelines in a process that has tested her patience, her courage, her sense of self in ways she never anticipated.

      The cruiser slows at a red light. From her seat, she has a clear view of the hospital entrance—the automatic doors sliding open, someone stepping out, bundled in a coat against the damp air.

      A folder sits on her nightstand at home, thick with notes, appointment reminders, decisions she has agonized over. She pictures it now; its edges slightly curled from the number of times she’s thumbed through it. Every page a step toward something she can’t take back. But also, strangely, a step toward something that finally feels like her own.

      She exhales slowly.

      Her thoughts shift to the people who have guided her through it all—the doctors, the nurses, the receptionist with the practiced smile. She wonders, fleetingly, if they would believe her if she told them about this, about being here now, about the officers who haven’t told her why they came for her. If their calm reassurances would extend to this strange, unexpected detour.

      The light turns green. The cruiser moves on.

      The muted thud of tires over wet asphalt fills the silence, each bump tugging Robin back from the spiral of her thoughts. She tells herself to hold on to the moments of kindness she’s encountered, to carry them forward, even as the uncertainty of the present presses in on her.

      Whatever is waiting on Cambie Street, she will face it the same way she has faced everything else. Step by step. Moment by moment. With as much courage as she can muster.

      The cruiser’s steady hum becomes a backdrop to her spiraling thoughts. As they near the station, she sinks deeper into the seat, her mind pulling her elsewhere—to a moment that still feels raw, no matter how much time has passed.

      It had been in the kitchen, of all places. Her mother’s domain—where the scent of garlic and simmering sauces lingered like inheritance, where scoldings and affection shared the same breath.

      That day, her voice had broken something.

      “You’re not my son anymore.”

      The words landed like a final seal. No room for appeal.

      Robin remembered gripping the edge of the kitchen table, fingers curled they ached. “I’m not asking for approval. I’m telling you because I thought you deserved to know. Because—”

      Her mother had cut her off with a sharp wave. “Don’t. Just don’t.” Her chest rose and fell, struggling to contain what wanted out. “This is not how I raised you. This is not what God wants.”

      The silence thickened. Robin had rehearsed her arguments like armor, but now the words felt brittle. She met her mother’s eyes. “You always say that—what God doesn’t want. But what does He want, exactly?”

      A flicker of emotion crossed her mother’s face—grief? fear?—then vanished.

      “Don’t twist my words,” she snapped. “You know what I mean.”

      “Do I?” Robin asked, gently.

      The mask slipped for just a moment—tenderness, almost. Then: “I can’t watch you ruin yourself.”

      “You mean live differently,” Robin whispered. “Love differently.”

      Her mother turned back to the sink. Steam from her untouched tea rose between them, clouding the space like everything unsaid.

      “I sent you to a Catholic school,” she said quietly. “Where did I go wrong?”

      Robin’s voice cracked, despite herself. “What if this is where I’m right?”

      A pause. Then, almost to herself: “I don’t know.”

      The fight that followed had been brutal—words hurled like stones, sharp enough to cut, leaving wounds she hadn’t known words could inflict.

      By the time it was over, Robin’s mother had made it clear: she didn’t want to see her. Didn’t want to hear from her.

      Robin had walked out of the house she grew up in, knowing she might never return.

      Now, in the cruiser, Robin swallows hard against the lump rising in her throat.

      But the memory clings to her, relentless.

      That night, in her small apartment, she had cried until her body ached, until exhaustion overtook grief.

      Weeks later, she found herself under a different kind of light—fluorescent, relentless—in a small consultation room. Her hands were cold, damp against her knees.

      The surgeon leaned forward, voice calm but certain. “We’re ready to move forward.”

      Robin nodded. Her fingers trembled.

      She had worked for this. Fought for it. Sacrificed friendships, sleep, and the thin peace she once had with her family. There had been nights she’d doubted herself, but she had never turned back.

      And now, it was real.

