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  Sideshow


  Catherine MacLeod


  “You have ten minutes to convince me not to kill you,” Minos said.


  “Spare me the melodrama.” It wasn’t as if I hadn’t noticed the gun. It wasn’t much uglier than the hand holding it, or the expression he wore when I tucked my hair behind my ears. It’s a common gesture, but apparently not one he expected from the likes of me.


  I usually keep my face covered in polite company.


  No one’s ever accused Minos of being polite.


  I took the seat he hadn’t offered and willed my stomach to stay down. I didn’t really think he’d shoot me, but I wasn’t betting, just in case. I wasn’t surprised that he was armed, not with another group of animal rights activists phoning in a bomb threat. My knapsack and rain coat had been searched for weapons at the door.


  A wall of monitors showed different views of the Labyrinth. “Don’t you ever turn them off?” I asked. I’ve been told my voice is surprisingly pleasant. No one’s ever said compared to what. “Were you watching when... ? Yes, of course you were.”


  Minos shrugged. Good suit, silk tie, polished shoes: he still dressed like a king. An old, tired, and forgotten king, but his dark eyes missed nothing. “Nobody’s seen you for six months,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting you back. Why do you want to see me?”


  “I don’t. You had the bouncer drag me in here, remember?” He’s used to being hounded by crackpots and gold-diggers. I wondered which he thought I was. I’m sure he would’ve paid me to disappear after the attack if I hadn’t already gone into hiding. But I hadn’t wanted to be hounded, either.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked.


  “Waiting until the crowd thins.”


  “And then?”


  “I’m going into the maze.” His look of horror didn’t faze me; I’ve seen it on too many other faces. “I’m not here to cause a scene. If I was, I’d have shown up when the doors opened.”


  “Then why not come when the club’s empty?”


  “Because I need witnesses. I want someone to notice if I disappear.”


  “And you think that might happen?”


  “Absolutely—I know who you are. If I turned up dead the police would have questions, but you’d be rid of publicity you think you can’t afford.”


  “What do you think I can afford?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Aren’t you here to blackmail me?”


  I snorted. It’s the closest I can come to laughter. “I don’t want anything from you, Mr. Minos.”


  “Except my permission to enter the maze.”


  “If you try to stop me I will cause a scene, and then the tabloids will have tomorrow’s headline.”


  “Sounds like blackmail to me.”


  “Fine, it’s blackmail. What are you going to do about it?”


  • • • •


  Bravado was the best plan I had. “Why do you want to see me?” I asked.


  “I don’t. You showed up where you knew you weren’t wanted.”


  He was still territorial, even if he didn’t like the territory. He hadn’t lived this long by showing weakness, either. He thought I hadn’t seen the cane behind his desk.


  I watched him watch me. Probably thinking the usual: that I seemed intelligent for one of my kind, whatever that was.


  He said, “Is your name really Rumer?”


  “I couldn’t possibly be fact.” I smiled. He looked away. “It’s an old joke. I hear it all the time. My name means unique. I was named after my grandmother. She was pleased until she saw me.” Having never met my grandmother, I can well imagine how that scene went. A baby girl with soft dark hair, brown eyes, long eyelashes, but not even vaguely pretty. My body looked human enough, but no one would ever have modelled a china doll after me. Little Miss Minotaur, they called me at the circus. Even as a child the name fit.


  I shifted, trying to get comfortable. “Everyone knows my name, Mr. Minos. What did you really want to ask?”


  Once, I would have been out of place there, among polished wood and soft leather. But now the sofa was worn and the panelling scratched, and I was no shabbier than the rest of his office. I almost felt pity—his life didn’t need more monsters.


  I said, “Is it true time has no meaning in the Labyrinth?”


  “Yes. Why?”


  “Because the tape is only four minutes long, but I’m sure my rape took longer.”


  He nodded. “It did.” He stared at nothing for a moment. “Where are your companions from that night?”


  “I don’t know.” And it’s in their best interests not to be found. You can hear them laughing on the security tape, under the Minotaur’s grunts and the sound of tearing meat. Only one wall away, and they didn’t try to save me. Justin, Marcus, and Caroline just patched their handscreens into the camera and watched the whole thing.


  Minos said, “Tell me what happened.”


  I didn’t want to need him. I said, “You know.”


  “I saw. It’s not the same thing.”


  “They thought I’d be eaten alive. I’ve heard there were doubts they meant for me to be raped, but not many, and none of them mine. Your bartender said he heard Justin call me that ugly cow. Which was unkind, even if it was apt.”


