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      After an uneasy night, Phil went to retrieve the body with a tarp, because a blanket would need washing afterwards, and a garbage bag seemed too cruel as well as too thin. She picked her way down the path, slick from the night’s rain, and stooped next to the small corpse: a little girl in an unseasonal floral dress that barely covered her knees, one shoe missing, her dark hair sticking to the black stones like torn bladderwrack. An honour guard of rock crabs had formed around the poor thing, but had not yet begun to cut into her half-frozen flesh. Phil shooed them gently away before they could.

      As Phil stooped to roll the body onto the tarp, she felt something rumble under her gloved palm—had some scavenger gotten in after all? Worked their way into the chest cavity? She jerked back, then leapt forward again just in time to catch the child as she began to cough, spitting into her cupped, bluish hand. Before she pitched the contents into the sea, Phil caught a glimpse of sparkling fishbones and the dark claws of hermit crabs.

      Back inside the lighthouse annex, the child listlessly accepted a mug of tea while Phil wavered in the kitchen with the landline phone in one hand and her cell phone in the other. Outside, the sea was flat and cerulean for the first time in months, as if it had expelled something which had disagreed with it. She put the phones down and went to the fireplace, where the child was sipping her tea and swinging her legs in the tall armchair.

      “I’m Philomena Winslow,” she said, reaching for the girl’s free hand. “I go by Phil. What’s your name?”

      “Devon,” she croaked, coughing again. This time nothing came up, but tea was spilling on the blankets; Phil took the mug away.

      The kid’s hand was as cold as when she’d been removed from the rocks, and had not lost its blue colour. Dark veins twined under the thin, pale skin like tattoos. Phil looked up into Devon’s face, where the knowledge was written like the branching veins, and said, as kindly as she could, “Are you dead?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry.” Tears welled, wobbled into the blanket’s folds. Phil handed her back the tea, in case it might help.

      The story, such as it was, emerged over the next few hours—no, she couldn’t remember her parents’ names, but she remembered what they looked like; perhaps she could draw a picture so the police could find them? No, she couldn’t remember how she’d come to the beach, but she remembered their house—white, with brown beams on the front, and red and pink flowers—and their dog, whose name she also couldn’t remember. Her skin refused to warm, the black veins refused to recede; the darkness beneath her eyes resembled paint. 

      “Well, what’re we gonna do with you,” Phil murmured when the child fell asleep in the chair.

      Jim Gregory, the island’s de facto sheriff, had no good answers. “Well, I dunno that a kid that young is gonna be able to draw us an Identikit of her parents, you know?” he said; in the background, Phil could hear the TV playing at the station, galloping hooves and staccato blanks. “I’ll make some calls, see if there’s any runaways, kidnappings reported with that name. Can you keep her a couple days?”

      “Guess so,” Phil said, since there didn’t seem to be a polite way to refuse. She was on the far side of forty—not by much, as she’d tartly remind her mother whenever the old bat called—and had never wanted a man, children, anything like that. It had become enough of an inside joke in the town that when the opportunity came to staff the old Von Waren lighthouse, and no couples stepped up, Phil drew two dots on her hand and brought her ‘husband’ in to the interview. And now this, a dead seven year-old asleep in front of the dying fire.

      Phil sighed hugely, gave her another blanket, then headed for the stairs to do the day’s readings and polish the lens.

      At sunset, she turned on the light and came back downstairs, yawning from her afternoon nap, to find Devon sprawled on the floor, arm moving frantically, surrounded by completed drawings—mostly on crumpled newspaper retrieved from the recycle bin. In the long orange light, the black ink of the drawings seemed to have height and depth and width, almost able to stand up on its own. Phil stooped and picked one at random—a picture-perfect rendition of a dog, so clear that she could tell which breeds composed its bright, eager face. “Is this your dog?”

      “Yeah, but I still can’t remember her name,” Devon said softly. Her voice seemed to have recovered, out of the seawater; she had an accent, Phil realized with a start, but nothing local. 

      The other drawings were equally accomplished—the mock-Tudor house with its dark beams, smiling faces, a hundred types of fish, children her age—perhaps friends?—a man and a woman. Phil took photos of those for Jim. Maybe in these days of “social media” a sympathetic tourist would share the posters in the police station and they would “go viral,” and there could be a reunion. Might be good for business on the island. 