      She excused herself to the hallway, pressing her back to the cool wall. Tears came—sudden, unstoppable. Relief sharp enough to hurt.

      This wasn’t about becoming someone new. It was about alignment—making the outside match the truth she had carried all her life.

      The cruiser takes another turn.

      Robin shifts in her seat, pressing her palms together until her knuckles ache. The rain-slick streets slide past, gray and indifferent. Somewhere out there, her mother is still in the same house, living her life as if that kitchen fight never happened.

      She doesn’t replay the whole scene—her mother’s voice cutting like glass, the slammed mug, the way the steam from the tea blurred her face—but she feels it in her body. In the tautness at her throat. In the phantom weight of the folder from the hospital, thick with decisions that had nothing to do with her mother’s approval.

      That consult. That surgeon’s steady voice. The “yes” she had fought for until her hands trembled. She’d thought that moment had settled something inside her for good. And yet here she was, wrists itching under the invisible hold of suspicion, her name pulled back into the wrong mouth.

      As the cruiser pulls into the station parking lot, Robin straightens her back. She doesn’t know what’s waiting for her beyond these doors, but she knows one thing: she’s survived worse. And whatever comes next, she will face it the same way she always has—step by step, breath by breath, with the quiet resolve that has carried her this far.

      The cruiser door opens. Cold morning air rushes in, slipping beneath her collar, needling against her skin. She steps out, pulling her jacket tighter around herself, but it does little to shield her from the damp chill of Vancouver.

      One of the officers gestures for her to follow, but Robin barely registers it. Her gaze snags on something else entirely: a newspaper, sitting on a bench by the station entrance, its edges curling in the damp air. The bold, black headline screams across the front page, but it’s the photographs beneath it that stop her in her tracks.

      The images are grainy, blurred at the edges, but the details are just clear enough. A figure caught on closed-circuit footage, frozen mid-stride. Suspect in the stabbing murder of the mayor’s wife. The caption beneath it lists the descriptors that make Robin’s stomach lurch.

      Asian. Possibly Filipino or Thai. Approximately 5’4”. Small frame.

      A surge of nausea grips her. Her breath shortens. The figure is indistinct, barely more than an outline, but the resemblance is undeniable. The height. The build. The slight hunch of the shoulders, as if bracing against the cold. She’s seen herself in mirrors enough times to know how others see her.

      She forces herself to look away, but the image has already seared itself into her mind. Her steps falter as she follows the officers inside.

      The rational part of her brain insists this is a coincidence. That the figure could be anyone. That she has done nothing wrong.

      But the other part—the part that has spent a lifetime understanding how people look at someone who fits a description, who checks the wrong boxes—whispers relentlessly: They think it’s you.

      The officers say nothing as they lead her down the hallway. Their faces are unreadable, their movements practiced, neutral. Robin tries to read between the silence, searching for clues—an extra glance, a flicker of hesitation—but they give nothing away.

      The hum of the station surrounds her—phones ringing, muffled conversations, the shuffle of paperwork. It all feels distant, like she’s moving underwater.

      “Over here.”

      The words are brisk, routine. One of the officers gestures toward a small room—a single table, two chairs, walls painted a dull shade of gray. The door shuts behind her with a heavy thud.

      The air is dense with the scent of stale coffee and disinfectant.

      Robin sits slowly. Her hands curl into fists on her lap, nails digging into her palms. She wants to call someone—anyone—but her thoughts are too tangled to land on a name. Her mind keeps looping back to the newspaper, the photo, the way the world tilts when you realize you’ve become someone else’s story.

      The door opens.

      An officer steps inside, a folder tucked under his arm. He sits across from Robin, the chair legs scraping against the tile, and opens the file with deliberate slowness.

      Robin watches as the man flips through pages, each movement measured, deliberate. What’s in that file? What do they think they know?

      “Mr. Garcia.”

