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Twelve captivating tales from the best new writers of the year accompanied by three more from bestselling authors you’ve read before.

A miracle? An omen? Or something else? One day, they arrived in droves—the foxes of the desert, the field, the imagination.… 

—“Kitsune” by Devon Bohm

When a vampire, a dragon, and a shape-shifting Chihuahua meet on a beach in Key West, fireworks go off! But that’s just the background. 

—“Moonlight and Funk” by Marianne Xenos

The Grim Reaper, trapped in an IRS agent’s dying body, must regain his powers before he dies and faces judgment for his original sin.

—“Death and the Taxman” by David Hankins

In a metaverse future, a woman who exposes falseness in others must decide what is real to her—the love she lost or the love she may have found.

—“Under My Cypresses” by Jason Palmatier

Vic Harden wasn’t lured by glory on a daring mission into the reaches of outer space—he was ordered out there by his editor.

 —“The Unwilling Hero” by L. Ron Hubbard

Dangerous opportunities present themselves when an alien ship arrives in the solar system seeking repairs.

—“White Elephant” by David K. Henrickson

With her spaceship at the wrong end of a pirate’s guns, a former war hero must face down her enemies and demons to save Earth’s last best chance for peace. 

—“Piracy for Beginners” by J. R. Johnson

Dan Shamble, Zombie P.I., faces one of his funniest and most perplexing cases ever—an enlightened ogre, a salamander with low self-esteem, and a raging fire dragon terrorizing the Unnatural Quarter!

—“Fire in the Hole” by Kevin J. Anderson

Years after the Second Holocaust, the last surviving Jews on earth attempt to rewrite the past.

—“A Trickle in History” by Elaine Midcoh

When I said I’d do anything to pay off my debts and get back home to Earth, I didn’t mean survey a derelict spaceship at the edge of the solar system—but here I am.

—“The Withering Sky” by Arthur H. Manners

High-powered telescopes bring galactic life to our TVs, and network tuner Hank Enos figures he’s seen everything—until the day an alien boy stares back.

—“The Fall of Crodendra M” by T. J. Knight

Knights, damsels and dragons, curses and fates foretold—the stuff of legends and stories, but unexpectedly perverse.

—“Constant Never” by S. M. Stirling

Determined to save his wife, Tumelo takes an unlikely client through South Africa’s ruins to the heart of the Desolation—a journey that will cost or save everything.

—“The Children of Desolation” by Spencer Sekulin

When a terrorist smuggles a nuclear weapon into London, a team regresses in time to AD 1093 to assassinate a knight on the battlefield, thereby eliminating the terrorist a millennium before his birth.

—“Timelines and Bloodlines” by L. H. Davis

The Grand Exam is a gateway to power for one, likely death for all others—its entrants include ambitious nobles, desperate peasants, and Quiet Gate, an old woman with nothing left to lose.

—“The Last History” by Samuel Parr
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“Writers of the Future continues to dominate the field of science fiction fantasy with bragging rights that it has contributed more to the genre than any other source.”

—Midwest Book Review

“The series continues to be a powerful statement of faith as well as direction in American science fiction.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Not only is the writing excellent … it is also extremely varied. There’s a lot of hot new talent in it.”

—Locus magazine

“A first-rate collection of stories and illustrations.”

—Booklist magazine

“Writers of the Future is always one of the best original anthologies of the year.”

—Tangent

“I’ve been involved in Writers of the Future since its inception—first as a contestant, then a speaker, then a judge. It is the most vibrant and exciting showcase of new talent with an undeniable success rate. If you want a glimpse of the future—the future of science fiction—look at these first publications of tomorrow’s masters.”

—Kevin J. Anderson Writers of the Future Contest judge

“Writers of the Future brings you the Hugo and Nebula winners of the future today.”

—Tim Powers Writers of the Future Contest judge

“I really can’t say enough good things about Writers of the Future.… It’s fair to say that without Writers of the Future, I wouldn’t be where I am today.”

—Patrick Rothfuss Writers of the Future Contest winner 2002

“Every year the Writers of the Future Contest inspires new writers and helps to launch their careers. The combination of reward, recognition, instruction, and opportunity for beginning authors is unparalleled. There is no contest comparable to the Writers of the Future.”

—Rebecca Moesta Writers of the Future Contest judge

“The Illustrators of the Future Contest is one of the best opportunities a young artist will ever get. You have nothing to lose and a lot to win.”

—Frank Frazetta Illustrators of the Future Contest judge

“The road to creating art and getting it published is long, hard, and trying. It’s amazing to have a group, such as Illustrators of the Future, there to help in this process—creating an outlet where the work can be seen and artists can be heard from all over the globe.”

—Rob Prior Illustrators of the Future Contest judge

“Illustrators of the Future offered a channel through which to direct my ambitions. The competition made me realize that genre illustration is actually a valued profession, and here was a rare opportunity for a possible entry point into that world.”

—Shaun Tan Illustrators of the Future Contest winner 1993 and Contest judge
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Introduction




by Jody Lynn Nye





Jody Lynn Nye lists her main career activity as “spoiling cats.” When not engaged upon this worthy occupation, she writes fantasy and science fiction books and short stories.

Since 1987 she has published over fifty books and more than 175 short stories. Among her novels are her epic fantasy series, The Dreamland, five contemporary humorous fantasies in the Mythology 101 series, three medical science fiction novels in the Taylor’s Ark series, and Strong Arm Tactics, a humorous military science fiction novel. Jody also wrote The Dragonlover’s Guide to Pern, a nonfiction-style guide to Anne McCaffrey’s popular world. She also collaborated with Anne McCaffrey on four science fiction novels, including Crisis on Doona (a New York Times and USA Today bestseller). Jody coauthored the Visual Guide to Xanth with author Piers Anthony. She has edited two anthologies, Don’t Forget Your Spacesuit, Dear!, and Launch Pad, and written two short-story collections, A Circle of Celebrations, holiday SF/fantasy stories, and Cats Triumphant!, SF and fantasy feline tales. Nye wrote eight books with the late Robert Lynn Asprin, License Invoked, and seven set in Asprin’s Myth Adventures universe. Since Asprin’s passing, she has published two more Myth books and two in Asprin’s Dragons series. Her newest series is the Lord Thomas Kinago books, beginning with View from the Imperium (Baen Books), a humorous military SF novel.

Her newest books are Moon Tracks (Baen), YA science fiction with Dr. Travis S. Taylor. Rhythm of the Imperium, third in the series; and Once More, With Feeling (WordFire Press), a nonfiction book on revising manuscripts.

Over the last thirty or so years, Jody has taught in numerous writing workshops and participated on hundreds of panels at science fiction conventions. She runs the two-day writers’ workshop at Dragon Con. Jody is the Coordinating Judge of the Writers of the Future. In June 2022, she received the Polaris Award from ConCarolina and Falstaff Books for mentorship and guidance of new talent.

Jody lives in the northwest suburbs of Atlanta, with her husband Bill Fawcett, and three feline overlords, Athena, Minx, and Marmalade.

For more information, go to jodynye.com.





Introduction

You hold in your hand the results of a year’s worth of hard work and impressive talent. The following twelve stories each represent the vision of a new writer that stood out among the thousands of entries submitted to the Writers of the Future Contest to be recognized as the best of the best. Some of these writers have sent in many stories over the years; for some, this is their first attempt. All of them have excited my imagination, even bringing me to exclaim out loud in delight. (“Venus? Really?”)

