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			Slash of Crimson

			1

			His kayak cut across the dark water, whitecaps exploding around him like volatile stars. The early morning gale was getting stronger and Drew felt his muscles start to burn. Not far to his right he glimpsed the jagged rocks of a small island, and he leaned into his stroke and made for it. 

			As he pushed closer he realized the island was little more than a heap of granite, soil, and frail pines. Not much larger than a buoy, but at least someplace he could wait out the wind. He moved into a gap between the waves and saw a shadow gliding beneath the boat. Its shape was sleek, like a shark’s, except not quite right because it had two dorsal fins. Whatever it was, he couldn’t let it distract him as he tried to get ashore.

			But as he fought on, six-foot waves hammered the tiny craft until it finally capsized. He tried to catch hold of the tether as he rolled over, but the waves pushed it out of reach. For a moment he struggled amid the whitecaps, grabbing at the granite boulders while the undercurrent raked him across their surface and tore open his wetsuit. My chest is bleeding, he thought, just before his skull smashed against a rock and his mind went blank.

			***

			When he awoke he was choking out a spume of salt water, clinging to a branch of one of the emaciated pines.

			“So, you’re alive,” said a voice. “Which means we have a covenant.”

			Drew hunched over, coughed out the rest of the water then turned to face the source of the voice.

			There, couched on a tuft of withered grass, sat a naked woman with fins sprouting from her back. Her torso rippled with corded muscles and her breasts rose and fell with her uneven breath. Her skin was covered with patchy discolorations, some places mottled maroon, others ashen gray. Along the edges of her fins some of the tissue looked charcoal black. Her hair was the color of russet seaweed, and though it cascaded down her body, it hid neither her dark nipples, nor the singed flesh between her legs.

			Despite pain and dizziness, Drew found himself returning her gaze. She put a slender finger to her mouth, and its curved nail edged along her lower lip as if she were lost in thought. 

			“Are you some kind of mermaid?” he asked.

			“No,” she said, her expression unchanged, an expression he realized was one of appraisal.

			Well, he thought, I hit my head pretty hard. If I’m going to start a conversation with a hallucination, I might as well finish it. “Then what are you?” he asked.

			Her crimson lips spread into a grin. “I’m an Atlantean,” she said.

			Something about the way the glowing embers of her eyes held his gaze implied she told the truth. And yet he also wanted to turn away from her, his desire as uncomfortable as her beauty. If I stare any longer, I’ll never look away again, he thought. He forced himself to scan the island’s tiny shoreline, where he noticed his kayak bobbing in a narrow cove.

			“But we have a covenant,” she said again, her voice soft as sea foam, full of fluid invitation.

			Drew didn’t answer, instead he took a dive between the granite boulders, grabbed hold of his kayak, and pulled himself inside. The wind let up as he began to paddle, and he made as fast as he could for the beach.
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			When he got back to his apartment he was still dizzy from the rocking of the waves. Like a come-down from his teen acid-tripping days, he felt like he couldn’t trust his own eyes. I’m an Atlantean, she had said. Yeah right, he thought. Damn that plastic mescaline his friends used to bring up from the city in Advil bottles. Two bucks a hit in Central Park, turn it over for ten up in Maine and voilà, a senior class full of big dreamers. The ones who were thinking of state college found themselves instead slinging burgers and fries while they melted their brains out of their eyeballs. The ones bright enough for the Ivy League tripped through their first semester and spent their second channeling the spirit of David Bowie in the funny farm.

			Drew had gone far not to end up like either sort, but here he was facing a ten-hour shift painting houses with a wounded head if he was lucky, and insane and drug-addled if he wasn’t. His father would have called him weak to skip, back in the marines if you got drunk you still had to jog up the hill, goddamnit. But he didn’t believe it was so simple. Fuck up and lose his job and he wouldn’t be able to pay rent, and government food cards didn’t buy guitar strings.

			 No, sleep or the hospital were his choices, and he didn’t feel like lying about his name to get out of the bill. Instead he called in sick and hiked across the hilltop slum to the bodega for some beer and aspirin. On the way back he took the long way to collect his thoughts. The apparition he’d seen that morning was just that, he told himself, nothing real. Whether it was drugs, the blow to the head or both, his mind had simply gone into as much shock as his body. 

			He turned the corner off the Eastern Prom just before the old men could hit him up for change. It seemed their staggering shadows had multiplied lately, and even from a distance he detected their sweat-boozy stench. 