      With the last rays of the sun diminishing, Phil made up the nightly offering—two sardines from a fresh tin (sundried tomato and basil flavour), and some evaporated milk in the base of the saucer. As she put it on the front step of the annex, she heard Devon come up behind her.

      “Is that for kitties?” 

      “Nope,” Phil said, locking the door. “Just paying respects. Don’t they do that where you’re from?”

      “I don’t remember,” she whispered.

      “All right,” Phil said. “It’s all right. Hey, don’t cry.”

      “I’m nobody,” Devon said, wiping her face with one ink-stained blue hand. “And I don’t know anything.”

      Phil squatted, her knees cracking, and took the child’s freezing shoulders, holding down a helpless shudder of distaste. “Listen, kid, grown-ups think that too.”

      “No they don’t.”

      “Sure we do. All the time. And we get by.” She hiked a thumb back at the door. “That’s to our little local gods, you know? Everyone puts out something. Doesn’t matter what, so long as you make an effort. In the morning we bring in the clean dish. Those of the salt and the silver watch over us here. Don’t you have them back home?” she said again.

      Devon shook her head, curiosity overtaking her tears. “Maybe we do, and I just forgot,” she said. “Maybe they watched over me, and sent me here.”

      Well, they didn’t save you from the sea, Phil almost said, then stopped herself. “Come on. There’s a lot of sardines left, and there’s fresh bread. Let’s have sandwiches for dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      Devon’s astonishing sketches of sea life, now in India ink on good paper donated from Sal’s Arts in town, sold for first two, then five, then fifty dollars in the gift shop by the beach. Phil scrupulously set aside her share of the profits, planning to start a college fund or something, but found herself becalmed after a few weeks, staring at the envelope full of cheques and cash: She’d never be older than she was now; how could you send a dead girl to college? 

      Phil wept that night, confused at her own grief, turning her head away so that the salt wouldn’t spoil her special cleaning solution for the lens. Outside, on the dark water, the small gods of the island chirped and trilled to each other, just audible over the splash of their limbs and the clink of stones. Subsonics vibrated her feet and the bucket of solution, sent stray pens dancing off the desk. Help me, Phil thought, stifling sobs. Help me. Help her. Please. I know that’s not how you work. But if you can. Please.

      Dangerous things to think at night; if you could help it, you simply put your offerings out, kept your head down, and tried not to attract attention. But surely the gods also knew that you couldn’t help what you thought.

      When she was done, she dried her face thoroughly and walked back down to check on Devon—startlingly twisted in her blanket nest, dangling off the couch. Phil pulled the child back up and recoiled as the cold hands reached for her face. Her shoes squelched suddenly in wet fabric—a smell of iodine, salt, grey breezes. Gallons of saltwater and sealife had been coughed up on the floor, far more than her little body could have contained. Phil held her while she writhed, half-awake.

      Finally the dark eyes flew open, glazed like a broken piece of shell on the beach. “I saw—I remembered—I saw...”

      As she spoke Phil numbly watched a hermit crab stagger along the top of the couch, its claws getting stuck in the damp wool, as if it were trying to stitch a message there. The Westburn, a tourist boat out of Halifax. Sunk in a storm so terrible it seemed the waves had become monsters and grown limbs and eyes. Parents and brother killed; slung into a lifeboat with a handful of others soon washed overboard, till it was only the child and the storm, the storm and the child. Drifting for days, out of water and food, waiting for land, hearing things cry back and forth over her head, not knowing the sounds of bird or god. And no ships, not one. An endless procession of dark nights, white days, fog, fear.

      “Devon,” Phil whispered. “Do you remember... how you died?”

      “I died in the lifeboat,” Devon said, wringing her hands together. “It was... dark, I thought it was the end. I was so happy. But something hit the boat, and I fell out and sank, and kept sinking... I saw everything, the whales, the fish, the lights...”

      “The lights?”

      “The lights at the bottom. And then I was trying to swim, but I couldn’t. And then I fell asleep again and I woke up and I was with you, and everything hurt. Phil, what are we going to do?”

      “Oh, honey.” Phil cradled the icy body to hers, feeling it steal the heat from her chest. Devon’s damp hair smelled of blood and tidepools. The Westburn, my God, that went down... six, eight months ago? Last June, it must have been. No wonder no one had reported her missing; she would have just gone down on a list of ‘Unrecovered,’ and nothing else.