This is my first year as the Coordinating Judge of the Contest. Only three other people have held this position since the Contest launched in 1985. David Farland, K. D. Wentworth, and renowned editor Algis Budrys, who with L. Ron Hubbard shepherded the Contest into being, have helped to launch the careers of numerous notable writers including Patrick Rothfuss, Nina Kiriki Hoffman, Eric Flint, Nnedi Okorafor, and Dean Wesley Smith (now my coeditor of this anthology). I have large and eminent shoes to ﬁll, and I hope you will appreciate my efforts.

So, how do you get to be a winner and have your story published in one of these glamorous anthologies? You have four quarters of the year to send in an original tale. We accept speculative fiction: science fiction, fantasy, and dark fantasy (light horror). Keep in mind that this is a professional market with an audience that runs from young adult on upward. Within those parameters, let your imagination run wild. The Contest is judged blind. The quality of your work is what is important. What am I looking for? First, I want a story. It has to have a beginning, middle, and end that involves your fantasy or SF  element. If your narrative takes too long to get going or trails off with no conclusion, I may never even see it, as the first reader (and former Writers’ Contest winner) Kary English weeds out manuscripts that don’t fulfill the basic guidelines for the Contest. I like a story that never stops moving, that gives me a reason to keep reading.

Second, send me something new. If I’ve seen the plot often and you have nothing new to say about it, you’re not trying hard enough. Speculative fiction means exploring the universe and ﬁnding a corner of it that hasn’t been churned over by thousands of other writers. Tickle my imagination. Surprise me. I welcome a new take on science fiction or fantasy. Third, I want excellent storytelling. Your style can set a fairly ordinary plot apart from others like it by intelligent and evocative wordplay. Give me great characters. Give me consequences for failing to reach the goal those characters are striving toward. Small stories about one moment in a character’s life can be as interesting and meaningful as big stories in which the universe itself is at stake.

The eight Finalists every quarter go on to a selection of our eminent judges to vote for ﬁrst, second, and third place. The rewards for becoming a winner of the Contest are spectacular. The twelve writer winners are ﬂown into Hollywood, California, for a grand black-tie, red-carpet gala, given beautiful trophies and cash prizes. Each of their stories is also handed off to the winners of the Illustrators of the Future Contest to create a unique piece of art to accompany it in the anthology. The anthologies themselves often become national bestsellers, a terrific entry on your bibliography. Afterward, the winners get to experience their first book signing of the anthology containing their work. The winners also enjoy a weeklong seminar taught by me and fantasy writer/judge Tim Powers, with guest speeches from the other Contest judges. It’s the biggest fuss anyone will ever make in your career about a short story.

It’s more than worth it to enter, and I urge you to begin. I’m starting my second year of reading Contest entries. Make one of them yours.





The Illustrators of the Future Contest




by Echo Chernik





Echo Chernik has been illustrating for thirty years and has been the recipient of many prestigious awards and accolades.

Her clients have included Disney, BBC, Mattel, Hasbro, Miller-Coors, Jose Cuervo, Celestial Seasonings, McDonald’s, Procter & Gamble, Trek Bicycle Corporation, USPS, Bellagio Hotel & Casino, Kmart, Sears, Publix Super Markets, Regal Cinemas, the city of New Orleans, the state of Illinois, the Sheikh of Dubai, Dave Matthews Band, Arlo Guthrie, and more. She is a master of many styles including decorative, vector, and art nouveau.

She has been interviewed on CBS, PBS Radio, and by countless publications in her career. Echo owns an art gallery in Washington State featuring exclusively her art, and she tours the world meeting fans and lecturing on illustration.

As the art director and Coordinating Judge of the Illustrators of the Future Contest, Echo prepares the winners for the business of illustration and a successful career in art.

To see her work, go to www.echo-x.com.





The Illustrators of the Future Contest


The Illustrators of the Future Contest is the single most important contest to enter for anyone serious in pursuing a career in illustration, concept art, or commercial illustration.

The internet provides a venue for a vast treasure of images and artists. But for an artist to really stand out, to make it in the industry, they need to be set apart from others. One fantastic way to do this is to win a reputable contest.

So what sets the Illustrators of the Future apart from other contests?

You can enter the Contest four times a year. There is no entry fee to send your work in for consideration. And your work will be judged anonymously by top professionals. This provides a completely unbiased opportunity for any artist.

The prizes are life and career changing. Winners are published in the annual Writers of the Future anthology, which is a national and international bestseller. You win a cash prize and a chance at the Grand Prize. But most importantly, you win knowledge. You are flown to Hollywood along with your fellow winners where you will meet past winners and some of the Contest judges and attend a fun, weeklong workshop on how to succeed as a professional in this industry. The judges of the Contest are all renowned and successful artists with years of experience to share.

When you are chosen as one of twelve winners, you gain the support of the staff of the anthology’s publisher, Galaxy Press, who work so very hard to promote your success and help you succeed. What inspires them to work so hard, you may ask? They truly believe in the promise L. Ron Hubbard made to the future by establishing this great contest with its primary goal of launching careers. The wonderful people who bring you this book strive to bring his dream to life every year with the publication of this anthology and further support it by promoting past winners. Every winner, past or present, who achieves success is a huge win to this Contest and the legacy L. Ron Hubbard has left.

I’m humbled and honored to be the Coordinating Judge of the Illustrators’ Contest. I love being a part of something so big and something that makes such a difference in the lives of young artists.

Who can enter? If you want to make a career in commercial art or illustration, you can enter—as long as you are not already a professional. The Contest is designed for people on their way up, who need to get their work out there.

Send along three samples of your best illustrative work. If you don’t get “the call” that you’ve won the first time you enter, don’t worry! Enter again the next quarter! The Contest is open to all styles and mediums. Once you win, you are professionally paired with a story from one of the Writers’ Contest winners and are hired to illustrate it for the anthology. These are the great pieces you see in this book! You work with me, as art director, to make them as strong as possible, and a true representation of your style.

Traditional and digital work is accepted. For the final published pieces, we work through your design and thought process from thumbnails to sketches and then final drawings. AI art is not accepted. I am looking for the process and execution of the artist’s vision and mind’s eye.

This book represents the best and brightest future artists. We are here to help you stand out and succeed. Even if you feel you are not ready, I encourage you to enter each quarter.

Enjoy this anthology and the success of the next generation of the best writers and illustrators of the future!
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Kitsune

written by Devon Bohm

illustrated by ALAYA KNOWLTON





ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Devon Bohm is a poet and writer who received her BA from Smith College and her MFA in poetry and fiction from Fairfield University. At Fairfield, Bohm became increasingly frustrated with the denial of genre fiction as “literature” and began exploring the big question of why people were attracted to different forms of speculative fiction. The answer she found didn’t surprise her, as it was what she’d always valued about her favorite writers: genres like fantasy or science fiction perform the same function of all good literature by finding new and inventive ways to help the reader see their world (and self) more clearly.

Bohm’s short story, “Kitsune,” was most deeply influenced by the work of Aimee Bender, Carmen Maria Machado, and Kelly Magee—writers whose work stretches the bounds of reality as a means of discovering capital-T Truth. “What this story really is,” Bohm says, “is a feminist text that’s using an extended and surreal metaphor to help the reader reflect on particular experiences within the human condition.” In the vein of Anne Sexton’s poems of transformation and Margaret Atwood’s dystopias, the world of “Kitsune” is our own reality seen through a funhouse mirror, a distorted reflection that emphasizes, rather than obscures. To Bohm, this kind of writing is the ideal blend of poetry and fiction.

In her personal life, Bohm lives in Connecticut with her husband, son, and dog—Harry Dresden Pawter—where she spends any time she can find reading and writing. Her first full-length collection of poetry, Careful Cartography, was published by Cornerstone Press in 2021 as part of their Portage Poetry series. The book was shortlisted for the 2022 Eric Hoffer Book Award, winning both the First Horizon Book Award for a debut poetry collection and distinction for a publication  by an academic press in the contest. Additionally, her poetry has been featured in numerous publications, but this is her first professional sale in fiction. She looks forward to you reading not only this story, but hopefully much more (and many more genres) from her in the future.