  I knew how the lies would go: “I guess she’d had too much to drink. We saw her stumbling into the maze and went in after her.” Since there probably wouldn’t have been enough of me left for a tox screen, who could prove otherwise? Considering the Minotaur’s fabled appetite, their treachery was well-planned.


  Except for something no one considered.


  I said, “I think the Minotaur needs me.”


  “Why?”


  “He didn’t eat me, even though he was hungry.”


  “How would you know?”


  Parents can be clueless about their children. It worries me. “Because he once dined on seven youths and seven maidens. But not anymore, right?”


  “Right. People in this time tend to be less understanding of such things. And—” He actually sounded amused. “I doubt I’ve ever had fourteen virgins in here.”


  Any other time I would have laughed. I knew he was feeding the Minotaur fowl.


  I said, “I’m alive because he tried not to kill me.”


  “Because?”


  “He’s lonely. He’s hungrier for touch than for food. And the lonely, you know, we tend to seek out our own kind.”


  I saw him understand. I saw him not want to.


  I said, “I’m as close as he’s going to get.”


  He said, “Tell me the rest.”


  • • • •


  It’s an old, well-known story. All stories are; only the details ever change.


  “Justin, Marcus, and Caroline were pretty people. I knew them from the office—Daedalus Engineering. They worked out front where they’d be seen. I worked in back where I wouldn’t. I was in the archives, putting old files on disk. They didn’t work for the money; they were there because their families have interests in the company. But I needed the job. I didn’t want to go back to the freak show.”


  It had been hard when the circus manager, Mr. Avery, died while we were here in Las Vegas. His son Ken had taken over the job. He had ideas for making the “human oddities” even more interesting. His plans for me started with a nose ring and tattoos, and then got ugly.


  Refusing got me fired. Ken’s sister came to see me before the circus left town. She was like her father, kind just because she could be. I’m sure she called in a favor to get me work. She helped me find a small apartment. The neighbors weren’t exactly welcoming, but they left me alone.


  She’d told me, “Don’t lock yourself up all the time, okay? You’re going to need people around you.”


  She was right.


  “Why did you trust them?” Minos asked.


  “Because even monsters get desperate for company. We can’t always wait for trustworthy companions—even the beautiful wait a long time for those.”


  He nodded, possibly remembering betrayal. Maybe recalling how often he’d dished it out.


  “I was surprised when they asked me out after work. They’d always been civil, but not friendly. That should’ve been my first clue. But I hadn’t been out in so long. The Labyrinth wouldn’t have been my first choice, though. It’s just another sideshow. Oh, don’t give me that look—I know a circus when I see one.”


  Minos laughed softly. “It is, isn’t it?”


  The Labyrinth is all theatrics: strobe lights, bone-rattling music, brightly-painted dancers who don’t really worry about the Minotaur coming out. Although, for insurance reasons, they’re all warned it might happen. You enter at your own risk. You pays your money, you takes your chances.


  Maybe they believe that because they’ve never seen it there isn’t really a monster. But they should know better. Sideshows always have a monster.


  And in my case it was Justin. He learned the guards’ routine; he found the one door that would be unlocked for a few minutes. One drink past midnight he pulled me further into the maze and backed me into a corner. I knew then. The only men who want to get that close to me are barkers and aspiring pornographers. When I let go of my glass it took a long time to hit the floor.


  History repeats itself. There’ll always be people who hurt others for fun. Those who think monsters never get lonely, and those who know all too well that we do.


  There’ll always be a date-rape drug.


  Old story.


  • • • •


  He said, “You tell your story well. But you’ve never told it to the press, no matter how much money they offered.”


  “No. I didn’t want to be found.” I’m good at reading expressions, but I couldn’t read his. He looked weary. His gun hand trembled slightly, which didn’t help my nausea.


  “Turning down cash has never been a common practice among my acquaintances,” he said. “Especially the women.”


  I deciphered his new look just fine. “Or whatever I am?”


  “What are you?”


  His candor was a nice chance from the usual.


  “I’m not a Minotaur. That’s what you’re wondering, right? I’m a mishap, not a myth. A misshapen woman who fits into a limited number of niches. Admittedly, the maze is a big one, but it still has its restrictions.”


  “Then why are you so determined to go in?”


  “Where else would I go? I’m not sleeping on the street tonight.”


  He sat up suddenly. “You intend to stay in there?”


  “Yes.”


  After the rape, a social worker had taken me to a home for women in crisis, which was miraculously empty at the time; but it had filled as the months went by. I wasn’t the scariest thing the other women had ever seen, not by a long shot, but I frightened their children. When some of them started having nightmares I knew it was time to move on. My landlady was too miserable with all the media attention for me to think of going back there. No decent hotel would have me.