      Phil got Devon into a dry t-shirt and tried to get her settled again, with some difficulty—they could both hear the squeaks as the gods crowded the annex outside, their translucent bodies transforming the moonlight into stained glass. The walls creaked under weight both insubstantial and massive. Finally Phil took Devon upstairs and tucked her into the cot next to the desk, where the lighthouse keeper traditionally spent the night. She pulled the shutters to keep out prying eyes, knowing it was too late.

      “What now, smart guy?” she muttered to herself as the child slept, painstakingly texting Jim with the phone’s screen turned down to a few percent brightness. Never wanted kids; didn’t, technically, want this one. Knew it was temporary. Did they still have orphanages, or was that a Dickensian thing? Group homes or something, surely. Best case a foster family. And yet: Who would take in a dead girl? Even here? Jim’s brother Dennis had said as much the last time he’d come to the lighthouse. A horrible thing to think or say, but Dennis had always been like that, blunt to the point of crass—even when he had proposed to Phil all those years ago. Happy enough now, with his three kids. 

      Just see if she’s got other family, she wrote.

      I’ll call you in the morning, Jim wrote back.

      It can’t be a life here, she had wanted to say. Jim, listen. It’s not that I want to get rid of her, God knows she’s got nowhere else to go, but if you do find somewhere else for her to go, she... she could... 

      But where else could she go? 

      Devon was visibly worse the next morning, unsmiling and grey instead of the pale blue they’d gotten used to. She ate a few bites of her eggs and toast, and retreated to draw. Unsellable stuff, Phil saw right away; just her parents, her brother, the beloved mutt, the long-lost house. Nothing from the sea.

      Phil left her drawing while she headed to town for supplies and advice. Heads turned as she drove her battered truck down unusually busy streets. Strange for February, but then the dead girl’s sketches had gained some notoriety, and they were getting some weird tourists even by island standards. People who angled at the window to watch her draw, who braved the night gods to vandalize the annex—she’d been able to pressure-wash off most of the paint, but grease sticks had left ugly traces. A window had been broken, and they’d put weather film up and locked the shutters. Boats had been attacked by unseen forces within shouting distance of the lighthouse. It had become a dim and gloomy life. And now this, the locals turning to watch Phil go by, as if she had not been born and raised here, one of their own. It had become a feeling in the gut, Phil knew; she felt it too. Something was out of balance.

      Lacy Colton, widely but not publicly acknowledged to be the local witch, was waiting on her front porch, exhaling plumes of frozen breath and something more questionable from a long-stemmed pipe. “Well, well, Miz Winslow,” she said flatly, not evincing pleasure or surprise or even disdain, as Phil had expected.

      “Miz Colton,” Phil said, holding out the bag she’d bought in town—a better class of offering had to be made to an intermediary, if that’s what Lacy was. No chipped saucer of dinner scraps, but frozen trays from Dewey’s Grocery, good mainland stuff, lasagne and cottage pie and chicken alfredo. Lacy accepted the bag with a grunt of assent, and led her inside.

      “The gods ain’t happy, Phil,” she said before they even sat down. The words hung in the air like the bluish plume of smoke that had trailed after her. Phil’s stomach sank. It was one thing to know it and think it and even say it to herself; it was quite another to hear it from Lacy. But there was nothing for it but to go on.

      “I know,” Phil said. “What can we do? She ain’t happy either, and them of the salt...”

      “Watchin’ you,” the old woman said sharply. “Us too. Because the little one died on the water, didn’t she? But didn’t stay there.”

      “That’s right,” Phil said. “How did—“

      Lacy waved her off. “She’s passed into the wrong hands now. Them of the stones and the trees, they don’t want her; and the little gods of the sea can’t take her back. You’ll have to do a ceremony. A petition. If you want to give her up.”

      “I...” Phil swallowed, hard. The tea Lacy had poured her had, impossibly, gotten stuck in her throat—some kind of lump there, as big as a plum. “Supposing I did.”