			As he rounded the second corner by the abandoned church he took in the familiar sight of his dilapidated block—the meth dealer waiting on his sagging porch for a sale, more ragged pan handlers at the far corner prodding students as they passed, and Reverend Brinsdale, the preacher from the born-again ministry over in the old police armory with his gaggle of youths handing out pamphlets. It was in an attempt to counterbalance this scene that he’d started kayaking every morning in the first place. 

			He arrived at his building and climbed the stairs to his own sagging porch determined that he wasn’t going to let what happened stop him. He might have dropped out of community college, but he was going to make his own way. He would stick with the kayaking, stick with the job and the band, hallucinatory sea hags be damned.

			***

			Two days went by full of sleep, aspirin, and beer. He’d been consistent enough at work that the foreman bought his flu story. On the third day he felt his routine coming back into focus, while the strange woman on the rock seemed to return to the fog from which she had appeared.

			That morning on the way back from another run to the bodega, he saw Brinsdale and his proselytes were still at it. The little troop had even moved a block closer to his building. Usually Drew just walked past those fools in their trench coats, and ignored their chatter. But this time there was something strange about the way they kept their eyes on him. The shorter kid with the black buzzcut glared at him, head tilted, pupils fixed. The kid beside him, the taller one with red curls spilling over his shoulder, smiled viciously.

			“Care to hear the good news?” he asked. He pressed the flaps of his coat against his body as he spoke, as if he were concealing something.

			Drew crossed the street to avoid them, but the square-shouldered figure of Brinsdale himself followed him across and down to the corner.

			“Have you ever considered joining us on Sundays?” he asked.

			Drew shook his head.

			“You should try it sometime,” he said.

			“Gotta go home. Gotta work tomorrow,” Drew said.

			Brinsdale nodded, a frown spreading into his jowly cheeks. “You might consider repenting, son. It’s not getting any better in this town. I mean, where do you think you’re going? What do you think is your ultimate destination?”

			Drew didn’t answer, was already hurrying on, hands in his pockets pressed into fists. Where was he going, indeed. Not to Brinsdale’s rent-a-church basement. Not among his little flock.

			And yet the preacher had a point, the city often did feel like it was falling apart. Where did he think he was going? Who knew, maybe Atlantis.

			3

			That afternoon he got up from his beery nap and started doing some push-ups. He was close to fifty reps and beginning to feel refreshed enough to play guitar when his roommate Buzzy appeared in the doorway.

			“Hey, Drew, there’s some weird chick at the door,” he said.

			“Well, that’s what you get for answering it. She a pan-handler?”

			“No, I don’t know man. I don’t know what she is. She’s weird lookin’. Anyway, she asked for you.”

			“You mean she knows my name?”

			“Nah, she said the guy with the kayak. You’re the only guy in the building with a kayak.”

			“All right,” said Drew. “I’ll go talk to her.”

			***

			When he reached the door he found she had already stepped inside. A shiver ran from his head to his stomach. It was her, though this time she wore a thin summer dress that clung to the curves of her body. It was her, though over the dress an oddly cut leather jacket had replaced her fins. 

			“I’m Sondra,” she said. “You’re Drew?”

			Drew nodded as he forced himself to steady his nerves. He figured Buzzy must have told her his name, and despite his initial shock, found her presence carried an almost intoxicating familiarity. A part of him didn’t mind at all that she knew who he was. Her eyes still seemed to glow, as they had on the island, but were also friendlier, more settled somehow. He found himself happy she was there, though beneath the sheer fabric of the dress her skin looked no less mottled, no less soaked with sweat and brine.  

			“Will you help me, Drew?” she asked.

			Drew nodded, and when she pushed past him and walked into his bedroom, he followed.

			***

			“I need you to help me,” she said.

			“How?” he asked.

			“Kiss me.” 

			She stood in front of his window that looked out on the bay. The sky had become overcast and the whitecaps were rolling. He stepped toward her and she embraced him, crushing their bodies together. Their mouths opened, and their tongues and lips began to dance as he felt her damp hair fall across his neck.

			Her whole body wore a watery sheen, in places scalding to the touch. Several times his hand wandered and he had to pull it away. But he couldn’t pull his lips from hers, and when she paused for a breath, he remained captured by the glittering embers of her eyes.

			“You do that so well,” she murmured.

			“Let me do it again,” he said.

			“You must,” she said. “Every kiss makes you a little sharper, every caress a little stronger, and by them all I’m preparing you to go there,” she said, pointing out the window at the waves.

			They began kissing again and Drew felt something, like he was energized by a kind of electricity. He began to see the cracks and bruises in her flesh differently, wounds borne by someone strong and courageous.

			“You will help us,” she murmured as he moved down her neck. “We only wished to live freely; instead we were met with catastrophe, all of us, save a few, trapped in catastrophe.”

