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    The Maldive Shark
  
 
    About the Shark, phlegmatical one, 
 
    Pale sot of the Maldive sea, 
 
    The sleek little pilot-fish, azure and slim, 
 
    How alert in attendance be. 
 
    From his saw-pit of mouth, from his charnel of maw 
 
    They have nothing of harm to dread, 
 
    But liquidly glide on his ghastly flank 
 
    Or before his Gorgonian head; 
 
    Or lurk in the port of serrated teeth 
 
    In white triple tiers of glittering gates, 
 
    And there find a haven when peril’s abroad, 
 
    An asylum in jaws of the Fates! 
 
    They are friends; and friendly they guide him to prey, 
 
    Yet never partake of the treat— 
 
    Eyes and brains to the dotard lethargic and dull, 
 
    Pale ravener of horrible meat.
  
 
    — Herman Melville, 1850s — 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Baby Shark 
 
    Tiburón Bebé 
 
    Why are you so angry? 
 
    The infant bull shark fought in her arms. She squeezed his gills shut. He snapped and took a chunk of her tentacle into his tiny tooth-ringed mouth, black eyes flashing with pride. She considered eating him for the tenth time. 
 
    Sleep, my child. Sleep. She squeezed harder. 
 
    He spat her flesh back at her. 
 
    Spiteful thing. 
 
    She scanned the dark waters of the bay, the last light of day casting purple shadows across the rippled ocean floor. She was exposed here. Hungry silhouettes moved in the dark blue distance, things even she couldn’t fight, but none nearby. 
 
    The shark bucked and lashed. She squeezed until she felt his pain and then stillness. Was there a better choice? She’d never taken a shark before, but she was tired of being afraid. She needed something to protect her out here, even if it was this terribly made creature. 
 
    She reached again for his mind, found only rage. Was she food or monster to him? Was there any difference in a mind so small? Nothing she knew worked. She rubbed his white belly and shot water across his rough skin from her funnel. Anything to calm him. He whipped and gnashed, all instinct and muscle, and she almost ripped him in half. 
 
    Stop it. Stop or die. 
 
    He heard her this time. 
 
    What do you want? he asked. It wasn’t really a question. It was just how she felt his thoughts. She tried to give him an answer, but he didn’t understand. They had no language for each other. So she reached into his mind, changed a tiny thing, and his eyes closed. Finally, he slept. 
 
    Purple turned to black as she rushed back toward the cave, toward safety and the long night ahead. She had a god to make, and that was never an easy thing. In her arms, the shark dreamed of a thousand fish spinning in silver balls, but soon he’d have bigger dreams. He’d rule the sea and everything in it. 
 
    Everything but her. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Shark and the Body 
 
    El Tiburón y el Cuerpo 
 
    Harry ran the only surf shack in Sonara, a Costa Rican town the size of a postcard, and he was holding my shortboard hostage. He stared unblinking and contemptuous from across the counter as the Pacific Ocean roared from down the beach trail, whitewater thrashing into salted mist, and I danced from foot-to-foot like an excited boy at an ice cream truck. There was no mercy in Harry’s rigid blue eyes, no kindness in his hardened shoulders and scarred arms, but there was a slight twitch of amusement at the corner of his sun-cracked lips, a tell, and that was enough. I’d already won. 
 
    “Come on, Harry. Just give me my board.” 
 
    “No, Ray. No fucking way.” He grimaced at the rhyme. “There’s a high surf advisory and it’s way above forecast. I nearly swamped the boat this morning.” 
 
    “You went fishing in this?” 
 
    He glared. I wasn’t helping my point. 
 
    “I’ve been out in bigger,” I said. 
 
    “Not here, you haven’t. It’ll be double or triple overhead, and heavy.” 
 
    I nodded happily. Sounds wonderful. “Diego said I’d be fine.” 
 
    “Are you a better surfer than he is?” 
 
    “No.” My friend Diego was a god on the water. 
 
    “Do you see him out here?” 
 
    “No.” Maybe he was right. I’m sure he was right. I didn’t care. “So?” 
 
    “Fine.” Harry gave in with a predictable sigh. He was a veteran waterman who’d never stand between another man and his misplaced sense of adventure, and he’d had his fun. He gave the obligatory don’t-complain-when-you-die eye-roll, the universal male form of plausible deniability, and went into the back room. He returned with a board far more glorious than my own, a gleaming white blade meant to slice the ocean in two. Harry’s shack was a rickety hut covered in vines and barely standing of its own volition. This board belonged in a museum behind bulletproof glass. It was a gorgeous swallow-tailed tri-fin with bright blue lines and a tip that could gore a shark, the kind of board shapers make when they’re ambitious, whimsical and super stoned. It was fine art. I’d never seen anything like it. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “A hybrid for big, mixed-up swells. If you survive, let me know what you think.” 
 
    I thought he’d lost his mind, so I grabbed the board and ran. Minutes later, I slid over the last of the impact-zone whitewater and into the fat green lips of the rising swell. Each stroke on Harry’s board was a swift caress that left rainbows in my wake. 
 
    The water of Veraguas Bay was soft and warm as always, but there was energy in it like a drum-skin pulled tight and pounded by the fists of an angry god. I paddled up a six-foot roller and down the back, up an eight-foot rise and down again. A steady breeze blew spindrift off the waves and painted rainbows against the blue-green horizon. It was sublime and ridiculous and I was the only one out. Gone were the Ticos, the twelve-year-old boys who surfed as naturally as I breathed, and the American tourists, the tan white boys from Florida and the rich old men from Malibu, leaving just me and an ocean screaming to be free. 
 
    I sat up past the inner break and looked toward shore as the sun reached over the mountain ridges above Sonara and touched the sand. The wide white beaches of Playa Naufragio curved north and south around the arc of the bay like the stupid grin on my sunburned face. My wife Anna would have loved this so much, meaning my late wife, but even that amendment couldn’t shake my mood. I turned back to the waves and started laughing. 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding. I might have said that out loud. 
 
    I lay back down and paddled for my life. The wave rolling toward me was massive. It should have scared me—whatever I told Harry, I’d never been out in anything bigger than fifteen-foot surf—but this wave was at least twenty feet and far too big for me. I should have been praying or getting ready to dive under, but I was paddling right for it. 
 
    Faster. 
 
    My arms dug deep. 
 
    Faster. 
 
    My muscles burned. 
 
    Move it! 
 
    This wave was mine. It was meant for me. I was still smiling between gasps for air when I crested the last roller in front of it, her, my wave, and my smile vanished. 
 
    My god. 
 
    Death rose up and blotted out the sky. I froze, one arm hanging limp in the air, and realized I’d made a terrible mistake. To my left, the wave’s crest pitched over the face and thundered into the trough. The tube racing toward me was a giant green eye rimmed in white froth. The truck-sized lip was going to punch me through the surface and break me in half. I was a dead man. 
 
    I snapped out of it and turned just in time. In three strokes, I was up and plunging down the face in free fall; the board was barely touching the water. Then I hit and my back and knees compressed. I almost pitched forward before turning to shoot across the face as the wind tore my breath away. When I had my balance, I turned upward and raced for the crest. If I could kick out over the top and the next wave was smaller, I’d make it. I could paddle in and tell Harry about my amazing drop. A few beers later and even I wouldn’t know how scared I’d been. It was the smart move, the right move, so of course I did something else. I pushed the board into an arc toward the trough so fast it felt like I was flying. I’d remember this wave for the rest of my life. 
 
    The fantasy was short-lived. My bottom turn was a wobbling slide, bleeding too much speed. The wave rose and I kneeled, lifting my feet, lightening the board, rising up the face by hope and prayer. My eyes focused on the steepening crest and I struggled to get just a little higher. 
 
    Almost there. Almost there. God, please. Almost there. 
 
    Something dark and smooth caught my eye. I looked down just in time to see a nude woman with dark brown skin nested in a fan of pitch-black hair. Her body was face-down in the water, head floating off-angle as if barely attached. I couldn’t see her face, but there was only one Black woman in Sonara and I’d been dating her for months. It was Isabela. It had to be. 
 
    I was past her before I could react. My center fin missed her, thankfully—it would have cut her in half—and then my board jerked back and I was flying up, arms out, clawing at the sky. 
 
    Izzy’s dead. How can she be dead? 
 
    My leash yanked me down, my face smacked the water and then the wave’s acceleration threw me back into the air. There was a moment of weightlessness and a horrible drop. I hit the surface and the falling lip punched me down. I jerked and spun in darkness, limbs stretched and torn as water fought itself with me in the middle. The violence was astonishing. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes and froze. This wasn’t some clever surfer trick to help me survive the beating; I needed my eyes open to tell which way was up, but I froze because of what was down, meaning right under me—the biggest shark I’d ever seen. 
 
    I screamed, or at least part of me screamed, that ancient lizard at the base of my brain stem lighting up with the fear of teeth, teeth, teeth! But the rest of me was as still as the death that was coming for me. I was going to die, but there was no blinding light or montage of times past. I heard this weird calm voice—Well, that explains the body—and then the shark vanished. And I don’t mean it swam away or the wave carried me out of its reach, because that would make sense; I mean a great cloud of inky black turbulence engulfed us and there was just darkness. 
 
    Where the hell am I? 
 
    Teeth, teeth, teeth! 
 
    And then there was light and disorientation, like I’d moved or been moved or just ended up somewhere else and my stomach hadn’t enjoyed the trip. My brain started working and I remembered I was suffocating. I stroked slowly for the surface to avoid the shark’s attention, pulling down on my stretched-out surfboard leash, eyes scanning for the shark even as the water grayed and I started to lose consciousness. The calculus was simple: I’d rather drown than be eaten. It wasn’t even close. I took another painfully slow stroke and looked up. The surface was right there, but darkening. One more stroke. 
 
    The world faded to gray just as I broke the surface and sucked in water and air with such force that I nearly coughed myself unconscious. My chest felt cracked, my eyes blurred and my leashed ankle was screaming in pain, but I didn’t care. I sucked air in, again and again, until my lungs lost their fire. 
 
    I’m alive, I thought. I’m alive. 
 
    The water was impossibly calm, rollers passing with a slow rise and fall as peaceful as breathing. I looked around for another massive swell, but there no other set wave that would hold me down and finish what the first had started. Below me, there was nothing but a sandy bottom speckled by dancing light. I looked all around me for a dorsal fin the size of a sail, but there was just me and the— 
 
    Something bumped the back of my head and I screamed. Out loud this time. 
 
    When I turned to my attacker, what came at me was not the shark but my board, rebounding toward my face as the leash tugged it back. I clenched the tip before it could gouge out an eye and calmed my breathing again. One swing of my leg and I was sitting up on the board. It was wonderful to be out of the water, in the warm morning breeze, and somehow out of the shark’s territory. I rode up and down the swell, relaxing, ready to laugh it all off. I’d hit my head. There were no sharks that big. 
 
    Then I remembered how I’d wiped out. I turned slowly, searching, until I saw her. Isabela was less than ten feet away, a tassel of black hair so thick it could have been sargassum weed. I paddled over, grabbed a fistful of curls, hoping that’s all it was, and pulled. Up came her head, her face covered in curls of thick black hair and a little blood, but there was no body attached. I couldn’t look at her without wanting to throw up, so I stared at the water and tried to get my shit together. This was impossible. I’d seen her the night before. She couldn’t be here and she couldn’t be dead. 
 
    I looked around for her body, but there was just the two of us, me and what was left of her. I gently sat her head on the front of my surfboard. Then I shuddered at the memory of my leash catching on what was left of her neck, of the board jerking to a stop. The shark must’ve gotten her, and my leash just finished the job. Had she gone out for a swim and drowned? Or had someone done this to her? I wanted to throw up. 
 
    “What happened, Izzy?” I scanned the bay for her body and the shark, but we were alone and I had to get her head back to shore before another wave came along and washed her away. 
 
    For the record, it’s hard to paddle with a head in your hands. There’s no good way to hold it, nothing that seems respectful. I couldn’t drag my lover’s head through the water by her hair, and I couldn’t paddle with one hand. Well, I could, but I’d have been there a while. So I arched my back and tucked her head under my chin so she faced forward like the figurehead of an old wooden ship. There was no smell. Somehow I expected her smell, some slight odor, but there was just the familiar feel of her curls on my throat. 
 
    As I paddled, people gathered on the distant beach with Harry in the middle, at first a few and then a dozen. They came from the jungle on beach trails from all sides of the crescent bay. In the middle, I recognized the local tourist police in the form of Diego in his black Fuerza Publica uniform. 
 
    When I walked onto the beach, board tucked neatly under one arm and head under the other, the crowd was full of accusing eyes. Diego stood next to Harry with his holster unsnapped, his striking good looks marred by a deep frown. In front of them was a tubercular middle-aged man named Arlen I’d seen around town who looked like he wanted to kill me. A vaguely familiar bikinied local girl had her hand on his arm to hold him back. The rest were strangers. 
 
    It wasn’t too late. I could drop her head and run. I could paddle back into the bay and tell the shark I’d changed my mind, but that wasn’t me. I had no interest in being eaten alive, and whether the shark was real or not, something terrible had happened to Izzy. I couldn’t save Anna from cancer, but I could sure as hell figure out why someone killed Isabela and dumped her body in the ocean. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Beast 
 
    Malacrianza 
 
    Long before he had a real name, they called him the Beast. He never understood humans and names. They had a name for everything. Maybe they couldn’t tell themselves apart because there were so many of them. He never named his son. Monkeys had mates and children, friends and enemies in other troops, but they didn’t need to name them to know them. Or love them. 
 