For more information, go to www.devonbohm.com.



ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR

Alaya Knowlton, also known as Drazini, was born in 2003 in a small mountain town in California. She moved to Sarasota, Florida, at five and grew up there.

She has drawn since she could hold a pen, yet she truly dedicated herself to this passion during middle school. Alaya is inspired by her sister Hana and her family to create works of art, as they have supported and nurtured her passions and her true self through its development.

Since then she has directed and worked on short animated films, digital illustrations, and many other forms of artwork. She is currently beginning her study of game art, the study of 3D and 2D artwork and animation for video games at the University of Southern California’s School of Cinematic Arts. Alaya is completely dedicated to her passion to create artwork and strives to inform the artistic direction of games in the future. Her goals include inspiring others to do what makes them the most fulfilled and to create a better future that allows greater equality and understanding of all people.

To see more of her work, go to drazini.artstation.com.






Kitsune


There aren’t supposed to be foxes in New Mexico. They went extinct in 2035. I was ten and it was on the news: The Last Gray Fox Extinct. My mother cried, so I cried. But after we were done crying she had to show me what they were. I had never even heard of them before.

So, when the foxes started to emerge from the desert, people were alarmed. Alarmed, but delighted. Foxes! We thought they were long dead, dead for twenty years! But here they are! A miracle! We should have realized that there’s no such thing as miracles and anything that makes people use exclamation points is probably a false kind of promise.

They weren’t just desert foxes, gray foxes. There were full-tailed red foxes, snowy white arctic foxes, big-eared fennec foxes, kit foxes and swift foxes and even Tibetan sand foxes that look more like wolves. There were species that no one has ever seen before—amalgamations of the other species, foxes that look more like domestic dogs or cats, foxes with odd coloring—tints of blue, pink. A rainbow of foxes, an entire damned rainbow.

I was almost thirty and tired. I worked in a Santa Fe mall at a store that sold dresses I couldn’t afford to women who looked down on me. I stood on my feet forty hours a week and went home and cried, some days. Most days. I couldn’t figure out how to get out of New Mexico. I wasn’t sure where better was. New Mexico was all I had ever known.

And then, the foxes. My mother calls me at the store, that’s how I find out.

“Zorro at El Mercado. This is Reyna speaking, how may I help you?”

“Rey, they’re back.”

“Mom?”

“The foxes.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“They’re back, they’re all back.”

I know what foxes are now. They’re a common motif in the clothing we sell, though that product was more popular last year. People seem to lean toward bees these days. They’re in trouble again. The bees are always in trouble.

“That’s … great, Mom.”

“It’s a damned miracle, Rey. A damned miracle.”

“A miracle.”

She kept talking, but I wasn’t really listening.

“Mom, a regular customer’s come in. I have to go.” The store was empty, but she couldn’t know that.

“But, Rey …”

“I’ll call you back.” I wouldn’t.



“Did you see this stuff on the news?”

Alie has our TV turned to CNN. The ticker, the report, it’s not about the depletion of another natural resource or bombings in Russia and China, which is usually what we see these days when we flick on the news. It’s about New Mexico. About the foxes.

I roll my eyes. I can feel them move inside my head. “Yes, animals, right. I did see them.” I stalk my way into the kitchen and open the fridge. “Al, did you eat all the hummus again?”

“There should be more behind the oat milk.” Her voice is muffled by the popcorn she’s eating.

I find the new tub of hummus and start making a sandwich, slicing tomato and red peppers and turning the conversation with my mother over in my mind. I don’t want to blow her off. I really don’t. But since she retired from her cushy government job (don’t even ask me what the hell she did all those years—administrative something or other) she calls the store constantly. I love her, but …

“Seriously though, this is insane. Come look.”

I live with Alie because we’re the same. Well, no, not the same, but at least on the same sinking ship. We met when we were in college because we both worked at El Mercado, though in different stores—Alie at a high-end jewelry store only a few storefronts down from Zorro—and we went to the same, sad salad place for lunch most days. Chicken Cobb and Thai chicken, complete with wilted lettuce and fattening dressings that made the whole concept of salad obsolete.

We started by nodding to each other, then saying hello, then sitting together. We were both seniors at St. John’s, though we had never met or even seen each other, which seemed impossible given the size of the student body. St. John’s had only two directions of study, mathematics or philosophy, and we were on completely separate paths. Even our minors failed to overlap: Alie had chosen French and economics, while I went in for art and literature.

It was a strange place, St. John’s. Everyone graduated with the same degree, technically: a bachelor’s in liberal arts. We were supposed to come out of school as well-rounded, well-educated, and ready to take on anything. Alie and I both came out more confused than we had been going in. When you study a little of everything, are you learning anything? I still don’t know.

When we graduated, we got a place together. We were basically common-law spouses at this point—though New Mexico doesn’t hold with that, we checked. We’ve been living together for about seven years, and nothing has changed for either of us. We work in the same stores, though we both manage those stores now, and neither of us has any idea what we want from our lives. Our boyfriends have changed every once in a while, and the salad place is now a build-your-own Hawaiian poke bowl restaurant, but everything else is static.

“No, seriously, Rey, you have to look at this stuff.” Alie’s voice winds its way into the kitchen again and catches me. I pick up my plate and make my grudging way into the living room.

Alie has flipped to a local channel with a local anchor. The woman is statuesque and beautiful with the long, straight, dark hair and high-tilting cheekbones that speak to Native American heritage. My mother has a similar look to her, though I received too large a share of my father’s genes to be considered the same kind of beauty. She’s gesturing to the desert behind her, smiling.

“In what many have called a miracle, citizens all over the state are reporting findings of a long-extinct animal: the fox. Even more miraculously, the foxes have been spotted in record numbers, and even stranger, a record number of species have been documented, as well.”

The camera cuts to some B-roll that must have been taken earlier in the day—the sun high and torturous—and there they are: the foxes. Big, small, medium, every color you’d imagine a fox to be and then a few more you could never imagine a fox to be. My mouth drops open. Hearing and seeing are different things entirely.

“While experts claim it’s too early for them to give a concrete explanation for what kind of natural miracle has occurred in New Mexico today, plenty of theories abound with the locals. We took it to the streets to see what Santa Fe’s best citizens think might be happening.”

The beautiful woman’s teeth glint perfectly white before they cut to her on a street downtown, holding her microphone up to a college-aged guy who’s seemingly stoned. I know the look too well, Hux and James smoke more than an average amount. Sometimes Alie and I partake, but less and less these days.

 “Well, I know a guy who keeps exotic pets, maybe …” The guy rubs his neck and looks uncomfortable, nervous, paranoid from the weed, maybe.

Alie turns the volume down, muting the next interviewee with her early aughts hair style and wild eyes, and turns to look at me. There’s a near rabidity to her excitement. “So”—her voice pitches upward, another sure sign she has something she can’t wait to tell me—“Hux made us anniversary reservations at some trendy new place downtown.”

“Cool.”

“He told me to make sure to get a manicure.”

“Al, that wouldn’t be the first time he ragged on something about your appearance.…”

“No. Rey. Think about it. A manicure.” Her face is all lit up, waiting for me to catch up and catch her excitement, like it’s a cold. I try to summon a sneeze and can’t manage it. She can’t hold it in. “Rey, I think …”

I cut off the thought as swiftly as I can. “Al, you’ve thought this before.”

“But I really do think he’s going to propose this time.”