			Drew’s desire amplified. He tried to take off her jacket, slip his hand under her dress, but the fit was too tight. Finally, he lifted her arm and kissed her bruised wrist. Sondra began whimpering, pressing harder like she might give in. That’s when he realized she was holding something, a strange, soggy, leather-bound book. He took it from her and put it on his night table, then guided her away from the window and over to the bed. Keeping his lips on hers he began bringing her down, but she put her hand against his chest, stopping him. He leaned back and saw that her leather jacket was gone, but not because she had removed it—no, she had only pulled a pair of dorsal fins off her chest and opened them wide behind her back. The film-like dress that had clung to her skin flattened and spread into near-translucent scales. They only partially covered her body, along her back and sides, and were sharper and larger than those of any fish he’d ever seen.

			“That’s enough for tonight,” she said. “Too much may damage you. I need you strong, not damaged.”

			“But what do you need me strong for?”

			She blinked her long lashes. “To help my people,” she said. “To help us unspring a trap of our own making. Please do this for us Drew, and remember we have a covenant. Remember, I saved you.”

			“Yes,” he said, lying back on the pillow as she crawled into the bed and rested her head on his chest. For a moment, as he drowsed, he watched the moon rise and the fog roll in over the bay. “Yes,” he murmured. “You saved me. Of course I’ll help.”

			 ***

			When he awoke the fog had thickened and his room was lit only by the blurry glow of the streetlights. He sat up on the edge of the bed and found himself reaching for the book resting on the nightstand. Its leather cover was still soaking wet, and as he opened it, he smelled the salty sea and something else he couldn’t quite place.

			All thoughts were erased when he saw an image spread across the opening pages. It was a drawing of a city that rose before him like a diorama, though the lines lit up with a resolution clearer than anything he’d seen come off a 3-D screen. The scene depicted a maze of crystalline buildings and streets hewn out of dark stone. Thousands of figures teemed within them, most tall and streamlined like Sondra, with the strange dorsal fins on their shoulders, rising up out of bejeweled robes.

			But before he could look closely at the faces of the men and women, the picture began to shake. The crystalline spires fell into the streets like daggers, and stalactites rained down out of the cavernous sky. It’s a city inside a cave, he realized, then turned away as the debris maimed the bodies of those whose faces he’d not yet seen. He heard the screams of children, of mothers, the mounting catastrophe bursting in his brain until he slammed the cover shut with a soggy splash.
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			In the morning he awoke alone in his bedroom, the overcast sky outside his window graying out the sun. He got up, threw on his jeans, and went into the kitchen to make some coffee. His roommate Buzzy was sitting at the table staring at a black stain burned into the wood, like its surface had been licked by a jet of flame. 

			Buzzy didn’t seem fazed by this. He just sat and stared at the burn mark while he ate his cereal, like he was reading the morning paper. Unlike the other kids Drew had known, Buzz had never needed acid to fry his brain. His mother had taken care of that by signing him up for paid pre-clinical trials for antidepressants. He once told Drew his dad talked to him through the radio back in Flynn Houses, the projects where he grew up. He said his dad could make the speaker into a TV sometimes and show him where he took the girls who rode in his cab. 

			When you’d seen shows like that, burn marks on the kitchen table were nothing to panic about.

			“Dude, you’re finally up,” said Buzzy.

			“It’s Saturday,” said Drew. “I slept in.” 

			“Dude, it’s Sunday. You slept through half the weekend.” Buzzy paused, sucked on the little flask that earned him his nickname. “And you missed band practice, man.”

			“It’s Sunday? Shit, I guess we must have stayed in bed.”

			“Yeah right. Look dude, your new girlfriend’s hot in a gothy kind a way, but that chick’s trouble. I mean, I think she burned the table.” Buzzy pointed at the three-foot, charcoal black streak. “She a meth-head or somethin’?”

			“No,” said Drew. “And she’s not my girlfriend.”

			“I hope not. She’s like, a vampire mermaid or some shit.”

			“She’s not a mermaid, she’s Atlantean,” said Drew.

			“Oh man, it’s worse than I thought,” said Buzzy, taking a swig. “Look dude, before you decide to go native with Chicken O’ The Sea, I think you should look in the bathroom.”

			Drew crossed the hallway to the bathroom where he found the floor flooded with fish bones and blood. Burn marks trailed down the wall from the mirror to the sink. Someone had filled the bathtub halfway with water, then plugged it up with a small octopus. From the way its tentacles wavered in the still water, he wasn’t sure it was dead.

			Buzzy appeared beside him. “Your girlfriend, you clean it up.”

			“Not my girlfriend,” muttered Drew.

			“Right. Your mermaid-with-benefits.”