      “Supposing.”
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        * * *

      

      Jim Gregory was waiting in front of the annex when Phil returned, staying warm in the jury-rigged cruiser, technically just a couple of emergency lights duct-taped to the roof of his Camry. They shook hands when he got out, not feeling it through their gloves. “Talk a minute?” he said, gesturing at her neat, red-painted door; Phil glanced over, saw Devon braced on the window, watching them. Her skin was splotched darkly all over now, not just under her eyes, and the casual watcher might not parse it as a face. Jim probably hadn’t. But this wasn’t a conversation to have in front of her anyway, whatever it was.

      “Out here,” she said.

      He shrugged. “Your funeral,” he said. “Listen, two things. She’s got an aunt and uncle back in Canada, haven’t been able to get ahold of them. Dunno if it’ll be a matter of claiming a body or doing a guardianship form or what. But she’s got people.”

      “What’s the second thing?” 

      “Big storm coming in tonight. You’ll have to come back to town and—“

      “Nope,” Phil said firmly. “I saw the radar before I left—the receiver that grad student left here, remember, last summer? That’s better than anything you’ve got in town, or radioed down from Ruth.”

      “Look again. Big, all right? And when I say big—look, can you set aside the attitude for a minute and just do like you’re told?”

      “Bye, Jim.” 

      He followed her to the door, but was slightly too far away to grab it before she slammed and locked it, and put on the chain in case he tried something Hollywood. Devon stared out the window as Jim shouted soundlessly at them for a while, then gave up and left.

      “Come on, bud,” Phil said, and they walked up the white stone stairs to the lighthouse room, where the radar setup was showing all sorts of colours it hadn’t been just a few hours ago. Those colours could certainly damage the old lighthouse, and the annex would be battered to a pulp; sea levels were higher than they used to be. But the water stretched smoothly across the horizon now, glassy and innocent under the noonday haze.

      “What did the police want?” Devon said.

      And it had to be laid out then, since they were so nearly out of time: the aunt and uncle in Halifax, did she remember them? Did she want to go with them? Because the alternative...

      “Would it work?” Devon said uncertainly, looking down at the heaving water, barely lapping the slate-grey stones; the rim of tidefoam looked thinner than her outstretched hand, like a silk thread. “And we’d have to do it before the storm?”

      “Yes. We might not be able to do it after. I know, I’m sorry,” Phil blurted, “it’s a lot, it’s a lot to take in, it’s a lot to ask. But I’m not gonna make you do it. I’m asking.”

      “Will I get to be back with Mom and Dad and Brent?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sorry about that too.”

      Devon chewed on her lip, resulting in a slow drool of seawater where her teeth parted the thin flesh. Phil dabbed at it absently with her sweater sleeve. 

      “I can’t make you say yes,” Phil said. “I can’t make you stay. I can’t make you go.”

      “But...you won’t have the drawings any more, the money—“

      “Forget the money!” Phil said, shocked. “Don’t stay for that, if you’re staying. Don’t even think it.”

      “But you’re poor here, and...”

      “Even if I was, it doesn’t matter. And I’m not, anyway,” she lied. Devon gave her a look—she may have been young, Phil thought with pride, but she had been lied to by enough adults to practice that look. Good. Good. Maybe wherever she was going, she’d be able to use it. Wherever that was.

      “I don’t want to leave you,” Devon said softly.

      “Then don’t. Is that what you’re picking?”

      “No. I just... wanted to say it.”
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        * * *

      

      The closer they got to the water, the weaker Devon became, till finally Phil simply picked her up, put her on her hip, and kept walking, picking her way down the slick stones. If she fell, they’d both be looking at broken ribs or shins, but they had to hurry. Black clouds had begun to pile up at the horizon, tall and angular, not thunderheads but something much stranger.

      Phil set the girl down on the damp sand, close enough for the strengthening waves to lick at the bottom of her borrowed rubber boots, and set up the supplies for the ritual. Her stomach churned a sour taste to the back of her throat. Who knew if this would work? Even Lacy had admitted as much—said it was a ‘best guess,’ hadn’t even had some of the herbs in her cabinet. But the gods, perhaps, would recognize intent. It had happened before, after all. They knew what was in your heart, but still demanded their due respect, their offerings, the correct response to a summons or a favour.

      “Here’s hoping,” Phil said, and savoured Devon’s small smile. 

      But nothing happened; the driftwood fire burned down, was replenished, burned down again. Phil threw armfuls of powdery branches onto it and they admired the blue and green flames as daylight began to fade under the approaching storm. 