  I considered my choices: Ken would probably take me back; Minos might not throw me out. I had my choice of circuses.


  I glanced up as the Minotaur ghosted across the nearest screen. “I have to admire you, Mr. Minos. Up to a certain point, that is. It was clever of you, turning your last piece of real estate into a nightclub.”


  But he’d always been tough. Kings live on the goodwill of their subjects, and there had been less and less of it the last few years of his reign. There had been stories of sorcery and terrible rituals practiced in the palace, some of them true. There had been rumors of his death and several attempts to make gossip into fact, but he was still on his feet.


  “You’ve done your homework,” he said.


  “I told you, I know who you are. Minos, former king of Crete, husband of Pasiphae. I don’t know much about her—she was sent to the asylum before my time. I suppose giving birth to the Minotaur would drive any woman insane. But even before that—falling in love with the white bull you were supposed to sacrifice to Poseidon because it was so beautiful? A little peculiar.”


  “Twisted,” he murmured.


  “Definitely. But since you couldn’t stand to slay it for the same reason, maybe you shouldn’t throw stones.”


  “May I tell you something?”


  “You’re holding the gun.”


  “Poseidon made Pasiphae love the bull because I refused to sacrifice it. Her madness is my fault.” He didn’t say anything about the curse Poseidon had put on the Labyrinth, slowing time inside to a crawl so that Minos’s misery would last longer. He didn’t say that when he’d used sorcery to move the Labyrinth through time to what he’d hoped would be a safe place, he’d had no way of knowing the curse would come with it. A leap of faith, not knowing where he’d land. We didn’t need to revisit that story.


  “I know about time with no meaning,” he said. “The white bull is dead, but I’m still serving penance.”


  We watched his son move through the heart of the maze, dark and filthy and mad. He was hard to look at, and I wondered if that wasn’t part of the reason for the looser security inside. There were hundreds of security cameras in the maze, but maybe the guards simply couldn’t stand to look.


  I wondered if disbelief had frozen them the night of my assault. No one had expected to see people that far into the maze, and there was a good chance they’d never seen such violence before. Who believed such brutality possible?


  I believed. And so did King Minos.


  • • • •


  “And what are you?” I asked.


  “Not getting by as well as you think.” He was tired, if he was opening his heart to monsters. Or maybe it had just been a while since he’d had someone to talk to.


  I checked the view of the bar. “The crowd’s dwindling.”


  “That is the crowd.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I have a talented PR man. Business is good if you believe the papers. But word-of-mouth has slowed us down considerably. The club is taking on the air of bygone days.”


  He was right. That was exactly how it felt. “What will you do if it closes?”


  “It can’t. Feeding my son still takes money. I have an obligation to family.” His gaze held mine for a long moment. I looked away first. “Tell me what you remember about that night.”


  “Bones. I remember scattered bones. And the crowd that gathered to watch me being carried out.”


  “That’s it?” he asked.


  “After being drugged I shouldn’t remember even that much.”


  But in my nightmares there’s the sound of my bones cracking under the Minotaur’s weight. The smell of my blood spraying and my bladder letting go. The Minotaur’s breath, rank beyond description. The manure he dropped on my legs in his excitement. The sound of him mounting me. I’m sure some of it is memory.


  “I’ve been waiting to hear from your lawyer,” he said. “My men expected to be sued for not getting you out of there sooner.”


  “It never crossed my mind.” They did the best they could—even the Minotaur runs from a dozen Tasers. “I don’t blame anyone but Justin.”


  “Not the others?”


  “I can’t see Marcus and Caroline planning this. I think they went along with it because Justin needed an audience.”


  I wish I could say they set me up for some bizarre ritual, that they needed a sacrifice or something. But I know better. For somebody like Justin, jaded and oh-so-entitled, betrayal is just another game, and disappearing is an adventure. It’s possible with enough money.


  I suspect he’ll always have enough—an anonymous someone is copying the Labyrinth’s security tapes and selling them to special collectors. My rape is a popular show in certain circles now. I’m a star.


  I’m sure Minos knows more about that night than I told him, right down to how many stitches I needed.


  Many: an hour before I’d been a virgin.


  Some of my hair was ripped out. Bones had to be set. The doctors were horrified at the damage to my face, and more so when the x-rays showed there wasn’t any.


  They said there was less damage than they’d expected.


  I expect anything less than DOA would have been a surprise.