			“She’s not a mermaid!”

			“Look, whatever man. She’s not bad under the scabs.” Buzzy reached into the hall closet and pulled out their mop and crusty bucket. “Anyway, don’t miss practice next time, we got gigs comin’ up.”

			“Yeah man, I know,” said Drew. “I promise I’ll be there.”

			“Sure, whatever, it ain’t me you gotta worry about.”

			“Yeah, I know,” repeated Drew, because it wasn’t their slightly deranged drummer who cracked the whip in their outfit. It was their lead singer Garvy, the one who started referring to their band as an outfit in the first place, like rock musicians were a branch of special forces.

			***

			He told Buzzy he’d deal with the bathroom later, threw on his jacket and made his way over to Garvy’s apartment. Drew called him ahead like the singer liked, and found him waiting on the porch, smoking a cigarette. 

			“I was in the middle of a workout,” said Garvy, glancing down at his own biceps. 

			Damn, singers, thought Drew as he was led inside and up the stairs. Garvy offered him a beer and wooden chair to sit on. The room smelled like sweat, and there was little to see besides the PA system, weight bench, and TV. Drew knew that Desiree, their bass player and Garvy’s girlfriend, practically lived at his apartment. But as he looked around, the only sign of her ‘feminine touch’ was the presence of her Fender bass and an empty bottle of Colt .45.   

			“Told the old lady to go to the bar so we could talk man to man,” said Garvy. 

			Yeah right, thought Drew. As if Desiree ever needed any encouragement to go to the bar, let alone followed anything resembling an order from El Capitan of their outfit. Still, control was Garvy’s thing, even if it was only pseudo-control of things like girlfriends and bands. He stared at Drew, mouth straight beneath his long Mohawk, as if whatever he might say, it was going to have to be taken very seriously. There were times when Drew wondered if the singer had it in for him because he and Desiree had sort of dated some years back. And yet Garvy was always smacking him in the shoulder, complimenting him for being ‘hard,’ one of the few real ‘hard’ metal guitarists in town. 

			One of those smacks came now. 

			“So, out with it man. What’s the deal?”

			“The deal is I’m sorry I missed practice. Just wanted to come over and tell you in person because I know we got stuff coming up.”

			Garvy brushed a hand over his bristly black hair. “Well we both know that’s not all right. But we both know that’s not like you, either. So don’t worry about it. Just come next time.” The singer smiled and gave him another thump, a little harder this time. 

			“Well, cool man, thanks. See, there’s this girl that’s been comin’ around…”

			Garvy chuckled. “So I heard. Look, say no more. Just don’t blow off rehearsal.”

			Drew nodded and finished his beer, feeling like he’d just completed some kind of fucked-up job interview. What Garvy really thought went without saying—that people who blew off practice weren’t serious enough, and that people who weren’t serious enough got replaced. 

			Still, Drew chalked up his tolerance of the band situation to being happy that Sondra was around now. Her presence might relieve some of the tension that lingered between him and Garvy over Desiree. 

			As the singer followed him back out to have another cigarette, Drew glimpsed the photograph of his mother where it was perched on a wooden shelf. Looking awkward in the ill-fitting pantsuit and plastic hairband she wore to her bank job, Drew knew Ms. Heisen’s appearance was deceiving. Garvy always said her one mistake had been his deadbeat dad and she had worked hard ever since. A managing loan officer at a bank, she’d driven her son’s aggression not through deprivation, but a life of needling precision. What he couldn’t live up to academically, he’d tried to make up for in the way he approached his own passions. It was from her that Garvy’s ‘hard’ thing had come, be it with music, workouts, or money. 

			The fact that Drew didn’t just play guitar well, but came from a military family and was making his own way, qualified him as also being ‘hard’ in Garvy’s mind. It was a title not easily earned and gave someone hero potential in Garvy-world. And yet it was a potential that could never be fully attained. That belonged to the woman in the photo, the one who Garvey said wore that same dumpy pantsuit to the bank the day she told the gunman she was opening the safe, please don’t hurt anybody, then turned around and put two shotgun shells in his stomach. 

			When they got downstairs, Garvy shook Drew’s hand. “Hey, don’t worry about it,” he said. “You’re still the hardest, or maybe next best thing, heh.”

			“Yeah sure,” said Drew. “Next to you.”

			Garvy winked, and Drew thought he would follow it up with ‘just kidding.’ 

			Instead the singer took a final drag on his cigarette and went back inside. 
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			By Friday Drew felt like he had his routine back and it didn’t hurt to have a paycheck to boot. On his way home he picked up a six-pack at a deli along the bottom of the hill, then decided to cut through the back lot to his apartment building. Slipping through a couple rusty fences was preferable to lugging the beer up Congress Street and dealing with the proselytes up on Ridgehall. 