    His son lay at the edge of a small but bottomless pool in the jungle, far from the bay. One arm floated in the water, palm up. His other hand was clenched into a tiny fist over his chest. His yellowed eyes stared up at the empty blue sky, the trees, his home, and saw nothing. He had stopped breathing but rocked slightly in the riffled water. Maybe it was a comfort. 
 
    The water god sank below the surface and the water stilled. She never touched him anymore. He served her, protected her, but she didn’t even see him. His son rocked a few final times and stopped. The Beast bent to pick up the tiny wasted thing. There was still blood on his ears, but at least he wasn’t so hot. By the end, it felt like he was on fire. 
 
    Slowly, without being sure why, he carried his son home. The jungle was so quiet. There were no birds or howls, little more than the buzz of insects. What wasn’t dead was hiding. What wasn’t hiding would soon be dead. Maybe some watched him carry his son away from the cenote and village. None dared approach. It was farther than he remembered, longer by foot than through the trees, and his son gained weight with each step. By the time he reached their tree, he could barely stand. He was breathing hard. The air blurred and the canopy spun. 
 
    He awoke leaning against a rotted log with his son crumpled at his feet. Two of the remaining females watched from the branches above, touching each other, furtive and afraid. One was his mate, his dead son’s mother. Why were they afraid of him? Why did he care? 
 
    He was never one of them. He was too large, too intelligent and too angry, but they needed him and he understood that need. Need was love, hunger, sex, food, everything and nothing. Satisfy one and something else demanded attention in an endless series of desires interrupted only by sleep or death. Now mostly death. 
 
    But even that was denied him. He pushed at his son’s body and felt the familiar blackness rise from inside, the thing that took over and made him what he was. The Beast was always there, raging to be free, and now there was no reason to fight him. Let him come. 
 
    It would be sweet to kill again. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Monkey and the Head 
 
    El Mono y la Cabeza 
 
    I tried to imagine my mugshot as I sat in the lobby of the two-room Policia Turistica station waiting for Diego to book me. The picture would show a gringo with diluted Latino ancestry and dirty blonde hair over the name Raymond T. Molina. I could already see the US headlines running next to the image: Writer Who Survived Fall on Everest Beheads Doctor with Surfboard. 
 
    I’d climbed Mt. Everest less than two years earlier, nearly died, hallucinated about mountain spirit guides and written a book about it called Ghosts of Everest. If people didn’t think I was crazy after that, decapitating one of the few pediatric oncologists in western Costa Rica would do the trick. Such lush imagery, not to mention the irony of dating and posthumously mutilating an oncologist after my wife died of pancreatic adenocarcinoma. If Dr. Isabela Araya was murdered, I was the natural suspect. They’d run a picture of her in a white coat next to a cancer survivor at the local hospital, a bald little white girl with wide wet eyes and a unicorn sticker on her cheek. There wouldn’t be a trial and no one would ask for extradition. People would burn Ghosts and dance around the flames. 
 
    You’d think all that would bother me, but I just wanted to know how she’d died. I’d fallen asleep alone at her house the night before, as always. She came in later and passed out next to me, smelling like sweat and tequila. In the morning, she was gone, which was also common; it was a busy hospital. I had no idea how she had time to get herself killed and dumped in the bay, let alone who would kill an oncologist. She wasn’t the warmest woman in the world, but what enemies could she have made saving children? 
 
    There was a table next to me with informational pamphlets on the obsessively protected Natural Refuge, listing all the things you couldn’t do, why you shouldn’t visit, and how silly it was to even try. I tried to focus on the pictures, but I kept seeing Izzy’s head. I looked at the counter, at an expensive-looking pile of SCUBA gear in the corner, at modern-looking computers and monitors that seemed like overkill for a small town, a pile of busted drones in the corner, and then at the camera in the ceiling. I waved. 
 
    Where the hell was Diego? 
 
    The open door to my left let in waves of oppressive heat. Across the dirt road was a dark jungle that smelled of sweet fruit and rotting vegetation. I guess I wasn’t a flight risk. What was the protocol for this? Did he have to put the head on ice or store it in a cooler? They were probably out in Harry’s fishing boat searching for the body. I still couldn’t believe she was gone. I couldn’t process any of it. 
 
    A howler monkey growled nearby, loud as a screaming bulldozer. My stomach turned over. If this took much longer, I was going to run for the trees. 
 
    Then Diego reappeared with a large blue cooler with a dented white top, answering that question, and humphed it up onto the counter. Ice grumbled inside. I knew this cooler—we’d drunk half a case of Negro Modelo from it a week ago. Now there was a head in it. Diego looked at me with the unwavering and slightly superior gaze he usually reserved for incompetent criminals and mediocre surfers. If good looks and staring contests were measures of manhood, he would’ve been a king instead of just another heavy-drinking cop at the edge of the surfing world. 
 
    “Diay…” he said, meaning well, Costa Rican slang for pues. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It’s not Isabela.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s not Dr. Araya. It doesn’t even look like her, man. It’s a patient from the hospital who went missing last night. Well, that’s what we suspect. How could you—” 
 
    “Let me see.” I stood and reached for the cooler. He slapped my hand away. 
 
    “Just don’t touch her.” 
 
    “Why would I touch her?” 
 
    He lifted the lid. She looked up at us, her face nestled in a profusion of dark hair, looking nothing like Isabela. Her skin was lighter, eyes darker, nose wider and different in almost every other way. I grimaced internally. Did I really just see a Black woman and assume it was Isabela? 
 
    Diego closed the lid. I sat back down, relieved. 
 
    “Thank god,” I said, then winced; she was still somebody to somebody. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Laila James. Her parents will have to confirm the identity of…” 
 
    The body. Which was still out in the water unless the shark had eaten her. 
 
    “You okay?” Diego asked. “I’ve got to get this over to the hospital for storage until the OIJ gets here.” In Costa Rica, all suspicious deaths are investigated on-site by the Organismo de Investigación Judicial, equivalent to the US FBI. 
 
    “She’s alive.” I’m not sure why I was having trouble accepting that. “Izzy’s alive?” 
 
    “Of course she’s alive.” 
 
    “Then why’d you arrest me?” 
 
    “Arrest you? I just wanted to get you out of there before you lost it, or they did.” 
 
    That explained the lack of cuffs. “What have you been doing back there?” 
 
    “Watching you freak out on the camera while I waited for the ice. Carlos and a few of the kids ran over to the shop for me. They seemed pretty upset about Laila. I guess she was well known around town.” Carlos was one of the local Tico surfers, in his early twenties, and generally known as the best source of weed in Sonara. “And I checked on your visa. It expires soon. Want me to extend it?” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t handle the change in topics. 
 
    “I think I can get you another ninety days. After that—” 
 
    “Sure, yeah.” Izzy was alive. Still. “What happened to her, to Laila?” 
 
    “No idea. She liked to sneak out at night and go swimming.” 
 
    “Naked?” 
 
    “Maybe?” He shrugged. “I don’t know, Ray. And I shouldn’t talk about it.” 
 
    I nodded, wondering what else I’d gotten wrong. 
 
    “Do you think a shark did that to her?” I asked. 
 
    “Shark, gator, boat prop. You see anything out there?” 
 
    “Big shark,” I said. “A very, very big shark. I think. It was just a blur.” Honestly, I was hoping I’d hit my head during the wipeout and hallucinated the whole thing. It happened on Everest. But Diego looked way too excited. 
 
    “You saw him? Big D? How close was he?” 
 
    “Big D? He was…what?” 
 
    “I told you there was a big bull shark out in the bay. Daku. Remember?” 
 
    I blinked. That’s right, he had told me. But he’d also said ‘kinda large,’ not ‘planetary.’ 
 
    “You hit your head again?” he asked. 
 
    I felt around my hairline for any telltale lumps, but there was only dampness and a little sand. 
 
    “You think he…” I glanced at the cooler. 
 
    Diego shook his head. “He’s never decapitated anyone before.” Which was a strangely precise answer. What terrible things had he done that didn’t qualify as decapitation? 
 
    “You going to be okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” I took a deep breath, exhaled slowly and nodded. “I’m fine.” I was starting to shake, or had been shaking and just noticed, but I wasn’t shark food and that was plenty fine for now. 
 
    “Okay. I need to get this out of here.” He picked up the cooler. “I’ll be back in a few. Hang out or lock up for me. If you want to know more about Laila, ask your girlfriend.” He offered a sympathetic shrug. “I’ll see you at the bar if this doesn’t take too long.” Then he walked out onto the dirt road running south toward the hospital. 
 
    Ask my girlfriend? Girlfriend had a nice sound to it, implying a more substantial relationship than it seemed, but Izzy was still at work and what I needed was a drink. 
 
    I closed the station door and turned to see Diego frozen in the middle of the dirt road, one foot hovering in midair as if he’d just seen a landmine. Ten feet farther down the road was an enormous howler monkey. What was with the giant animals around here? 
 
    Diego’s foot came down. Dust blew across the road. It was a perfect western standoff, but instead of six-shooters, Diego had a head in a cooler and the monkey had monstrous white testicles swinging pendulously between his legs. Diego changed his grip and slid his free hand toward his holster, trying not to drop the cooler. The monkey bared long teeth, hissed, and stepped forward. 
 
    “¡Malacrianza!” someone yelled. 
 
    Malacrianza was a killer bull from Playa Garza that had died years earlier after gaining fame by goring toreadors to death. The name translated to rude, poorly raised or beast depending who you asked. Apparently, the monkey had a crappy childhood and a bad attitude, besides being ridiculously oversized. No wonder Diego looked nervous. From a spontaneous crowd of five or six people, a little girl giggled and pointed at the monkey’s oversized testicles. The rest of her life was going to be disappointing. 
 
    Diego set the cooler down and raised a hand to his holster, only to realize it was empty. Malacrianza took another step forward. They were close enough to touch. I had a strong urge to scream and see if I could scare the monkey away, but I remembered the deafening howl from earlier. I was outmatched. 
 
    The monkey held one hand out in an unmistakable gesture: Give it to me. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Diego said. “Go away.” 
 
    And now we’re talking to the monkey, which stepped closer and hissed. 
 
    Diego stumbled backward. I’d seen him surf waves I’d never paddle into, watched him fall onto barely submerged coral and come up bloody and laughing, but I’d never seen him scared before. 
 
    The monkey sidled up to the cooler, popped the lid like it was something he did every day, and reached in to pull out the head. A second later, he was holding it up by the hair, Laila’s dead eyes looking accusingly at me as the tiny crowd watched in hushed silence. Diego said something I couldn’t hear. The monkey canted his head to the side and then gave an oddly human shrug. A second later, he looked directly at me, flashed a smile that made my stomach churn and then disappeared into the jungle with Laila’s head. 
 
    Diego looked around as if searching for something to say, shrugged in an exaggerated ‘nothing to see here’ way, and then picked up the cooler to walk back toward me. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. “Why’d you give her head to the monkey?” 
 
    “¿Quieres? Go get it.” He looked away. “Sorry, did you see the size of that monkey?” He forced a laugh as I looked at the green curtain. There could be an army of giant monkeys in the jungle playing catch with that poor girl’s head, and what was I going to do about it? 
 
    Diego pressed past me and returned a second later with his holstered sidearm and a shotgun. 
 
    “You’re going to kill him?” I’m not sure why I felt protective of a massive head-stealing monkey, but I hated the idea of Diego hunting him down. I hated the idea of hunting in general. 
 
    “I wish,” Diego said. “He’s protected. This is just rock salt.” 
 
    He walked to the edge of the road and raised the shotgun in both hands. 
 
    “¡Pura Vida!” he yelled—a Costa Rican greeting that usually meant pure life but now apparently meant banzai!—and plunged into the jungle. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Kraken 
 
    La Kraken 
 
    Sonara is oddly hard to find, which is to say that it’s astonishingly easy to find and yet I’d completely missed it on prior surf trips through Costa Rica with Anna. It’s right there on the map, wrapped in the green of Reserva Natural Sonara on a large peninsula along the Pacific coast. I must’ve seen the name a dozen times and skimmed right over it. It was a lot like the giant stone balls I was standing between. I’d seen them a hundred times. They flanked the path that led through the cleverly named Hotel Sonara courtyard to the open bar where I drank too much with a dangerously attractive bartender between surf sessions with Diego. 
 
    Giant gabbro stone balls called petrospheres are scattered all over the southwestern states of Costa Rica. Nobody knows who made them, but the consensus is that they were signs of tribal power, wealth and male fertility. It’s not hard to figure out. If Costa Rica was covered with almond-shaped pits filled with the remains of men who’d accidentally wandered into them because men love holes, you’d think a matriarchal society once ruled the region and men were dumbasses. You see giant spheres all over the Diquís Delta and you think, well, those are testicles. And men are dumbasses. It’s not rocket science. 
 
    I took a seat at the bar and the aforementioned dangerous Tica bartender was instantly there with a cold beer and a warm smile. Karla was the fantasy tropical bartender, right down to the perfect skin and excessive cleavage. She swore a lot, laughed easily and had a Ph.D. in film theory from NYU. She was terrifying. 
 