      “It’s not working,” Devon whispered. Rain began to spatter, not a heavy fall yet, big cold drops as viscous as wax in the chilly air. 

      Phil said nothing. Hope and fear and disappointment clamped her lips together against either reply or prayer, the Now you can stay with me! or the Please, help us! We ask for so little—one soul, one measly soul! They could not be reconciled. 

      The final time, she built up the fire and they edged closer to it, shivering on the rocks. “How will we know?” Devon said.

      “We’ll—“ Phil began, and froze. “Don’t look. Close your eyes, quick.”

      Devon squeezed her eyes shut, and Phil snatched a burning branch from the fire, flinching as it sparked in the rain. Crabs and shorebirds were approaching them slowly from either end of the beach, towards her waving torch. And from the ocean came the gods, their half-shaped forms both darker and bluer than the dark blue water, racing ahead of the clouds. 

      “Phil!” Devon whimpered.

      “I’m here,” she said steadily. “Keep your eyes closed, bud.” You weren’t supposed to look; everyone knew that. She was breaking protocol even watching them through the flames. But she couldn’t look away.

      It was the work of moments in the end, too fast to say goodbye, her last words snatched away in the roar of their voices. A limb sprang out of the leading creature, clear and blue, like a wave, and cradled the limp body against it as it retreated. Then it returned—impossibly—and hovered over Phil’s head. Not me! she wanted to scream, but couldn’t move. I want to live!

      But it retreated, and the child’s oversized boots splashed into the water as the thing left. In another minute the ocean came alive with golden lights—surely, she thought, not the single soul of the child, but perhaps all the others who had remained unclaimed till now, not through hatred or even neglect but because no one knew how to beg the gods for their release. 

      Thunder roared once, a blast of noise like a million voices crying out, and in the silence there was only the whisper of the waves and the gulp and thump of her heart. Shivering, she fished the boots out of the surf and returned to the lighthouse, watching the clouds recede. Jim had left a note on the door, which she ignored, and Devon had left a drawing on the table upstairs, which she carefully tacked up on the wall. The gold flecks still glimmered on the horizon, dim under the freshening sunlight.
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      INSTRUCTIONS FOR BRITISH SERVICEMEN IN FRANCE

      This pamphlet is intended to provide guidance to you, the British armed forces serviceman, as you enter a France which has been occupied by the Germans for several years now. Please study its contents carefully; and remember that your duty is to assist not merely in removing the German invaders and any Frenchmen who have succumbed to their rule, but to conduct yourself in a manner appropriate to a British gentleman abroad at any time with or without a world war.

      NUTRITIONAL NEEDS AND COMMERCE

      Above all, you must never engage in any black-market purchases. Some trivial item which you have forgotten on your dressing-table in Crockenhill may be the sole comfort left to an elderly Frenchman, and his selling it to you may mean the absence of food on his table for a fatal period of time. Supply yourself with nutriment as per your CO’s orders, and stay out of gardens, fields, greenhouses, and markets. You will not have access to tea, milk, or—at this stage—likely coffee, so do not ask for any. Remember that the French people have been undernourished for some time and are in desperate straits. Indeed, you may be able to identify German collaborators by their relatively well-fed appearance, among other traits.

      HYGIENE

      Along with awareness and self-confidence, personal responsibility continues to be your highest duty as a soldier, and this extends to your hygienic practices while you are in France. Communal baths may be available at various locations, although you will almost certainly be tasked with providing your own soap and other ablutionary items (see ‘Appendix of Useful Phrases’ for ‘Where is the bath-house?’). Should you find facilities that still have soap or towels, be sure to compensate them fairly and promptly. Keep your teeth clean with your service-issued tooth paste or powder where possible, or with ashes or bicarbonate tablets otherwise; remember that the enemy almost invariably is missing teeth or has black and green discolouration on their tooth surfaces. Do not give your fellow soldiers or French fellow-fighters a reason to mistakenly shoot you! Eliminate the habit of using a small piece of wood or metal to pick at your gums after meals; at home, this practice is merely a mark of poor manners, whereas now it could mean that you become infected. Rinse your mouth and any scrapes or wounds with boiled water or sea-water, whatever is available. Monitor your fellow servicemen for wounds or marks, particularly bite-marks; they may be shy to reveal these, fearing the consequences. Be vigilant!

