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  As long as we live, they too will live; for they are now are a part of us; as we remember them.


  INTRODUCTION:


  OVER THE RAINBOW AND INTO THE FAR OUT


  PAULA GURAN


  
    LGBTQ+ stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, questioning, and “plus,” which represents other sexual identities including pansexual, asexual, and omnisexual. It’s the accepted and inclusive way to refer to the queer community, who can be grouped by one common theme: the fact they don’t identify as straight or cisgender. . . It’s also worthwhile noting that another widely accepted term for the community is queer.


    —Adam Bloodworth, Pink News

  


  Although I cannot find a single source to reference this, my research shows the initialization LGBT evolved circa 1985–1990 from the earlier terms GLT or LGT.


  
    Times and attitudes have changed, and the language used to discuss sexual orientation and gender identity has also changed. As a result, the established L.G.B.T. abbreviation has acquired a few extra letters—and a cluster of ancillary terminology around both sexuality and gender. Not everyone has adopted them yet.


    Take, for example, the addition of “Q” that became increasingly popular as the 20th century turned into the 21st. Some insisted this stood for “questioning,” representing people who were uncertain of their sexual orientations or gender identities. Others declared it was for “queer,” a catchall term that has shed its derogatory origins and is gaining acceptance.


    Now there’s also I, for intersex; A, for ally (or asexual, depending on whom you’re talking to); and often a plus sign meant to cover anyone else who’s not included:L.G.B.T.Q.I.A.+ . . .


    + [is not] just a mathematical symbol anymore, but a denotation of everything on the gender and sexuality spectrum that letters and words can’t yet describe.


    —Michael Gold, “The ABCs of L.G.B.T.Q.I.A.+,” The New York Times, June 21, 2018

  


  What is queer or LGBTQ+ science fiction and/or fantasy anyway?


  I suspect there are many definitions, but for this anthology I decided the stories should feature queer characters important to the plot, usually but not necessarily as the central actors. Stories might feature an LGBTQ+ character or characters or a queer perspective or point of view. Part of my story selection process also included seeking out published views about the stories to determine if my perception of a story was supported by others’ opinions.


  Of course, they had to be good stories to start with. I also sought range and variety, as well as a balance between SF and fantasy. Stories had to be published from 2010 through 2020 to fulfill the “recent” aspect of my theme.


  Speculative fiction imagines drastically diverse ways of being and worlds that are other than the one with which we are familiar. Queerness is a natural fit for such fiction. But, as anyone picking this tome up probably knows, that has not always been the case.


  As Christopher Barzak has written:


  
    Out of all the kinds of characters one can encounter in fiction— in speculative fiction in particular, where aliens abound and the human race itself can be transfigured into something quite different from what we know of ourselves now—there was a particular absence that, later, when I was in my early twenties, I couldn’t help but notice: characters of queer identities.

  


  That absence has been, slowly, filling. Queer representation in science fiction and fantasy novels has, in the last few years, finally—first in young adult fiction and then in adult—been taking off.


  Similar progress has been made in the short form as well, and that is where our focus lies.


  The earliest queer-themed anthology I know of is Kindred Spirits: An Anthology of Gay and Lesbian Science Fiction Stories, edited by Jeffrey M. Elliot. It was published in 1984 by Alyson Publications and consisted of eleven reprinted stories. Some of the inclusions are notable: the World Fantasy Award–winning “The Woman Who Loved the Moon” by Elizabeth A. Lynn (1981); “The Night Wind” by Edgar Pangborn (1974); “Black Rose and White Rose” by Rachel Pollack (1975); “When It Changed” by Joanna Russ (1972), a Nebula Award winner; and “The Prodigal Daughter” by Jessica Amanda Salmonson (1981). “Passengers” by Robert Silverberg (1968) won the Nebula Award for Best Short Story in 1969, but the gay content consists only of a “shock” twist ending. Other stories range from forgettable to offensive: “Vamp” by Michael Conner (1977), “How We Saved the Human Race” by David Gerrold (1972), “Going Down” by Barry N. Malzberg (1975), “Nuclear Fission” by Paul Novitski, “Flowering Narcissus” by Thomas N. Scortia (1975), and “Broken Tool” by Theodore L. Thomas (1959).


  Alyson then published Worlds Apart: An Anthology of Lesbian and Gay Science Fiction and Fantasy in 1986. According to Robert Ridinger in “Out of These Worlds: LGBT Beings and Science Fiction/Fantasy” in Off the Shelf #4, the book:


  
    . . . remains one of the groundbreaking anthologies in print form of this genre. The eleven stories (originally published between 1970 and 1982) represent many of the writers who have come to be recognized as significant contributors to the corpus of twentieth-century SF—Marion Zimmer Bradley, James Tiptree, Elizabeth Lynn, Jewelle Gomez, John Varley, as well as Samuel Delany and Joanna Russ.


    The content of Worlds Apart:


    • “Harper Conan and Singer David” by Edgar Pangborn (1975), set in the author’s post-apocalyptic Tales of a Darkening World universe, is a touching story with much discussion of music by the two musician characters.


    • “Houston, Houston, Do You Read?” by James Tiptree Jr. (1976) is now a classic and is Tiptree’s most famous and most reprinted story. It won the Nebula Award for Best Novella in 1976 and the Hugo for Best Novella in 1977. In the story, an American spaceship with three male astronauts is lost for centuries. When the astronauts reconnect with Earth, they gradually learn the majority of human life—including most men—has been wiped out.


    • “To Keep the Oath” by Marion Zimmer Bradley (1979) is set in her Darkover universe. The story focuses on a Renunciate, a women warrior who rejects traditional gender roles. In this case, she is an emmasca, a neutered woman.


    • “Do Androids Dream of Electric Love?” by Walt Liebscher (1972) alludes to mechano-sex, evidently “an act that even in this enlightened age was considered, shall we say, way out.”


    • “Lollipop and the Tar Baby,” by John Varley (1977), is set in Varley’s far-future Eight World universe where one can easily change sex. It subtly references the Uncle Remus “Tar-Baby” story but is primarily about a contentious mother/daughter clone relationship. And there’s a black hole that talks. Queerness is incidental.


    • “The Mystery of the Young Gentleman” by Joanna Russ (1982). Author/critic Lee Mandelo considers this a story before its time:


    . . . in that it is, really, a genderqueer story—the lead, who tells the tale, identifies as neither man nor woman, though they play both and more in the story because others cannot or will not read their identity correctly. They also engage with the “medical” definitions of queerness in a necessarily vicious, deconstructive way . . .


    • “The Gods of Reorth” by Elizabeth A. Lynn (1980). A member of a high-tech race who has spent three hundred years as a “goddess” on a low-tech planet is forced to allow a war that takes many lives, including that of a wisewoman with whom she has a relationship. She devises an interesting way to punish the men who wage war.


    • In “Find the Lady” by Nicholas Fisk (1972), humankind, except for a few people in an English town, has been wiped out. The survivors keep the invaders at bay by giving them antiques. Dark comedy with the two protagonists portrayed as stereotypical effeminate gay men.


    • “No Day Too Long” by Jewelle Gomez (1981) is the first short story about Gilda, a black lesbian vampire. In this tale Gilda seeks love but does not want to be involved with short-lived humans: “Old memories are so empty when they cannot be shared.” It later became part of the acclaimed The Gilda Stories: A Novel (1991).


    • “Full Fathom Five My Father Lies” by Rand B. Lee (1981) is the author’s first published story. It tells of an all-male society on a lost planet. They survive through cloning, but no longer understand the technology involved. The cultural code is that “fathers” (older clones) and “sons” (their younger clones) must be lovers. A young clone resists this.


    • “Time Considered as a Helix of Semi-precious Stones” by Samuel R. Delany (1969)—winner of the Hugo Award for Best Short Story in 1970 and the Nebula Award for Best Novelette in 1969—is another classic. The story of an upwardly mobile thief considers pain, love, and crime, but the sexuality is vague.

  


  LGBT anthologies thereafter remained the provenance of specialty presses. Most of the anthologies published in the last thirty-five years have been narrowly focused: specifically gay male or lesbian (or, more recently, transgender), or all science fiction or all fantasy, or adhering to a specific theme or subgenre. I’ll list only a few.


  Notable in the 1990s were the all-original trio of Bending the Landscape: Fantasy (1997), World Fantasy Award winner for Best Anthology; Bending the Landscape: Science Fiction (1998); and Bending the Landscape: Horror (2001), edited by Nicola Griffith and Stephen Pagel from White Wolf Publishing.


  The original stories included in The Future Is Queer: A Science Fiction Anthology, edited by Richard Labonté (Arsenal Pulp Press, 2006) were, at best, of uneven quality.


  Lethe Press published the Wilde Stories series—eleven volumes from 2008 to 2018—reprinting the prior year’s best gay male-themed speculative fiction. Similarly, the Heiresses of Russ series—six volumes (2011–2016)—of “year’s best” lesbian-themed short SF/F. Lethe followed these with four (so far) volumes of Transcendent: The Year’s Best Transgender Speculative Fiction (2016–2019), described as the “best work of genderqueer stories of the fantastical, strange, horrific, and weird published the prior year.”


  Lethe also issued Beyond Binary: Genderqueer and Sexually Fluid Speculative Fiction, a reprint anthology edited by Brit Mandelo, in 2012.