			Cradling the plastic bag under his arm, he cut through a gap in the first fence and entered an old parking lot covered with smashed glass. Tall clumps of yellowish weeds poked through cracked pavement until it gave way to a jungle of high grass. 

			“Hey, Drew man, wait up, it’s me.”

			Drew turned to see Lyle, one of the old bums who collected bottles along the Eastern Prom. Usually Lyle hit him up for a dollar and moved on, but lately hadn’t bothered, since Drew never gave him anything. 

			“Sorry man, I don’t have any money.”

			Lyle shook his head. “No man, I’m alright right now.”

			“Okay, well, have a good one,” said Drew. He took another step toward the grass, then suddenly felt Lyle’s hand on his shoulder. He batted it off and turned around.

			“No wait, take it easy man,” said Lyle. “Look, you know, um Drew, would you like to have a beer with me? I’ve never, uh, repaid you for your kindness.”

			“I’ve never given you anything,” said Drew.

			“Oh yeah, right,” said Lyle, scratching at his gray stubble. “Well, that’s alright. Hey, you know that shack by the old firehouse, just over there? I gotta couple of sandwiches and beers in there. My buddy was supposed to play cards, but he ain’t around. You wanna come by?”

			Drew looked at him askance. The guy was making thin excuses. If he’d gotten desperate enough to try to jump somebody, why would he pick someone young and in shape? Not that the streets hadn’t given a kind of rat-like leanness to Lyle’s physique, but it still seemed risky. No, guys like Lyle operated in a cowardly, opportunistic way. He had to have backup waiting somewhere, and he had to lure Drew further into the lot to keep the assault unseen. Well, so much for taking the shortcut, he thought.

			That’s when Lyle’s hand shot out at him. It snatched the chain hooking Drew’s wallet to his belt. Drew slammed his fist into Lyle’s chin, and saw blood squirt between his lips. But the bum absorbed the punch and let it buy him time to pop the chain off Drew’s belt and sprint into the weeds. 

			“You fucker,” yelled Drew as he dashed after him. 

			Sure enough, Lyle ran for the old shack behind the firehouse. He pushed through a single door between two boarded-up windows and disappeared into the shadows. Drew charged in after him, and the second he crossed the threshold, the door shut behind him. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dimness of the shack’s single room. Lit only by cracks of light seeping through the boards, the structure consisted of four relatively solid walls, a set of rusty sinks, and a dirt floor. 

			“Okay man, I did it, just give me the money,” said Lyle. 

			Drew slid to the side and moved his back close to the wall. Lyle was talking to somebody else in the room, somebody who was keeping to the shadows in the far corner. 

			“Your money’s here,” said a voice. “Come and take it.”

			As his eyes continued to adjust, Drew made out the contours of a dark figure with a man’s build. Something seemed wrong with him, like he was hunched over, though still very tall. The bum seemed hesitant to approach, but when the tall man flashed a fan of cash, he overcame his fear. 

			“That’s it, Lyle, come for your reward. Come and take thy wages.”

			It was a strange thing to say, but Drew had no time to think about it—once Lyle stepped within reach, the man dropped the cash and grabbed hold of his neck. With his free hand he plunged a thick-bladed knife into the bum’s chest and slashed sideways. There was no scream, only the crackle of deflating lungs and the gurgle of blood pumping out of the wound. 

			The man turned to Drew. “It’ll go easy for you, too,” he said, “if you hold still.”  

			Instead Drew made a quick dive to the right. He felt the wall vibrate as his assailant leapt after him and impacted the rotted planks. The blow loosened some of the shack’s rusty nails, and a board fell away to let in a ray of waning sunlight. Now Drew could make out a tall, balding man. He was muscular and wore a vest and blue jeans. Something seemed wrong with his face, the jaw seemed too large, like it was stuffed with something. 

			When he leapt again it seemed impossible, like even legs that long shouldn’t jump so far. And the guy was going crazy—he let out a high-pitched shriek, spitting on Drew as he clawed, bit, and slashed. It was all Drew could do to make a grab at the hand with the blade. He managed to take hold of the wrist and squeeze, but not before the crazy fucker put a tooth into his pectoral, a single tooth from his deformed mouth. 

			Drew twisted his torso and slammed his attacker against the wall until his jaws let go. Keeping hold of his wrist, he bent the man’s arm until the blade dropped between them. That’s when Drew realized it wasn’t a knife. It was too long and thick, and had spikes jutting at diagonals from a steel crossbar, like a dagger. “Who the hell are you?” Drew demanded. 