      LOCAL ATTITUDES

      Refer to the accompanying booklet ‘The History of Martial Activities in France’ for context to some of the attitudes you may encounter. It is important not to disparage the French war effort, the fact that they have been invaded, or to bring up any previous invasions, regardless of their antiquity; a cross-ocean raid of a thousand years ago may feel like a very recent insult. The French are a fiercely and deservingly proud people and we are by no means the ‘saviours’ that we may feel tempted to proclaim ourselves upon arrival. You will find that German collaborators and spies are suspiciously mute on this topic of conversation, as well as all other topics save their diet. It may be possible to draw out such persons simply by engaging them in ‘war talk’ over a glass of Chardonnay (which you are to pay for in full, and ensure it is of relatively recent vintage; under no circumstances are you to consume red wine or any other liquid through which one cannot read a newspaper).

      RELIGIOUS CONDUCT

      Amongst all invasions in French history, scholars agree that this has been the one most disastrous to the faith; whereas prior invaders might send even faintly devout French people en masse to their local parish for comfort and succor, now you will find that all large gatherings are avoided and if any one is left praying for help, they are doing so in their houses, most likely in the cellars or attics. Keep a particularly close watch for people on their knees in the street, specifically down narrow alleyways, with which France is rife; should anyone fail to rise to a standard greeting, use your service weapon promptly and remember to aim for the back of the head. More instructions are found in the appendix ‘The Enemy: Differences Between the Great War and The Present Conflict.’ Should you encounter a church filled with silent worshipers at any hour with no candles lit, no curé or vicaire, and no noises—barricade the doors at once and burn the building down. Be aware that this may occasion protests from the more sentimental members of your unit, who may argue for the preservation of historical buildings and their associated contributions to civilized art and culture. However, fire is one of the few certain methods to incapacitate large numbers of German invaders and their affected collaborators, so unless the protestors are willing to enter the building and personally risk becoming affected themselves whilst shooting the occupants in the back of the head, they must be silenced. Use any means necessary to ensure a clean burn and to preserve the element of surprise. Under no circumstances is any British serviceman to enter the church before or afterwards in an attempt to preserve paintings, statuary, or precious metals. A large number of soldiers have been caught unawares during such activities and have succumbed to the German cause.

      ENTERTAINMENT

      For obvious reasons places of mass entertainment are to be avoided in the same manner as churches, schools, underground stations, and so on. While the French do not have ‘pubs’ in precisely the same manner as you are used to back home, they have a great number of cafes, wine bars, and so forth. These are the only places of entertainment that may be safe to enter, provided that you and your fellow servicemen are aware of all the exits at all times, and consume only, as discussed, colourless liquids; and these never in excess, as you will need to be accurate with your service weapon should any German soldiers or collaborators enter the facility. It is likely that this will not be an issue, due to the wine, at present, being much ‘cut’ with water. Cinemas and theatres are prone to becoming disproportionately filled with enemy persons, who due to limb stiffness become entangled on the stairwells and are unable to leave the building. These are ideal structures to burn in the same manner as churches (see above). Do not delay in order to report the findings to your Unit Security Officer. Burn them.

      FAMILY LIFE AND WOMEN

      Based on lessons learned during the Great War, you will find it helpful to befriend French women; they will be vital sources of information, transportation, and support during your stay, as many of the menfolk are either off fighting the German invaders or have been induced to collaborate with them. Do not confuse, or worse, assume friendship to be a substitute or precursor for anything else; women on the Continent, and French women in particular, have suffered a great deal during this conflict, and may give the impression that they wish to be closer than is in fact the case. While presently there are few husbands or fathers to object to your inappropriate actions, please conduct yourself regardless as befits a gentleman at all times, including at whatever licensed ‘brothels’ may remain. At any rate, should you find yourself, smitten, in congress with a pretty girl of any nation, keep your wits about you and remember the German effect, which takes some hours or even days to manifest; as her lips press yours, determine whether they carry the coolness of winter or that of the grave; taste the breath that slips from her mouth for wine or blood; run your ungloved fingers through her hair and see if it comes away in golden strands or in hanks, carrying slips of scalp; as her back arches, listen for the crack of tendons ripping from decaying flesh; whisper your name against her mouth and see if her lips form an ‘M’ for ‘Mon amour’ or the sinister hiss of ’Cerveauuuuuux,’ and above all, brave serviceman, should you find that her teeth have entered or severed any part of your anatomy, do not hesitate to use your penultimate bullet on her skull before using the ultimate on yourself. This is war, gentlemen. This is war. The creatures do not die and this is war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE EVALUATOR

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a dish of milk balanced on the trailer’s top step, something dark surfacing in the white like a shark. As I knock and wait, I try to figure it out: a Hostess Cupcake? A Ding-Dong? You leave your best, after all.