    “¡Pura Vida!” she said. I responded in kind. When I reached under the counter, I noticed a young Asian woman walking away from the other side of the bar. She was no one I recognized, and I was glad to have the bar to myself. Karla came up with my laptop and plopped it on the counter. 
 
    “No, not today.” 
 
    “You don’t want to write about your great adventure?” she asked in her annoyingly perfect English. “How you rode the biggest wave of your life and thought you decapitated your lover, only to have the head stolen by a giant howler monkey?” 
 
    I tried not to laugh; a girl was dead. “Does anyone not know?” 
 
    “It’s a small town. We’ll talk about this for years. Harry will post pictures of you in the shop to rent more boards.” She flashed a salacious smile. “It may even get you a free drink or two. Seriously, though. Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded vaguely, took a long drink, and put the bottle down on one of the bar’s yellow coasters. ‘Welcome to The Kraken,’ they said in English and Spanish in writing around the outer circumference. The center was a black head centered on eight spiraling octopus legs. Was the bar named after a giant octopus? I shuddered and tried to focus on something other than enormous sea monsters. I’d hallucinated about ghosts and other things on Everest after a serious concussion. It had done little for my reputation as an objective writer. 
 
    “Ray?” Karla was watching me with concern or irritation. I’d never seen her show any kind of negative emotion before. It was a relief to know she was capable, or maybe that she was willing to let me see it. I don’t trust perpetually happy people. Then again, I couldn’t blame her for keeping me at an emotional distance. We’d almost dated before I met Isabela, or I think we had. I don’t always read social situations that well. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. “Did you know the girl, Laila?” 
 
    “Never met her, but saw her sneaking around town a few times.” 
 
    “Why was she sneaking?” 
 
    “She liked to party. Isabela wouldn’t have approved, but can you blame her?” She shrugged. “I think her parents are coming in tonight to—” 
 
    “Yeah.” To identify their daughter by her missing head. That should go well. I spun the coaster. “Someone called the monkey ‘Malacrianza.’ Is that his name?” 
 
    “No, but ‘giant howler monkey’ probably doesn’t sound as scary.” She took another drink. “You know the story. Malacrianza killed men in the ring. People loved him for it. It’s just a name for something scary enough to admire.” 
 
    “Why would he take her head?” 
 
    “It’s a monkey,” she said. “Monkeys are savages.” 
 
    “Right.” Meaning we could deal with her monkey issues later. I was thinking how shaken Diego was. And speaking of shaken: “Do you know about the shark? Diego called him Daku. He’s the size of—” 
 
    “BFS!” she exclaimed, as inappropriately excited as Diego. “You saw him?” 
 
    “BFS? Oh, I got it.” Big freaking shark, not that Karla would ever say freaking. “Maybe. It was kind of a blur.” And it was easier to pretend I hadn’t nearly been eaten. 
 
    “We used to just call him Angry Jesus, but Daku’s much better.” 
 
    “Angry?” 
 
    “Grumpy? He hasn’t hurt anyone in years. I mean, no one alive, at least, not since… He hasn’t hurt many people recently. Why do you look so surprised? We told you about him.” 
 
    “You did?” I’d been drinking a lot since I got to Sonara. Diego was by any reasonable definition an alcoholic, Karla was a very effective bartender, and I had some grief issues to work through, so there were periodic gaps in my memory. I just didn’t think you could fit a shark in any of them. 
 
    “God, Ray, did you hit your head again?” 
 
    “Why does everyone keep asking me that?” 
 
    “You really don’t remember?” 
 
    But I was starting to; there were hazy stories about Daku between shots of clear liquor from an unmarked bottle. What had she called it? Something that rhymed with lobotomy. Then I remembered something else and scanned the rows of bottles behind Karla until I found it: an enormous white tooth mounted on a pedestal between premium tequilas. 
 
    “That thing is real?” I’d always thought it was a joke, like a jackalope in a western bar or a proudly taxidermied snipe, but Karla nodded vigorously. 
 
    “How big is he?” I asked. 
 
    “We had an ichthyologist stay here once who thought it was fake or a megalodon fossil. He said a bull shark would have to be at least twelve meters to have teeth that large. 
 
    “Twelve meters? Daku’s forty-feet long?” That was impossible. 
 
    “Did you know Diego named him?” 
 
    “He can’t be that big.” 
 
    “After Dakuwanga, the Fijian shark-god.” 
 
    “Forty. Feet. Long.” How was she not getting this? 
 
    “Did you hear about him when you were…” She trailed off when she saw the look on my face. I’m always making mental lists, often categorized by things I hadn’t done yet or well enough in my life—long, depressing bucket lists of things I’d never do, like scuba diving in Lake Baikal, skydiving from space or finding contentment. In this case, my options were to (1) talk with Karla about Daku and how I met Diego in Fiji on my last big surf trip with Anna, (2) ask Karla why she was wasting her life tending bar in Sonara or (3) grunt and look down at my beer. I went with the last and safest option. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’re okay,” she said, then: “Es la Cegua.” 
 
    She said it like a curse, then looked down and grimaced. At first, I thought this was part of our game. She’d come up with an obscure word and I’d try to guess the meaning, but there was nothing playful in her expression or gaze. I turned to see Isabela, still in her scrubs from the hospital. Sunlight filtered through her parted natural hair like a black tiara. She walked over and pecked me on the cheek. 
 
    “I heard you had an interesting morning,” she said. 
 
    “I thought you were dead. So…” 
 
    She took the stool next to me, making the motion appear like a disinterested shrug, and I caught my breath. Izzy combined extraordinary beauty and the regality of African women in such flawless, charged perfection that she didn’t seem to quite fit into the universe as I understood it. I could describe her in terms of reductive parts—wide brown eyes, sepia-toned skin and thick lips—but she was a painting that exceeded the sum of its strokes, a black gestalt or obsidian spirit trapped in human flesh. She made you doubt your sanity. And like anyone dating someone far more attractive, I was constantly nervous, which made me defensive, and that never brought out the best in me. I tried to think of something clever to say. 
 
    “I ran into one of your patients today.” 
 
    Karla snorted. Izzy did not. I should have tried harder. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right. Do you know what happened to her?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “How did she get out of the hospital? I mean…” 
 
    Izzy frowned and put her hand over mine. “I don’t know. She always told us when she was going out, and we sent someone to watch if she went to the beach. We don’t have security cameras in most places. She just left on her own. She was there on evening rounds, and then she wasn’t. I have no idea what to tell her family.” 
 
    It was always hard to read Izzy. Her face had three expressions—serious, very serious and inscrutable—but now there was something more, like sadness, anger or shame. Maybe all three. I couldn’t tell. Mostly, she looked tired. The distant bass rumble of a helicopter made us look up, probably a medical flight from San Jose returning without Laila’s head. 
 
    “How well did you know her?” I asked as the sound faded. 
 
    “Well enough.” She pulled her hand back. “Let’s not do this now. If it comes up, please don’t mention the monkey situation to anyone. Her parents don’t need to hear about that unless Diego finds it, and he won’t.” 
 
    “‘The monkey situation?’” Karla asked. 
 
    Isabela’s stern expression was as clear as an order: Let it go. 
 
    “Jesus,” Karla mumbled and walked away.  
 
    “You okay with that?” Isabela asked me. 
 
    “For now. The less I have to talk about it, the better.” 
 
    Isabela forced a smile. “I’m sorry about the timing, but I had your things moved out of the hotel.” 
 
    I surveyed the courtyard for a sad stack of luggage, books and vagabond surfer crap. 
 
    “To the house,” she clarified. 
 
    I spent every night at her place anyway. I only kept the room to maintain the illusion that we weren’t living together. Or cohabitating. Our relationship defied labels, at least any that made sense. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” She leaned in so I could feel her breath on my ear. “The conflict between your pride and sex drive should be amusing.” She ran her nails across my bare thigh, right on the edge between tickling and pain. “So it’s good for both of us.” 
 
    “What?” I’d already forgotten what we were talking about. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    The Petrified Sea 
 
    El Mar Petrificado 
 
    Isabela’s house was an airy expanse of windows about halfway up the mountain ridge that ringed Sonara. From the balcony, the town looked like a child’s dream of a tropical paradise. The bay was so foreshortened by our elevated perspective that waves seemed to be frozen in time. It never got old. You could sit by her infinity pool and watch the ocean distort space and time until the sun swelled into a fat red eye at the edge of the world. Sonara had none of the majesty of the Himalayas or the drama of the Alps. It didn’t have the infinite palette of South Pacific atolls with their turquoise waters and black volcanic rock, but it didn’t need those things. It was a land at peace with itself, curled up in a green blanket at the edge of the sea like an old dog taking a nap by the fire. 
 
    As we sat quietly enjoying our drinks, Isabela rested her head on my shoulder and waited for the sun to set with a mischievous green wink that never came. The frozen waves turned blue then gray, the temperature dropped and the jungle around us came to life. 
 
    “Why’d you paddle out today?” Isabela asked. 
 
    “I go out every day.” I kissed her forehead. 
 
    “You knew how big the waves were. There are easier ways to kill yourself.” 
 
    “They’re not as much fun.” 
 
    She shook her head and leaned into me. “Did you miss me when you thought I was dead?” 
 
    “Not funny.” My stomach turned. Really not funny. 
 
    “No…” She trailed off again, and I looked directly into her eyes. “You really shouldn’t have gone out. The waves here are dangerous.” She kissed my neck and I lost track of everything else, even Laila and her missing head. None of that mattered when she touched me. 
 
    “I’ll tell you a secret,” she whispered. “My first name’s not Isabela.” 
 
    “It’s not?” I leaned back, wondering if I’d missed something else while drinking. 
 
    “My mother called me Maimuna, the woman who’ll run the world.” 
 
    “‘Maimuna,’” I repeated, tasting the word. “It’s beautiful. Why did you change it?” 
 
     “To fit in,” she said, and then in answer to the obvious next question: “There isn’t another African within thirty miles of Sonara. They’re all over in Limon.” I couldn’t tell if she was bitter or I was just reading into it, but that had to be lonely. She was the only Black resident of Sonara as far as I knew, and I’d rarely seen another Black person in town. 
 
    “Me llamo Maimuna,” she said, and then she bit into my earlobe. “Don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    There are obvious phases to any relationship. The rush of infatuation, the first held hand and kiss, the first time you’re in bed together, the moment you go from wondering if you should call to knowing she’ll worry if you don’t, and a thousand little steps along the way. They usually pass unnoticed, a familiar evolution with a million tiny variances. Our relationship had skipped all the initial steps, or I’d forgotten them, but this moment I noticed. There was something fresh and tender in her affection. Until then, I’d felt excited and challenged, but she’d never been fully there. There was always a wall. Now it was gone, and I could feel her soul pressing against mine. I fought the urge to pull away. We didn’t do real intimacy; it wasn’t that kind of relationship. The wall was there for a reason. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around me and I held her until her breathing slowed. Was it that kind of relationship? Was this what I wanted? Probably something we should have discussed before I moved in. 
 
    “Laila didn’t deserve to die like that,” she whispered. 
 
    And all I could think was, who does? 
 
    * 
 
    Most families have an uncle who farts in public or a great-aunt who makes racist jokes at holiday dinners. My immediate family was limited to my mother and absentee father, but even we didn’t escape the curse of dubious relatives. When I was twelve or thirteen, my mother told me one last story about my great-grandmother María—a vanishingly private woman who immigrated to Kansas from Central America by way of New York with her infant son Raimundo, after whom I was named. My grandfather married young, reproduced quickly and then slipped into obscurity much like his mother. I loved the mystery of their faded existence, hinting at family secrets like hidden Aztec treasure or the perfect recipe for ceviche, but the truth was far more prosaic. Raymond was a sickly child, and what he brought to the US was not the best way to cure raw fish in citric acid, but a horribly mutated version of the H1N1 virus. Your great-aunt might crack racist jokes between gummy mouthfuls of peach cobbler, but my grandfather was patient zero for the Spanish Flu. 
 
    I had no idea what to make of this revelation. I’d never even heard of the Spanish Flu or the 100 million people it might have killed in the early 1900s. All I knew was I was named after a deadly disease, and the nightmares started within weeks. I’d close my eyes and see myself lying afraid and alone on a cot in a dark room, sweaty and covered in blisters or a rash. It always ended the same way; my mother would come in and I’d try to scream at her not to touch me, but I couldn’t open my mouth. She sat next to me on the cot, put her hand on my arm, and the rash spread from me over her shoulder until it covered her. Just before she collapsed, she asked ‘Why?’ as blood ran out of her eyes. That’s usually when I woke up. 
 
    The dreams got less frequent as I got older, but they didn’t change until I met Anna. For the fifteen years we were together, Anna took Mother’s place in my nightmare, her bright smile extinguished on random nights by cloying darkness and disease. Nothing helped, not counseling or time. I have no idea why Raimundo’s story affected me so strongly, but you can get used to anything given enough time. Close your eyes, take a breath, and get ready for horror every few nights for years, and years, and so on forever. Until I got to Sonara, where I dreamed about nothing, or at least nothing I remembered. 
 