			But the man just snarled and spit a piece of flesh from his mouth. Drew glimpsed the hooked tooth that had bitten him. It looked like a beak pushing its way out of his lips. Above it hovered eyes that glittered with flecks of blue light. Like the faint reflections of gems in the window of a run-down pawn shop, they had a cloudy yet mesmerizing lure. 

			Apparently beak-man thought this hypnotic power would keep Drew still while he lunged again. And by the angle of his head, it looked like he aimed to rip out his throat. But he had failed to daze Drew enough to keep him from snatching the dagger. Just before the attack hit home, Drew feinted left and let beak-man impale himself on his own blade. 
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			Night had fallen by the time Drew made his way home, stunned and exhausted. The wound on his chest bled into his clothes as he walked back up the hill. It was deep enough to need stitches, but there was that emergency room issue again. He’d just have to wash it out with some peroxide and drink half a bottle of vodka. 

			He hadn’t actually killed anybody, he told himself. They weren’t really dead. The messed-up dude would make it, and it would be his problem to call 911 and deal with the cops.

			Yet as Drew emerged from the liquor store and twisted the cap off the bottle, it was as if he heard the wheeze of deflating lungs. The thought stressed him enough to think about getting some pills from the dealers further up the hill. He also knew he had another option. I could go see Sondra, he thought. I need to see Sondra. 

			***

			She was waiting for him when he got home. Buzzy was out and they had the place to themselves. This time she had her fins wrapped around her in a manner resembling a devotee’s robe. 

			“Drink this,” she said, offering him a cup of warm, fishy soup. It had bones in it, and eyes, and she said she had chewed them to saturate them with a healing tincture. 

			Her body felt warm beside him as they stretched out on the bed and she fed him sips of the soup. As he swallowed he inhaled a musk that smelled like a sweet rain, and it felt good to have her there, nourishing. Only when he had finished the soup and she was kissing his chest did he realize he’d forgotten the peroxide. “Shhh,” she said. “Let me.” Her kisses felt like a balm on his wound, and he lost consciousness as the pain faded away. 

			***

			The next afternoon he emerged to find Buzzy sitting at the kitchen table with an actual newspaper to go with his flask. “Couple of bums killed each other yesterday,” he said. 

			Drew shuddered. He felt an impulse to snatch the paper away from his roommate. Instead he said, “No shit, where?”

			“Behind the old firehouse, in that crack shack. Guess it’s true what they say about the dangers of drugs, eh? We oughta go down there sometime with our phones and video that shit. Ever seen those bum battles online? That shit’s so funny, and these guys like, killed each other. Imagine seeing that? That’d be so funny.”

			“Yeah,” said Drew. “Hilarious.” 

			Drew decided maybe it was better to leave Buzzy to finish his flask on his own. He headed outside, but even though it was his day off, it was too early for beer. He felt strange from the night before—not bad, his wounds weren’t nearly as sore as they should have been—but he felt a little odd in mind and muscle. He decided to hike along the old railroad tracks, and soon found himself approaching the Old Port. 

			As he emerged among the fishermen’s wharves he heard a familiar voice: “Hey, Drew, where ya been?”

			He looked up and saw a pair of girls sitting at a table outside Brendan’s Brew Pub. One had long, dyed-black hair spilling over a leather jacket unzipped to reveal a bit of cleavage. The other was a slender, pink-haired crescent of a thing in a threadbare blouse. Both wore torn jeans that seemed to have trouble containing colorful swirls of tattoos. 

			“Desiree, Taffy, what’s up?”

			“What’s up is where you been?” repeated dark-haired Desiree. 

			“Sorry, I couldn’t make it to practice the other day.”

			“Hey no big thing,” she said. “Buzzy told us you were busy.” The two of them giggled over their beers, though Drew thought he heard a hint of jealousy in Desiree’s tone. He never understood that, a girl could move on to someone else, be dating the singer of your band, and still act like she had jealousy rights. 

			And yet for a moment, despite his understanding with Garvy, Drew found himself sort of liking it. 

			“Well, hey, I’ll definitely be there tonight,” he said. He dug into his pockets then and pulled out a thick wad of wrinkled bills he’d somehow forgotten he had. “Here, have a round on me,” he said, tossing a twenty on the table. “I’ll see you later.” 

			“No wait,” said Desiree. “Stay for just one.”