  One of them said my survival was a miracle and asked if I thought the gods had played a part in it. I looked at the old man watching the Minotaur onscreen, and I wondered if they’d played a part in his survival or if they’d just turned their backs. He was neither loved nor missed in his former kingdom, and he must be relieved to be away.


  But he also must be lonely. Monsters get that way.


  It’s so easy to lose everything. One mistake, one moment of doubt.


  Old story.


  • • • •


  “You’re really human?” He wasn’t being rude; he just couldn’t come to terms with it.


  I nodded. “My parents made sure. If I hadn’t been, they might have felt less guilty about sending me away with the circus.”


  Mr. Avery never told me how he’d heard about me; he wasn’t proud of the fact that he listened to gossip. He came to our house on my fourteenth birthday, hat in hand, and offered me a place in his show. He took us to the circus to meet his “oddities” and asked me what I thought. I didn’t want to go with him, but I told my parents I did because I wanted them to stop looking over their shoulders. The tension at home wasn’t my fault, but I was still the cause.


  Even at fourteen, when you become self-conscious about your body and hate being stared at, I knew this was how it would have to be. There were only so many places I would ever fit in.


  My parents sent me off with warm clothes, volumes of the poetry I loved, and all the extra money they had. Bless them, they never once looked relieved.


  I remember them pointing out clouds shaped like animals, and the constellation Taurus, because my birthday is the end of April. I remember the flower-shaped chocolate cake they made me every year.


  I remember red paint splashed on the house and detergent dumped in the koi pond. The neighbors were afraid I’d infect their children with repulsiveness. Fear can make you stupid. My parents did their best to keep me safe.


  They should’ve come with me.


  But we all knew safety was relative.


  “I know what I’m walking into,” I said. “They say there’s someone for everyone, right? And he’s half-human, which is more than I can say for some humans.”


  I tried again to find a comfortable position on the hard chair. There didn’t seem to be one. Realization dawned on his face as my coat fell open. “You’re—?”


  “Yes.”


  He pointed with the gun. “Tell me.”


  Where to even begin?


  “They say pregnant women get this glow, but I don’t see it. My back hurts all the time. Your son likes human flesh, and his son appears to have the same tastes—sometimes I get... cravings. The doctors gave me standard treatment at the hospital, so this should have been impossible, but...”


  “Should have been,” he sighed, and I heard what he hadn’t said—that nothing in the Labyrinth was what anyone expected.


  They’d told me what to expect after the rape—sleep disturbances, change in appetite, severe mood swings. By the time I realized the symptoms could mean something else it was too late for a safe abortion.


  It was too late for a lot of things.


  “I’ve memorized the layout,” I said. “I think I can avoid him. And if I can’t... I know what to expect this time.”


  “You memorized... ? How?”


  “The design of the maze was one of the files I put on disk. Apparently Justin saw it, too. Daedalus was a brilliant architect, wasn’t he? And you tried to put him out of business so he could never build another Labyrinth. You arranged for a little crash-and-burn. That’s why I made sure people saw me come in—you remove people you find inconvenient.”


  He nodded. We were running out of conversation. But finally I couldn’t help asking, “Were you ever really planning to use that on me?”


  He set the gun on the desk. “Sometimes I think about using it on myself. But then who would feed my son? No, I’m not about to kill the mother of my grandchild.”


  It was nice to hear him say it. “So it’s just an accessory?”


  “Yes. Like you, I enjoy the illusion of choice.”


  It occurred to me that he probably didn’t want to need me, either. I glanced around the office. “You’ve been living in here, haven’t you? Sleeping on the couch.”


  “Time moves on. Sometimes it leaves us behind. I don’t fit in many niches, either.” He watched the screens for a moment. “Amazing,” he said. “We might actually be too strange for Las Vegas.”


  • • • •


  “You didn’t know, did you?” I asked. “You didn’t always have security cameras.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Some of the bones in there are awfully small, Mr. Minos. I think a couple of your sacrifices died in childbirth.”


  He spoke on the second try. “I never thought of that.”


  “Neither did anyone else, apparently. But it’s still possible to survive the birth. Your wife is living proof.”


  Neither of us said, If what she does can be called living.


  I said, “By this time next week you’ll have all the customers you can handle.”


  They’ll come looking for an encore. Their need for spectacle will exceed their fear. I’m going to sell more tickets than he can count.


  “I’ll be watching,” he said. “I’ll send help when you go into labor.”


  He’s the head of the family; he won’t neglect his kin. He’s a businessman; he won’t risk losing his star attraction.


  He opened the door for me, an unexpected courtesy. “How long do you have?”