    But that night, the night I found Laila dead in the bay, I dreamed about meeting Anna in a hot tub in college. I was so hammered I didn’t know we’d kissed until months later. The dream had none of the soft corners of old memories. It was a perfectly defined, high-resolution playback like a digital recording. I could feel the chalky concrete lip of the tub between my shoulder blades and smell the chlorine. Anna was a red-headed wisp in the steam, a wink of green eyes and a wide smile. When she laughed, the water bubbled and danced. I was already in love or drunk and happy, which is much the same thing. 
 
    I woke up in one of the darkest places I’ve ever been, darker than the top of mountains where at least there were stars and the glow of moonlight through freezing mist. Insects buzzed dully as if sound itself was damped by the darkness. I pushed myself up and looked out the windows toward the patio and would have sworn something was there, watching me. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    I couldn’t see Izzy, and for a second I thought the voice was Anna’s. Was I all right? I hadn’t dreamed about Anna in months. I could never seem to hold on to her. She was like a ghost who casually haunted my mind, but only part-time, as if she had other places to be. 
 
    “I saw a giant shark today,” I said, to avoid talking about the dream. “He was huge.” 
 
    “You were dreaming about Daku?” 
 
    “No.” That wasn’t a nightmare I was looking forward to. 
 
    “It’s normal to have restless dreams after something traumatic.” Her voice was flat and coldly analytical. I guess the wall was back. “They’ll fade over time.” 
 
    I smelled her hair and played with the curls as she fell back asleep. I wanted to ask her what was wrong, but the question wasn’t really for her. My feelings for her still felt off, incomplete or flawed. At first, I was sure it was guilt about Anna, about her death and being with a new woman, and the discomfort would fade, but instead it grew. I wanted Isabela, needed her in a strangely physical and compulsive way, but the desire didn’t feel like mine. With Anna, love had been so natural I just had to open my eyes to realize it was already there. Every moment with her wasn’t dancing fireflies or fat snowflakes on outstretched tongues, but it was close, and that’s how I’d felt flirting with Karla until Isabela came along. With Izzy, someone had thrown a switch and my feelings just were. But they also didn’t grow or change; they remained frozen at infatuation and desire, neither more nor less. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why that bothered me, or bothered me now, so I took another breath of her hair, closed my eyes and let go. Soon I was back in the cot of my nightmare room, but my mother never appeared. Instead, I sat up and followed a strange noise out into the jungle. A baby cried up in the canopy, a lonely keening sound, and all the leaves were dark, simian eyes. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Dying Girl 
 
    La Niña Moribunda 
 
    Isabela was gone in the morning, as always. Sunlight barely touched the soft gray sky, but down at the beach, it’d be ten degrees hotter with no breeze. Even the water would be too warm for more than a few minutes of surfing. The urge to stay in bed was overwhelming but dangerous; I wasn’t to be trusted with my thoughts in quiet places. They wandered down dark paths that all led to the hospital bed where Anna lay dead and disappointed. I forced myself to sit up and smile at the promise of a new day. It took a while to realize Isabel had left a note on the bedside table:
  
 
    Come to the hospital at lunchtime.
  
 
    For obvious reasons, I’d never been to the clinic. That made it easier to understand why a beautiful doctor would date a surfing vagabond, even if it was pretty obvious; it was the safest relationship in the world, and when she got bored, there was always another gringo in the lineup. But now I was going to her workplace. The wall was coming down. I wasn’t sure if I was excited or terrified. 
 
    And of course, the hospital made me think of Anna. Fifteen years, three months and four days passed between when I’d first seen Anna in a hot tub and watching her collapse on a glacier in Alaska. Three months later, she died in so much pain she had to beg for the end with her eyes because she couldn’t talk anymore. Cancer was like a child plucking the wings off a butterfly, cruel and pointless as it was inevitable. The shrunken husk of her body twitched one last time at 4:13 am on a Tuesday and then cancer moved to the next room. I hadn’t been in a hospital since, if you exclude clinics in Nepal where they treated my concussion and frostbite. I did a quick calculation in my head. Nearly 900 days since Anna died. It wasn’t long enough. 
 
    * 
 
    Harry leaned over the counter in a faded blue shirt buttoned down to reveal a scraggle of gray hair. He was also wearing the largest shit-eating grin I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “Pura Vida.” He raised a half-empty beer in salute. Sonara was a hard-drinking town, but beer at eight in the morning wasn’t exactly normal. 
 
    “Rough night?” I asked. 
 
    “Early morning. I wasn’t sure you’d be back today.” 
 
    I nodded toward the surf calendar pinned behind him on the wall over absurd stacks of Zogg’s Sex Wax and Sticky Bumps, the surf wax that made it possible to stand on an otherwise smooth surfboard. The calendar showed an iconic panorama of a massive wave at Teahupoo as it jacked up in a smooth vertical face above a barely submerged Tahitian reef. It looked like a fifteen-foot glass stair in the ocean, an unnatural, terrible thing—the kind of heavy technical wave I’d never surf. Yesterday was crossed out with a red ‘X’ for heavy surf or stay out of the water, you idiot, but today there was no warning and it was safe to go out. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your board,” I said. “Can you fix it?” 
 
    “She’s cracked in two places and her core’s shattered.” He forced a shrug he clearly didn’t feel. “She’ll look pretty hanging up at the bar.” 
 
    “Harry, I’m really sorry…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s going on your account, but don’t worry about it. She went down fighting. It was a good death.” We both winced, thinking about Laila. “I have a few shortboards you might like, but today I’d take the egg.” An egg is an oval board, mellow and sluggish, and nothing like the one I’d ruined or even my beater shortboard. I was being punished. 
 
    “The egg it is,” I said. 
 
    Then I heard a distant sound of glass on glass, and I was standing in the terminal moraine of a glacier just off the Copper River delta in Alaska. It was drizzling and the lower glacier was a tumble of dirt-stained blue and white ice waves around troughs filled with rocks and meltwater. I was on the shore of the tiny lake created as the glacier retreated, water trapped between the lip of the glacier and the distant moraine wall. In the crystalline wind-riffled water, curls of ice clinked against each other. The sound of perfect glass chimes was haunting. Ding-ding-ding. Ethereal tones, like ghosts in the ice. Sounds I heard later on Everest when— 
 
    “Ray?” Harry waved a hand in front of my eyes. “You all right?” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I asked, instantly wishing I hadn’t. 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    “Nothing. I think I changed my mind.” I shivered and passed back the board of shame. 
 
    “You’re scared of the shark, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No.” Which probably makes little sense to anyone who doesn’t surf, especially after Laila, but there were always sharks. If I thought about it too much, I’d never get in the water. Then again, every time I looked at the ocean now I thought, forty-foot shark. 
 
    And then I realized I’d never seen Harry in the water. Not once. 
 
    “You want to paddle out with me?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding? That shark scares me to death. I think you’re all nuts.” 
 
    “Okay.” That was unsettling. “Is there a library in town?” 
 
    “No. The Kraken has Wi-Fi. What do you want with a library?” 
 
    “Air conditioning.” And a shark-free workspace. 
 
    He smirked, as in good luck with that. 
 
    * 
 
    I spent the rest of the morning at the bar on my laptop, doing anything but writing. And sure enough, I ended up typing ‘bull shark size’ in the search bar and fell down a rabbit hole lined with teeth. Bull sharks were common along the coast, but usually not aggressive toward humans. Tiger sharks got close to twenty feet long, Great Whites over thirty. But there was no mention of bulls longer than fifteen feet, let alone forty, anywhere in the world. So, either I was having the mother of all hallucinations and the whole town was screwing with me, or Daku was the best-kept secret in the Pacific. It might explain the security gates on the road to town and Sonara’s protected status, but it didn’t explain how a shark got that big. Or why it bit a woman’s head off. 
 
    I shuddered and searched for information about howler monkeys as a distraction. Up came a startling array of monkeys with big yellow teeth and bigger white balls, but nothing larger than twenty or thirty pounds. Malacrianza was another freak of nature. What else was hiding in the jungle around here? 
 
    I looked for news about Laila, but there wasn’t anything and I knew there wouldn’t be. One of the many rules about Sonara was that you don’t post anything about Sonara online, good or bad. No pictures, no video, no blog posts, nothing. I don’t know how they controlled it, but it seemed to be working. The only thing I could find about her was a picture from her post-doc profile on the Rare Diseases Institute website. After that, she just disappeared. In every earlier picture, she looked less and less like Izzy. 
 
    “Looking at porn?” Karla asked. 
 
    I lowered my laptop cover and blushed, eliciting a coy smile. 
 
    “Just some research for my next book.” I didn’t want to get into why I was cyber-stalking the late Dr. Laila James. 
 
    Karla faked a pout. “Will I be in it?” 
 
    “The porn or the book?” 
 
    “I’m not picky.” 
 
    I blushed even more. “Most writing is autobiographical. You make an impression. One way or another, all the important people I meet show up.” 
 
    “So I’m important?” Her smile was so unabashedly lascivious that I had to look away. I had to fight my feelings for her now that I was with Isabela, but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    “You’re blushing again,” she said, noting her small triumph. 
 
    The bar behind her was a tiered array of hard liquor from well tequila to barely tapped bottles of expensive Scotch. It was an elite collection for a bar with so few customers. Between the bottles were surf trophies and fossils in place of the usual local kitsch and, of course, the giant tooth. At the top of the bar was a taxidermied iguana the size of a small tiger. Several columns bore obligatory Boruca diablito devil masks, black and green and every color in between. A large crocodile looked down from the rafters with hungry eyes and excessive teeth. That was one reason I didn’t surf the inside breaks near the wetlands south of town, and why swimming near them was discouraged. Costa Rica tied Brazil for the most crocodile deaths in Latin America, and being eaten was way down on my list of fun ways to die. Whatever decapitated Laila, I hope it was post-mortem. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Karla asked. 
 
    I looked back at her and instantly blushed again. Damn it. 
 
    “Time to go.” I pushed my laptop toward her. She tucked the computer into a cabinet under the counter. 
 
    “Going to the hospital?” 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Say hi to Brad for me.” 
 
    “Brad?” 
 
    “Doctor Bradley Moore.” She licked her lips. “My second favorite eunuch.” 
 
    “You’re a very strange woman.” 
 
    She smiled brightly. “Thank you.” 
 
    * 
 
    The hospital at the south end of the town was a great facade of tinted glass and steel framing. It was anachronistically perfect, safe and modern, the exact place you’d want to go if you were sick. In the main lobby, I rang an antique bell on the intake desk and waited for someone to appear. From the back, I could hear arguing, then a woman yelling. It seemed profane in a hospital full of sick children. I was walking to the other side of the lobby when the main doors slammed open and a middle-aged Black couple came out in a storm. I looked down, afraid that their child had just died and I was invading their privacy, but the woman pulled up short and stared at me. 
 
    “That’s him,” she said. 
 
    I looked up. 
 
    “You’re the surfer who…” She fought for control. “You saw her body.” 
 
    “You’re Laila’s parents?” I asked to buy time. Of course they were. 
 
    “What happened to my daughter?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I looked to the father for help. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “They can’t find her. Why did you leave her alone out there? What kind of man does that?” 
 
    “Uh.” I fought the urge to tell them I’d brought her head in, but that wasn’t going to help. They thought I’d just left her body floating in the water, abandoned her to the sea, and there was nothing I could do to change their minds. 
 
    “Mrs. James, I’m sorry. I…” 
 
    The father pulled her out of the lobby, but she never took her eyes off me. Why hadn’t I helped her little girl? 
 
    “Are you okay?” Anna asked, and I shook my head, frustrated. What was wrong with me? Isabela, not Anna, stood by the main doors. Then I blinked and she was standing next to me. 
 
    “Ray, are—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I snapped. Damn it. It wasn’t Izzy’s fault. “Sorry.” 
 
    She was wearing dark blue scrubs and her hair was so tightly wrapped it seemed a punishment, clearly trying to look more serious, even severe, which only made her more attractive. I resisted the urge to touch her cheek and run my hands through her hair. I think I just wanted a hug. 
 
    “You’re early,” she noted. 
 
    I thought she meant I’d have missed the Jameses if I’d come later, but she glanced pointedly at my board shorts and flip-flops. 
 
    “No waves,” I said, embarrassed. “And I have nothing else to wear.” 
 
    “It’s all right. No one here’s dying from a poor fashion sense.” 
 
    I laughed, relieved, then, “What?” 
 
    “You sure you’re all right? Allison’s waiting.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and felt her heat flowing up my arm and into my body, just like the disease in my nightmare except, well, wonderful. I shook Laila’s mother out of my head. 
 
    “Who’s Allison?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” She pulled me down the hall and up a flight of stairs before she managed to pull her hand free. I didn’t see anyone else until she pushed through a door at the end of another long hall decorated with kids’ drawings and strings of hopeful stars. 
 
    “Allison?” Isabela said softly. “This is Ray.” 
 
    A tiny wisp of a girl tried to smile up at me from her hospital bed, but with her gaunt cheeks and sallow eyes, it was more of a grimace. She had no hair or eyelashes and less weight than a tired balloon. She was maybe seventeen, but she looked ancient. 
 
    She squinted at me a few seconds, wondering Ray who, until recognition set in and her eyes widened. 
 
    “I read your book.” Her voice was a raspy whisper. 
 