      Robin flinches at the formality. The prefix feels foreign, stiff, like it belongs to someone else. But she doesn’t correct him. Not now.

      “We need to ask you a few questions.”

      Robin swallows hard, her mouth dry. She nods, her voice barely above a whisper. “Okay.”

      The officer studies her for a moment, then slides a piece of paper across the table.

      A still from the CCTV footage.

      “Do you recognize this person?”

      Robin stares at the image, her heart pounding so loudly she’s sure the officer can hear it.

      Her throat constricts. Her instinct is to say no, to shake her head and push the photo away. But instead, she forces herself to look at it. To really look.

      She doesn’t recognize the person.

      And yet, she does.

      She sees herself in that outline, in the familiar slump of the shoulders, the slight tilt of the head.

      But she wasn’t there.

      “No,” she says, her voice catching. “I don’t.”

      The officer doesn’t react. He simply leans back, tapping a pen against the file.

      “Where were you on the …?” the words blur in her mind. “Can anyone verify that?”

      Robin hesitates. The weight of the question settles over her like thick, wet wool.

      Yes, she thinks. Yes, someone can.

      The hospital. The antiseptic smell. The too-bright fluorescent lights.

      Her final consult before the surgery next week.

      The clipboard in the nurse’s hands. The routine questions. The way the nurse smiled, cheerful but efficient.

      “I was at Vancouver General Hospital,” Robin says finally, careful with each word.

      The officer’s brow lifts slightly. “What were you doing there?”

      “A consult.” She keeps her tone even. The rest is none of their business.

      The officer scribbles in his notes. “What time?”

      “Around three. Left just before five. The staff can confirm.”

      He nods and leaves.

      A few minutes later, another officer steps in, clipboard in hand.

      “Celso Garcia.”

      The name lands like a garment she hasn’t worn in years—too tight at the shoulders, seams threatening to split. She doesn’t correct her. Again.

      It belongs to someone else, someone she’s been shedding piece by piece. She isn’t that person anymore. Not the “son” her mother tried to shape. Not the outline in some grainy photo. And she will not let them—any of them—pin her to a version of herself she has already left behind.

      “The hospital confirmed your appointment,” the officer says. “For now, you’re free to go.”

      Robin rises slowly, her pulse still unsteady. She was never the person in that photograph. But she has spent her whole life living inside someone else’s name, someone else’s idea of who she should be.

      Mistaken identity. Not just today. Always.

      The name her mother gave her at birth. The pronouns people attached to her. The way strangers saw her when she walked down the street.

      All of it—a mistake.

      A misunderstanding she has spent years trying to untangle.

      And next week, at long last, she would put it right.

      Robin shifts in her seat, her mind looping around the same thought: This is not who I am.

      It never was.

      Relief washes over her, tentative but real. She doesn’t trust it yet, doesn’t trust herself to speak, afraid her voice might crack under the pressure of the last few hours.

      The officer continues, “We’ll need to verify a few more things, but for now, you’re free to go. Stay available in case we have further questions.”

      Robin nods again, rising slowly as the officer motions toward the door.

      The walk out of the station feels surreal, as if her body hasn’t quite caught up with the fact that she’s leaving. Outside, the cold air greets her like an old friend, sharp but grounding. She lets it fill her lungs, lets the burn remind her that she is here, that this moment is real.

      Robin walks out of the station, the night settling around her in blurred edges and cold air. The wind bites at her face, though it does little to clear the fog in her mind. The officer’s words replay in her head, flat, detached, almost procedural:

      “You fit the description, Mr. Garcia. The footage places someone matching your build and appearance at the scene. You work at the library, so you’d be familiar with the area. It’s our job to follow every lead.”

      It all came down to that grainy footage—an outline in a dark hoodie, compact build, the familiar slope of the shoulders—close enough to pull her into their suspicion.

      She had been at the library that day, clocked in for a shift as ordinary as any other. Checking in returns, guiding an elderly patron through the online catalog, nodding politely at the regulars. Then she had left for her consult at the hospital.