  “Cows and humans both take nine months. So, maybe three.”


  “But you really don’t know.”


  “Time is different in the maze.”


  “Shall I have my men escort you in?”


  “No, thank you. I know my way.”


  “Rumer?” I looked up at him. He didn’t flinch. “Is this an old story, too?”


  “They all are, remember?”


  “How does it end, do you suppose?”


  He watched me look for an answer. He saw me not find one. He closed the door quietly behind me.


  
    © 2014 by Catherine MacLeod.
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  Unfair Exchange


  Pat Cadigan
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  Art by Sam Guay


  Dear Future Me:


  I haven’t been myself lately and neither have you.


  I don’t even know if I’ll understand that or remember anything of what happened. TBI—traumatic brain injury—is dicey and unpredictable. Did you know you could fall down a flight of stairs, hit a concrete landing head-first, and after spending a week comatose in intensive care with a subdural hematoma, wake up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed with nothing more than some minor gaps in your memory and a tendency to get headaches in rainy weather? Or you could bump your head on a kitchen cabinet door, never lose consciousness, but stroke out two hours later and spend the rest of your life in a care home. The brain is a strange and temperamental organ. This is why it’s so dangerous for people to use magic—we’ve got a lot to lose.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself. Or am I? What do I talk about first—the necklace Grandma gave me—you—and my—our—twin brother Jesse? Or the fact that I was wearing it when the three kids broke into my downstairs neighbor’s flat? Or that I forgot I was wearing it when I charged in like Jools the Superwoman?


  • • • •


  After bumming around Europe for a few months after college, I knew London was the place for me. Haringey wasn’t a wealthy garden spot but that didn’t bother me. It had an energy that appealed to me on sight. It reminded me of our old neighborhood in Massachusetts, but where that area had been primarily Italian and Puerto Rican, here it was Turkish, Greek, both kinds of Cypriot, African, and Indian.


  The main road, Green Lanes, was lined with small businesses—news agents (what we called candy stores back in the day), grocers, butchers, restaurants, dry-cleaners, locksmiths, and, here in the twenty-first century, internet cafes that advertised cell phone unlocking. The grand old pub on the corner was over a hundred years old and had been featured in the movie Chaplin. The Chinese restaurant advertised its food as both halal and kosher, Orthodox Jews from nearby Stamford Hill bought fresh produce in the Muslim-owned twenty-four-hour fruit and veg shops, and there were kids everywhere. Estate agents called it the inner city; I called it a working-class family neighborhood and managed to buy just before the housing market went completely insane. My clients warned me to keep my doors and windows locked and never go out alone after dark. Six months after I moved in, a twelve-year-old boy tried to mug me as I was on my way home with some shopping; he ran off when I said I knew his parents—a lie, but in that area, entirely possible. In the nine years since, that was my only brush with crime. Until that night.


  Glass breaking downstairs woke me up. I’d been reading a book, winding down from a long day taking care of clients’ websites, and I don’t think I got through a whole paragraph before I nodded off. I knew by the sound it was either Mrs. Chodari in the ground-floor flat or the one next door. I looked out the window just as the light went on in Mrs. Chodari’s kitchen. Glass all over the sink and counter showed someone had broken in from outside, and it definitely wasn’t because Mrs. Chodari had locked herself out. For one thing, she was eighty-five, and for another, we had keys to each others’ flats for just that eventuality. She’d never needed my help, but I’m embarrassed to say she had to let me into my own place more than once.


  I dialed the emergency number—and son of a bitch, it was out of order. I tried three times, then used my cell. Same thing. I couldn’t believe it. What a time for the phones to go down! The brave new world of the twenty-first century—screw the flying cars, why don’t the machines we already have work? Voices came to me through the window—two or three different guys and Mrs. Chodari, who sounded terrified. I ran downstairs, banged on the front door and yelled that the cops were on the way. Then I listened and when I couldn’t hear anything, I let myself in.


  I wasn’t really thinking straight—my adrenaline was running but I was also still half-asleep. I stumbled into the front hallway just as two guys were dragging Mrs. Chodari into her living room. There was blood on her nightgown—a lot of blood—and I thought they were killing her. She was crying No, no, don’t!, and I heard one of the guys curse. Still not thinking straight, I rushed into the living room and grabbed the first one I saw.


  He spun around and the next thing I knew, I was staggering backwards across the room. My foot caught on something and I fell, hitting the coffee table on my way down. You know all those fight scenes in movies where someone falls on a coffee table and it shatters into a billion pieces? Total bullshit. I bounced off the thing.