  Love Beyond Body, Space, and Time: An Indigenous LGBT Sci-Fi Anthology, edited by Hope Nicholson, is “a collection of indigenous science fiction and urban fantasy focusing on LGBT and two-spirit characters” published in 2016 by Bedside Press. A sequel, Love after the End: An Anthology of Two-Spirit and Indigiqueer Speculative Fiction, edited by Joshua Whitehead, was published by Arsenal Pulp Press in October 2020.


  Meanwhile Elsewhere: Science Fiction and Fantasy from Transgender Writers, edited by Cat Fitzpatrick and Casey Plett (Topside Press, 2017), is already out of print, but it is available for free in PDF at https://caseyplett.files.wordpress.com/2018/05/meanwhile-elsewhere-interi-or-master.pdf. The anthology won the American Library Association Stonewall Book Awards–Barbara Gittings Literature Award.


  Two anthologies of comics— Beyond: The Queer Sci Fi/Fantasy Comic Anthology (Vol. 1), edited by Sfé R. Monster (Beyond Press, 2015), and Beyond: The Queer Dystopia/Urban Fantasy Comic Anthology (Vol. 2), edited by Sfé R. Monster and Taneka Stotts (Beyond Press, 2018)—are also out of print.


  Maiden, Mother, Crone: Fantastical Trans Femmes, edited by Gwen Benaway (Bedside Press, 2019), is a slender 152-page anthology of “new fantastical short fiction by trans women and trans feminine writers.”


  Unspeakable: A Queer Gothic Anthology, edited by Cecile Frohn (Nyx Publishing, 2020) is an anthology of contemporary Gothic queer short fiction recently published by a British small press.


  Behind the Sun, Above the Moon (NineStar Press, 2020) is a “queer anthology inspired by magic and the cosmos, a vast and beautiful place where planets, stars, comets—entire galaxies, even—live without borders, specifications, or binaries.”


  Some periodicals focused on queer SF/F for special issues in the last five years. Lightspeed published Queers Destroy Science Fiction! in 2015, which offered eleven original stories (edited by Seanan McGuire), twelve original pieces of flash fiction (edited by Sigrid Ellis), and five reprint selections (edited by Steve Berman). That same year, sister publication Fantasy Magazine offered four original fantasy stories (edited by Christopher Barzak) and four reprints (selected by Liz Gorinsky) with Queers Destroy Fantasy! A third related magazine, Nightmare, offered Queers Destroy Horror! with five originals and three reprints edited by Wendy N. Wagner.


  Capricious, a quarterly magazine of speculative fiction edited by A. C. Buchanan and based in New Zealand, published Capricious Issue 9: The Gender Diverse Pronouns Issue in early 2018, featuring ten stories containing “you guessed it, diverse pronouns, including singular they, the Spivak pronouns (e/em/eirs), zie pronouns, and various others.”


  GlitterShip, “a science fiction and fantasy podcast devoted to publishing audio versions of LGBTQ stories from authors of all backgrounds,” has issued two yearly anthologies, Glittership One (2017) and GlitterShip Two (2018), compiling some of their audio offerings into print.


  I’m sure I’ve missed some and as 2020 continues, I’m sure there will be more dedicated venues for this fiction.


  Most importantly, LBGTQ+ speculative fiction now commonly appears in major SF/F anthologies and periodicals.


  This anthology offers twenty-four science fiction and fantasy stories. Some are award winners; others are not well known. I tried to avoid spoilers in the brief descriptions below, but probably failed. WARNING: THERE MAY BE SPOILERS:


  • “Destroyed by the Waters” by Rachel Swirsky: A gay couple in a relationship for over fifty years visit what is left of New Orleans, now underwater after melting polar ice caps and methane gas pockets have drastically raised the sea level.


  • “The Sea Troll’s Daughter” by Caitlin R. Kiernan: In a story with allusions to Beowulf, a woman warrior drinks and claims to have slain a demon troll that has long threatened a village. The villagers are skeptical.


  • “And If the Body Were Not the Soul” by A. C. Wise: Nonbinary asexual Ro cannot abide physical contact with other humans. An accidental touch from an alien jars her.


  • “Imago” by Tristan Alice Nieto: A drug can bring the recently dead back to life for three days. A young murder victim, revived to help catch her own killer, finds her memories and identity have been shattered.


  • “Paranormal Romance” by Christopher Barzak: A truly paranormal romance set in Cleveland that delightfully subverts the subgenre.


  • “Three Points Masculine” by An Owomoyela: In the midst of revolution, a soldier deals with a man he believes is faking his gender to serve in the Women’s Volunteer Corps.


  • “Das Steingeschöpf” by G. V. Anderson: In an alternate 1928, a young stone restorationist who has just completed his apprenticeship receives his first commission: to repair a living statue in Bavaria. He discovers it was carved by a past master and doubts his ability.


  • “The Deepwater Bride” by Tamsyn Muir: Quoting the author: “It’s a love story. It’s also a story about responsibilities, a story about being too smart for one’s own good, and a story about ghastly, abyssal intelligences surfacing to crush mankind.”


  • “The Shape of My Name” by Nino Cipri: To quote the publisher, it is “a time travel story about what it means to truly claim yourself.”


  • “Otherwise” by Nisi Shawl: According to the author, it is “a queer poly teen romance adventure in a world where all the adults have succumbed to a drug craze” and disappeared.


  • “The Night Train” by Lavie Tidhar: Aboard the slug train to Laos, a bio-medically altered bodyguard with a taste for controlled violence attempts to protect her crime lord boss from assassination.


  • “Ours is the Prettiest” by Nalo Hopkinson: Jamaican Damiana lives in Bordertown, the city that lies along the border between the Elflands and the World. But young Beti, a new visitor, evidently comes from a strange place indeed.


  • “Don’t Press Charges and I Won’t Sue” by Charlie Jane Anders: A trans woman is seized by a government–industry collaborative agency that forces detransition via brain transplant.


  • “Driving Jenny Home” by Seanan McGuire: In this tale inspired by an old English ballad, a grieving young woman cannot let the ghost of her girlfriend go.


  • “I’m Alive, I Love You, I’ll See You in Reno” by Vylar Kaftan: It takes a great deal of time and space to reconcile two people in a complicated relationship. A story of love, loss, and physics.


  • “In the Eyes of Jack Saul” by Richard Bowes: Described by the author as “an amalgamation of Victorian fiction and reality. Jack Saul was a real person and served, at one point, in a male brothel that was visited by several elites including Prince Albert Victor . . . The fictional inclusion was Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, seen through the eyes of Jack Saul, as real a figure as the gay world has ever produced.”


  • “Secondhand Bodies” by JY Yang: Wealthy Agatha wants a thin body rather than her naturally plump one. She can’t get a new body grown as quickly as she would like, so she decides on an illegal trade.


  • “Seasons of Glass and Iron” by Amal El-Mohtar: A fairytale mashup in which two women rescue each other.


  • “Ne le!” Darcie Little Badger: A Lipan Apache veterinarian journeying to Mars on a transport is awakened from stasis when forty Chihuahuas and one husky, also en route to the red planet, need care.


  • “The Duke of Riverside” by Ellen Kushner: A morose young scholar comes to Riverside hoping someone will kill him, not realizing that no one is going to take the life of an unarmed man. Instead of death, he finds something to live for.


  • “Cat Pictures Please” by Naomi Kritzer: An artificial intelligence develops from systems running search engines. It wants to help humans and look at cute cat pictures. The former proves to be more difficult than the latter.


  • “The Lily and the Horn” by Catherynne M. Valente: War is a dinner party. Lady Cassava is a skilled poisoner and serves her husband and House well. And now Lady Yew, her youthful love who can counter any poison, has come to dinner. There will be war.


  • “Calved” by Sam J. Miller: Dom, who makes what living he can as an ice-grunt spending most of his time at sea illegally harvesting ice, is trying but failing to maintain a relationship with his son. His effort to show his son his love and his worth proves catastrophic.


  • “The River’s Children” by Shweta Narayan: A gender-non-conforming prince marries his dearest friend, a river goddess. They can be man and wife or men together, or women, or something else again. Then the river falls pregnant and everything changes.


  It has been an honor, joy, and struggle (for reasons not related to the project) to compile this anthology. I always want my efforts reach a large audience, but I hope this one truly reaches far and wide.


  National Take Your Cat to Work Day 2020


  Paula Guran
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  DESTROYED BY THE WATERS


  RACHEL SWIRSKY


  The ocean is warm enough to dive without a wetsuit. Derek wears swimwear like everyone else. Zack is the lone holdout, bulky in three millimeters of neoprene. To Derek’s eyes, it shows all the beloved-but-bittersweet changes in Zack’s body, the sags, the knobs, the lumps. At twenty, he was a muscular god. Now: mortal.


  Derek’s body has changed too, heaven knows. But he didn’t have as far to fall.


  Zack remains tall, thick-haired, athletic. He comes to stand behind Derek. His body is warm and solid. Gently, he asks, “What are you thinking?”


  From this angle, the ocean is utterly blue. The water is mildly restive, an insistent pitch and yaw beneath their feet.


  Derek says, “You can’t even tell anything was here.”


  Zack points to a few darker spots. “I think those are the tops of houses.”