    “Oh, god,” I said. “Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    She burst out laughing. The laugh turned into a cough and a second later she was curled up in a fetal position, spitting blood. Isabela pushed me out of the room so quickly I could barely mutter an apology before I was in the hall. 
 
    I stared at the closed door, stunned and utterly out of place. Had I just killed that girl? 
 
    “You must be Raymond.” 
 
    I turned to find a tall, strikingly handsome blue-eyed doctor looking down at me like a Norse god examining a feeble subject. His badge told me this was Dr. Moore and his jawline told me he bathed in testosterone. He held a massive hand out and I shook it weakly. I hate taller men. I’m 6’4” and have the worst case of short-man syndrome near anyone with an extra inch. 
 
    “Karla said to say hello,” I said. He smiled back with snow-white teeth that could have starred in a dental commercial. From behind the closed door came more coughing and urgent voices. Dr. Moore listened carefully. 
 
    “She’ll be fine.” He guided me back to the lobby while I stood up as straight as possible and tried to bring myself up to his level. I would’ve needed a stepladder. 
 
    * 
 
    One wall of the lobby was covered in pictures of smiling families, most with bald children in wheelchairs. Some pictures were signed ‘Thank You’ or ‘Gracias’ or simply the family’s name. A surprising number of the families were white and clearly wealthy, people who would have been out of place in a town like Sonara unless they owned part of it. The rest appeared to be Latino or Asian. There were no Black families, and I wondered how Isabela felt about that. 
 
    One picture showed a tall, handsome man and a willowy Asian girl who looked like she was on the way to prom in a hi-tech wheelchair. I recognized the man as Jon Lamarr, a Silicon Valley billionaire always in the news talking about robots, genetic engineering and the irrelevance of humanity; the kind of guy who pokes a species the way little boys toy with anthills. I had never heard his daughter was sick. Next to the Lamarrs was a picture of a past Costa Rican President and his son. What would bring such powerful people to a hospital in the middle of nowhere? 
 
    “It’s the missing pictures that matter,” Isabela said from beside me. I jumped. “For every one of these…” She trailed off, but her point was obvious. No one took grateful pictures with the children who died. 
 
    “That’s Jon Lamarr, right?” 
 
    Her face tightened reflexively. I’d touched a nerve. 
 
    “Yes, his daughter Audrey was a tough case. We nearly lost her twice, but now Jon’s one of our biggest supporters. He’s on the hospital board and Audrey’s…” Her lips tightened like she was fighting anger and losing. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s fine. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    I wanted to ask more, but her expression wasn’t exactly inviting. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Anna,” she said, suddenly. “I wish she could be in one of these pictures.” 
 
    It was a jarring thought, an alternate reality where Anna was alive and Isabela was our doctor instead of my lover. I rarely talked to Isabela about Anna, so I wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    “If I know Diego,” she added, touching my arm, “he never told you. But when he heard Anna was sick, he asked if I could help. I called your doctors and discussed the case.” 
 
    “What?” I was shocked. “When?” 
 
    “There was nothing I could do. She was too sick already. I’m sorry, Ray. I really am.” 
 
    “You knew me? When we met in the bar, you knew who I was?” 
 
    “No, not right away.” She dropped her hand and looked down as if embarrassed, but it wasn’t an emotion she was comfortable with. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    “No.” I grabbed her arm this time. “I just didn’t know. Thank you for trying. I mean that.” 
 
    She nodded and looked around, as if looking for an escape. 
 
    “How’s Allison?” I asked. She relaxed at the change in topics. 
 
    “As fine as she’s going to be.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “What’s not? Late-stage pancreatic cancer, similar to what Anna had, with a bizarre auto-immune response and something else we can’t diagnose. If we can’t stabilize her in the next few days…” She sighed. “She was thrilled to see you. You’re a hero to her, someone who survived the impossible on Everest. And I can’t remember the last time she laughed. I’m grateful for that.” 
 
    “Grateful?” 
 
    “You think a little pain is something she’s not used to?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be the cause of it. Why’s she here?” 
 
    “She’s sick. This is a hospital.” 
 
    I glanced at the admissions desk, where a stunningly attractive nurse named ‘Tanya’ sat quietly, pretending not to listen. Tanya couldn’t be her last name, but that’s all her tag said. Her eyes were red and puffy, like she’d been crying. I assume it had something to do with Laila. 
 
    “Allison’s an American girl,” I said, forcing my eyes back to Isabela, “with late-stage cancer who should be at a specialty clinic in the US. Why would her parents bring her here?” 
 
    “Costa Rica offers low-cost healthcare alternatives to many Americans,” Isabela said. She could’ve been reading from a brochure, but I didn’t even bother to respond; this wasn’t a discount hospital for cost-conscious Americans. “And she’s terminal. In the US, they’d charge her family millions to die in a drug-induced coma so they don’t have to hear her scream as the cancer necrotizes her nerves.” She said all of this matter-of-factly, with no emotion or affect. It was unnerving. 
 
    “And here?” I asked, wishing I’d never brought it up. 
 
    “We have the highest late-stage remission rate of any facility in the world. Parents fight to get their children admitted. You should see the waiting list. There is nothing parents won’t pay, nothing they won’t do, and we offer them the only thing they want: the slightest hope of life.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Yes, you did, and you were right.” She allowed the slightest smile. “But none of that matters. A teenage girl wants to hear how you lost the tips of your toes and survived ice storms on Everest.” She brushed an errant eyelash or other detritus from my cheek like a mother grooming a child. “Take your time with her. I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    “Izzy.” I grabbed her hand as she stood. “Did you hear a baby crying last night?” I don’t know why I asked. I don’t know why I asked then. It just came out of me as if someone else had said it. Izzy squeezed my hand. 
 
    “I hear it every night.” Her voice was flat again. “It’s just the monkeys.” 
 
    * 
 
    I was wrong about Allison’s smile. She was scarcely a presence in the bed, a tiny fragile thing, but despite the inhuman hum of medical machines and the vague smell of antiseptic and vomit, her eyes were full of life. 
 
    “I’m sorry I scared you,” she said, grimacing in pain. 
 
    “You didn’t scare me.” 
 
    “We don’t need to lie to each other.” She coughed lightly and I flinched. “We both know what happens when we close our eyes for too long. You know I once slept for three weeks? They said it was an induced coma, but it’s still my favorite vacation. ” She reached for my hand. “Now, tell me about the Yeti.” 
 
    I laughed. Of course. “Which one?” 
 
    “The one that sang to you.” 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    The Interview 
 
    La Entrevista 
 
    The next morning, I woke up thinking about Laila’s parents and the accusing look in her mother’s eyes. I knew I was guiltless, but that didn’t mean I felt innocent. I had carried her head in but left her body to drift away. I wasn’t sure what I could do to help in the water—I was no match for a giant shark—but there had to be something I could do now. Figure out how she got in the water or how she slipped out of the hospital unseen. Something. I just couldn’t figure out what it was. 
 
    To distract myself, I walked through the house looking for signs of Isabela’s life outside of the hospital, but there was just glass, dark lacquered wood and old pictures. Her home was austere and sentimental at the same time. There were no personal pictures of her, no driftwood aphorisms like Live, Laugh, Love or even Pura Vida, no knick-knacks or clutter. There were just faded black-and-white photos of children and families that looked like they had been shipped with the antiqued frames. It was a lot like the hospital: modern, clean and haunted by quiet ghosts with black eyes and uncertain smiles. 
 
    “Izzy?” I called, but the only response was a slight echo. 
 
    I didn’t notice the note by the bed until I’d showered and pulled on a pair of shorts.
  
 
    Free massage at the Tica Hut 
 
    Tell them I sent you 
 
    NO HAPPY ENDINGS
  
 
    There was a manila folder under the note. Someone had written Raymond Thomas Molina, Visa in almost childlike block letters across the front. I opened it up and flipped through the contents. There was a cover letter from Diego asking for an extension of my visa from tourist to residential, and the visa itself. I couldn’t have been more grateful. Now I could stay for as long as I liked. I put the note back on the table. A massage sounded nice, but the only cure for angst and overthinking was to pull into a nice fat wave and trail my fingers in the rising face as a white foam eye chased me down the line. Well, not the only cure, but a reliable one. 
 
    I was excited just thinking about it, but Harry had other ideas. The shack was closed. The waves looked terrible, but it was still strange for him to be gone. I looked around back for any boards he might have out drying, but there was nothing but the custom board I’d ruined in the bushes next to the shack. The crack in the epoxy was obvious, running across the mid-section like a dotted line on a removable form. I was amazed it hadn’t broken in half. 
 
    I knocked on the door to his house, thinking I could at least borrow Harry’s paddleboard and futz around in the bay. Instead of Harry, a pale, dark-haired girl answered the door in a dingy nightgown. She was maybe sixteen, but her eyes were so puffy and tired she looked much older. Cool air poured out of the open doorway, and I realized Harry was one of the few people in Sonara with air conditioning. 
 
    “Pura Vida,” she said. “You’re Mr. Molina, right?” 
 
    “Ray, yes.” 
 
    “Dad’s out on the boat. Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “Uh, no, not really.” I wanted to ask her about renting a board, but she looked like she was about to pass out. “Are you okay?” The words were out of my mouth before I even realized I’d said them. Something just didn’t seem right about her. 
 
    She faked a smile. “Yes.” And then she coughed a thick rheumatic wheeze into the crook of her arm. “Sorry. I’ll tell Dad you came by, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She started to close the door. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t answer. With the door closed, the house was dark and silent. You’d never know anyone was inside. I’d known Harry for months, talked to him every day, and never known he had a daughter, let alone air conditioning. I wasn’t sure which was more annoying. 
 
    * 
 
    From across the hotel lawn, I could tell The Kraken also wasn’t open at seven in the morning, and my laptop was locked under the counter. I can’t say I minded. I hadn’t written in days and I wasn’t even sure what I was writing anymore. After the success of my book about accidentally climbing Everest and being saved by imaginary Yetis, there were great expectations about my next novel, but I seemed to have lost whatever voice had guided me before. I wandered in long, overly personal paragraphs through a dry forest of inadequate prose and misplaced metaphors. Sometimes, I just deleted all of my writing from the day so I wouldn’t have to read it again. A massage sounded far less torturous. 
 
    I was about to head over to the Tica Hut when I noticed a man sitting in the shade on the opposite side of the bar. I squinted, but couldn’t quite make out the face. I walked closer. He waved. I waved back, casually, as if I knew what was going on, and then walked over to him. 
 
    “It’s okay, Ray. I won’t bite.” Which was less than helpful. There weren’t that many gringos in town and I knew them all. It was impossible to get a permit to visit the reserve—I never would have gotten in without Diego’s help—so I was curious. I walked around the bar and the stranger turned to offer his hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “Do I know…” He shook my hand and smiled, a thin flash of white under familiar Nordic blue eyes. “You’re Jon Lamarr.” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone.” He nodded toward the stool next to him. “Is it just me, or did you think Karla was always here? I’ve never seen the bar closed before.” 
 
    I sat as directed, shell-shocked into obedience. Had I ever met a billionaire before? He was one of the richest people in the world and he was my age, maybe younger. His first companies, the ones that made him rich, were the unseen foundation of the internet—massive machine learning systems that drove personalized web content, advertising and far more. Recently he’d gotten into biotech, but if you ever think your phone or computer knows you far too well and those ads are too well targeted, you can blame him. Just don’t do it out loud; he was notoriously litigious and a vicious competitor, the very kind of person I’d escaped when I left the tech industry in my late twenties. The kind of person I might have turned into if I hadn’t gotten lucky with some stock options. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” I asked, pointlessly. He could find out anything he wanted. The real question was why he’d care. 
 
    “My social media companies monitor and suppress all unwanted news about the hospital and refuge. We track websites, emails, searches, mobile calls, everything in or about the town, hospital or reserve. Diego uses us for background checks. When he submitted your visa request, I got an alert and looked you up.” 
 
    “Okay…” Did he know how creepy that sounded? 
 
    “Anyway, I heard you found Laila’s body and her—” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So she went swimming? That’s the story?” 
 
    “The story?” 
 
    “Swimming naked at night in crocodile-infested waters?” 
 
    “I’m not sure she was near the swamps.” I also wasn’t sure what Izzy would want me to say to him or what he already knew. I wasn’t bringing up Daku unless he asked directly. “Is that why you’re here, so you could interrogate me? Who was she to you?” 
 
    “Well, she ran away from a hospital I’m on the board of in a town I more or less fund…” 
 
    “Okay, sorry.” 
 
    “…but she was also an employee at one of my companies in San Jose, Nomanity.” 
 
    “Oh.” Now I felt foolish. “Is that normal, that your staff gets treated here?” 
 
    “No, I don’t like pulling those kinds of strings. But she was an important member of the genetics team, doing research here in the preserve, so why not give her the best treatment I could afford? She deserved it.” 
 
    “So, you knew her and called in a favor.” 
 
    He allowed a thin smile, the kind you give in business meetings when you realize your opponent isn’t a total idiot. 
 