  Mrs. Chodari started calling my name. One of the guys told her to shut up and there was the sound of a hard slap. I used the coffee table to pull myself up to my feet and launched myself at the nearest guy. I was just so furious that anyone would hit her that I was only dimly aware of a sharp pain in my side. Don’t ask me what I thought I was doing.


  The two of us crashed into the credenza where Mrs. Chodari kept a lot of family photos in frames. The photos scattered but we bounced off the credenza—it was an even heavier piece than the coffee table, and it did more damage to us than we
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  The Inside and the Outside


  Katherine Crighton


  There’s a bear on the other side of the lake.


  It’s a small lake, more of a pond, a mirror mouth with teeth made of reflected trees that line the banks up to the water’s edge. I can see the trees on the other side, green undergrowth and checkerboarding shadows, but I can see no further than a foot within at most. We’re camping right near the narrow end, an easy distance for an animal, but the ranger didn’t say we couldn’t, and our leaders didn’t say we shouldn’t, so around the campfire we don’t say anything at all.


  I don’t really know the other girls except in passing. Names and faces, what comes of country living, and so we’re mostly strangers. There aren’t a lot of other scouts our age in the northern portion of the state, so we few have been placed together to make a troop that hardly ever meets. This is one of the rare social times, to remind us of who we are. So: A camping trip. A hike. A tent in the woods, by the lake at night.


  We hadn’t talked much around the fire. Chores to do and leaders to turn away from, well-meaning women always out for a chance to have a talk with you, could you come over here for a second, or do you want to go for a walk? My old leader, I don’t remember when, pulled me aside once and said, Teeth? Or tooth or smoke or smell or words like that, more or different, her fingers a muzzle on my jaw as she watched me for answers that I couldn’t give. My mouth stayed closed, my teeth suddenly aligned and my face all twisted wrong because of it.


  Here there were leaders, chaperones; standing away, whispering together as they watched us with lowered lids. So we sat around the fire, ate our too-quick dinner and watched the salamander coals, hunched dry-faced toward the flames while the night air cooled our backs. We could wait to do our talking.


  There are six of us in the tent. The fire is out, smothered with dirt, and our tin plates dipped in bleach water to wipe away the scent of meat. A hundred feet away, roped too high for any bear to reach, the rest of our provisions are suspended from a tree. Little things we do to protect ourselves. Everybody has their little things.


  Stories live in tents. On TV I see girls waving their flashlights under their chins while they sit circled on their bedroom floors, safe inside their clean and faultless houses—but that’s not how it really works. Put us together in the nighttime, in the woods, a thin polyester between us and whatever’s lost outside, the cold ground beneath, the lake too close, the fire put out, and the bear on the other side of the lake—that’s when we stay awake, the flashlights on, angled poorly and the shadows wrong, while we wait until we feel safe enough to sleep.


  And while we wait, we talk. And while we talk, the woods talk too. I don’t know who else can hear it.


  I’m sitting on my sleeping bag, the tent door pressed up against my back, zipper flicking between my fingertips. My bag is older than the others’, with marks on it that don’t show in the haphazard light. I can taste the ground chuck from our recent dinner, nestled in the crooks of my mouth. Food enough to feed five thousand, kept safe from the brush and spit and waste a cleaning would have made. No one thinks about these things—the hunger that will come, the comfort of a scrap found hidden between one tooth and the next. How do so many keep their mouths so empty?


  Shauna is saying that she keeps hearing something outside, and can anyone else hear it? Because it’s seriously freaking her out, oh my god. It’s the wind, the lapping lake, the sound of six strangers shifting in a space. But it’s not just that. There’s a thrill; I can feel it too. The leaders are sleeping, their tent dark and distant. We’re alone, where the wild things are. How much could the tent bend inward against a grasping claw? How many of us could escape if only one of us was taken? The question never asked, of course: Who’s the weak one that would be caught? We all shift closer to the center, and I smile, teeth bared, almost happy.


  Which is a mistake, mistake, a lesson learned over years forgotten in one moment of unplanned action. A girl named Joy asks if we can smell something weird? I close my mouth and pretend it’s just the start of a story instead of the question it really is. No one answers, just shakes their heads, excited. Because none of them know me. They don’t know that stories don’t come from my mouth, my teeth, and this smell does.


  And leaders with their muzzle-hands are never far behind.


  Vickie, farthest from me, telling stories instead of asking questions, says the smell reminds her of her grandmère’s house, the stairs up to the attic, the sounds and scents and the model papier-mâché man that lived on a shelf and had scared the shit out of her for six long years. It had eyes. It would’ve scared me too.