  They’re only a brush darker than the rest of the water.


  They’d honeymooned in New Orleans. They were so young then, pockets full of no money and potentials full of question marks. One of the groomsmen had an aunt who needed a house sitter so they flew standby and scrounged enough cash for meals and cheap drinks.


  Jackson Square: a five-dollar palm reading that turned into a two-hour-long conversation about Katrina. (He said, “The city will come back. There’s too much will to live here to keep it down.” He was right until he wasn’t.)


  Decatur Street: ten p.m. on a Monday, a tiny Italian restaurant hung with large, dark portraits of the proprietor’s family. The bored sommelier taking a shine to the newlyweds, sneaking them sips from bottles of fancy wine.


  Canal Street: storefronts plumed with masks and shiny with souvenirs. Four drunk guys, a beer bottle thrown, taunts about Derek’s manicured nails and coral-colored shirt.


  Endless bus loops: sitting or standing, sweating against each other’s skin. Ignoring the windows to watch the passengers—tourists complaining about the humidity frizzing their hair, sway-hipped women in sundresses, men with moist tank tops slicked to their chests.


  Everywhere: grief, anger, exhaustion, work. Some were silent, but others talked, trauma honing words into catharsis, stories that took strangers by the collar and refused to let them go.


  Derek and Zack: dropping the next day’s meal budget into a charity box, but prevailingly, overwhelmingly elated by each other. Floating in a bubble like the ones that rose through the expensive champagne which the sommelier had given them in a flute, holding her fingers to her lips and saying, “Shhh.”


  It’s a small boat: eight divers and the dive master. They gather to listen to the site debriefing. Derek sits furthest back, watching the others. From this angle, the ocean’s surface is sporadically broken by ruins.


  The dive master is a tiny woman who compensates with a loud voice and broad gestures. “Enclosed dives are dangerous. Before you even think about exploring, get out your line.” She mimes unwinding the spool at her hip. “Think of it like diving a wreck. Even if it’s just an old apartment building, even if you think it will be easy to find the bedroom window you came in through again—”


  Zack listens, nodding. Derek can see the almost imperceptible movement of Zack’s lips as he compares what she’s saying to his research on the site. He is the kind of man who watches safety guidelines every single time.


  The dive master jabs her finger into the side of her head. “Remember your map! Land use says you can swim anywhere within this radius. This is for your safety. Outside this zone, the ruins have not been cleared of debris and other hazards. Your LCDC will flash if you get near the boundary. Don’t make me come get you.”


  The other divers are so young. Derek watches one smooth face after another. Even the dive master’s complexion is cherubic. One of the bare-chested boys left his dampening Yale shirt on the bench, in range of spray. A girl wears dark eyeliner and pink lipstick which will raccoon and wash off respectively as soon as they meet the water. She stands aside, glancing occasionally at the boys her age, body exclaiming nervousness as she cups her elbows and rocks foot to foot.


  Have these kids ever known a world where New Orleans wasn’t flooded or underwater? Twenty-something tourists should have been here throwing beads or throwing up. They should have been stumbling over uneven pavement, and going to historically important bars they didn’t recognize, and throwing bottles at gay couples, or whatever it was kids did these days. They should have been bothering the locals, and there should have been locals, giving readings in Jackson Square and talking about how New Orleans would always make it through. These kids didn’t deserve a world that let everything flood, let everyone drown. Did they know anything about Charleston, Bangladesh, Baltimore—?


  Derek’s breath starts to go. He knows the whirlpool will suck him down into a panic attack if he lets it.


  He forces the thoughts away before it’s too late, but Zack must have heard the quickening of his breath, because he wraps his arms around Derek and whispers urgently, “Everybody got out. They got everybody out.”


  Here. They got everybody out here. The omitted word stings.


  Derek pushes Zack away. “I’m fine.”


  The girl in pink lipstick glances in their direction, but no one else does. They’re watching the sky, the water, each other—not the old couple in back.


  Three weeks ago: Zack had woken late, the arid morning already pressing close, Derek gone on morning errands. An icon lingered in the upper right-hand corner of his vision—Derek had left a note. When he opened it, all it showed was the purchase of two fares to Louisiana and a few associated bookings.


  Derek came home later with groceries. He still liked to choose produce by hand.


  “I don’t understand,” Zack said. “We haven’t gone diving in ten years.”


  Derek said nothing as he transferred stone fruit into an apple-patterned Franciscan bowl. He ran his thumb over the soft spot on a peach and frowned.


  Zack flipped through the bookings, as if they might display something different this time. “And New Orleans—we haven’t been back since our honeymoon—”


  Zack gave Derek a sober look. He could tell his husband was nervous by the way he turned the peach over and over in his hands.


  “Derek,” Zack said, as gently as he could. “Is this about Noah?”


  Derek’s whole body flinched. They usually avoided their son’s name. He closed his eyes and steadied himself before setting the fruit in the bowl.


  He turned to open the refrigerator. “They’re not refundable.”


  Zack said, “You can’t tear your heart out again. I can’t go through it. You can’t go through it.”


  Derek said nothing. The refrigerator exhaled a cold breath.


  Arguments queued up in Zack’s brain. He’d spent most of his career in hospital administration, and he was trained to come at things from multiple angles. He tried a goal-oriented approach: What do you want from this? How do you think it will help? He tried emotional pleas: I’m worried—it hurts to see you set yourself up for so much pain. He tried guilt: Why didn’t you talk to me first so we could set a plan together? He tried pragmatism: It’s been too long since our last dive. We should take time to train back up before making decisions.


  He tried intransigence. “You can’t make me participate in this. I can’t stop you, but I won’t go with you.”


  (They both knew this was a lie.)


  Finally, when minutes had become hours, in desperation and exhaustion, Zack lost his temper. “Why play around? Why not go straight to Baltimore?”


  Derek went small and still.


  Zack said, “I can’t believe I said that.”


  Derek’s voice was a composed, weary monotone. “It doesn’t matter.”


  After that, there was nothing left to say.


  They went to bed. They brushed their teeth and put on pajamas and spoke politely in the bathroom. They lay down. Derek cuddled into Zack’s side, and Zack wrapped him in his arms.


  Derek digs in his dive bag so he doesn’t have to talk to Zack, or look at the girl with pink lipstick. He feels Zack’s stare, and he knows his husband is trying to figure out whether he is okay or not, and what to do if he isn’t. Zack’s constant solicitous vigilance makes Derek feel more self-conscious, not less, but after everything they’ve been through, he can’t blame Zack for watching.


  Derek is grateful for the distraction when the kid from Yale tries to strike up a conversation with the other college-age divers. “Anyone else doing a night dive? I’m going on a ghost tour tonight.”


  A boy with blond dreads is, and they fall to talking about ghost stories they’ve heard from other divers. The kid from Yale wants to go see Madame LaLaurie and her tortured slaves, but the blond boy wants to go past the Superdome because he’s read that’s where the best ghosts are.


  “And there’s the ghosts who died in the flood,” the blond boy says. “They must be really pissed.”


  Zack moves protectively in front of Derek. He repeats his mantra, ostensibly for the kids, but Derek knows it’s really meant for him. “Everyone got out. There was an evacuation.”


  The blond boy gives him a condescending look. “You know someone didn’t.”


  Zack’s tone doesn’t change, but Derek can hear anger sharpening his syllables. “Real people died in American floods. Show some respect.”


  Before things can escalate, the boat’s engine changes pitch. It slows. The dive master calls for everyone to gear up.


  Zack shakes his head and makes a noise of self-remonstration. He worries the zipper at his collar. “They’re just stupid kids,” he mumbles.


  In a calming tone, Derek says, “I know.”


  “They don’t understand they can hurt people, talking like that.” Derek soothes. “I know.”


  There’s an old story in Zack’s family about how, when he was six years old, Zack walked up to his uncle who had fought in Vietnam and asked, “How do you protect someone from a bullet?”


  Zack didn’t remember doing it, and he didn’t remember the reply. He did remember his mother telling the story over and over again: her Zack, the protector.


  That night three weeks ago, after learning about Derek’s plans for New Orleans, Zack had lain awake. He watched the pre-dawn, then the dawn, then the light of morning. Over fifty years, he’d grown to know Derek’s gestures and expressions, his beliefs, his preoccupations, the thoughts he spoke aloud and the ones he signaled with a tightened lower lip and the dark ones he’d later try to laugh off.


  Memories lapped at his ankles, of the first eighteen months after Noah’s death when Derek had lost all the extra weight he’d been carrying since they met, all the roundness in his cheeks and softness in his arms, shriveling into himself. He remembered how Derek had slumped, hobbies and friendships wearing away, as he stared for days out of windows at Tucson’s thunderheads. It’s been a long, arduous journey back from that, one that still isn’t done after four years. Zack imagines crashing all the way back down again, imagines how waterlogged years would accumulate, pieces of their lives rotting like wet wood, until they were bloated nothings.


  When the restless clock finally turned nine, Zack called their therapist. At their emergency session, she only said, “Derek has made a lot of progress. If he says he’s ready to do this, we should support him.”


  Against them both, Zack had no recourse. Over fifty years, he’d also learned that sometimes one’s beloved sets his heart on a path of pain and will not be deterred. Sometimes all one can do is be there and be ready to help afterward.