			Drew found himself grabbing a chair and sitting down at the end of their table—not that he couldn’t have just slid alongside either one of them on their benches. Taffy even gave him an inviting flash of her tongue ring, an easygoing flirt meant in an oh so platonic, we-both-know-I-already-have-a-boyfriend-so-it’s-okay kind of way. After all, for her it was all about looking cool anyway. Beneath the torn clothing, her skin had a perfect tanned and powdered look courtesy of the nearest mall. Drew knew boyfriend Rodge paid for it all and took it in stride that the high price of her angry-metal look belied its authenticity. 

			Desiree was different though, with eyes sad and wicked any time she and Drew happened to be together, especially when Garvy wasn’t around. 

			“So tell us about your new girl,” she said. 

			“Yeah,” said Taffy, “is she hot?”

			“Hot and wet,” Drew answered as the waitress brought their beers. 

			Taffy giggled, said, “Ewwww,” but Desiree just took a deep swallow of her beer. 

			“No, well, seriously,” said Drew. “She’s just sorta been hanging out at my place, she’s kinda different. I dunno, it’s no big deal.”

			“I dunno,” parroted Taffy, “it’s no big deal.”

			This time Desiree laughed. She lit a cigarette and rolled her eyes. “Well, we know you don’t do the groupie thing. I mean, how long’s it been for you, a year? We were starting to wonder.”

			Yeah, thought Drew, you were starting to wonder why I wasn’t trying to get you back from Garvy. The worst thing was that he had wondered that sometimes himself. 

			Drew pounded his beer as if it were last call instead of two in the afternoon. “Look, I really gotta go,” he said.

			“Wait, what’s the hurry?” asked Taffy. “Come on, I’ll get the next round.” 

			“Sorry,” he said. “Gotta hit the shed, be ready for tonight.”

			 “The maestro has spoken,” said Desiree, already down to the bottom of her own beer. 

			“Hey don’t get too sloshed,” said Drew. “We’re still in the same band, right?”

			Desiree chuckled. “Suddenly so serious. Don’t worry, it’ll sound fine.” 

			Drew left it there, figuring it was better to let her be for now. He turned around and headed back up the railroad tracks toward the East End. As he walked he tried to ask himself where he’d gotten the extra cash he’d thrown on the table, but he already knew. It had come from Lyle, and the thing in the shack. He’d taken it from them. Part of him wanted to just throw the whole wad of it into the tide pools and let the ocean take it. But no, he would bring it home. Sondra was waiting for him, and he would bring it home. 

			7

			As he climbed the hill he tried to tell himself things would be all right with the band. Even with the weird shit that was happening, they were still getting along, and still getting better. But despite her steel-toed boots and leather clad exterior, he worried about Desiree and old stuff coming back to haunt them. 

			They had grown up together up the highway in Cairns, a small town where the river met the woods. It was a place where the tide couldn’t go any further north, but from which the crooked pines and cedars stretched their dark mass far past the Canadian border.

			When he’d first met her in high school, she was gawky, pretty, and a little touchy-feely. He remembered how she’d just come up and hugged him while he sat against his locker plucking his guitar. Back then she had long, crimped, red hair accented by rose-colored lipstick. She hadn’t dyed anything black yet, but a shadow already lurked behind her eyes. 

			“It’s Drew,” she’d say with a giggle. 

			In those days her smiles never stuck around for long. The only exception was when they would make out sometimes on the way home from school, rolling in the weeds along one of the various shortcuts through the woods. Their outsider status among the rest of their class helped them see their time together for exactly what it was—a sweet and sweaty affection that earned them neither ridicule nor status. It felt good just as it was, and for a while she would take on a look of genuine joy; then the shadow would return and she would suddenly get up and disappear into the trees without saying goodbye.

			He didn’t ask about her bruises, didn’t know if it was his place to. He wondered if she even thought of him as being close enough to confide in, as being anything like a boyfriend. When he finally asked if he could be, she shrugged and said, “If you want.” 

			After a while he began teaching her some bass—a purpose which brought him to her house after school one day, where he ran into her father. A tall blonde trucker who the other kids said was really into church. He didn’t say anything to Drew or shake his extended hand. 

			When she snuck out the next weekend, she said he’d yelled at her a lot and Drew couldn’t come over anymore. But he didn’t hit her that night because she was meeting Paul, a family friend who attended a Christian college. “My dad says he only lets me be in a room with him because we’re betrothed. By the way, he asked me if you’re an Indian. Are you?”

			No, nor am I ‘betrothed’, he thought. Was that a word anymore? If the guy was in college, he was way too old for her. And yet the guy’s presence in her life seemed like another extension of her father’s hand. Blows to the body, blows to the heart, and blows to the brain. It was after that Drew would walk by churches and imagine every plank in their construction having the potential to be broken across a face. 