      No motive. No reason.

      And yet, it didn’t seem to matter.

      The police hadn’t said it outright, but Robin could see it in their faces, in the way they carried themselves, in the way their gaze lingered a fraction too long.

      They needed someone.

      Someone to answer for the crime, someone to calm the city’s rising unease. And Robin—with her small frame, her silent demeanor, her place behind the desk at the library, her visibility to the cameras and invisibility to the world—was an easy candidate to fold into their narrative.

      “If not you, then who?”

      That was the question that had hung unspoken in the air, the words unsaid but palpable.

      She stands on the sidewalk now, watching headlights blur against the wet pavement, her breath fogging in the cold.

      She doesn’t know whether to feel angry or afraid. Or if she has the energy to feel anything at all.

      Whatever happens next, she knows one thing with absolute certainty: she will not let anyone, not the police, not her mother, not the world, write her out of her own story again.
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      Renato Gandia is a Filipino-Canadian writer based in Calgary, Alberta. Born and raised in the Philippines, he writes about identity, belonging, and the emotional complexities of contemporary relationships, particularly within queer and diasporic contexts.

      

      A former journalist, Renato reported extensively on politics, crime, and immigration for Alberta’s daily newspapers. His communications career spans media, corporate, and government sectors, where he has shaped narratives on social justice, environmental, and governance issues.

      

      His fiction and essays have appeared in the groundbreaking Magdaragat: An Anthology of Filipino-Canadian Writing and other publications. He is currently working on a collection of literary short stories that highlight Filipino sensibilities and queer experiences in Canada as well as a novel exploring non-monogamous marriages and LGBTQ themes.

      

      Renato holds a Master of Divinity from Newman Theological College and a Bachelor’s degree in English and Philosophy. A dedicated member of the Writers’ Guild of Alberta and the Alexandra Writers’ Centre Society, he actively supports Calgary’s literary community. He blogs at renatogandia.com, writing about diaspora, queerness, and the writing life.
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      Raising the dead was never easy, but Marissa thought tonight was going particularly well. Hired by a businessman, she hadn’t originally wanted to take the job. This close to Halloween was always a tricky time for a necromancer as something supernatural seemed to hang in the air like fog. But William “Wild Bill” Thompson was a car dealer down in Memphis, Tennessee, and he’d insisted. Thankfully for Marissa, his “insistence” came in hundred dollar bills.

      So she’d taken the job: resurrecting Wild Bill’s recently dead wife of seven years.

      But if she was being honest with herself, the money wasn’t the reason she did it. Wild Bill’s wife was Sally Thompson, Marissa’s childhood friend. And while Marissa and Sally had grown apart over the last several years, Marissa couldn’t forget the secret love she’d harbored for her friend, unrequited though it had been. She owed it to Sally to bring her loved one some peace.

      She pulled her beat-up Chevrolet to a stop in front of the cemetery gates and got out. She had to put up a hand to shield her eyes from the headlights across from her. After a few awkward moments, the lights went out.

      “This is it,” Wild Bill said as he got out of his truck. “She’s in sector 7G.”

      Marissa rolled her eyes in the dark. Like she knew where that was. She’d flown from Colorado to Memphis for this job and wasn’t familiar with the local cemeteries like she was back home.

      She walked to the trunk of her car and popped it open. From inside she hauled out a five-gallon bucket, its lid snapped tightly on, and her duffle bag.

      “What’s in the bucket?” Wild Bill asked as he opened the gate and walked through. Before she could follow, it swung shut behind him. Marissa pursed her lips against the curse that threatened to burst forth and awkwardly maneuvered the gate open using one foot and the hand holding the duffel bag.

      “Chicken blood,” she growled, hefting the bucket higher on her waist. She hoped the lid was on tight—this was her last pair of good jeans.