  The moon is bright, like a distant stranger’s flashlight shining against the side of the tent. Leah, a small girl with hair coiled up, says it’s probably just the lake, there’s a lake by her step-dad’s house in Maine that’s just visible from her bedroom window, with a boathouse by the edge that’s broken and beaten down and her mother had said that her step-father had said that it was old and never used and they weren’t ever to go there, it wasn’t safe, the whole lake wasn’t safe but especially the boathouse, except one afternoon when it was hot and the air was wet and full and the smell was just like the one in the tent now, the strange one now that doesn’t make sense, but somehow worse, she just needed to find out about the boathouse, and this new house, this new step-dad, she took her cell phone and she went out the back door and headed for the lake, the smell getting stronger and the air getting thicker, she’d had to open her mouth to breathe, the lake was green and the grass was tall and bit into her legs, the boathouse had no windows, and she was steps away and her eyes were burning and—


  Did you hear that? I ask. Maybe there was no sound before, but there are definitely sounds now, sliding bodies and water bottles and annoyed huffs and that’s fine, I don’t mind. Kelsey nudges Leah and says So? and Leah shrugs, spreading the corner of her sleeping bag to fill the empty spaces on the floor. Nothing, Leah says, so nothing. My step-dad came around the back and we went out for ice cream. And then I had to pack for here.


  Joy says Whoa under her breath and stretches out her stick-thin legs, her flashlight wild in her hands. Joy’s fingers clutch closed like dead things when she hunches forward, shoulder blades like beetle shells and tells us that she thinks the smell might be the bear, she’s never seen a bear or smelled one, so maybe it’s come for us from across the lake, maybe it sensed our food and then smelled us and maybe now it’s right outside, you guys, right?


  We’re silent, listening, smelling the air and my mouth is shut, I lock dry lips, my tongue catalogues forgotten food. Meat for now, meat for later, never hungry until I have to be, a background hum until Vickie shakes her head and says a bear wouldn’t care about us, not with the rest of the real food a hundred feet away. And we’re noisy and shit. Wild animals think humans are the worst, seriously. Vickie leans back, swinging her hair so the ponytail hits the tent wall even if her shoulders don’t, and that could be the end of it, it could, there are so many other ways to be a stranger among strangers, stories are the least of it, and I would say something but my mouth is very, very closed.


  In the center of the tent, between everyone, Shauna digs her chin between bent knees and says Sometimes that’s not true. And it looks like maybe she’s going to tell her story, another story, but Kelsey rolls her eyes and drags her backpack a little closer to her pillow and interrupts the moment, breaks the buildup, says she’s not interested in any animal attack stories unless someone actually died.


  Shauna looks at Kelsey’s feet, and in a voice that feels like hooks and awls she says Kelsey doesn’t know anything, so shut up. And Shauna’s breathing too hard, her chin pressed into her knees and her arms wrapped around her legs and in the shadows I can see her fingers digging moons into her wrists. She’s wearing socks, and tight thermals under her pajamas, and her hair is a long black stream that tangles at the ends.


  The night began when the bear was coming, when the danger was the outside coming in, rather than what was inside waiting for us. That’s the difference between stories and the woods. Real danger comes from the inside.


  It was easier for us when there was a common thing to fear. A bear is a simple thing to keep alive in the mind, on nights like this, the suggestion already there. A bear is a thing that is always coming closer.


  I slide forward, bring the smell with me, and shush the air in the shadows beside Shauna’s head. She shivers. We need to be quiet, I say. I hear something. Over there.


  The flashlights turn as bodies scramble as focus shifts and the wind makes the lake swallow in uneven rhythm. It’s Vickie who thinks to ask if we’re drawing its attention, and it’s Leah whose eyes are wide when she says we should turn our flashlights off.


  I don’t hear anything.


  Stop talking.


  Shut up.


  Turn them off.


  The breath of six girls echoes, uncertain in a confined space. Someone—and that someone might be me—someone stretches, unwinding in the midnight tent until joints crack like branch snaps just outside the tent.


  The others gasp and Kelsey, I think it’s Kelsey, says Fuck very quietly.


  What, Vickie whispers, what is it, and in the faded lamp of moonlight Kelsey unzips the backpack by her pillow and I see stars inside it, barest flashes of light from twisted wrappers reflecting out into the tent, candy bars and chips and I didn’t think it mattered, okay. I just—I was going to share.