      Inside, Mrs. Bruinsma makes coffee with the lightly champagne-coloured water from the tap. Mine cools in a chipped and faded Snoopy mug while I explain why I’m here, pushing a business card across the sticky tablecloth.

      “Are you with the government?” she finally asks.

      “No, ma’am. We’re a private company.”

      “Do you have... equipment? Are you going to do tests on her?”

      “No. She’ll be fine. You can stay and watch if you want.”

      She’s not listening, and nothing I’m saying, I figure, is the deciding factor that gets her up from the table. I follow her outside, careful not to touch the teetering offering. We walk past a dozen trailers, some clearly abandoned, others more ambiguously so, and head through the fence marking the border of Meadow Hill.

      The clearing we enter is untrimmed, one side backed with tall black trees. Something white and grey straightens suddenly from the grass, and for a moment I am not an Evaluator, not even a human, only a hunted vertebrate poised to spin and flee, my throat making a small involuntary whine.

      The moment passes and it’s just a kid, ten or eleven or however old kids are right before you think “Ah, they’ll put on weight soon and shoot up,” dressed in a grey sweatshirt so long it’s become a dress, dirty striped leggings, black boots. She resembles her mother: lank brown hair, a paleness endemic to the region that goes past white and into the territory of translucence, cave fish, milk glass. I am struck by two things: the smudge of blood on her chin, not hers; and the crown she wears, three skulls wired together, a rabbit, a deer, and a coyote or dog. Together they should be too heavy for her skinny neck, but she stands tall, proud, easy. Too easy. Bad sign.

      “Where’d she get the skulls?” I murmur.

      “I don’t want to know,” her mother whispers.

      Me neither, but this kind of question is part of the job. I approach the kid with my hands out, trying to show that I’m not carrying anything, though I suppose it looks like I’m about to snap my arms shut and grab her. She doesn’t seem concerned, only watches me as I approach. Another bad sign.

      “Hi there, Edeline,” I say. I realize I sound like I’m speaking to a bright but unfamiliar dog, and try to modulate my tone; I’m not used to kids. “My name’s Sheffield. I’m an Evaluator. Drove in from Derby to meet you. You got a minute to talk?”

      She nods as I study the crown—copper wire binds the yellowed bone, each skull indifferently cleaned so that none-too-fresh scraps of flesh remain. Even as I’m thinking it, a small black-and-red beetle shoots out of one eyehole and into another. I’m expecting the sour smell of unwashed skin and dry-aged carrion, but there’s only ozone and the sticky scent of the forest. Another bad sign. 

      Under her pale skin, something glows and moves, a pulsating gulp of liquid bypassing veins, arteries, the small things of the human body. At night it must be bright enough to read by. No real point in doing the Evaluation now; I’ve seen enough to fill out the report, but I move closer yet, stoop to make eye contact. Her eyes are pearly and grey, the cataracted eyes of an old woman, pupils still visible for now. “Now this might feel a little funny,” I tell her, “but I’m not gonna touch you. OK?”

      “OK.” Her voice is still ordinary, a child’s clear descant not too marred by her jumble of baby and adult teeth. 

      I shut my eyes and step inside, all the outside sounds—her light breath, the wind in the trees, faraway traffic—fading like usual. But where they would normally be replaced by the chitter and gabble of excited spirits, there is nothing. A void, waiting. The wards on my wrist and chest suddenly seem not only inadequate but pitiful, a token insult; sweat soaks my shirt as I retreat into the real, embarrassed at my terror.

      She’s smiling; her hands flash briefly from her too-long sleeves and I freeze and cower at the resultant explosions. No, not explosions—creaks and roars, the wet smell of fall sap, amber splinters flying. The mother screams. I hope she doesn’t move. Two huge birches drop on either side of us, sending birds howling from the dark woods, setting off car alarms so far away I can barely hear the warbling. 