      Wild Bill cast a doubtful look over his shoulder at her. “You don’t … ah … look like what I expected over the phone.”

      “Oh?” Marissa drawled. “And what did you expect?”

      Wild Bill chuckled. “Well, not combat boots and a leather jacket.” He laughed like he’d made a joke. Marissa chose to ignore it. “You know, Sally always had a thing for guys in leather jackets …”

      She followed him in silence, wishing he would stop his inane, whistling-past-the-graveyard chatter and let her concentrate. It was difficult being this close to so many dead bodies—they all called to her necromancer magic like iron fillings to a magnet. She could sense each body resting here, feel the essence of them like bugs fluttering around a light. Only sometimes she wasn’t sure if she was the bug or the light.

      “Do you mind?” she called. Wild Bill stopped and turned to her with a questioning expression. Without waiting for his response, she handed the bucket over to him in one fluid motion. She grinned to herself as he grunted under the weight she’d so effortlessly carried. One got used to handling heavy objects in her line of work, and she could tell from the paunch around his midsection that he was not used to the same in his.

      Finally, at Wild Bill’s direction, they came to a stop in front of a large headstone. Marissa fished out her flashlight from the duffel bag and shone it on the granite. “Sally Thompson, beloved wife, gone but not forgotten.” Marissa rolled her eyes again. Sally, a lover of language and puns, would have hated the trite expression. How did her husband not know this?

      But that wasn’t her place to ask.

      Instead, she began unloading her supplies. “How long ago did she die, again?” she asked around the flashlight held between her teeth.

      Wild Bill set the bucket down with a loud grunt of effort and rubbed his hand where the bucket handle had dug into his palm. “About a week. Why?”

      Marissa unrolled an oilskin pouch and removed the flashlight from her mouth. “Because,” she said as she ran her fingers along a set of knives and plucked one from its slot, “they’re easier to resurrect when they’re fresh. A week is pushing the window, but I think we’ll be fine. You said she died of natural causes …?”

      Wild Bill nodded in the glow from the flashlight. “Cancer.”

      “Good. Then we don’t have to worry about any nasty bits.”

      “Nasty bits?” Wild Bill’s voice quavered for the first time that night. Marissa wondered how he would take it when he finally saw Sally again. Some family members accepted it, acting as if they were talking to another living person. But others broke down or, worse, tried to run. But once the ritual was invoked, it was impossible to leave without dire repercussions. Marissa hoped he wouldn’t be one of the latter.

      She ignored his question and removed the huge carton of salt from the bag. Around her, she could feel the call of the bodies in their resting places, like bees buzzing in the background of her mind, like ants crawling on her skin.

      She stood in a fluid movement and began pouring the salt as she walked around Sally’s grave. She formed the first ring, the protective circle that would be where she stood while she invoked the magic. Then she walked a second, slightly smaller circle, which would keep Sally’s corpse at a safe distance from her. She’d been caught out once, by a taxidermist with long fingers, and she’d learned a valuable lesson after only barely making it out alive.

      As she walked, she chanted low to herself, invoking the Latin phrases for waking the dead. But inside her mind, she silently called out to Sally.

      This was the real magic.

      She pictured Sally as she’d known her, with long, shining blonde hair that waved in an invisible breeze in her memory. She pictured Sally’s eyes, doe brown and scrunched tightly at the corners as she threw her head back laughing, lit up like a paper lantern in the dusky light. In Marissa’s memory, Sally’s face was animated, thin lips moving soundlessly as she told a joke, her favorite one about how many arms an octopus had.

      Sally had loved octopi, down to the purple and black watercolor tattoo on the inside of her forearm that she’d gotten with Marissa when they were twenty-two. Marissa had gotten runes of protection on her inner wrists, and Sally had gotten the octopus. Marissa wondered what Wild Bill thought of that ink, and immediately the magic shivered, fighting the image of someone else. Marissa slowed her breathing and concentrated, willing her heart not to break as she conjured her favorite memories of Sally, her love for her, hidden deep within the most intimate parts of her where they would never be seen. She had no idea how Sally had felt about her, but she knew Sally was her first love, her best love, one she’d always held closest to her heart.