Hux, also known as Damon Huxley, has been Alie’s boyfriend for two years, and I have hated every single minute of it. He’s faked her out multiple times now, acting like he might propose—purposely, I think, though he’s stupid enough that at least a few times could have been mistakes—and it’s left Alie devastated every time. I try to force a smile. She sees something in him, so maybe there’s something to see. Something hidden. Something maybe only she can find. I wonder if I’m like that, too. Something only certain people could see, find, know. My face aches from smiling all day, my lips seem to creak as I speak up.

“You’re right. This has got to be it.”

She smiles and her smile is huge, the room is filled with it. She hugs me. “Okay, I’m in early tomorrow. Bedtime.”

“Night.”

Alie pauses at the door to her bedroom and turns back to where I sit on the couch. The foxes continue to prance and run and hide on the screen in front of me, muted. My sandwich stays untouched on the coffee table.

“By the way, what do you think is going on with the foxes?”

“Damned if I know, Al.”

She laughs. James calls me. I pick up. I figure I can call my mother back in the morning.



At Zorro, we can’t keep the fox merchandise on the shelves. The belt with the metal fox-head clasp sells out in two days. The fox-print purse is pricier, but it doesn’t last out the week. And the shirtwaist dress that I assumed was going to go on clearance soon since I hadn’t sold a single unit in months? It practically flies out the door. The company keeps sending us more and more fox products until we look like a theme store. A pricey, strangely specific theme store.

My mother calls the store almost every day with fox updates. If she tries there and I’m not in, she calls my cell. I’ve never had a set schedule, not even one week to another. It makes time spin out and flatten. It passes faster and slower at the same time, somehow. It makes all her calls blend into one.

“It’s still on the news, Rey! It’s been three days and it’s still on the news.

“They found a fox that was purple, Rey. Purple. They tried to contain it. The people at the university wanted to study it, but it got away.

“Over two hundred new species have been recorded. Can you believe that? What do you think … ?

“They interrupted the daily fox update because another woman is missing. They think it might be a serial killer. Terrible, terrible.

“I saw a film crew the other day—do you think they’re making a documentary about the foxes?

“Rey, you and Alie lock your balcony door at night, right?

“One was in the yard today! A classic red one. It was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.

“Rey, I’m so proud of you, you know that?”

Mom, I have to go, Mom I have to go, MomIhaveto …

After work one day, or rather, after a particularly long call where my mother had interrupted yet another tirade about foxes to tell me yet another woman was missing, I go to my favorite place in Santa Fe. I haven’t been in more than a year. Not since I started dating James.

It’s a low, long, pueblo-style building with the best light I’ve ever seen inside. It pours through skylights and lights up rooms that are fields of flowers, gardens of skulls, great washes of the desert inside but lit, somehow too, from within. It’s always quiet, except for the respectful footsteps of the few patrons, and the security guards.

I’ve been going to the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum since my freshman year of college. I took a course titled “Feminist Painters” my first year and we took a Saturday trip there during our modernism unit. Most people were grumbling about having to do anything related to school on a weekend, but I was enchanted from the moment we walked in. I had seen her paintings before, of course, who hasn’t, but there was something about seeing them in person that … to use a cliché, took my breath away.

I went back to my dorm and read and read and read about her. About how hard it was for her to start—financially, sure, but also a deep and real uncertainty about how to make art without copying other people, how to make art and be herself. About her lovers, like Alfred Stieglitz, who took beautiful nude photos of her that so many people found trashy, but she didn’t care. Especially as she grew older.

What astounded me the most was the actual breadth of her work. Flowers and skulls and deserts, yes, but skyscrapers too, and animals, landscapes, fruit, and … the list is longer than people think. I liked to read quotes by her: “to create one’s world in any of the arts takes courage.” Or “the days you work are the best days.” Or “it’s only by selection, by elimination, and by emphasis that we get at the real meanings of things.”

I stand in front of one of her floral canvases (pictures O’Keeffe claimed, to her dying day, had nothing whatsoever to do with female anatomy) and try to breathe. In, out, in, out, slow, and steady. My mother’s phone calls have been driving me to near hysteria, more and more. It’s not the foxes. It’s not even the missing women. It’s the thing she always says at the end of every call, something like I love you, but with barbs so small she can’t even see them.

I’m proud of you.

Proud of what, Mom?

In college, I thought that maybe I wanted to be a painter, for a while. Then a writer. Then maybe an art historian or a professor or even a park ranger. Being out in nature sounded nice. But I never decided. I never committed. And now? Now my entire life is one of selection, elimination, and emphasis, and the real meaning of things is being revealed to me—nothing.

There’s nothing wrong with my job. Nothing at all. I provide a service, I’m good at it, I manage people well and I even have fun, sometimes. With my coworkers, with merchandising the store. People are judgmental, sure, people like to feel sad for me. But what would be so different if I was a secretary? There would be a certain amount of respectability, but less money and more boredom. Nothing is wrong with working in retail, nothing at all.

Except that it isn’t what I want.

Except that I have to cut my life down into small, manageable chunks until I don’t see anything like meaning, not anymore. So every time my mother tells me she’s proud of me, something inside me dies a little more, blackens at the edges, withers. But how do you tell a parent that? That you need them to get their own life and stop pretending yours means anything at all?

I want to create my own world through my art. I want to do the work every day. But what world? What art? What work? I don’t know. I didn’t know in college and every step I get closer to thirty reveals I still don’t know. So, I repeat, Proud of what, Mom?

When everyone else was picking out careers, I sat in the middle of the circle, polite and nervous, and never reached out toward any one option. So, I’m on default, maybe forever. I can’t be proud of that. I’m not. And my mother’s love is too hard to bear, sometimes. Too undeserved. I love her, but it’s hard to love people. At least as unconditionally as they deserve. And it’s even harder to let them love you back, especially unconditionally.

When Georgia O’Keeffe was older, she suffered from macular degeneration—which means she slowly lost her eyesight. The thing that mattered most to her in this world, her particular and unique way of looking at the world. Sitting in front of a skull floating in the air, a flower blooming from its eye socket, I think that this might be why I’ve never chosen anything—if I never choose to commit myself to any one thing, if I never choose to care, then nothing can be taken away from me.

O’Keeffe lived out her days in a place called Ghost Ranch and even though it’s only three hours away, I’ve never gone. Not once. I can’t remember the last time I left Santa Fe at all. A school trip senior year of high school, maybe. Mexico once, spring break. I do have a passport. I have one.

All those women missing. I’d like to think that they’re more like Georgia O’Keeffe than I am—going deep into the desert, whatever their desert is, to find themselves and their meaning. But they’re probably more like me. Dead. At least some kind of dead. More dead than me, for now.

James is calling. I pick up.

“Babe, where are you?” James’s voice ricochets from my phone all over the reverently silent room.

“The museum, I told you.”

“But I got us tickets to …”

His voice continues through the phone as I pick up my things and walk into the blinding heat. I don’t even think to stay with the skulls and the flowers and the contained moments of sky and sun flash-frozen, but not static, somehow. I leave them behind and go toward something like safety.



“Have you seen them?”

Alie’s standing by the window when I get home from another backbreaking, mind-numbing day. A customer called me a “hapless bitch” when I told her we had sold out of an item. She was right on both counts, though I have to wonder if she actually knew what hapless meant. I do.

St. John’s coming in hot with that useful education, yet again.

“Who, Al?”

“The foxes.”

“Yeah, it’s still all over the news. Even with all the missing …” I’m heading past her to the kitchen, but something about the way she’s standing makes me stop. It’s as if she’s curled in on herself, smaller than she had been before. “Al? Are you okay?”

“Did I ever tell you about the time my dad took me and my little sister to the internment camp?” Alie doesn’t turn to me as she speaks, but her voice is clear and strong, almost echoing.