      It’s enough. It’s enough for the report. I take the cowering mother by the elbow, not quite running, and leave the child to the woods for now.

      Back at the kitchen table, Mrs. Bruinsma sobs, angry at her own pain, soaking up the tears with her sweatshirt sleeve. I fill out the form while she weeps, including a sketch. Where did the blood come from? Hopefully just an animal. Better yet a stolen steak. But recommend checking missing persons reports, I write.

      “When did this start?” I ask.

      “Couple weeks ago.”

      “And you didn’t call for help.”

      “It wasn’t like this,” she snaps, pointing at the window, and by proxy the mile or so between the gesture and the child. “She was just... she’s always been a little... but not like this.”

      “Father around?”

      “Passed away. Two years ago.”

      “Anyone else I can talk to? Friends? Brothers? Sisters?”

      “No.”

      There’s a blue shadow under her eyes when she says it, deepening by degrees to something resembling football black. At least one other, then. Dead or gone in some other way, a runaway, or still here but vanished into one of the many liminal states presented as viable options: meth, Oxy, booze, God, gods. I put away the form and pick up my bag.

      She follows me out, carefully but unconsciously avoiding the offering again. “Wait,” she croaks, voice ruined with tears. “Aren’t you going to... to take her? I thought... “

      “No, Mrs. Bruinsma. We can’t do that.”

      “You can’t, or you won’t?” she says shrilly. “You see her, you see what I have to live with—I can’t live like this much longer, neither can she. If you don’t...”

      “We Evaluate. That’s all.” It isn’t, but she doesn’t need to know that. We’re not county animal control at any rate, we can’t just collar and cage her, we don’t have a shelter for her. And even if we did, it wouldn’t be a no-kill. None of this needs saying. She’s upset. “I’ll call you if I need more information,” I say, truthfully, and get back into the car. 

      This place, Christ. I want to call the boss as I drive—it’s almost an hour back to Derby from Meadow Hill—but the roads aren’t good here, and neither is the reception. Funny that they mutter darkly about the electronic soup ‘the government’ is bathing their brains in, won’t let anyone put a cell tower in here, and then have the gall to bitch about their bad reception.

      They bitch about me too, more justifiably: the city mouse that moved to the country, and doesn’t even have the good grace to leave the country mice to themselves. But we were getting so sick of driving out from the city that the boss decided to open a regional office. And it’s not that I love my job so much that I took the move instead of quitting; it’s that when you don’t have much in your life, a move is not an adventure, not even an inconvenience, it’s just what you do to keep the one thing you do have. 

      And so here we are in Derby, the deep, dark woods, a little crossroads of a thousand people in town and about the same in shrinking trailer suburbs, elegantly ringed with expanding circles of abandoned buildings, like Roman ruins. The industrial companies moved in on the hard, water-tight clay for a couple decades, then went under or got bought out, and slunk out in the middle of the night, no way to recover the assets they left here. A branded amphitheater, a bright new cinderblock school, a rec center, all shut and graffitied and crumbling from disuse. The clear well-water the locals still reminisce about turned orange about twenty years ago, and one of the companies ponied up about five million dollars to build a treatment plant for the aquifer. It’s still running, not well; you don’t drink the tap stuff if you can avoid it. It’s one of those unspoken rules that only goes spoken when an outsider moves in. 

      We got the office for next to nothing. Lunch money for a month back home. Here, it houses me, and my co-Evaluator Kabore, and our boss, Ferne. We go around seeing whether people have been fucked up, pardon my French, by what we’d call ‘country living,’ or by the industrial chemicals, or by the furious dark ancient unknowable gods that have always lived here.

      The problem—and, Ferne opines, the reason for a local office—is that the chemicals seem to be increasing the incidences of that last, but no one knows why. The last company, Tethys Industries, set up bioremediation cells not just under their old footprint but everyone else’s, and they’re supposed to be busting up the chemicals, breaking them down, but the levels just never change. There are a hundred places you can’t put a playground or a garden. There are places you can’t even dig in the dirt, lest your hands emerge blistered, or bright orange, or simply degloved. Something they made was phytotoxic, moves in fits and starts, so that trees are still dying, in those slow spiralling rings like the buildings; and where they aren’t dying, they’re changing, getting graffiti of their own, tagged with cellulose and chitin tumours of all colours and
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