  His voice was heavy as he murmured to himself, “New Orleans. Another good memory gone.” Like Oakland where they raised Noah, and New York City where he sang with his choir at St. Patrick’s, and Houston where he spent two weeks with his grandparents every year, and Minneapolis where he went to college.


  Zack sat in their den and began researching the dive.


  In the old days, the dive master would have had to take them in a single group she could keep an eye on. Instead, she passes through, making sure she’s connected to each diver’s Lens-Compatible Dive Computer.


  Zack and Derek rented LCDCs onshore with the rest of their gear, but a Scandinavian brother and sister don’t have them. The brother coughs up for a cheap, wrist-mounted spare; the sister shrugs and says she’ll just go down with the dive master.


  Derek connects the tank to his air hose, and then double-checks Zack’s while Zack double-checks his. He cleans his mask, and feels grateful for the seals they have these days that don’t flood. Sometimes it’s nice living in the future, when it isn’t horrible. Equipment that didn’t feel heavy twenty years ago now drags on Derek’s shoulders. He snaps together a dozen buckles and clips.


  While they work, Zack frets. “Try not to get too close to anything. They say they cleared the most dangerous debris before opening the site, but three divers were hospitalized in the past year.”


  Zack found this news early in his research on the New Orleans site, and has been repeating some variation of it almost every day since. He does this when he’s worried, fixates on details. As far as Derek can tell, Zack is completely oblivious to it.


  “The judge ruled they were being reckless,” Derek says without enthusiasm.


  Zack gives his consistent answer. “It proves there’s still dangerous stuff down there.”


  Sometimes, Derek privately marvels that a man like Zack, who is brilliant and incisive in any other circumstance, can’t tell that his subtext is running away with his tongue.


  At the edge of the boat, masks on and regulators in, Zack gives Derek a last, entreating look. His eyes are full of the question Are you sure? But he has the courtesy not to say it.


  Noah: delivered to their arms as a white infant with a mop of dark hair, startled eyes, and a strangely authoritative cry. They’d wanted to name him Devon, but his birth mother had only given him this one thing. It seemed petty to refuse. Noah was the most popular boy’s name the year he was born. Eighty thousand Noahs entering one prediluvian world.


  Derek’s ears fill with the sound of his own breathing.


  Gravity pulls them down a few feet before their inflated vests draw them back to the surface. They signal the boat they’re okay, clasp hands, and orient themselves for descent.


  A message from Zack flashes across Derek’s lens. <<Remember, I love you.>> Zack squeezes his hand. Derek squeezes back.


  They pause every few feet to clear their ears. Derek could swear he feels a thrum throughout his body from the signal the LCDC uses to repel large predators, but Zack would say that’s his imagination. Underwater, the neoprene that made Zack so awkward on land sleeks to his muscular contours. Derek could almost mistake him for the boy he’d been at twenty.


  They’re somewhere in the French Quarter, but the changed environment makes it almost unrecognizable. Underwater, light disperses reds and distends blues, blotting any vestiges of vividness. Neon markers indicate unsafe areas within the cleared zone. Visibility is poor, clouding into nothing a few body-lengths away.


  It’s easy to see why the kids think there are ghosts here. It’s not only stories and history; it’s a quality of the place. Even before it was swallowed by the ocean, Derek has to admit New Orleans felt haunted to him. Life went by in disjunctive vignettes, with emotions and scenery that seemed to fracture moment by moment. It was because of alcohol and giddiness and too much nighttime wandering, but his memories of the city flashed like strobes, from glaring brights to intermittent fluorescents and pink-washed neons and shop windows coughing orange glow onto the asphalt.


  Derek and Zack stop, hovering six feet over the drowned street. Their bodies sway with the breath of the ocean as they linger, looking.


  Zack taps Derek’s shoulder to get his attention. <<Are you okay?>>


  Derek starts his reply, then stops.


  Is he okay?


  Strangely, impossibly, he is.


  It’s shock, isn’t it? It must be shock. For the first eighteen months after Noah’s death, he’d stood at the threshold of hospitalization. How can he feel nothing?


  Polar ice sheets. Methane gas pockets. He couldn’t escape the terms that ricocheted like bullets through the news. Worst-case scenario. Experts failed to predict.


  He and Zack hadn’t even visited Noah’s apartment in Baltimore before he died. They were busy with their friends and their lives so they sent money for him to fly home instead. He was just renting; they figured they’d go see his place once he’d really settled.


  Derek had nothing to imagine when the news came. No way to viscerally understand what had happened. Photographs were no substitute. He needed to know how the city air had smelled when it mixed with oncoming water. He needed to see the place where his son had died, what the color of the carpets was, the color of the walls, the color of the windowsills. After Noah’s death, he’d done nothing but try to imagine the drowning of Baltimore. What he ate was salt, what he heard was roaring, and what he saw was bleach and bones.


  Derek spikes himself with thoughts he’s learned not to let through because they always arrow into panic attacks. The worst: Maybe if he’d stayed with his mother, he wouldn’t have died.


  Maybe they should have looked at the blue-eyed bundle of him, and seen his grasping hands and brooding eyebrows, and known to send him back where he’d come from. He could have had another forty, fifty years. What could they possibly have given him to make up for that?


  The thoughts race their customary track, but his anxiety is only an echo. He’s as still as water eight meters deep.


  <<I’m fine.>> Derek tells Zack, but his husband doesn’t seem convinced.


  They scull through the water above a side street. Derek doesn’t know which, but Zack might. There’s room for them to swim side by side, fins arcing smoothly through the water. The windows have been carefully stripped, but many stores hold furniture, even some goods.


  Derek glimpses something shiny and dives the last couple of meters to street level. Zack follows. It’s a mask, surprisingly well-preserved for being at the bottom of the ocean, still sequined and decorated with brittle, stripped quills.


  The store must have been one of those cheap souvenir places. If Derek digs through the junk, will he find key chains and plastic shot glasses? Divers aren’t supposed to go inside the buildings, but the mask has fallen out. Derek shakes it loose from the layer of silt that pins it to the street.


  He holds it up for Zack to look at. His husband frowns. Zack points at the mask. The stream of bubbles coming from his regulator moves faster. In confusion, Derek peers at his find.


  Zack’s gestures become more urgent. << Get back!>>


  Derek instantly withdraws. The mask drops from his gloved fingers. Sequins shine as they fall.


  Zack swims between Derek and the storefront. Derek follows his line of sight to a long, skeletal hand.


  Zack was always one of the best school athletes growing up. He liked sports—as a relatively quiet boy without much else in common with his peers, it gave him something to do and a way to fit in. His build didn’t lend itself to any sport particularly, but it left him with plenty of options. His favorites were solo—swimming, biking, running—letting his muscles go while he spent time in his head.


  Being both quiet and an athlete also kept anyone from noticing that Zack was gay. That meant he could keep people from picking on weaker kids—including the gay ones—sometimes, if he got there at the right time. People knew Zack didn’t like it when they made fun of the disabled class, or the fat cheerleader it was easy to make cry. So they didn’t do it if he was around.


  Probably, no one from his high school would have remembered much about Zack, if it hadn’t been for the day two months before graduation when he came back late from an after-school run. As he circled back onto campus, he saw a guy with a handgun crossing the parking lot.


  Zack ran him down.


  The kid got off a shot by accident. It grazed Zack’s shoulder, but otherwise, he was fine.


  Later, it turned out the kid had found out he was failing biology and wouldn’t be able to graduate. He’d gone home, gotten high, and grabbed his grandpa’s gun. On his way back to his teacher’s classroom, he’d stopped to make sure her car was still in the faculty lot, which was when Zack saw him.


  At his graduation party, Zack’s mother urged him to tell the story to his uncle, the Vietnam vet. Zack felt both embarrassed and proud of himself as he stood beside his uncle’s chair, leaning down a bit because he didn’t hear well from his left ear.


  “I guess I figured out how to protect someone from a bullet,” Zack said.


  “Good job,” muttered his uncle, reaching for a handful of pretzels as he watched the muted football game on TV.


  Zack was nonplussed by the reaction. “You know, my mother always tells that story? How I asked you how to protect someone from a bullet?”


  His uncle looked up, eyes suspicious under heavy brows. “Stop a bullet?” He grunted, a heavy, humorless sound that didn’t seem to be meant for Zack or anyone else. He shoved a pretzel into his mouth. “Want to protect someone, stop the goddamn war.”


  In the cloudy water, Zack’s body almost forms a wall between Derek and the shop window. Derek can hardly see past him to the trailing, bony fingers in the mud.


  Zack pulls his flashlight from its loop on his vest and shines it down to get a better look. <<There must have been an accident. I’m calling the dive master. We shouldn’t disturb>>—


  Zack’s text ends as a mass of mud shifts, throwing more dirt into their faces. His flashlight beam swings loosely for a moment, illuminating flashes of grit and dark water.


  It stabilizes as Zack grabs hold again, showing the skeletal hand. It rises up from the ocean floor like a living thing, trailing forearm and elbow. The bones are uncannily articulated. The flashlight suffuses them with a weird, greenish glow.


  Something bulky shifts overhead. Zack’s light, shining upward, catches the jut of ribs. Zack reaches for them with his free hand, and the bones fall on him as if attacking.