  Leah’s voice is wind-soft and reedy, like a mother calling from a distant house. You have to get rid of it. It can smell that stuff in here. “It” the candy, “it” the bear, no one’s using words for the things that we know have names. Naming things makes them real.


  Kelsey shoves the bag over, a plague ship that we scatter from. Some of us scatter from. I don’t. I have meat in my mouth. I have memories of food.


  We could eat it, I say.


  No, Joy says, too quickly, too strange and high, but the others whisper in the dark, kneeling closer, hands sliding haphazard over mine, taking food while my fingers only seem to catch the empty husks of those Kelsey had already eaten—until there’s nothing there, just my gnawed nails sifting through the wrappers and I have to bite my cheek to stop myself from grabbing the candy back again, act normal, act normal, I’m hungry, give it back—


  Joy’s crying, little desperate gasps that she’s trying hard to muffle, panic and fear and who knows why, she has no words, the others are eating, eating, mouths churning food, and in the dark it sounds like the smack and gurgle and mastication of a beast that’s found where it stored away its rotting quarry. Joy covers her ears, whispers no, begins to rock, and the tent shakes, dead leaves on the forest floor rustle like fallen papers in time to the hurried mash of teeth and tongue. Vickie swears, puts her chocolate down, wraps her arms around Joy and starts humming dreams into her ear, lullabies and quiet words and susurrations as they rock together but slowly, slowing, slowed, and Joy’s still crying but they’re quiet tears now, and in the morning maybe a leader will take her aside to have a talk, ask some questions that Joy doesn’t have to answer, because strange things happen in dark tents, on camping trips, where the stories happen and the bear may or may not be on the other side of the lake.


  My hand steals out and I pick up Vickie’s discarded chocolate. She can’t see me. It has to get eaten too. No one will know, and isn’t the best food the stolen food, the free food, the food that was another’s but has found a better home in me?


  The smell of the half-eaten bar is rich and bright, a scent that supersedes all others. Sweet where meat once was, and with it I see a night of laughing with the others as we turn from stories to adventures, to travel, to schools and nighttime wonderings. Sweet, like a bear turning far from us, away and gone, the night turned safe and my mouth stretched normal.


  I bite, I chew, I close my eyes, tongue pressing the chocolate to the roof of my mouth, flattening it out there and letting the melted, stained saliva drain down, away.


  It’s when I bite again that I feel the sharp, painful dig of a tiny shell against my teeth. A peanut that missed quality control, mixed in somehow with this batch of candy. I isolate the piece with the tip of my tongue, careful not to swallow, and I wipe my fingers against my mouth to catch it while no one looks. Shell, that’s all, and nothing else, and I bite again because I can.


  And the pain comes back, two tiny pebbles too hard to break if I test them against some other teeth, not curved enough to be a shell, but perhaps a nut that overbaked, and I spit those against my fingertips as well, a small collection to keep and stare at later, much later, away from all these outside people and all their outside eyes.


  With the third bite the meat comes back, all taste of sweetness cast away, the scent of stories stronger now, the feel of something fuller in my throat, because my teeth, my teeth, my teeth are crumbling, tiny rocks against my tongue, my hand is at my mouth again, spitting out the tiny broken bones. Vickie’s still holding Joy, but she turns her head to glare in my direction. Noises, so sorry Joy, so sorry Vickie, I close my fingers into my palm and press the shards into my skin. I run my tongue over the spots where the crumblings come from—have my teeth formed a new terrain? Are they gone entirely? Was the cracking just an unreal thing, unconfirmed until seen under lights and dissected in my bathroom mirror, forks and toothpicks testing what the muzzle holds back now? The chocolate has a deeper taste, and I smell smoke and teeth and—


  “What’s in your hand?”


  Kelsey. Has turned her flashlight onto me.


  What are you doing?


  Shut that off!


  “No, look at Loni. What’s she doing over there?”


  So many eyes.


  And then I hear the bear. There really is a bear.


  It breathes in aching wheezes. Its paws drag along the ground.


  It tells me I have a choice, now, where there’s never been one before.


  Is there any food left? I say, and the others stare at me, at my face that feels strange under Kelsey’s light. I hold up the chocolate in my hand and I try to smile. They don’t answer me. I say, I think this one’s gone bad.


  The bear smells very close now.


  My jaw feels strange, the muzzle gone. I never knew I wore a muzzle, one I held in place myself. My teeth, new teeth, carved to fit, slide seamlessly together.


  The woods are dark. The lake is narrow. My mouth is wide, my mouth is teeth, my mouth is smoke and smell and blood and meat.


  Loni, we should get a leader—


  I unzip the door and let the bear in with us all.
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