      She pushed the memories away with an uncomfortable wrench in her stomach. This wasn’t the time to mourn her lost love. It was time to do her job.

      She stopped at the head of the circle, motioning Wild Bill forward. He stepped close to her, and she slashed the knife quickly across his palm before he could register what she was doing.

      “What the hell was that for?” he yelled, jerking his hand to his chest.

      “We need your blood to force her to answer your question. Without it, she won’t even know you’re here.” Marissa knelt and slammed the bloody knife blade-first into the ground, then motioned for Wild Bill to stand back. He watched with rapt attention, still cradling his injured hand to his breast.

      “Please come forth, Sally.” Marissa’s voice was low, conversational, as if inviting Sally out for tea. She found it was best to talk to them like they were still people, rather than as if they were automatons acting out her commands. Though the reanimated were forced to respond to their necromancer’s commands, they responded easier to friendly requests.

      For several long moments, they waited in silence as the night stretched out before them. An owl hooted from somewhere close by, and Marissa shivered. Owls were ill portents.

      “Now what?” Wild Bill asked. Marissa repressed the urge to glare at him.

      “Now we wait for Sally.”

      Wild Bill sounded anxious as he asked, “Don’t we have to, you know … dig her up or something?”

      Does it look like I brought a shovel? Marissa wanted to ask. Instead, she found that serene place inside of her, what her mentor used to call her Zen, the quiet place where the magic lay. She could feel the pull of Sally beneath the ground’s surface, like someone tugging at her stomach, just behind her navel.

      “She’s coming. Be patient.” Marissa could feel that would be difficult for Wild Bill, but she didn’t care. She was in her element. She’d found her Zen.

      Suddenly hands broke the surface of the earth, scrabbling and grasping for purchase in the still-soft ground.

      Marissa felt rather than heard Wild Bill’s jerky, involuntary movement forward, and she put up a hand in the air. “Don’t! Don’t break the circle.”

      The hands pushed the ground away, and Marissa could see the broken nails on Sally’s long fingers from where she’d fought her way up through the earth. Her heart broke a little to see them, since she knew Sally had taken such pride in her fingers. Pianist’s fingers that stroked the keys like a lover when she was in her element. In her Zen.

      Marissa shook herself. Now was not the time for such sentimentality. She focused on the pull of the magic in her stomach that compelled Sally from the grave.

      Sally emerged in a pink dress with gauzy wisps at the shoulders that fluttered as she worked her way out of the ground. She used her elbows to jerk her upper body to one side, then dug at the ground until her hips were free. Then she shoved again until she was able to yank one shapely leg after the other through.

      Her hair was matted with dirt, tangled from something at the back of her head that Marissa couldn’t make out. Finally, Sally stood, swaying slightly as if pushed by the small breeze that wafted through the cemetery.

      “Sally.” Marissa’s voice broke, and she cleared her throat before trying again. “Sally, we called you forth because your husband has a question for you.”

      “A question about what?” Dirt fell from Sally’s lips as she spoke. Marissa’s eyes crawled over her friend’s face, took in the high cheekbones and the gaunt hollows of her cheeks. She’d lost weight since Marissa had last seen her, and it didn’t look healthy. Sally stood like a scarecrow in her dress, swaying and dirty, but still beautiful to Marissa. Still lovely and oh so beautiful.

      Marissa tore her eyes away and gestured to Wild Bill. “She’ll answer any question you ask, but it has to be a direct question, strictly yes or no. Got it?” She saw Wild Bill’s Adam's apple convulsively bob as he swallowed and nodded.

      She turned back to Sally, as a gust of wind blew her hair into wild tangles and pushed the bangs off her filthy forehead.