  A glow catches Derek’s attention from below. It’s the skeletal arm, pinned to the street by a clot of debris. The hand waves free, still stretching upward.


  Derek had assumed the flashlight was giving the bones an illusory illumination, but in fact, they are glowing. Derek pulls on the hand. With a tug, it disconnects from the wrist. It starts to float upward, but Derek tightens his grip.


  Up close, the bones aren’t even fully distinguished from each other. Finger joints are painted on, and the back of the hand is a single piece. He prods the palm. One finger flickers off before lighting again.


  << They’re fake.>> Derek tells Zack. << “You can tell the dive master not to come. It’s a toy filled with glow sticks. Whatever kids use these days for glow sticks.>>Derek releases the hand. It floats upward, its own lamp.


  <<It’s the ghost tours.>> Derek surmises. << Glowing skeletons in masks.>>


  He looks up. Zack hovers above him, holding the bulk of the fake skeleton—its ribs and spine and trailing femurs. The skull is missing. Zack looks as if he might change attitude in the water and begin a grim waltz.


  Derek was the one who got sick, but Zack had the nightmares. They began with the smell of brine—at first a faint whiff, not unpleasant, but soon thickening into a miasma of rotting fish and beached animals. Zack would slowly come into a sense of his body. Floating: arms outstretched, hands and fingers extended, feet moving instinctively to keep him upright. The back of his neck broke the surface. Heat prickled on his face. His nostrils drew humid, salty air into his lungs.


  A stillness so potent he could hear it. A silence like buzzing.


  Like a stirring alligator that breaks the illusion of a log, the water would change. It would sling its mighty weight against him: walls of water, rocks, and silt. Human-made wreckage bruised and bloodied him—a doorknob punching into his stomach, the uniquely painful shape of an iron on his thigh.


  Inexorably, the water rose, one silty inch after another. Zack would flail, rocks and metal slashing his hands. Brine filled his mouth, his nostrils, his sinuses, his throat. He woke choking.


  Zack’s doctor diagnosed him with sleep apnea, but the nightmares never fully resolved. He never told Derek what they were about.


  Zack’s scream isn’t a sound. His regulator remains in his mouth; he is too well-trained an athlete to remove it. He screams with his whole body, twisting and tearing at the skeleton, trying to crack its deceitful bones.


  <<It’s fake, Zack.>> Derek repeats, but he can see the frantic quality of Zack’s movements. Each of his husband’s fists is wrapped around one of the skeleton’s ribs as he tries to crack it in half. Its legs trail beneath it as if treading water.


  Part of a rib breaks off. It snags Zack’s sleeve, and Derek murmurs thanks for the wetsuit. If Zack doesn’t stop, something much worse could happen. A hose could get severed.


  Bracing himself against shrapnel, Derek swims around his husband, coming in from behind to comfort and restrain him. He repeats himself as he moves, a gentle, steady flood of << Zack, they aren’t real.>>


  Zack’s hands open. The broken skeleton moves upward through the water.


  <<I know.>>


  Three and a half weeks ago, Derek had been having breakfast with a friend when the name “New Orleans” caught his ear. He’d looked over at the next table where a fit, young straight couple were discussing travel plans.


  “New Orleans?” he asked.


  The boy nodded. His blond ponytail trailed down his back, bright in the sun. “They cleared it out maybe a year, two years ago? You didn’t hear?”


  Derek navigated the following conversation automatically. They haven’t dived in ten years; Derek learned how to dive when he was twenty-three; yes, the Great Barrier Reef has changed a lot since then; no, they hadn’t invented warmsuits back when he and Zack dived in Alaska.


  New Orleans.


  It had been both the first city to go under, and the only one to get everybody out. New Orleans was used to worst-case scenarios. Without their foresight and infrastructure, things would have been much worse.


  The other flooded cities weren’t under enough water for diving. It would be a long time before they were opened to visitors, if they ever were.


  On the train home, Derek sat with his head leaning against the window, watching the desert pass. With work and therapy, things had been getting better, but most days, Derek still felt his life orbiting around the absence at its center. Sometimes he felt the whole middle of him was gone. If this was the closest he’d ever get to his son’s grave, then he had to go—he had to prove to himself that he could.


  Two and a half weeks ago, Zack had come home from therapy in angry silence. Their therapist had seen Derek at his worst. How were they supposed to go through that again? How could they take it? New Orleans. A whole city killed by the ocean. His heart would break.


  When news had come about Baltimore, Zack had left work immediately, even though the hospital could have fired him. He didn’t care; he knew that Derek would need him. Derek was tender, nurturing, fragile. He needed someone to take care of him.


  Zack sat in the den on the old smoke-gray couch and set his head between his knees. He couldn’t do anything about his frustration, so he had to let it go. He took a deep breath, let it out, then sat straight as he sent his lens an inquiry about diving in New Orleans.


  Derek asks Zack: <<How much air do you have?>>


  He knows the answer. He checked their LCDC link before doing anything else. Zack used a lot of air with his exertion, but he’s not in danger.


  Derek had hoped the act of checking would help call Zack back to himself. Stiffly, Zack shifts, checking his physical gauges before reporting. <<I have enough air. We can keep going.>>


  Derek has no intention of letting Zack push himself any further than he already has. <<I already messaged the dive master.>> he says. <<I told her we’re surfacing early.>>


  She’d also confirmed Derek’s guess. She hadn’t seen any of the skeletons herself, but she said other dive masters had come back with stories. The ghost tour companies got fined if they were caught, but it was hard to prove which ones were responsible.


  <<I love you so much.>> Zack says.


  Without tone, it’s hard to tell, but over fifty years, Derek has gotten to know Zack well enough to understand his subtleties. Zack is apologizing. He thinks he’s failed Derek, which breaks Derek’s heart.


  <<I love you, too.>> Derek answers.


  Derek takes Zack’s hand and runs his thumb over the torn fabric of his husband’s gloves. With his other hand, he reaches upward, making sure their path is clear for ascent.


  Their fingers twine. The waters lighten around them as they rise. One day, one of them will say Noah’s name and smile.
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  THE SEA TROLL’S DAUGHTER


  CAITLÍN R. KIERNAN


  1.


  It had been three days since the stranger returned to Invergó, there on the muddy shores of the milky blue-green bay where the glacier met the sea. Bruised and bleeding, she’d walked out of the freezing water. Much of her armor and clothing were torn or altogether missing, but she still had her spear and her dagger, and claimed to have slain the demon troll that had for so long plagued the people of the tiny village.


  Yet, she returned to them with no proof of this mighty deed, except her word and her wounds. Many were quick to point out that the former could be lies, and that she could have come by the latter in any number of ways that did not actually involve killing the troll, or anything else, for that matter. She might have been foolhardy and wandered up onto the wide splay of the glacier, then taken a bad tumble on the ice. It might have happened just that way. Or she might have only slain a bear, or a wild boar or auroch, or a walrus, having mistook one of these beasts for the demon. Some even suggested it may have been an honest mistake, for bears and walrus, and even boars and aurochs, can be quite fearsome when angered, and if encountered unexpectedly in the night, may have easily been confused with the troll.


  Others among the villagers were much less gracious, such as the blacksmith and his one-eyed wife, who went so far as to suggest the stranger’s injuries may have been self-inflicted. She had bludgeoned and battered herself, they argued, so that she might claim the reward, then flee the village before the creature showed itself again, exposing her deceit. This stranger from the south, they argued, thought them all feebleminded. She intended to take their gold and leave them that much poorer and still troubled by the troll.


  The elders of Invergó spoke with the stranger, and they relayed these concerns, even as her wounds were being cleaned and dressed. They’d arrived at a solution by which the matter might be settled. And it seemed fair enough, at least to them.


  “Merely deliver unto us the body,” they told the stranger. “Show us this irrefutable testament to your handiwork, and we will happily see that you are compensated with all that has been promised to whomsoever slays the troll. All the monies and horses and mammoth hides, for ours was not an idle offer. We would not have the world thinking we are liars, but neither would we have it thinking we can be beguiled by make-believe heroics.”


  But, she replied, the corpse had been snatched away from her by a treacherous current. She’d searched the murky depths, all to no avail, and had been forced to return to the village empty-handed, with nothing but the scars of a lengthy and terrible battle to attest to her victory over the monster.


  The elders remained unconvinced, repeated their demand, and left the stranger to puzzle over her dilemma.


  So, penniless and deemed either a fool or a charlatan, she sat in the moldering, broken-down hovel that passed for Invergó’s one tavern, bandaged and staring forlornly into a smoky sod fire. She stayed drunk on whatever mead or barley wine the curious villagers might offer to loosen her tongue, so that she’d repeat the tale of how she’d purportedly bested the demon. They came and listened and bought her drinks, almost as though they believed her story, though it was plain none among them did.


  “The fiend wasn’t hard to find,” the stranger muttered, thoroughly dispirited, looking from the fire to her half-empty cup to the doubtful faces of her audience. “There’s a sort of reef, far down at the very bottom of the bay. The troll made his home there, in a hall fashioned from the bones of great whales and other such leviathans. How did I learn this?” she asked, and when no one ventured a guess, she continued, more dispirited than before.