“What? No, Alie, what are you …”

“My dad is half-Japanese; did I ever tell you that?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. “I haven’t talked to him in something like twenty years, but until I was nine or ten, he made some kind of small effort with Julia and me. She barely remembers it, or him, but, lucky me, I was old enough to remember it and how incredibly awkward it was. He didn’t mean for it to be awkward, I don’t think. He just … wanted to share, maybe?”

I stay silent. There is nothing to do in this moment but bear witness. Sometimes it’s not only the most we can give, but the most important thing we can do.

“I mean … who brings two children to the site of an internment camp? There’s nothing there anymore, just a rock with a plaque in the middle of a scrubby stretch of desert.… There was nothing there. There was absolutely nothing there to show the atrocities that had happened. Absolutely nothing there to mark that anyone had lived there and died there and suffered there. Nothing. Nothing.”

The silence grows in the room; a gathering kind of dread I can feel as pressure on my temples. I can’t remember the last time I cried, but storm clouds are gathering under my eyelids. I close my eyes and there is lightning flashing across the blackness, there is fire. I open my eyes and the day is still dying, no rain in sight, not even a flash desert storm on the horizon. Nothing has changed but something has.

Alie turns, her face in shadow. “But isn’t that the same as anything else? We forget. We don’t forgive. We just can’t even care enough to remember.” She has her palms flat and open to me, as if in supplication or offering, as if those were the same thing.

She steps into the light and I feel a chill pass through me. There is a wildness in her eyes—like my lightning has transferred to her body and she is electric now, dangerous, untamed and raw in the air, crackling. “No one will remember them, and no one will remember me. Or you.” Alie’s spitting the words out now, sparks making light trails from her tongue. “Even your precious Georgia O’Keeffe and her paintings will fall to dust one day. We think certain things are forever, but nothing is forever. Nothing is forever except being trapped in life. That’s a forever. Because we don’t know what’s after except that eventually, no one will remember our names.”

She starts to cry, her mascara running in black rivulets down her cheeks. “That’s why the foxes. That’s why. They’re free of that. Don’t you see, Rey?” Her breath hitches and starts and stops, jumps and scared and stuck like a sob in her throat. “Don’t you see?” Alie collapses then, a shudder and a sound like a wail is scratching its nails down the walls. The paint is peeling as I cross the room to her, reach out for her, try to give her something like comfort.

I hold her. I ask her if she wants me to call Hux and she shakes her head and starts to cry harder and harder until I’m worried she’ll drown us both with her grief for a world she was never going to have in the first place.

After she falls asleep, my phone buzzes and I grab it, trying not to wake her. It’s James. I pick up.



At St. John’s, as a senior capstone, I took a yearlong global mythology course. It combined everything I had been studying for the first three years—from art and literature to history and sociology. It was my favorite class.

Every night I watch the news and every night more of the class comes back to me. Foxes are a rarity in how ubiquitous they used to be—an animal that once lived on every continent except Antarctica—and it follows that they exist in folklore around the world.

Foxes are tricksters, we all know that. Aesop’s Fables, The Canterbury Tales, Pinocchio, Beatrix Potter’s Mr. Tod, the Br’er Fox, Reynard. Foxes are cunning and clever, maybe even magic, and their intelligence wins over brute strength every time. There’s something admirable there.

The Bible’s Song of Solomon 2:15 asks us to “Catch the foxes for us, the foxes that spoil the vineyards, for our vineyards are in blossom.” What were the foxes for them? Worldliness, distractions from the spiritual, non-Christian ideals and lives. Bad things. Always bad. In the Middle Ages people in Europe sometimes burned fox symbols in effigy for the devil.

Then there’s the Tswana saying: Only the muddy fox lives. It’s a simple sentiment: only those willing to get their hands dirty can progress in life. Foxes are often messengers in African folklore, though my professor wasn’t particularly well versed in much from that continent. Along with the rest of the white and English-speaking world.

A Jewish mystic once said, “Meet each man with a friendly greeting; be the tail among lions rather than the head among foxes.” As if the fox was somehow less than the lion for being what it naturally was. Better to be a small fish in a big pond and all of that. Like being who and what you are isn’t enough. That you should always be looking to change species.

One of the only other things I can remember is that the word shenanigan was from an old Irish expression meaning: “I play the fox.”

What we never talked about in that class was some of the other connotations. A vixen isn’t only a female fox, but a beautiful, seductive woman. Always with that hint of the negative. She’s foxy, she’s a fox. But to outfox someone is to trick them. But it’s only a positive when you’re on the fox’s side. Even the words related to foxes in the natural world sound predatory: a skulk, a leash, an earth. Sure, they’re predators. Sure, they kill to eat. But so do we. Sure, they live a solitary existence. But don’t many of us find we’re better off the same?

My favorite story has always been Japanese kitsune, perhaps the culture that cares the most for the fox in their mythology. The kitsune aren’t straightforward. Sometimes they’re tricksters, sometimes they’re wise guardians, sometimes they’re wives and lovers and friends, though most often they can shape-shift into a beautiful woman. There are thirteen kinds of kitsune, officially, but that’s simplified groupings to help us understand something magical and beautiful and surreal. All kitsune have one thing in common—they all value their freedom above all else with their nine tails flashing in the wind.

If all mythology is really extended metaphor, what did the Japanese storytellers, mothers to their little girls, really want them to hear?

I tell Alie about it, seeing as she’s a quarter Japanese, but I’m not sure she hears me. She hasn’t been to work in days and there’s a feral look to her, her hair a white cloud around her face. She’s dyed the tips pink and it makes her look like an anime character, a little bit. I tell her that and she smiles, a little.

James calls me just after Alie falls asleep. I pick up.



The heat lightning crackles and pops across the horizon. I race the rain home, the sky darkening to twilight in the midafternoon. My skin is buzzing with the electricity in the air as I run from the car, the storm catching up to me and soaking through my clothes in seconds. I fumble with my keys, my skin slick and steaming in the sudden shock of cold that’s swept in with the cloud cover.

The apartment is shrouded in darkness, a strange afternoon gloaming so deep that I don’t see Alie at first. I would have assumed she wasn’t home, but one of her team from the jewelry store had wandered over to see me halfway through my early shift, asking if I knew where she was. Her big date with Hux had been the night before, and I had been expecting a cavalcade of either excited or furious texts when I woke up. But there had been nothing. I had hoped she and Hux had been too wrapped up in their celebrations to even think of texting me, but I didn’t feel right about it. She always texted. She always reached out.

I drop my bag and lean against the closed door, the rain muffled slightly. I start to wring out my hair on the doormat and instead feel my heart jump into my mouth as my eyes adjust. Someone is standing in front of the sliding glass door to the patio, someone who I don’t quite recognize as Alie. We’ve lived together for so long … you start to know that person intrinsically, almost preternaturally. It’s not her frame, her posture. She looks smaller somehow, curled in on herself. Shrinking, cowering, coiled. But it has to be her.

“Alie?” She doesn’t answer or turn her head. A flash of lightning reverberates through the room; I can feel it as if it’s shaking free something lodged in my chest. I can see now that Alie’s naked and she seems even smaller that way. Feral and lost.

“I said no.” Her voice barely reaches me over the tempest outside and I move toward her, one hand reaching very slightly out. She’s almost looking at me now, but not quite, her head turned over one shoulder.

“Al?” I can’t hear the word, but I must say it. Because she looks up at me for a bare second and I can see her eyes, nothing but a blank reflection in the low light.

She doesn’t speak any louder, and I move even closer to catch the words that fall like burning stars from her mouth. “I said no. Hux asked me to marry him and I said no and then he hit me.” The clouds release a deluge as she speaks, nature punctuating the sentence for her. The rain is a waterfall against the glass; there is no outside but only the moment we live in, the moment we’re sealed in.