    “I did. My daughter Audrey runs Nomanity, or will soon. Laila’s been to our house in the Bay Area more than once. She wasn’t the most social kid, but she was smart and determined and Audrey adored her. I haven’t always had the best relationship with my daughter so, yeah, I called in a favor. And look how that turned out.” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry, I still don’t know why you’re here or why you’re talking to me.” And then I got it—Izzy’s expression when I’d said his name, his inexplicable interest in me and his use of her first name. There had been something between them. Which I could have gone a lifetime without knowing. I didn’t need to know my girlfriend’s dating history, especially when the men were as intimidating as Jon. “Maybe you should be talking to Isabela?” 
 
    “We’re not really on good terms.” 
 
    I fought the urge to ask why. “So, your daughter. Audrey. How is she?” And how did I get out of this conversation? 
 
    “Brilliant, beautiful, maybe a little intense sometimes.” He reconsidered. “Okay, all the time. She’s a genetics savant, just like Laila. She was around here a lot last month to visit. Did you meet her?” 
 
    “Audrey?” Strange question. “No. Wait, Nomanity? The puppy company?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Customized pets. It’s really about personalized genetics, but right now we can’t do much more than purple puppies and glow-in-the-dark fish. It’s pretty low tech, but I’m going all in. Laila was working on individualized medical vectors, using diseases to kill diseases. Not really Nomanity’s sweet spot, but she was too brilliant to cage, if you know what I mean. Designer biotech is just getting started. There’s no telling where it’ll go. You’ll see.” 
 
    I nodded. You’ll see meant he’d be a trillionaire soon. 
 
    “You’re dating Isabela, right?” He tried to make the question casual. It didn’t work. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    He shrugged and stood. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    He looked down at the counter. “You know how beautiful she is. At first, you think what you feel for her, the power of it, is because of her looks or intelligence but…” His eyes filled with need, a desperate desire to connect or bond, and suddenly it wasn’t Jon Lamarr the billionaire, but just some broken-hearted guy and I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    “But?” I asked. God, what was wrong with me? 
 
    “But it grows and takes over. It…” He trailed off, struggling to find the words. “It’s like you can’t live without her. You miss her when she’s gone. Like there’s something wrong with you only she can fix. You want too much.” 
 
    “Jon, I’m sorry, but why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Just be careful,” he said, quietly. 
 
    “You said that. Careful of—” 
 
    “Hey, Diego,” he called. “You ready?” 
 
    “All set.” Diego walked across the lawn and shook Jon’s hand, nodding at me without quite meeting my eyes. “Jon’s company is helping us with some security issues at the hospital since…” He trailed off, answering a question I didn’t ask. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Ray,” Jon said. 
 
    As they walked away, Diego turned back and we simultaneously mouthed, ‘What the fuck?’ I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d just been interviewed or sized up, and his whole emotional breakdown was an act. There was no way Jon let his guard down like that in front of a stranger, so what was he getting at? Questions stacked up in my head, one after the other, each begging new questions, until I just shoved them all aside. Jon Lamarr didn’t care about me, and whatever was between him and Izzy was none of my business. 
 
    But he was still stuck in my head. 
 
    “Be careful of what?” I asked the air. A monkey growled in response, and I couldn’t help thinking about Laila’s missing head. It was time for a massage. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    No Happy Ending 
 
    Sin Final Feliz 
 
    I found the Tica Hut at the edge of the jungle behind a tiny bed-and-breakfast. It was a diminutive two-story affair and open above the windows to let the air in. A hot aluminum roof capped the second story. It must have sounded like gunfire in a hard rain. On the lower deck, two very attractive young women were sunbathing. I could never tell how old Ticas were, anywhere from fifteen to thirty. One of them was slightly heavy-set in her tiny bikini, but she seemed more comfortable in her body than I’d ever been in mine. 
 
    “Hola. Sr. Molina. Soy Jimena.” The skinny one sighed as she stood, and I recognized her as the girl restraining Arlen on the beach when I’d paddled in with Laila’s head. “Pura Vida.” 
 
    I never knew Pura Vida could mean, Oh, crap, another white guy. 
 
    She beckoned me inside with a casual flick of her fingers, but I hesitated. Jimena was attractive, and I’d never been comfortable with massages from women. I preferred guys with strong hands who could bring the pain and make the partial nudity less awkward by jamming an elbow into my lower back until I cried for mercy. Don’t ask me why that’s any better. 
 
    Minutes later, I was in the second-story room, sitting naked on the edge of the massage table. I couldn’t find a towel to cover myself, but Jimena had been clear in her instructions. 
 
    “Take all your clothes off. Toda su ropa.” 
 
    “All my clothes?” 
 
    “Claro. Or they’ll get, um, oily.” 
 
    She shut the door to let me undress. I waited for her to come back with my shorts tucked between my legs to provide some coverage. When she returned, she handed me a washcloth. Not a towel, not even a dishtowel, but a small white washcloth. 
 
    “Cover yourself,” she said. 
 
    “This is a washcloth.” I held it up like a dirty sock. 
 
    “¿Qué?” 
 
    “It’s very small.” 
 
    “Lo siento.” 
 
    “What? No, the washcloth.” 
 
    She just turned her back and grabbed a bottle of oil. I lay back on the table, covering my privates with the washcloth as best I could. It had to be a joke. Maybe they just did this to the tourists, or had Isabela put her up to it? The cloth just made my nakedness more awkward. I moved it around, adjusting the corners to cover what I could, but it was absurd. It would’ve been better to cover my face instead. 
 
    Jimena started oiling me down without another word. I tried to close my eyes and relax, but it was impossible. I kept thinking about her rubbing closer to my penis and its absurd covering. I could feel the tingling that preceded an erection and started to panic. If I got an erection, there would be no pitching of tent. It would be more like little Ray was wearing a cute little hat. Karla and Diego would hear about it. Everyone would hear about it. Sonara was the size of a thimble. 
 
    Don’t get an erection, I told myself. She was redolent of skin cream and coconuts. Her hands rubbed between my legs. Don’t get an erection. 
 
    I looked up at her and smiled. She smiled back. And then she pushed at the corners of the washcloth so she could rub the last bit of thigh that was un-oiled. This was insane. 
 
    Don’t get an erection. 
 
    She pulled the cloth back, pushed in the opposite side, and rubbed the other thigh. 
 
    Don’t get an erection. God, please don’t get an erection. 
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to think about paper cuts or Jon’s weird emotional performance, but all I could see was her lips opening in surprise as I hardened and her hands moving to pull the cloth away… 
 
    I opened my eyes to find a distraction. She was rubbing my calves, oblivious to my discomfort. There was nothing on the walls but a picture of the bay and, of course, the words “Pura Vida” in a beachy pastel font. The ceiling fan turned in erotic circles beneath the hardwood rafters. Outside the windows, the jungle looked on in hot, sensual emerald colors and holy crap I was getting an erection. 
 
    Shit. Shit. Shit. 
 
    There was a flash of brown and white under the canopy. I felt a light breeze through the gap between the windows and the roof, and I listened more carefully, focusing on a dull buzz above the fan’s whisper. Where was that coming from? Oh, there it was. A hornets’ nest hung just above the window; not the kind of thing you expect to miss when you’re naked a few feet away. 
 
    Jimena hummed something pretty and harmonious as she started working on my left arm. A slight sheen of sweat made her skin look crystalline. She leaned forward and her breasts brushed against my shoulder and my penis perked up and I forgot all about the wasps. 
 
    Oh dear lord, don’t get an erection. 
 
    There was more motion in the trees, and we both saw it at the same time. The giant damn monkey was standing on a nearby branch with something swinging casually in his hand that looked like a head… 
 
    “Dios mío,” Jimena whispered. 
 
    …but was just a large, hairy coconut. 
 
    I’ve never seen anyone move so quickly. One minute Jimena was there, all sex and pretty sounds. The next, I was alone with half an erection under a tenth of a towel. 
 
    I got up on my elbows to get a better view, but the tiny washcloth stopped me from moving. It was insane, but I hesitated. The monkey pulled back like a pitcher reaching for his fastball. There was no ambiguity in the moment. His eyes focused on me with elemental rage, and I knew what was coming. He swung forward and the coconut flew from his grip like a cannonball, punching the wasp nest over the windows with a strangely muffled boomf! The nest hit the fan and exploded. Wasps blasted away from the impact like living shrapnel. I started screaming and waving my arms, and above it all was the terrible grinding howl of Malacrianza. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Painful Swelling 
 
    Hinchazón Dolorosa 
 
    I was a human pin cushion, a sting-covered blob, a pale and pustulating sack of self-pity and pain killers. Nurse Tanya hovered over my swollen midsection, examining me through black librarian spectacles with pursed lips. She dabbed here and wiped there. Every inch of my body was covered in hydrocortisone, so I wasn’t convinced she was doing anything medical. 
 
    “It’s lucky you were naked,” she said. “I’ve seen people lose limbs when they swell up and their shorts or sleeves cut off circulation.” 
 
    “I’m a lucky, lucky man.” That’s what I tried to say. I had the Michelin Man’s lips and a sting on my glottis. What came out was, “Iaaau bauaaa baaawaaa.” 
 
    Tanya nodded as if she understood. “And you’re lucky it wasn’t bees. We have Africanized bees in the preserve. Back in the eighties, a kid was killed by a swarm. He had over ten-thousand stings.” 
 
    I was so lucky. She applied cold packs in random places. So very lucky. 
 
    “Thankfully, you’re not allergic.” She stepped back to review her work. “I’ve heard eleven-hundred stings is the most an adult can survive.” She noted something on my chart. “I think this might be a record. We took pictures for the file. We should be able to get a count from that.” 
 
    Great, I thought, the pretty nurse was going to talk about my swollen body with her pretty nurse friends and share digital pix with her colleagues. Isabela would review them clinically. It was my special version of hell. I was trying to think of something clever to moan when I noticed the look on her face; she was faking the good mood. 
 
    “Wha woh?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” Apparently, she was fluent in whale tongue. “It’s just been a hard week.” 
 
    “Hoaa coaa?” 
 
    “Well, you know about Laila. And we lost a few others earlier this year.” 
 
    “Oh, tholly.” 
 
    “The doctors do great work, but it’s hard. One of the girls got herself pregnant and had to be discharged before she finished her treatment.” She wiped her eyes. Isabela hadn’t said a word. “Sorry, not your problem, but patients are here for a long time. They’re like family after a while, even the adults.” She wiped her eyes again. “I don’t usually leak this much.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her it was all right, take her hand, do something, but all I could do was make sympathetic noises and she kept apologizing, which made it worse. After a while she was done fussing pointlessly, my body was puckered and weeping and I had the shakes from all the ice. She covered me with a blanket, gave me another prophylactic diphenhydramine and left the room with a weak smile and a flouncy swoosh. 
 
    A few minutes later, Dr. Moore burst in, reexamined me, checked the machines that go bing and sighed heavily. After asking a few pro forma questions I couldn’t answer, he slumped out to seek purpose elsewhere. I sympathized; it sucked to be irrelevant. 
 
    There was still no sign of Izzy, but Tanya returned later to remove the ice packs and make sure I wasn’t dead. I moaned positively despite the rising pain. After she left, the room slowly darkened and I was out. 
 
    When I woke up, Allison was next to the bed in a wheelchair. I grunted a hello and tried to sit up. She looked me over and tsked patronizingly. 
 
    “You asked for a happy ending, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No!” I laughed or tried to. “How old are you?” I got the words out this time. 
 
    “Old enough to know you always ask for the happy ending. Who knows when you’ll get another chance?” 
 
    “There’s always another chance,” I said, regretting it instantly. Who was I to lie to a dying girl? She nodded, a noncommittal gesture expressing disagreement and exhaustion. 
 
    “What did you think of Dr. Moore?” she asked. 
 
    “He seems…” I didn’t know quite what to say without being disrespectful. 
 
    “Lonely? Broken? I think he’s the saddest pretty thing I’ve ever seen. Did you know that Nurse Tanya—Yes, the sexy one. Do you think those boobs are real? Cause, damn—is his ex-wife? They can’t even look at each other. Sometimes he reads to me when I can’t sleep. He’s reading me Pride and Prejudice now, the one without the zombies. I think he just wants to be needed. I don’t think Tanya is a classical literature kind of girl.” 
 
    “He’s the only other doctor here, isn’t he? I imagine he’s in pretty high demand.” Imagine that with a lot fewer consonants and you’ll understand why it took Allison a minute to respond. 
 
    “No, there are others for the night shifts, and Dr. A of course, but Dr. Moore seems to have a lot of time on his hands.” She turned a nice little circle, eliciting a goose-like honk from the rubber tires. “Those massive, powerful hands…” 
 
    I did my best to ignore the teasing. “Have you seen Izzy? Where is she?” 
 
    “Dr. Araya? Where do you think?” 
 
    I forced a shrug. “I thought she’d be here.” 
 
    “Don’t pout. She was here when you came in. Jimena told her what happened. She made sure you were okay and then took off into the jungle. At least, I think that’s where she went.” 
 
    “She went after the monkey?” I tried to sit up. Emphasis on tried. 
 
    Allison must’ve seen my panic. “She can take care of herself, Ray.” 
 
    “That monkey’s dangerous.” Why not send Diego or anyone else with a gun? 
 
    “She’ll be fine. And you look more like a beach ball than a man. Are you going to bounce around in the trees until you land on him?” 
 
    I glared at her. She glared back. I thought about asking her if she’d known Laila, but it probably wasn’t the sensitive thing to do. 
 
    “Wait, who’s Dr. A?” I asked. “You mean Isabela?” 
 