  “Well, after dark, I lay in wait along the shore, and there I spied your monster making off with a ewe and a lamb, one tucked under each arm, and so I trailed him into the water. He was bold, and took no notice of me, and so I swam down, down, down through the tangling blades of kelp and the ruins of sunken trees and the masts of ships that have foundered—”


  “Now, exactly how did you hold your breath so long?” one of the men asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow.


  “Also, how did you not succumb to the chill?” asked a woman with a fat goose in her lap. “The water is so dreadfully cold, and especially—”


  “Might it be that someone here knows this tale better than I?” the stranger growled, and when no one admitted they did, she continued. “Now, as I was saying, the troll kept close to the bottom of the bay, in a hall made all of bones, and it was there that he retired with the ewe and the lamb he’d slaughtered and dragged into the water. I drew my weapon,” and here she quickly slipped her dagger from its sheath for effect. The iron blade glinted dully in the firelight. Startled, the goose began honking and flapping her wings.


  “I still don’t see how you possibly held your breath so long as that,” the man said, raising his voice to be heard above the noise of the frightened goose. “Not to mention the darkness. How did you see anything at all down there, it being night and the bay being so silty?”


  The stranger shook her head and sighed in disgust, her face half hidden by the tangled black tresses that covered her head and hung down almost to the tavern’s dirt floor. She returned the dagger to its sheath and informed the lot of them they’d hear not another word from her if they persisted with all these questions and interruptions. She also raised up her cup, and the woman with the goose nodded to the barmaid, indicating a refill was in order.


  “I found the troll there inside its lair,” the stranger continued, “feasting on the entrails and viscera of the slaughtered sheep. Inside, the walls of its lair glowed, and they glowed rather brightly, I might add, casting a ghostly phantom light all across the bottom of the bay.”


  “Awfully bloody convenient, that,” the woman with the goose frowned, as the barmaid refilled the stranger’s cup.


  “Sometimes, the Fates, they do us a favorable turn,” the stranger said and took an especially long swallow of barley wine. She belched, then went on. “I watched the troll, I did, for a moment or two, hoping to discern any weak spots it might have in its scaly, knobby hide. That’s when it espied me, and straightaway the fiend released its dinner and rushed towards me, baring a mouth filled with fangs longer even than the tusks of a bull walrus.”


  “Long as that?” asked the woman with the goose, stroking the bird’s head.


  “Or longer,” the stranger told her. “Of a sudden, it was upon me, all fins and claws, and there was hardly time to fix every detail in my memory. As I said, it rushed me, and bore me down upon the muddy belly of that accursed hall with all its weight. I thought it might crush me, stave in my skull and chest, and soon mine would count among the jumble of bleached skeletons littering that floor. There were plenty enough human bones, I do recall that much. Its talons sundered my armor, and sliced my flesh, and soon my blood was mingling with that of the stolen ewe and lamb. I almost despaired, then and there, and I’ll admit that much freely and suffer no shame in the admission.”


  “Still,” the woman with the goose persisted, “awfully damned convenient, all that light.”


  The stranger sighed and stared sullenly into the fire.


  And for the people of Invergó, and also for the stranger who claimed to have done them such a service, this was the way those three days and those three nights passed. The curious came to the tavern to hear the tale, and most of them went away just as skeptical as they’d arrived. The stranger only slept when the drink overcame her, and then she sprawled on a filthy mat at one side of the hearth; at least no one saw fit to begrudge her that small luxury.


  But then, late on the morning of the fourth day, the troll’s mangled corpse fetched up on the tide, not far distant from the village. A clam-digger and his three sons had been working the mudflats where the narrow aquamarine bay meets the open sea, and they were the ones who discovered the creature’s remains. Before midday, a group had been dispatched by the village constabulary to retrieve the body and haul it across the marshes, delivering it to Invergó, where all could see and judge for themselves. Seven strong men were required to hoist the carcass onto a litter (usually reserved for transporting strips of blubber and the like), which was drawn across the mire and through the rushes by a team of six oxen. Most of the afternoon was required to cross hardly a single league. The mud was deep and the going slow, and the animals strained in their harnesses, foam flecking their lips and nostrils. One of the cattle perished from exhaustion not long after the putrefying load was finally dragged through the village gates and dumped unceremoniously upon the flagstones in the common square.


  Before this day, none among them had been afforded more than the briefest, fleeting glimpse of the sea devil. And now, every man, woman, and child who’d heard the news of the recovered corpse crowded about, able to peer and gawk and prod the dead thing to their hearts’ content. The mob seethed with awe and morbid curiosity, apprehension and disbelief. For their pleasure, the enormous head was raised up and an anvil slid underneath its broken jaw, and, also, a fishing gaff was inserted into the dripping mouth, that all could look upon those protruding fangs, which did, indeed, put to shame the tusks of many a bull walrus.


  However, it was almost twilight before anyone thought to rouse the stranger, who was still lying unconscious on her mat in the tavern, sleeping off the proceeds of the previous evening’s storytelling. She’d been dreaming of her home, which was very far to the south, beyond the raw black mountains and the glaciers, the fjords and the snow. In the dream, she’d been sitting at the edge of a wide green pool, shaded by willow boughs from the heat of the noonday sun, watching the pretty women who came to bathe there. Half a bucket of soapy, lukewarm seawater was required to wake her from this reverie, and the stranger spat and sputtered and cursed the man who’d doused her (he’d drawn the short straw). She was ready to reach for her spear when someone hastily explained that a clam-digger had come across the troll’s body on the mudflats, and so the people of Invergó were now quite a bit more inclined than before to accept her tale.


  “That means I’ll get the reward and can be shed of this sorry one-whore piss-hole of a town?” she asked. The barmaid explained how the decision was still up to the elders, but that the scales did seem to have tipped somewhat in her favor.


  And so, with help from the barmaid and the cook, the still half-drunken stranger was led from the shadows and into what passed for bright daylight, there on the gloomy streets of Invergó. Soon, she was pushing her way roughly through the mumbling throng of bodies that had gathered about the slain sea troll, and when she saw the fruits of her battle—when she saw that everyone else had seen them—she smiled broadly and spat directly in the monster’s face.


  “Do you doubt me still?” she called out and managed to climb onto the creature’s back, slipping off only once before she gained secure footing on its shoulders. “Will you continue to ridicule me as a liar, when the evidence is right here before your own eyes?”


  “Well, it might conceivably have died some other way,” a peat-cutter said without looking at the stranger.


  “Perhaps,” suggested a cooper, “it swam too near the glacier, and was struck by a chunk of calving ice.”


  The stranger glared furiously and whirled about to face the elders, who were gathered together near the troll’s webbed feet. “Do you truly mean to cheat me of the bounty?” she demanded. “Why, you ungrateful, two-faced gaggle of sheep-fuckers,” she began, then almost slipped off the cadaver again.


  “Now, now,” one of the elders said, holding up a hand in a gesture meant to calm the stranger. “There will, of course, be an inquest. Certainly. But, be assured, my fine woman, it is only a matter of formality, you understand. I’m sure not one here among us doubts, even for a moment, it was your blade returned this vile, contemptible spirit to the nether pits that spawned it.”


  For a few tense seconds, the stranger stared warily back at the elder, for she’d never liked men, and especially not men who used many words when only a few would suffice. She then looked out over the restless crowd, silently daring anyone present to contradict him. And, when no one did, she once again turned her gaze down to the corpse, laid out below her feet.


  “I cut its throat, from ear to ear,” the stranger said, though she was not entirely sure the troll had ears. “I gouged out the left eye, and I expect you’ll come across the tip end of my blade lodged somewhere in the gore. I am Malmury, daughter of my Lord Gwrtheyrn the Undefeated, and before the eyes of the gods do I so claim this as my kill, and I know that even they would not gainsay this rightful averment.”


  And with that, the stranger, whom they at last knew was named Malmury, slid clumsily off the monster’s back, her boots and breeches now stained with blood and the various excrescences leaking from the troll. She returned immediately to the tavern, as the salty evening air had made her quite thirsty. When she’d gone, the men and women and children of Invergó went back to examining the corpse, though a disquiet and guilty sort of solemnity had settled over them, and what was said was generally spoken in whispers. Overhead, a chorus of hungry gulls and ravens cawed and greedily surveyed the troll’s shattered body.


  “Malmury,” the cooper murmured to the clam-digger who’d found the corpse (and so was, himself, enjoying some small degree of celebrity). “A fine name, that. And the daughter of a lord, even. Never questioned her story in the least. No, not me.”


  “Nor I,” whispered the peat-cutter, leaning in a little closer for a better look at the creature’s warty hide. “Can’t imagine where she’d have gotten the notion any of us distrusted her.”


  Torches were lit and set up round about the troll, and much of the crowd lingered far into the night, though a few found their way back to the tavern to listen to Malmury’s tale a third or fourth time, for it had grown considerably more interesting, now that it seemed to be true. A local alchemist and astrologer, rarely seen by the other inhabitants of Invergó, arrived and was permitted to take samples of the monster’s flesh and saliva. It was he who located the point of the stranger’s broken dagger, embedded firmly in the troll’s sternum, and the artifact was duly handed over to the constabulary. A young boy in the alchemist’s service made highly detailed sketches from numerous angles, and labeled anatomical features as the old man had taught him. By midnight, it became necessary to post a sentry to prevent fisherman and urchins slicing off souvenirs. But only half an hour later, a fishwife was found with a horn cut from the sea troll’s cheek hidden in her bustle, and a second sentry was posted.