The words sink their claws into me, my brain slow to catch up. “He …” I can’t catch my breath; it’s trapped in my throat. My own air is choking me. “He … what?”

Alie turns, a twilit glow from outside showing me her makeup-less face. She looks young, too young, like that. “He slapped me. Across the face. In the parking lot. After I said no.” She is empty, blank, her mouth moving but her eyes still. “I walked home.”

It’s not shock that swells in my chest, or even fury—I know the fury will come on later, but it’s not here yet—but something more like resignation. I am not surprised. It wasn’t that Hux had been violent before or ever even hinted at it. It’s that, even without a single warning sign, I have no trouble imagining Hux hitting Alie. My brain does a short, sharp spiral in quick succession: I can imagine James hitting me, my father hitting my mother, any man I have ever met hitting any woman I have ever met. It’s not that violence is actually gendered, it’s that power is, and our world has always been clear on who’s in charge. And we listen. We listen. We listen.

Alie starts nibbling at a strand of her hair and the normalcy of that movement—it’s her most nervous of nervous tics reserved for breakups and deaths and the night before job interviews that never pan out—jolts me back to reality. She is shivering, the room is cold, and she is naked, her small breasts goose-fleshed, her hands clutched around her abdomen. There’s so much to say that a fleeting thought just seems to spill out of my mouth, “Al, that’s at least ten miles.”

“Yeah. My feet hurt.” She almost laughs, but the sound is stolen by the rain—all I can see is a small and definitive contraction of her body in silhouette. The darkness grows around us, feels like an opening mouth.

I find I can’t speak. I want to move just a few steps over to hug her, but it doesn’t feel right. She looks like a solitary organism, something that can’t be touched.

Her voice is quiet, but I can feel it somewhere deep in my chest. “I just realized … I just realized that even though he was asking me that, it didn’t matter anymore.”

“What do you mean, Al?” I try to remember Alie from only a few weeks ago, the Alie who would be talking about getting a pink manicure to match her hair, so pictures of the ring would pop on social media, but that Alie is gone.

“Because I didn’t ever really want to marry him. I’ve been thinking that being with him was more about doing something, anything, besides everything I had been doing before and for so long and”—she sighs a sigh that sounds like a thousand breaths at once, the exhaustion and sadness amplified and projected until it fills me too—“and then he hit me and I knew I was right. So it doesn’t matter anymore. I couldn’t be with him even if I wanted to because I’m not even here.”

There is a long pause but I know, in some instinctual way, that she’s not done speaking. She takes a deep breath and then another.

“I want to be here again, Rey.” She takes another step toward me, her hands at her sides now. She’s no longer shivering, no longer seems to be cold or small or scared. But she doesn’t look like pink-nailed Alie either. She is something else entirely.

“I know, Alie. It’s okay. You can. You can be.” I am pleading, but I don’t know for what exactly. And then I do.

She nods and there is a single tear on her cheek and then it starts.

It doesn’t look the way it looks in a movie, like when someone turns into a werewolf. I can’t hear her bones breaking and reforming, she doesn’t twist and clench and molt, hair doesn’t sprout from her face while she turns wild, yellow eyes on me. None of that. Instead, it’s gentle, somehow, like pouring water, like stepping through a waterfall and coming out a different person, except the water is light and not a person, a fox. Except not.

I don’t know how to explain to you what I see. It’s Alie, and then it isn’t Alie, but it’s also more Alie somehow than she had ever been. Alie makes a beautiful fox. She’s a blonde white, her ears tipped in pink. Her eyes have the same, slightly upturned slant they had when she was a human. She sits silently before me, her tail, also tipped in a blush of pink, wrapping itself around her paws. The fox, Alie, waits.

I know what she wants. She wants me to go with her.

I don’t.

But I open the sliding glass door for her and I watch the fox run into the storm, not skittish, not afraid. Free and wet and free and cold and free and free and free. I stand with our balcony door open to the desert, water all over the floor. The face of the storm rises up to meet me and I think, for a moment, that I will go too. That I will follow her. That I can. That I must. That I really, really will.

My phone is ringing from where I dropped it near the door, buzzing aggressively against the tile in the entry. James is calling me. I wait a few beats, but I pick it up. Hux is hysterical, trying to find Alie. She won’t answer her calls. I take a few deep breaths, then a few deeper ones. I try to make it sound like I’m crying when I tell him Alie’s not here, Alie’s missing, Alie’s gone and didn’t take anything with her, and I think we should call the police.

James hangs up to make the call. I idly wonder if Hux will be a suspect as I close the sliding glass door against the storm.



I’ve worked at Zorro for almost eight years and I joke every day that I’m quitting. Every day I get up knowing today won’t be the day I change my life, but I like to pretend, even if just for the span of a joke, that it’s possible.

The news is still full of foxes, but also women. All the missing women.

People are trying to link the two—government experiments or a mad scientist out somewhere in the desert or even an act of god, God, GOD; he gets bigger when these people talk about him—but there’s nothing conclusive. Just the same news day after day, foxes and missing women, foxes and missing women, foxes missing women. No one knows except the foxes. And we can’t know what they know. Is it me? Am I the only one in the world who really knows?

My apartment is a crime scene. I had to comfort Hux, pretend I wasn’t ready to kill him. He cried and cried. Told the cops they had just gotten engaged the night before and that she wouldn’t run off, she wouldn’t, she would never. I nodded along but based on the female officer’s wry, sidelong glances at me, she either knows what I know or knows Hux is a liar. She’d be right either way.

“Rey?”

It’s my mother. It’s always my mother. She’s calling several times a day now. I wonder if corporate has started to note the pattern and if I’ll get fired once they realize it’s her. It sounds nice, getting fired, a decision made for me. But I’d probably just end up in another dead-end retail job. What other skills do I have? Nothing useful. Art appreciation, though not really art history. Excellent at making sandwiches, though only for myself. Being yelled at and keeping a smile on my face the entire time.

“Rey? Are you there?”

I love my mother. I do. I make myself answer her. I try to think of a way to tell her about Alie, but the words die in my throat. I try to think of a way to tell her that I’m trapped, that I’m dying here, in this store. That I was ready to run but I didn’t, not yet. Is she the only reason I didn’t? Or is it just me? Still unable to make any kind of decision, not knowing how everyone else knows how to transform into something newer, better, best. Not knowing how to be, to even feel free.

“Your father,” a gasp breaks through the phone line and slaps me in the face, “he’s …”

My mind spirals. It reaches for my father, but it doesn’t find anything to hold on to. He was a late-in-life dad, already retired now. I couldn’t tell you what he does all day. Sits in his chair, drinks a lot of Diet Coke, watches the Lakers of his native LA win and win and win most years. It sounds nice, but it can’t be that exciting to win all the time, right? It must make it less meaningful. But this is coming from someone who doesn’t even know what it feels like once in a while.

“Your father is cheating on me.”

I don’t know what to say. So I say the first thing that comes to mind: “Are you going to leave him?”

For maybe the first time in my life, there is silence on the other side of the phone. When she speaks it’s almost a whisper, as if she’s scared of what her answer will release into the world, into her own deeply hidden, sublimated self. But she does. She answers, a papery thin answer that feels breakable and fragile and unreal. She says, “Yes.”

The silence grows again, static across the ether filling the spaces between us, as if more lightning is tripping its way along the lines. I want to congratulate her. I want to scream. I want to express happiness and sadness and exultation in all their different ideations because whatever my father is, he’s been her partner in life for more than thirty years and this is the bravest thing I’ve ever heard her say.

She says it again, stronger this time and louder, too. “Yes. I am.” I can hear her smile through the phone, I can hear her sharpening her teeth.