    “No, Arlen. Don’t know his last name. Your age, kinda sad, volunteers with the kids sometimes. You must have seen him around?” 
 
    “I didn’t know he was a doctor. He just tries to murder me with his eyes when I see him.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. He and Laila were buddies. I think he mostly came here for her.” 
 
    That explained the homicidal gaze, especially if he thought I’d killed her. 
 
    “Hinchazón dolorosa,” she said after I finally blinked. 
 
    “What?” For once in my life, I’d like to win a staring contest. 
 
    “‘Painful swelling.’ I had to ask the orderly how to say it. I’ve been here for a month and I still don’t know his name. Someday he’ll die and no one will notice. It’s sad.” 
 
    “Hinchazón dolorosa,” I repeated. It didn’t sound any better in Spanish. 
 
    * 
 
    I waited for Isabela in the living room like a parent waiting for a teenager after curfew, except I was covered in ice packs and couldn’t have moved quickly enough to escape an attack of lethargic sloths. I wondered if slothargic was a word and decided it should be. I’d have to tell Karla. The sun dipped below the horizon and the jungle outside filled with fading crepuscular light. Izzy was out there alone with that freaking monkey and I was helpless. It was not a feeling I liked. 
 
    She came through the door just after dark, covered in dirt with hair full of leaves and dust. She looked exhausted, but I was more focused on the shotgun. 
 
    “He won’t bother you anymore.” She leaned the gun against the wall. 
 
    “Jesus, Izzy. You killed him?” I wasn’t sure if I was horrified or turned on. 
 
    “Of course not,” Izzy said, her voice full of laughter. 
 
    “Then what’s the gun for?” And what museum did she steal it from? It looked ancient. 
 
    “I wanted to make a point.” 
 
    “To a monkey? What did you say, ‘Bad monkey!’ and take away his bananas?” 
 
    “Well, he eats leaves, not bananas, and he’s smarter than you think. He understood.” She sat carefully on the couch next to me and looked for some part of my skin she could touch. Finally, she put her hand on my head as if taking my temperature. “I’m so sorry he hurt you.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m just glad you’re all right.” 
 
    She looked at her dirt-crusted hands. There were cuts on her forearms and legs. She shrugged and tugged her fingers through my hair. 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, he’s done much worse.” 
 
    “Worse?” I tried to imagine how. “You mean he’s killed people?” 
 
    “A long time ago.” She yawned. “God, I need a shower.” 
 
    “And the town tolerates a homicidal monkey because?” 
 
    She smiled coldly. “We had it coming.” 
 
    “Seriously, what’s his problem?” 
 
    “He’s an asshole, Ray.” Which was serious swearing for Izzy. 
 
    “I got that from the name Malacrianza, but what’s his problem with me.” 
 
    “His name isn’t Malacrianza. It’s Alejandro.” 
 
    “Alejandro?” 
 
    “Well, that’s what we call him. It’s supposed to be less intimidating.” 
 
    “Alejandro…” I didn’t like it. Alejandro sounded like an art student with sensitive eyes and a penchant for crying during sex. You might want to smack an Alejandro upside the head, but you couldn’t light him on fire and dance in the ashes without feeling bad about it, and I felt bad enough already. 
 
    “Okay, what’s Alejandro got against me?” 
 
    “He’s jealous.” She kissed a tiny, unblistered patch on my forehead. “He’s had me all to himself for years, and then you show up.” She kissed my ears and neck. “Alejandro doesn’t like sharing.” 
 
    “Like Dr. Moore?” 
 
    She snorted. “Don’t let Allison get into your head. She gets bored and plays with people.” 
 
    “She didn’t…” 
 
    “Yes, she did. Even sick girls can be cruel. But in case you’re worried, Dr. Moore has never flirted or slept with anyone in this town as far as I know. I’m not even sure he slept with Tanya when they were married. He’s a big, brilliant nerd who prefers books to people. Karla made a run at him once and he didn’t even notice…unlike you.” 
 
    “Karla’s just a friend.” But I was blushing again. 
 
    “Of course she is. I’m serious about Alejandro being jealous, or at least covetous. He used to sit on the balcony at night and watch me. He’s oddly monogamous for a monkey, and his mate died a long time ago. Then you showed up. It’s probably a territorial thing.” 
 
    “And the head?” 
 
    “That’s a little harder to explain.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed me on my puffy lips, gently. “You just set the world record for stings on your privates.” Her curls brushed against my cheek. “You’re going to be famous again.” She exhaled mangos and salt, and I wanted desperately to kiss her. 
 
    “So, you’re not going to tell me about the head?” 
 
    “I know you talked to Jon this morning. What did he tell you?” 
 
    “About the head? He didn’t even bring it up. He seems a little bitter.” 
 
    She laughed. “A little? You sure you want to talk about this right now?” 
 
    “No.” I didn’t need to talk about her relationship with Jon, ever, and not just because he was her ex. I’d met so many guys like him in Silicon Valley, young powerful douchebags who went through women like candy, that I was almost disappointed. She could do better. I didn’t even want to think what that said about me. “But…” 
 
    “It’s not that complicated. We dated. It didn’t end well.” 
 
    I suddenly saw her as I never had before. There was darkness in her, so deep that I’d mistaken it for disinterest or calculation, but it was neither; a tempest of hatred and anger flickered like black fire behind the facade of her calm brown eyes. I felt the urge to pull away, but I couldn’t move, and I wouldn’t even if I could have. Under the stink of fruit and dirt was the musky smell of her skin and it pulled me toward her like gravity held me to the ground. I inhaled and forgot all about the gun, the monkey and the wasps. 
 
    “Enough for now?” she asked. 
 
    It was. I opened my mouth and I love you almost slipped out. I had to snap my jaw shut and fought the urge to restrain myself with a hand over my mouth. It wasn’t that I didn’t feel love or some approximation thereof, but saying it would have been a violation of our unspoken rules. I’m not sure what I was too Izzy, but I knew she was safe harbor for me—calm away from the emotional storm of deep feeling or real commitment, like purgatory between nothingness and my grief for Anna. A safe and beautiful stagnation, like an emotional sargassum. If I said love and she didn’t respond, safety would be replaced with doubt and my unseemly, desperate need. Worse, I might end up alone at the hotel again with nothing between me and Karla but a few yards of grass and stone. Inadequate defenses. There was danger there, the potential for real feelings I wasn’t ready for. But worst of all was if Izzy responded in kind, saying words that trapped me in a state of commitment I was still terrified of while simultaneously doubting the veracity of her words. We had chosen each other to avoid love, not to find it, though perhaps that’s when it finds you, no matter how well you hide. It’s remarkable how much love is like a virus. 
 
    She watched me struggle, silently, as you might study an ant stuck in tree sap, wondering if it would pull free or rip a leg off in the process, but at least the anger was gone. And then she saved me in her own way, leaning in for a kiss, pressing against my sting-covered hip to push love out with pain. It was hard not to scream in gratitude. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Plague Cemetery 
 
    El Cementerio de la Plaga 
 
    “¡Hola, Señor Hinchazón!” Karla called from the bar. I expressed my feelings digitally as I waddled up to take a seat. A few days had passed since Alejandro tried to murder me, but I was still blotchy and irritable. 
 
    “You need ice for your naughty bits?” she asked. 
 
    “You said that without swearing, Karla. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “You look sensitive this morning.” She wasn’t going through her usual motions of cleaning a bar that was never dirty. She just leaned against the back counter, staring. I stared back, thinking it was a flirty new game, but she didn’t blink, so I tried to change the subject to a subject. 
 
    “What’s ‘La Cegua?’” I asked. 
 
    Before she could answer, an older couple took a seat on the opposite side of the bar. They were there often in the evenings and I assumed they were just retirees on vacation, but they never laughed or smiled and I’d never seen them during the day. Now the man looked at me with clear familiarity and nodded. I nodded back, confused until he held up a paperback version of my book, Ghosts of Everest, with my bearded face visible on the back cover. 
 
    “Allison’s parents,” Karla said quietly. “The Brownes. Nice people. I think they’re just waiting for her to die.” 
 
    “Jesus, Karla. Don’t say that.” I glanced nervously at the couple, but they were back to staring at the countertop. “There’s hope for her, right?” 
 
    “Of course. That’s why they’re here. It’s a great hospital, but it’s just a hospital. They can’t save everyone. Sick children come down here, and some never leave.” She shrugged, but we were both thinking of Laila. “You asked about La Cegua. It’s an old Spanish myth packed with Catholic guilt about dangerous women and manipulative men.” 
 
    “And you called Izzy that?” 
 
    “Yeah, that might’ve seemed sexist.” She looked uncomfortable but not embarrassed; more like she’d revealed something she hadn’t meant to. “It’s a patriarchal morality story. La Cegua lures men to their deaths and their souls into eternal peril. It’s like La Mona, but more horse and less monkey. It’s not subtle. I just meant, be careful.” 
 
    She sounded just like Jon Lamarr. “Of Izzy? Why?” 
 
    But she looked even more uncomfortable, then relieved as the sound of a helicopter made speaking impossible. 
 
    “Harry found Laila’s body,” she said when quiet returned. “That’ll be them taking her to San Jose for the autopsy.” 
 
    “He found her?” That was lucky after so long in a bay full of sharks and crocodiles. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And Daku hadn’t…” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “So, I’ve been wanting to ask you something.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” This couldn’t be good. 
 
    “How much of your book is bullshit?” 
 
    I coughed, laughed, and then coughed some more. The Brownes looked over. 
 
    “Kidding,” she said. “But did you really see all that when you were up there? Is it true?” 
 
    I was surprised it had taken this long for someone to ask. It was like walking around with a giant mole on your forehead and watching people pretend not to notice. “Which part of it?” 
 
    “Todo. All of it.” 
 
    “You’ve read it?” 
 
    “Of course.” She blushed slightly. “More than once.” 
 
    I spun the coaster on the bar, creating an eye-watering interference pattern of black kraken legs on a yellow background. 
 
    “Do you believe in absolute truth?” 
 
    She hesitated before answering. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I don’t know.” The spinning coaster turned into a vertiginous window into a cold, black night. “I wrote what I remembered, but part of what I remembered was pure hallucination and fantasy.” Just thinking about it made the missing tips of my toes burn with the phantom memory of frostbite. “I fell into a crevasse on the Khumbu Icefall and got a concussion, but still managed to get Anna’s ashes to the summit. Everything between those two points is dubious at best.” 
 
    “Well, I thought it was beautiful. And if there aren’t Yetis guarding the spirits of dead climbers, there should be.” 
 
    I blushed, as I always did when she complimented me, and looked down. The coaster was a vortex of black on yellow, like a wormhole to another universe. 
 
    “You seen Diego today?” she asked. 
 
    “No, why?” I hadn’t seen him in days. Maybe he’d fallen into another bottle of terrible booze. The man drank too much of whatever was cheap and nearby, and I think he blamed himself for losing Laila’s head. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “There’s something I want to show you.” 
 
    * 
 
    The skin of my legs was still so tender I had to walk through town like someone with severe sunburn; legs apart, arms out to the sides, neck upright to prevent chaffing on my collar. As I hobbled next to her, people I’d never seen before nodded in greeting as if we were old friends with wonderful secrets between us. 
 
    We passed behind a set of tiny homes built into the edge of the jungle and then down a short dirt road until she turned onto an unmarked path that led deeper into the trees. I followed reluctantly, checking for wasps and monkeys, but I trusted her even more than I trusted Isabela. I realized for the hundredth time that my friendship with Karla was likely to last much longer than whatever I was doing with Izzy. But that didn’t give her the right to torture me on a pointless day hike. We were climbing a zig-zag path up an increasingly rocky face to the top of the ridge. It was hot. I was sweating. Everything itched. 
 
    “Karla…” 
 
    “Almost there.” 
 
    At the top of the lumpy ridge—which all the locals called la espina, the spine, for how it split the preserve in half—we had a fantastic view south into the unoccupied portion of the refuge, where nothing showed above the trees but a cracked old church tower. To the north, a surprising number of roads and roofs were scattered through the jungle. Sonara was bigger than I thought. The hospital stood out to the northeast, the only modern building and the only one over two stories. Above us on the ridgeline were a few posh houses pushed back into the jungle. Izzy’s house was last and highest, a diamond of reflected light. The ridge stretched west to the water at Puerto Peñasco, or Rocky Point, and there were rumored to be vast underwater caves running beneath it. 
 
    We passed a poorly maintained sign that read ‘Reserva Natural Sonara / Prohibido el Paso.’ The light breeze was almost sensual after the stifling jungle, but Karla was determined to keep moving. 
 
    “Karla…”  
 
    She ignored me this time, and we descended into the southern preserve, plunging into a darker, older jungle than I’d ever seen. The trees were taller. The vines were longer. There was more shadow than sunlight, but it was even hotter. Was she trying to kill me? I was wondering how she’d dispose of my body when we came to a stop and I looked up. On the narrow path ahead of us, Arlen had moved to the side. He was wearing ironed wool slacks and a dress shirt, but wasn’t sweating at all. I nodded, and Karla gently touched his arm as we passed. 
 
    “That guy does not like me,” I said when he was out of earshot. “Arlen, right?” 
 