  In the tavern, Malmury, daughter of Lord Gwrtheyrn, managed to regale her audience with increasingly fabulous variations of her battle with the demon. But no one much seemed to mind the embellishments, or that, partway through the tenth retelling of the night, it was revealed that the troll had summoned a gigantic, fire-breathing worm from the ooze that carpeted the floor of the bay, which Malmury also claimed to have dispatched in short order.


  “Sure,” she said, wiping at her lips with the hem of the barmaid’s skirt. “And now, there’s something else for your muckrakers to turn up, sooner or later.”


  By dawn, the stench wafting from the common was becoming unbearable, and a daunting array of dogs and cats had begun to gather round about the edges of the square, attracted by the odor, which promised a fine carrion feast. The cries of the gulls and the ravens had become a cacophony, as though all the heavens had sprouted feathers and sharp, pecking beaks and were descending upon the village. The harbormaster, two physicians, and a cadre of minor civil servants were becoming concerned about the assorted noxious fluids seeping from the rapidly decomposing carcass. This poisonous concoction spilled between the cobbles and had begun to fill gutters and strangle drains as it flowed downhill, towards both the waterfront and the village well. Though there was some talk of removing the source of the taint from the village, it was decided, rather, that a low bulwark or levee of dried peat would be stacked around the corpse.


  And, true, this appeared to solve the problem of seepage, for the time being, the peat acting both as a dam and serving to absorb much of the rot. But it did nothing whatsoever to deter the cats and dogs milling about the square, or the raucous cloud of birds that had begun to swoop in, snatching mouthfuls of flesh before they could be chased away by the two sentries, who shouted at them and brandished brooms and long wooden poles.


  Inside the smoky warmth of the tavern—which, by the way, was known as the Cod’s Demise, though no sign had ever borne that title— Malmury knew nothing of the trouble and worry her trophy was causing in the square or the talk of having the troll hauled back into the marshes. But neither was she any longer precisely carefree, despite her drunkenness. Even as the sun was rising over the village and peat was being stacked about the corpse, a stooped and toothless old crone of a woman had entered the Cod’s Demise. All those who’d been enjoying the tale’s new wrinkle of a fire-breathing worm turned towards her. Not a few of them uttered prayers and clutched tightly to the fetishes they carried against the evil eye and all manner of sorcery and malevolent spirits. The crone stood near the doorway, and she leveled a long, crooked finger at Malmury.


  “Her,” she said ominously, in a voice that was not unlike low tide swishing about rocks and rubbery heaps of bladder wrack. “She is the stranger? The one who has murdered the troll who for so long called the bay his home?”


  There was a brief silence as eyes drifted from the crone to Malmury, who was blinking and peering through a haze of alcohol and smoke, trying to get a better view of the frail, hunched woman.


  “That I am,” Malmury said at last, confused by this latest arrival and the way the people of Invergó appeared to fear her. Malmury tried to stand, then thought better of it and stayed in her seat by the hearth, where there was less chance of tipping over.


  “Then she’s the one I’ve come to see,” said the crone, who seemed less like a living, breathing woman and more like something assembled from bundles of twigs and scraps of leather, sloppily held together with twine, rope, and sinew. She leaned on a gnarled cane, though it was difficult to be sure if the cane were wood or bone or some skillful amalgam of the two. “She’s the interloper who has doomed this village and all those who dwell here.”


  Malmury, confused and growing angry, rubbed at her eyes, starting to think this was surely nothing more than an unpleasant dream, born of too much drink and the boiled mutton and cabbage she’d eaten for dinner.


  “How dare you stand there and speak to me this way?” she barked back at the crone, trying hard not to slur as she spoke. “Aren’t I the one who, only five days ago, delivered this place from the depredations of that demon? Am I not the one who risked her life in the icy brine of the bay to keep these people safe?”


  “Oh, she thinks much of herself,” the crone cackled, slowly bobbing her head, as though in time to some music nobody else could hear. “Yes, she thinks herself gallant and brave and favored by the gods of her land. And who can say? Maybe she is. But she should know, this is not her land, and we have our own gods. And it is one of their children she has slain.”


  Malmury sat up as straight as she could manage, which wasn’t very straight at all, and, with her sloshing cup, jabbed fiercely at the old woman. Barley wine spilled out and spattered across the toes of Malmury’s boots and the hard-packed dirt floor.


  “Hag,” she snarled, “how dare you address me as though I’m not even present. If you have some quarrel with me, then let’s hear it spoken. Else, crab, scuttle away and bother this good house no more.”


  “This good house?” the crone asked, feigning dismay as she peered into the gloom, her stooped countenance framed by the morning light coming in through the opened door. “Beg pardon. I thought possibly I’d wandered into a rather ambitious privy hole, but that the swine had found it first.”


  Malmury dropped her cup and drew her chipped dagger, which she brandished menacingly at the crone. “You will leave now, and without another insult passing across those withered lips, or we shall be presenting you to the swine for their breakfast.”


  At this, the barmaid, a fair woman with blondish hair, bent close to Malmury and whispered in her ear, “Worse yet than the blasted troll, this one. Be cautious, my lady.”


  Malmury looked away from the crone, and, for a long moment, stared, instead, at the barmaid. Malmury had the distinct sensation that she was missing some crucial bit of wisdom or history that would serve to make sense of the foul old woman’s intrusion and the villagers’ reactions to her. Without turning from the barmaid, she furrowed her brow and again pointed at the crone with her dagger.


  “This slattern?” she asked, almost laughing. “This shriveled harridan not even the most miserable of harpies would claim? I’m to fear her?”


  “No,” the crone said, coming nearer now. The crowd parted to grant her passage, one or two among them stumbling in their haste to avoid the witch. “You need not fear me, Malmury Trollbane. Not this day. But, you would do well to find some ounce of sobriety and fear the consequences of your actions.”


  “She’s insane,” Malmury sneered, then spat at the floor between herself and the crone. “Someone show her a mercy, and find the hag a root cellar to haunt.”


  The old woman stopped and stared down at the glob of spittle, then raised her head, flared her nostrils, and fixed Malmury in her gaze.


  “There was a balance here, Trollbane, an equity, decreed when my great-grandmothers were still infants swaddled in their cribs. The debt paid for a grave injustice born of the arrogance of men. A tithe, if you will, and if it cost these people a few souls now and again, or thinned their bleating flocks, it also kept them safe from that greater wrath, which watches us always from the Sea at the Top of the World. But this selfsame balance have you undone, and, foolishly, they name you a hero for that deed. For their damnation and their doom.”


  Malmury cursed, spat again, and tried then to rise from her chair, but was held back by her own inebriation and by the barmaid’s firm hand upon her shoulder.


  The crone coughed and added a portion of her own jaundiced spittle to the floor of the tavern. “They will tell you, Trollbane, though the tales be less than half remembered among this misbegotten legion of cowards and imbeciles. You ask them, they will tell you what has not yet been spoken, what was never freely uttered for fear no hero would have accepted their blood-gold. Do not think me the villain in this ballad they are spinning around you.”


  “You would do well to leave, witch,” answered Malmury, her voice grown low and throaty, as threatful as breakers before a storm tide or the grumble of a chained hound. “They might fear you, but I do not, and I’m in an ill temper to suffer your threats and intimations.”


  “Very well,” the old woman replied, and she bowed her head to Malmury, though it was clear to all that the crone’s gesture carried not one whit of respect. “So be it. But you ask them, Trollbane. You ask after the cause of the troll’s coming, and you ask after his daughter, too.”


  And with that, she raised her cane, and the fumy air about her appeared to shimmer and fold back upon itself. There was a strong smell, like the scent of brimstone and of smoldering sage, and a sound, as well. Later, Malmury would not be able to decide if it was more akin to a distant thunderclap or the crackle of burning logs. And, with that, the old woman vanished, and her spit sizzled loudly upon the floor.


  “Then she is a sorceress,” Malmury said, sliding the dagger back into its sheath.


  “After a fashion,” the barmaid told her and slowly removed her grip upon Malmury’s shoulder. “She’s the last priestess of the Old Ways and still pays tribute to those beings who came before the gods. I’ve heard her called Grímhildr, and also Gunna, though none among us recall her right name. She is powerful and treacherous, but know that she has also done great good for Invergó and all the people along the coast. When there was plague, she dispelled the sickness—”


  “What did she mean, to ask after the coming of the troll and its daughter?”


  “These are not questions I would answer,” the barmaid replied and turned suddenly away. “You must take them to the elders. They can tell you these things.”


  Malmury nodded and sipped from her cup, her eyes wandering about the tavern, which she saw was now emptying out into the morning-drenched street. The crone’s warnings had left them in no mood for tales of monsters and had ruined their appetite for the stranger’s endless boasting and bluster. No matter, Malmury thought. They’d be back come nightfall, and she was weary, besides, and needed sleep. There was now a cot waiting for her upstairs, in the loft above the kitchen, a proper bed complete with mattress and pillows stuffed with the down of geese, even a white bearskin blanket to guard against the frigid air that blew in through the cracks in the walls. She considered going before the council of elders, after she was rested and merely hungover, and pressing them for answers to the crone’s questions. But Malmury’s head was beginning to ache, and she entertained the proposition only in passing. Already, the appearance of the old woman and what she’d said was beginning to seem less like something that had actually happened, and Malmury wondered, dimly, if she were having trouble discerning where the truth ended and her own generous embroidery of the truth began. Perhaps she’d invented the hag, feeling the tale needed an appropriate epilogue, and then, in her drunkenness, forgotten that she’d invented her.