“Rey, I think, the women …”

The store is empty, but there’s something about the words she’s about to say that feel too private to say out loud. Too magic to make real. “I know, Mom. It’s okay.”

“It is?”

“It is.”

There’s another pause, companionable, while I imagine what kind of fox she’ll be. My beautiful, well-meaning mother with her cheekbones slanted sharply and her hair so long and black and straight. She’ll make a beautiful fox, wiry and fast and a leader of all the other foxes, chittering in her endless way. The other foxes will listen. The way I should have. So I listen now, I remember now, I learn now. I appreciate my mother, knowing it may be the last time we speak in this world, this world grounded to known reality.

“Thank you, Rey.”

“I love you, Mom.”

Another silence. We don’t say this much, in our family. We talk and talk and talk and the pressure of that love remains, the pressure of those expectations. But this time, I tell her I love her, and I mean no matter what she does or who she becomes or who she really is and I feel all that pressure release, steam its way up into the sky and dissipate, disappear, disperse. I am alone in the store, more alone and less so than I have ever been. When she speaks again there are tears in her voice but also fire. “I love you, too, my brilliant girl.”

She hangs up. I put the phone down, softly. As if not to disturb the animal sleeping in my own chest. My cell phone buzzes against my thigh once, twice, three times. It’s James, a text, two, three. The police are questioning him now. I respond, letting him know I’m at work and not to be bothered. The phone goes silent. I help a woman find a dress for a memorial service. I wait for the phone to ring again at the store, but after the customer leaves, there’s only silence and me and my thoughts. Only me and myself in the silence.
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My father calls me at the store. Mom is gone.

I’m not surprised when he calls. Well, I am, because the last time I remember speaking to my father on the phone was the year I worked at a summer camp in Albuquerque. I was sixteen and he picked up the phone because she was out getting groceries. The conversation, if you could call it that, was short and stilted, as if we didn’t know each other.

The conversation today is much of the same, even in his blind panic. As if he’s telling a stranger about someone else’s personal tragedy, about something that doesn’t affect the speaker or the listener at all. He doesn’t even say hello. His voice is flattened out, as if he isn’t even a character, just a narrator, or not even, someone just reporting in with the most basic of facts.

“Mom is gone. She didn’t take anything with her.”

I walk him through filing a police report. I’ve just done it for Alie, after all. I wonder, idly, for a moment, if the police would look at me as a person of interest. I figure no. There are so many missing women and as blonde as she was, Alie was clearly at least part-Japanese. And my mother? Clearly Native American. No one will look into it. No one will care when there’s white women missing too.

I look around the store and it’s filled with beautiful things and a few people: employees I’ve hired who will leave within a few months, rude older women with flashing diamonds, two teenagers I think are probably trying to shoplift but psyching themselves out. I have been standing in this spot, looking at the same scene, for nearly a decade. I don’t know exactly what I want with my life, but it’s not this. I don’t know exactly what my mother wanted for me, what Alie would want for me, what any of those women—missing or free, whatever they really are—would want for me, but it isn’t this.

My father is still talking but I realize I can’t hear him anymore. There’s a buzzing in my ears, high and whining. I hang up and I walk out of the door of Zorro and the New Mexican sun is blinding but I find my car. I drive blind to the apartment, but I make it. I dig and dig and dig through my dresser drawers. Socks, bras, and there, under all my underwear, I find my passport. A passport I only used once, years ago. A passport I thought I lost in the move but found a few months ago. A passport no one knows I found.

I call a cab. I get in the cab with only the clothes on my back and the passport. I think I’ve left my purse at Zorro, but my cash and cards are in a small, flat wallet in my pants’ back pocket. The cabbie keeps glancing back at me, licking his lips, nervous or excited, I don’t know, but if there’s also a serial killer in New Mexico it might be this guy. He keeps asking me where I’m going. I don’t say anything. I look him directly in the eye and let my silence make him as uncomfortable as he’s probably made every woman who’s ever gotten in his car feel. I am not transforming, not exactly, but I am starting to understand how it feels.

All I can think about on the drive is Georgia O’Keeffe. Her nude photos and her flowers and “it’s only by selection, by elimination, and by emphasis that we get at the real meanings of things.” I select myself from the rest of the world. I eliminate what doesn’t serve me. I emphasize what does.

Georgia O’Keeffe probably would have been happier if she’d just admitted they were more than flowers. I wonder if she could see that, secretly, in her heart, once she went blind. That she painted, over and over and over again, in every flower and skull and skyscraper, something more than the image. She had been, she was always, painting herself.

I mourn and celebrate in a small way, in my silence, every single woman who couldn’t see that. Who couldn’t see herself. Who lived in a time where she had no self to see.

The cabbie eventually gives up on me. I wonder if he’s thinking about skinning me and making a coat of my hide. He scowls when I pay him. I don’t tip, and I smile as I refuse to give him any more than he’s worth. It’s a new world, it’s a new me, it’s all uncharted lands ahead now.

My phone rings as I stand in front of the terminal. James. I throw my phone in the trash can against the terminal wall, just before I walk in to buy a ticket to somewhere, anywhere, anywhere else but here.
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Moonlight and Funk


Aveen swung her metal detector over the rough sand. Each night after sunset, when the tourists flocked to the bars on Duval Street, Aveen combed the beach in the dark. She had excellent night vision and an aversion to direct sun. Strange that she’d come to live in the Florida Keys, but she enjoyed the ocean, feral cats, and drunken tourists. Occasionally, she’d steal a nip from the neck of a drunk stumbling out of Sloppy Joe’s at three in the morning—never too much, just a quick sip of the real thing laced with their drink of choice. “I’ll have what he’s having,” she joked to herself, before wiping her mouth, and then the victim’s mind. The joke never got old, although Aveen rarely had anybody to laugh with her. Key West was an idyllic but lonely home for a beachcombing vampire.

Aveen had traveled south in the seventies, leaving only two bodies in her wake—hitchhiking was always complicated—escaping a bad situation in Boston, and focusing only on “south” until she found herself at the southernmost point. Key West today wasn’t what it used to be, and neither was she. There had been magic in 1978; the island was both queer and crotchety, buzzing with cocaine and Cuban coffee. Now, most of the true conchs—the local term for old-timers—were gone. Conch blood was a taste to savor—salt, rum, and caffeine and never watered down. Aveen, of course, had never killed a local. She bartered, seduced, and stole an occasional nip, and she had a good relationship with the local butcher, but she would never kill a conch. Now the land developers had pushed most of them out, and an army of condos had conquered the old magic—both the queer and the crotchety.

Aveen hummed an old Funkadelic song under her breath as she walked, carrying two bags, one for trash and one for treasure. Besides the modern coins she collected, she found trinkets and oddities which she transformed into jewelry and sold to an upscale shop in Old Town. She moved easily through the fringes of the town. Her light brown skin hid her vampire pallor, and a mane of dark curls hid her eyes. Aveen would always look twenty-two, except for her eyes. Her eyes revealed the centuries.

Head down and lost in thought, Aveen followed her metal detector farther down the beach than she usually walked. Fort Zachary Taylor was to her right, and the ground had become hard and gritty. The metal detector was quiet, and she was about to turn back when she saw a plastic grocery bag tumbling across the sand.

“Freaking tourists,” she grumbled, dragging her things as she pursued the bag.

Suddenly she was startled by a loud pop and looked up to see fireworks, surprising and almost surrealistic, bursting over the hulking antique fort. Then Aveen remembered it was New Year’s Eve. She paused to take in the colors, which would be visible from every point on the small island, then looked around for the tumbling plastic bag and continued her pursuit. As she stepped away from the beach into the scruffy weeds, her intuition began to itch—danger, treasure, prey?—but before she could sort out the itch, the bag blew behind a pile of rocks and she followed. Then suddenly her metal detector blared, a second burst of fireworks exploded, and a large beast roared.