			Desiree was fourteen at the time, and they were freshmen. Her father’s plan mostly worked—the few times he saw her after that she was a little distant. They kissed again at a party she snuck out to that spring, but he spent the rest of the night holding her while she cried, telling her everything was okay, and no, there was nothing wrong with her. 

			Drew thought about asking his own parents if he should do something about it, maybe call somebody. He remembered the day he got the courage up and walked into the living room of their little farmhouse where his father was watching the news. “Dad, I wanted to ask you something, I…”

			“Shhhh! I just want to hear this Middle East thing,” he said. Drew waited while the old man drained a can of beer to a montage of gunfire, weeping civilians, and mic-clutching newscasters. When the commercial came on he turned around. “So what did you want?”

			“Um, just wondering where Mom is.”

			“She’s upstairs, taking a nap.”

			“Right, well, I guess I’ll come back later.”

			Drew changed high schools after that, then made it through one year of college at the state school in Cairns. The next time he saw Desiree was when he moved to Portland, where he noticed the spider web tattoos all over her arms. “Except the elbows,” she said. “What a fuckin’ cliché. I figure let the needle crawl everywhere else, though.” 

			Her red hair was dyed black by then, and she was working the counter at a tattoo parlor on Congress Street. She’d even enrolled part time as a music major at the local university. “We should start a band,” she’d said.

			“We should,” he’d agreed. He couldn’t add then that he wouldn’t realize how he felt about her until he’d fallen for someone else. A someone who’d pulled him from a swamped kayak and drowned him in a mix of lust and gratitude. Was Sondra like rain that blurred his eyes, or acid poured on bonds of youth in need of breaking? He couldn’t free his thoughts from either of them as he continued up Munjoy Hill. The sooner he had his hands on a guitar the better, it had to be that or go back to the bar, to still his churning brain.

			8

			When he got back to the apartment he headed straight to his room, plugged in, and sat on his bed and practiced. Sometime after sunset Sondra crawled through his window. She was stark naked, all fins and flesh and carrying a trash bag which she heaved over her shoulder and dropped on the floor. For a moment she stood catching her breath, bare breasts heaving over her scarred ribs.

			“I heard you playing on my way in,” she said, as if standing naked beside a trash bag in a puddle of salt water were perfectly normal. “It sounded low and melodic, unusual.”

			“I like the low strings,” he said, fighting the urge to pull her body against his. It was like that’s what she wanted this time, she’d gone from steam to sparks in a single night. She was completely open, ready for something and daring him to do it. 

			But it still felt like something wasn’t quite right, something he didn’t understand. And it was messed up the way she had just come into his apartment, like she owned the place. 

			“Look,” he said. “I think there are some things we need to talk about.”

			“If you insist,” she said, wrapping her fins around her body in the shape of a mini dress. She proceeded to dump out the contents of the trash bag, flooding his floor with a dozen small tuna. 

			“I mean about you and me, about the apartment.”

			“Yeah, Buzzy didn’t like where I stored the last catch,” she said. She strode out of his room to the kitchen, returned with a steak knife and began cleaning the fish.

			“All right, whatever,” he said. “I gotta practice anyway.” He picked up the guitar and began slamming out a dissonant riff. 

			Sondra stopped cutting and stood up. She came to the bed, pushed away his guitar and took hold of his wrists. She pulled his body against hers, so close he could see his reflection in her smoldering eyes. “We have to go further tonight,” she said. “Each time we go a little further and you get a little stronger. That’s how you fought off our enemy’s attack. And when you’re strong enough, you will help save the survivors.”

			“Yeah, right. I’ll be the savior of Atlantis.”

			“No, Atlantis has been destroyed. We’re the survivors. You’ll be saving the survivors.”

			She kissed him, wriggling against his chest so he could feel her skin’s burning wetness. They dropped to the floor, sliding among the dead fish and kissing thirstily. Turning herself over, she pushed up her thighs, unwrapped her fins, and enveloped him. That’s how their bodies merged for the first time, splayed amid a tangle of scales and blood. Was it his, hers, or theirs? The wound on his chest reopened and bled, but pain was subordinate to desire. He took in their reflection in the window, his legs entwined with hers as their speed increased and their bodies rocked, splashed, and churned against each other.

			***

			He awoke later to the sound of sizzling. He threw on his jeans and went into the kitchen where he found Sondra standing at the stove. She was frying steak after steak of the tuna and shoveling it all onto a platter on the table. A stack of plates stood next to it as well as a crate of 22-ounce beers. “Hey, look who made it for dinner,” she said.

			“What time is it?” he asked.

			“I dunno, around eleven maybe?”

			“Eleven? Are you crazy? I missed rehearsal again, they’re gonna kill me.”

			“I doubt they
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