  Soon, the barmaid—whose name was Dóta—returned to lead Malmury up the narrow, creaking stairs to her small room and the cot, and Malmury forgot about sea trolls and witches and even the gold she had coming. For Dóta was a comely girl, and free with her favors, and the stranger’s sex mattered little to her.


  2.


  The daughter of the sea troll lived among the jagged, windswept highlands that loomed above the milky blue-green bay and the village of Invergó. Here had she dwelt for almost three generations, as men reckoned the passing of time, and here did she imagine she would live until the long span of her days was at last exhausted.


  Her cave lay deep within the earth, where once had been only solid basalt. But over incalculable eons, the glacier that swept down from the mountains, inching between high volcanic cliffs as it carved a wide path to the sea, had worked its way beneath the bare and stony flesh of the land. A ceaseless trickle of meltwater had carried the bedrock away, grain by grain, down to the bay, as the perpetual cycle of freeze and thaw had split and shattered the stone. In time (and then, as now, the world had nothing but time), the smallest of breaches had become cracks, cracks became fissures, and intersecting labyrinths of fissures collapsed to form a cavern. And so, in this way, had the struggle between mountain and ice prepared for her a home, and she dwelt there, alone, almost beyond the memory of the village and its inhabitants, which she despised and feared and avoided when at all possible.


  However, she had not always lived in the cave, nor unattended. Her mother, a child of man, had died while birthing the sea troll’s daughter, and, afterwards, she’d been taken in by the widowed conjurer who would, so many years later, seek out and confront a stranger named Malmury who’d come up from the southern kingdoms. When the people of Invergó had looked upon the infant, what they’d seen was enough to guess at its parentage. And they would have put the mother to death, then and there, for her congress with the fiend, had she not been dead already. And surely, likewise, would they have murdered the baby, had the old woman not seen fit to intervene. The villagers had always feared the crone, but also they’d had cause to seek her out in times of hardship and calamity. So it gave them pause, once she’d made it known that the infant was in her care, and this knowledge stayed their hand, for a while.


  In the tumbledown remains of a stone cottage at the edge of the mudflats, the crone had raised the infant until the child was old enough to care for herself. And until even the old woman’s infamy, and the prospect of losing her favors, was no longer enough to protect the sea troll’s daughter from the villagers. Though more human than not, she had the creature’s blood in her veins. In the eyes of some, this made her a greater abomination than her father.


  Finally, rumors had spread that the girl was a danger to them all, and, after an especially harsh winter, many become convinced that she could make herself into an ocean mist and pass easily through window-panes. In this way, it was claimed, had she begun feeding on the blood of men and women while they slept. Soon, a much-prized milking cow had been found with her udder mutilated, and the farmer had been forced to put the beast out of her misery. The very next day, the elders of Invergó had sent a warning to the crone, that their tolerance of the half-breed was at an end, and she was to be remanded to the constable forthwith.


  But the old woman had planned against this day. She’d discovered the cave high above the bay, and she’d taught the sea troll’s daughter to find auk eggs and mushrooms and to hunt the goats and such other wild things as lived among the peaks and ravines bordering the glacier. The girl was bright and had learned to make clothing and boots from the hides of her kills, and also she had been taught herb lore, and much else that would be needed to survive on her own in that forbidding, barren place.


  Late one night in the summer of her fourteenth year, she’d fled Invergó and made her way to the cave. Only one man had ever been foolish enough to go looking for her, and his body was found pinned to an iceberg floating in the bay, his own sword driven through his chest to the hilt. After that, they left her alone, and soon the daughter of the sea troll was little more than legend and a tale to frighten children. She began to believe, and to hope, that she would never again have cause to journey down the slopes to the village.


  But then, as the stranger Malmury, senseless with drink, slept in the arms of a barmaid, the crone came to the sea troll’s daughter in her dreams, as the old woman had done many times before.


  “Your father has been slain,” she said, not bothering to temper the words. “His corpse lies desecrated and rotting in the village square, where all can come and gloat and admire the mischief of the one who killed him.”


  The sea troll’s daughter, whom the crone had named Sæhildr, for the ocean, had been dreaming of stalking elk and a shaggy herd of mammoth across a meadow. But the crone’s voice had startled her prey, and the dream animals had all fled across the tundra.


  The sea troll’s daughter rolled over onto her back, stared up at the grizzled face of the old woman, and asked, “Should this bring me sorrow? Should I have tears, to receive such tidings? If so, I must admit it doesn’t, and I don’t. Never have I seen the face of my father, not with my waking eyes, and never has he spoken unto me, nor sought me out. I was nothing more to him than a curious consequence of his indiscretions.”


  “You and he lived always in different worlds,” the old woman replied, but the one she called Sæhildr had turned back over onto her belly and was staring forlornly at the place where the elk and mammoth had been grazing, only a few moments before.


  “It is none of my concern,” the sea troll’s daughter sighed, thinking she should wake soon, that then the old woman could no longer plague her thoughts. Besides, she was hungry, and there was fresh meat from a bear she’d killed only the day before.


  “Sæhildr,” the crone said, “I’ve not come expecting you to grieve, for too well do I know your mettle. I’ve come with a warning, as the one who slew your father may yet come seeking you.”


  The sea troll’s daughter smiled, baring teeth that effortlessly cracked bone to reach the rich marrow inside. With the hooked claws of a thumb and forefinger, she plucked the yellow blossom from an arctic poppy and held it to her wide nostrils.


  “Old mother, knowing my mettle, you should know that I am not afraid of men,” she whispered, then she let the flower fall back to the ground.


  “The one who slew your father was not a man, but a woman, the likes of which I’ve never seen,” the crone replied. “She is a warrior, of noble birth, from the lands south of the mountains. She came to collect the bounty placed upon the troll’s head. Sæhildr, this one is strong, and I fear for you.”


  In the dream, low clouds the color of steel raced by overhead, fat with snow, and the sea troll’s daughter lay among the flowers of the meadow and thought about the father she’d never met. Her short tail twitched from side to side, like the tail of a lazy, contented cat, and she decapitated another poppy.


  “You believe this warrior will hunt me now?” she asked the crone.


  “What I think, Sæhildr, is that the men of Invergó have no intention of honoring their agreement to pay this woman her reward. Rather, I believe they will entice her with even greater riches, if only she will stalk and destroy the bastard daughter of their dispatched foe. The woman is greedy, and prideful, and I hold that she will hunt you, yes.”


  “Then let her come to me, Old Mother,” the sea troll’s daughter said. “There is little enough sport to be had in these hills. Let her come into the mountains and face me.”


  The old woman sighed and began to break apart on the wind, like sea foam before a wave. “She’s not a fool,” the crone said. “A braggart, yes, and a liar, and also a drunk. But by her own strength and wits did she undo your father. I’d not see the same fate befall you, Sæhildr. She will lay a trap.”


  “Oh, I know something of traps,” the troll’s daughter replied, and then the dream ended. She opened her black eyes and lay awake in her freezing den, deep within the mountains. Not far from the nest of pelts that was her bed, a lantern she’d fashioned from walrus bone and blubber burned unsteadily, casting tall, writhing shadows across the basalt walls. The sea troll’s daughter lay very still, watching the flame, and praying to all the beings who’d come before the gods of men that the battle with her father’s killer would not be over too quickly.


  3.


  As it happened, however, the elders of Invergó were far too preoccupied with other matters to busy themselves trying to conceive of schemes by which they might cheat Malmury of her bounty. With each passing hour, the clam-digger’s grisly trophy became increasingly putrid, and the decision not to remove it from the village’s common square had set in motion a chain of events that would prove far more disastrous to the village than the living troll ever could have been. Moreover, Malmury was entirely too distracted by her own intoxication and with the pleasures visited upon her by the barmaid, Dóta, to even recollect she had the reward coming. So, while there can be hardly any doubt that the old crone who lived at the edge of the mudflats was, in fact, both wise and clever, she had little cause to fear for Sæhildr’s immediate well-being.


  The troll’s corpse, hauled so triumphantly from the marsh, had begun to swell in the midday sun, distending magnificently as the gases of decomposition built up inside its innards. Meanwhile, the flock of gulls and ravens had been joined by countless numbers of fish crows and kittiwakes, a constantly shifting, swooping, shrieking cloud that, at last, succeeded in chasing off the two sentries who’d been charged with the task of protecting the carcass from scavengers and souvenir hunters. And, no longer dissuaded by the men and their jabbing sticks, the cats and dogs that had skulked all night about the edges of the common grew bold and joined in the banquet (though the cats proved more interested in seizing unwary birds than in the sour flesh of the troll). A terrific swarm of biting flies arrived only a short time later, and there were ants, as well, and voracious beetles the size of a grown man’s thumb. Crabs and less savory things made their way up from the beach. An order was posted that the citizens of Invergó should retreat to their homes and bolt all doors and windows until such time as the pandemonium could be resolved.
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