Vampires didn’t startle easily. Vampire survival was all about silence, stealth and a healthy dose of seduction, but Aveen jumped and screamed like a child, like the small frightened girl she’d once been in Al-Basrah. And if screaming wasn’t bad enough, she jumped again as the sky flared a third time, illuminating the roaring beast behind the rocks. The thing was over eight feet tall on its hind legs, rippling with muscle, covered in amber scales, and topped with two sharp horns. Spikes plumed on the beast’s shoulder blades like the remnants of wings, and it growled, showing a mouthful of fangs.

“What the hell!” Aveen shouted.

“What the hell!” the beast repeated, laughing. “Frightened little boy!”

“I’m not a boy!” Aveen was flustered. Startled by a high-pitched bark near her feet, she jumped back again. A small, yellow dog had run from behind the monster, yipping and growling. “What the hell!” she repeated.

The beast laughed louder, a roaring belly laugh, and as it did, it grew smaller, shrinking with each guffaw until it was about Aveen’s size. The laugh became smaller too, until it was a soft chuckle, and the beast wiped its big black eyes, tearing from laughter.

“Big tough guy, scared of rainbow thunder and little weredog. You should see weredog on the full moon.”

“Wait,” Aveen said, feeling confused and a bit irritated, but regaining some of her composure. “First I’m not afraid of rainbow thunder. Plus, you screamed first, big guy! Whatever you are.”

The beast chuckled and offered a crooked fangy smile. The white plastic bag had wrapped itself around one scaled leg, and the beast scratched idly at a patch of duct tape covering its chest. They stared at each other for another minute, and the small dog stopped barking and began exploring the trash bag Aveen carried. While the dog sniffed the bag, the beast sniffed Aveen.

“Aw … okay, vampire.” It laughed again after a long leisurely sniff. “Silly boy, dragons don’t bite vampires. Unless there are fish vampires. I like to eat fish.”

Aveen stared at the beast—the dragon—in confusion. Her confusion grew as it continued to change form. The dragon’s head gradually transformed until it resembled Aveen’s—tight black curls and broad cheekbones—although the horns, amber scales, and duct tape stayed the same.

“Okay … dragon,” Aveen said, fascinated despite herself. “I’m Aveen. What do I call you? What’s your name?”

“I am named Tann. Do you smoke? I need a smoke.”

Fireworks continued to light the sky, and Aveen watched while Tann sat on a wooden chest and pulled a clay pipe from a leather bag, filling it with dried leaves that looked like tobacco.

“And this one,” the dragon said, nodding toward the small dog, “is called Glory. Except on the full moon; then I call it Glorious.” Tann chuckled at some private joke, nodding toward the honey-colored mutt, who looked like a burly Chihuahua with intelligent black eyes. Aveen was baffled and searched her memory for any dragon lore she’d learned, which was sparse. Dragons were ancient, loyal, and prone to be stingy. Their blood could kill or heal, but the details were mysterious. Aveen certainly wasn’t going to lean in for a taste.

“So, how should I address you, Tann? Like … I’m not a boy. I’m a ‘she.’ What about you?”

“Silly hatchling,” Tann laughed, as though that settled everything, and it passed her the pipe. “We are like twins now.”

The dragon’s face mirrored Aveen’s perfectly, but the effect was bizarre under the pointed horns. “Twins, huh?” she said, shrugging as she took the pipe. “Cousins … maybe.” As she guessed, it was tobacco—not that it mattered. Her heightened immune system kept her from getting high or drunk. She enjoyed the burn of alcohol in blood, or the smoky taste of weed, but that wasn’t the buzz she sought when she took a nip of blood. She drank her victim’s surprise, euphoria, passion, or fear. Simple chemistry—like adrenaline or endorphins—and chemistry could be addictive. In the years since Boston, she’d become a more sober vampire.

She took a second small hit from the pipe. “I think you’re a ‘he,’ big guy. Definitely a ‘he.’ You have dude vibes.”

Tann shook its horned head. “You people have a very limited worldview.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but paused, took another puff, and passed the pipe back. “Well, I can’t argue with that.”

The small dog had pulled a paper plate from the trash bag, shredding it like confetti on the sand. Aveen knew she’d have to clean up the mess before dragging the bags back up the beach, but she felt content watching the dog and sharing a smoke with another monster under the rainbow thunder. They talked idly about treasure hunting, and she pulled out the trinkets she’d found that day. The dragon’s favorite was a miniature spoon engraved with a palm tree.

“On Tuesday, when Glory becomes Glorious, we will acquire treasure. I have a map.” Tann pulled out a tourist map of Key West.

“I hate to break it to you, cousin, but those treasure museums have stellar security.”

Tann’s chuckle rumbled deep in its chest. “Never underestimate a dragon. Our target is a bad man, a dragon-slayer, and a thief. He wears a plundered coin on a chain around his neck—treasure stolen from Glory’s people. The sun shines on one side of the coin, and the moon on the other. Each morning at eight he sits on a patio here.” Tann pointed with a talon. “We have watched him drink coffee with the naked sun glinting on the gold.”

Aveen was intrigued, and for a while they talked shop—stealth versus force, vampire ways versus dragon ways. Tann insisted they could walk onto the patio and slip the coin from the man’s living neck. Aveen thought more caution would be wise.

She finally said, “Let me grab the coin for you. Look, I’m a hunter, and I have seriously stealthy skills. Plus, if he’s such a bad guy, maybe I can grab some nourishment while I’m there.”

“Evil is not nourishment, Aveen. We have a saying—your eating becomes your being.”

“Americans say—you are what you eat.”

“Hmm, awkward and inaccurate.”

Again, Aveen couldn’t disagree.

“Glory is the master at acquiring treasure,” Tann said. “But we need the full moon for it to become fully Glorious. Its transformation will last one full day, in darkness and light.”

Aveen was baffled, once again, but let the subject go—both covert operations and weredog transformations—and watched the gibbous moon in the sky. It was about two days from full. She looked back at the dragon. “And what’s with the duct tape, cuz? Are you injured?”

Tann scratched at the patch of silver tape with its talons. “The scales over my heart are fallen.” Aveen wondered if that was a metaphor, but the dragon continued after a pause, reluctantly. “The thief … I followed him alone, angry, and with little thinking. His weapon hit my chest, and I fled to the ocean—stunned and bleeding—drifting until Glory found me.” It looked toward the ocean and was quiet.

Aveen let the pause in conversation settle, thinking about the injured dragon swimming with salt water in its wound. Thinking about the bond between the two creatures. She suspected Tann was uncomfortable with the details of the injury, so she put her questions aside. Sometimes the past belonged in the past.

“I could help you with that spot on your chest, cuz—patch you up. I make jewelry, and we could design a breastplate fit for a dragon liege.”

“Hmm … that is generosity.” It turned its head and looked at her, considering. “I would like that, but you must take something in return.”

“No, I can’t take your treasure.”

Tann rumbled like an engine. “There is something more precious than treasure, nestling. A taste of dragon blood. More than a taste—a drink, a draft, a long thirsty gulp.”

Aveen stared, momentarily speechless.

“The blood can cure you,” Tann continued.

“Of what? I’m immune to everything.”

“That itself is the disease. I could make you human again.”

Aveen paused and said only, “Huh.” Once again, the dragon left her feeling off-balance and confused. The offer surprised and also frightened her.

Aveen looked up at the sky. The fireworks had faded. Duval Street would be crowded with drunks by now, and the thought made her feel lonely, made her crave something that wasn’t blood. What was she craving?
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