      In the middle of Sally’s forehead was a small, neat bullet hole.

      Marissa swallowed against the lunch that threatened to rise in her stomach. This is bad, she thought as she stared in shock. This was so very, very bad. She turned wildly on Wild Bill. “I thought you said she died of natural causes!”

      “He killed me,” Sally said in her beautiful voice. Marissa’s heart turned over hearing it. “When I came back for my things. We were in the living room and—”

      “And you got what you deserved!” Wild Bill cried. “Who was she? That woman you left me for. Who was she?” He fumbled at his belt and suddenly withdrew a gun. Teeth bared in a grimace, he stepped forward.

      “Don’t break the circle!” Marissa cried, holding out her arms, but it was too late. Wild Bill walked on, feet scuffing the salt line, ruining it.

      “Answer me, you bitch! You cheating, lifeless bitch!”

      Quickly Marissa dipped her hand in the bucket and sloshed a handful of chicken blood on the ground, across the broken salt line. “I bind you, Sally, to me,” she murmured quickly. “To only me. Forever.” It was a risk, and in the moment, she didn’t know why the words tumbled out of her mouth. But it was the only way to save him, if she even still could.

      Wild Bill walked until the gun touched Sally’s forehead and pulled the trigger. Coagulated blood and bits of bone and brain sprayed out behind her, and she dropped like a stone to the earth.

      “You only brought her back so you could hurt her again!” Marissa screamed, horrified. She wanted to throw up, seeing Sally’s lifeless body on the ground.

      “So?” Bill cried, turning toward Marissa. “She’s my wife! I can do whatever I want with her.”

      Marissa glared at him with a cold expression. “No, Bill, you’ve got it backwards. I can do whatever I want. But you can’t touch her—she’s beyond you now.”

      Wild Bill favored her with a sour, smug smile. He gestured with the nose of the gun behind him, towards Sally’s body. “Guess I could touch her one last time after all.” He swaggered forward.

      One.

      Two.

      Suddenly hands grasped Bill’s throat from behind. He gagged, dropping the pistol, and struggled to free himself from the hands that gripped like iron around his neck. Behind him, Sally stood impassively, with a blank face that reflected nothing. The two holes in her forehead were like a set of black eyes.

      Bill gasped, but he couldn’t remove the fingers locked around his throat. Marissa knew there would be no saving him—once reanimated, there was little one could do to turn the course of a corpse’s anger. For a moment, she thought about stepping forward, to call the magic that bound them and force Sally to listen to her. But she watched Bill drop to his knees on the ground, watched Sally’s beautiful arms and long, dirty fingers forcing the breath from his body, and Marissa knew she wouldn’t do anything.

      She just hoped Sally didn’t turn her anger on her, too. Reanimation was a tricky thing.

      Bill’s hands fluttered like birds at his neck, then slowly fell to his sides. Purple-faced and staring, he collapsed, and Sally finally let go. For a moment, both women stared at the body where it lay. Then Sally turned her lifeless gaze to Marissa. Sally walked until she stood in front of her. One cold hand crept up to slide down Marissa’s cheek, and the necromancer leaned into the touch. The hand slid lower, caressing Marissa’s neck, and she knew this was it. This was the test.

      But there was no clenching, no spasming of fingers at her trachea.

      With shocked eyes, Marissa watched as Sally leaned forward and pressed her lips to Marissa’s in a chaste kiss. Kissing her was like kissing marble.

      “Forever,” she whispered against Marissa’s warm lips. “Forever.”

      

      Danielle Davis is a liar, a cheater of cards, and a misrememberer of song lyrics; only two of those are true. She’s had horror and dark fantasy published by dozens of people with excellent taste, including Wicked Shadow Press, The Dionysian Public Library, and 45+ anthologies. Her short story collection, Bone on Bone, is available on Amazon. You can find her on most social media under the handle “LiteraryEllyMay”
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