    “Dr. Arlen Vicario. El fantasma de Sonara. And he’s just grumpy. Don’t take it personally.” 
 
    “Fantasma… The ghost of Sonara?” 
 
    “All cemeteries are haunted.” 
 
    “Cemetery?” 
 
    Just then, the trail opened up to reveal a field of tombstones. Vines and small trees grew over some plots, but others were maintained. A faded sign by the entry indicated that this was a National Historic Monument to the ‘La Epidemia’ and not much else. There was no information on what the disease was or how the epidemic started. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” I asked. 
 
    She walked down a row of gravestones, took a careful right and left, and stopped in front of a well-maintained row. I followed her path exactly, equally careful not to walk over any graves, and stood next to her. The stones were worn and barely readable. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked. 
 
    “My family. We were one of the original families in Sonara.” 
 
    “Why aren’t there any dates?” 
 
    “Everyone died over a few weeks in 1917.” 
 
    “Same time as the Spanish Flu?” I felt something crawl up my back and wrap its fingers around my throat, the same way I always felt when talking about the pandemic. 
 
    She nodded vaguely. “A year before, but pretty close. I wish there were dates. It makes it seem like they didn’t really exist. A lot of these graves are children, but you can’t tell infants from adults.” She ran her hand across the top of the nearest stone, a woman or girl named Gabriela Ibarra. “This girl was barely twenty.” 
 
    “So these are, what, your great-great-grandparents?” 
 
    Karla pulled her hand back. “Sounds about right.” The stone where she’d touched the gravestone was smooth. She’d been here a lot, or someone had. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “An epidemic. Everyone just calls it La Plaga. The plague. Creative, right? No one knows what it was. Arlen and Isabela tried to research it, but there aren’t any records. Whatever it was, it killed the monkeys and birds first.” She nodded toward a mound on the north side of the cemetery. “They buried them there after they burned them.” The mound was twenty feet long and three feet high, like a mass grave from an atrocity. 
 
    “Then people started getting sick. They got fevers, bled from their noses and ears, lost their minds and died. It killed children faster. Most of the town died in a few days.” She touched my arm, gently. “It’s one of the reasons we’re so protective. There aren’t many hotels or tourist attractions here, and that was true before it was a protected region. For years, the government limited access to the entire bay to keep the disease from reappearing. We don’t like to be noticed or seen. Almost everyone here is descended from the survivors. The virus came, everything died, and then it was gone. I’ve heard it took years for the birds and howlers to come back.” Her voice cracked. “The jungle was so quiet you could hear the few remaining children crying for miles.”  
 
    “Karla, are you—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She spoke with an edge that said she wasn’t. “There’s a legend in Costa Rica about La Llorona, the crying woman, another morality tale about infidelity. In Sonara, we call baby monkeys ‘lloranitas.’” 
 
    “Crying girls?” I remembered my dream, leaves that were monkey eyes. 
 
    She nodded. “When the howlers are quiet at night, they say you can still hear the children crying. The old town is over there.” She waved southward and deeper into the jungle, where the cracked bell tower was the only sign of prior civilization. “Sonara today is completely new. The old town is just ruins in the refuge, most of it burned and overgrown.” 
 
    I tried to take it in. There were fewer than a hundred graves, so it had been a small town then, a tiny village on the edge of the sea in a jungle full of ghosts. 
 
    “What about Isabela’s family? Are any of them here?” 
 
    “There’s a grave over there.” She nodded to the far corner of the cemetery. I read names as we made our way over. There were so many. The stones at the edge were crumbling and neglected, but the jungle seemed reluctant to invade. Karla was right; there was a hollow feeling like the air itself was haunted. 
 
    The single stone for Isabela’s relative was tiny and bore only a single word, ‘Natia.’ It looked new, or at least newer than the other stones, and the earth looked freshly packed. 
 
    “Who was Natia?” I asked. 
 
    “Just a little girl,” Karla said quietly. Some distant ancestor of Isabela’s had lost a daughter, and this was all that was left of her. I was an uninvited guest in someone’s private memories. I had no right to be here. If Isabela wanted me here, she would show me herself. And there was something else. I couldn’t figure out what it was, but something was missing or wrong. 
 
    “Why’s she over here all by herself?” 
 
    “I think most of the graves are full of ashes and bones, but she didn’t die from the plague, so her body’s really there.” 
 
    “It looks like she was buried yesterday.” 
 
    “Yeah, we get grave robbers, even here, looking for jewels or artifacts buried with them. There’s nothing here, but they keep coming. Somebody probably dug her up again. I think Arlen was here, checking.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    She shrugged, but it seemed forced. “It happens.” 
 
    That just raised more questions. “Why’d you bring me here?” 
 
    She sighed. “I wish Diego was here for this…” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Rather than answer, she grabbed my hand and pulled me to another set of stones. 
 
    “You know that story your mother told you, about your great-grandmother. How she came from Central America and brought the flu with her?” 
 
    When had I told her that? I needed to drink less in this town. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Look at the names.” 
 
    I leaned in toward the nearest stone, cracked and eroded. The engraving was illegible. But I could read the one next to it, and behind it, and my throat opened and I sucked in sharply. Most of them had the same last name, my name, Molina. 
 
    “Holy crap,” I said, then grimaced. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, that sounds about right.” 
 
    “Is this my family? We’re from Sonara?” 
 
    “I think so. The Molinas and Morenos. Diego’s sure of it.” 
 
    “But how…” I frowned. “Molina’s a common name, right? I hope it’s true. But there’s no way to know unless…” I felt a surge of adrenaline. “Are any of them still alive?” 
 
    “No,” Karla said, squeezing my hand. “If this is your family, your great-grandmother and her son were the only survivors, and they never came back.” 
 
    “Karla, this is…” I wanted to cry. It was like finding something you never even knew you were looking for, connections to a past you didn’t know existed. If this was true, I was part of Sonara. My family was part of this wonderful town. I had a home, or at least I used to. I pulled my hand away and wiped my eyes. “This is incredible.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    I glanced at her. She was biting her lip, anxious. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think this is good news?” 
 
    “Karla, just say it.” 
 
    “Well, you think your grandfather Raimundo was patient zero for the Flu, that somehow he was responsible for all those deaths.” 
 
    “Not responsible, just…” I didn’t know how to explain it. “So?” 
 
    “Think about it. We had the plague here, whatever it was, and your great-grandmother left town with her son. If that’s true, he wasn’t the cause. He was just a sick kid who escaped from something far worse. He might have brought the Flu to the US, but it came from here, from Sonara. I don’t know how or—” 
 
    She stopped talking because I’d grabbed her in a fierce hug. She didn’t protest and I couldn’t let go. There was too much in my head to handle it alone. I had a home, or my family did. My grandfather wasn’t patient zero for the Spanish Flu. Maybe now the nightmare would go away. It was a lot to take in. 
 
    “Ray…” Karla wheezed. 
 
    I let go and stood back. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, looking at the graves. “This makes no sense.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There’s no way Diego can know for sure that they came from here, and even if they did, the world would know if the Flu started here. I’d never even heard of Sonara until Diego told me, and the Flu didn’t kill monkeys or birds, it just killed people. Right?” 
 
    “The flu that killed old Sonara wasn’t the same. Isabela thinks it mutated. If this strain had gotten out in the world, there wouldn’t be a world anymore.” 
 
    “But people would still know about it, wouldn’t they? About Sonara?” 
 
    Her lips moved like she was struggling with something, but whatever it was, she never said it. Something moved behind her and my eyes locked on a shadow in the trees. I squinted, trying to understand the shapes hiding in the dappled light below the canopy. I didn’t see him until he moved. It was Alejandro. 
 
    I felt all the stings again, the panic and fear as I tried to escape the wasps. My heart raced and I burst into a sweaty panic. I tried to fight it, not wanting to show him my weakness, but my heart pounded so loudly I knew he could hear it. Isabela told me I was safe from him, but I didn’t feel safe. The only thing I could think of was to raise a defiant middle finger. He returned the gesture and bared overly long, yellow teeth. I wished we’d brought the machete Karla kept under the bar’s counter. 
 
    “Where’s Laila’s head?” I demanded. “What did you—” 
 
    I didn’t see the rock coming. It arced perfectly through the leaves and hit Alejandro directly in the head. He stumbled backward, hissed, and then dissolved into the jungle. 
 
    “I hate that monkey,” Karla said, clenching another rock. 
 
    “That was a great shot.” I was impressed. 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of practice.” She pocketed the stone. “I’m sorry.” She pulled me toward the path. “Diego should have brought you here, not me.” 
 
    “Then why did you?” 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “You think you have things to hide, things inside you that are ugly or just too hard to think about.” She looked down. “You’re not alone.” When she looked up, her eyes were wet. “This place is full of ghosts. Terrible things…” She waved her hand toward the graves, but she meant the whole town. “Things that can’t be forgiven until someone gives them a name and makes them real.” There was such desperation in her eyes I wanted to grab her and tell her it would be okay, but I had no idea what she was talking about and I didn’t want to lie to her. Sometimes it wasn’t okay. Sometimes it was never okay. 
 
    “Do you really think I’m from here?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but—” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I do. And Diego does too.” 
 
    “How much vodka do you have at the bar?” 
 
    “A lot.” Her naughty smile was back. 
 
    “Do you think we can drink all of it?” 
 
    “We can try.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the cemetery. I followed, liking the feel of her hand in mine. It felt honest and true and heart-skippingly dangerous. More enticing than the rolling sea or my lover’s bed. It was a surprising feeling, an almost forgotten thrill I hadn’t felt since lying with Anna on quiet mornings and relishing the slightest touch of her fingers on my skin. It felt like cheating because it was, so I hung on for a second, a minute, and then reluctantly pulled away so I could spend the rest of the walk trying not to think of how her hand had fit so perfectly in mine. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Peace before the Storm 
 
    Paz antes de la Tormenta 
 
    We passed most of the day without ever once talking about my family, my book, the flu or anything vaguely serious. I learned Karla had studied film in New York and then married a man she described only as The Mistake. I told her how I’d met Anna in college and she told me ridiculous jokes and embarrassing things about Diego while I laughed too loudly, or maybe just loudly enough. It was wonderful. 
 
    “Istoriesmearkoudes,” Karla said at some point, and I wracked my brain, but the word might as well have been alien gibberish. 
 
    “When we started this game,” I said, conceding, “I thought it was going to be in English.” 
 
    “I don’t make the rules.” Which was ironic, because she always made the rules. “It’s Greek, meaning stories with bears. Fantasies and fairy tales, things too strange to believe.” 
 
    “Istoriesmearkoudes,” I repeated. It was the right word for stories about plague cemeteries, lost families and giant sharks, but she always seemed to have the right word on tap. If you cracked open her head, you’d find the library of Alexandria and a very nice thesaurus. 
 
    While I tried to commit the word to memory, she pulled out an album of her surf trips and I geeked out on slabby lefts and peeling rights in places I’d never heard of. She’d surfed the world and paddled stretches of ocean I didn’t know existed. In one picture, the wave was so large she was like a toy on the monstrous face. In another, the waves were ankle high and her smile was bigger than the ocean. 
 
    “Wait, are these your trophies?” I nodded toward the gold and silver statuettes between liquor bottles on the back counter. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I would have been impressed if I weren’t so drunk. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” Karla demanded, looking past me. Diego put a hand on my shoulder and sat sheepishly on the next stool. He reeked of gin and sweat. 
 
    “She told you?” he asked. 
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    “Just kidding,” I said. “Where have you been?” 
 
    Rather than answer, he pulled an old sepia-toned photo out of his shirt pocket. It was the profile of a man, blurred, faded, and cut from a larger image. He put it on the counter in front of me and waited. I squinted. I was far too drunk to be focusing on things, let alone small blurry things. 
 
    “Holy crap,” I said. “It’s me.” 
 
    “No,” Diego said. “It’s your great-great-grandfather, Antonio Moreno.” 
 
    I squinted harder. It still looked like me. 
 
    “You remember when I wiped out in Fiji?” Diego asked. 
 
    Of course I remembered. We met on the boat the day before he nearly died. His fall was so bad, it scared Anna out of the water. They spent the rest of the trip chatting on the beach or at the bar, instant friends, and it drove me crazy. Diego was far too manly and attractive, all jawline and muscle, and I was filled with petty resentment every time Anna looked at him. But once I got over myself, I realized Diego was about as threatening as a chocolate truffle; he was only hard on the outside. 
 
    “I couldn’t shake the feeling that we’d met before,” Diego said. “I didn’t tell you that, but it’s why I followed you around the first night we met. Did we live in the same places or surf the same breaks? You were so familiar, but I couldn’t figure it out. And then I dropped in on the first big wave and it all snapped into place. I didn’t know you, but I knew your face from this picture. It’s been hanging in my living room for years. I was so shocked, I just forgot where I was.” 
 
    “Damn,” I said. “He really looks like me. What was his name again?” 
 
    “Antonio Moreno. María Molina was his daughter.” 
 
    “Why do you have a picture of him?” I was getting hopeful about finding lost family in the Sonara jungle. “Are we related?” 
 
    “No,” they both said at the same time. 
 
    “Okay, then…” 
 
    “My great-great-grandfather and yours were in business together. That picture is from the shop they ran together.” 
 
    I smiled broadly, absurdly. My great-great-grandfather had a store in Sonara with Diego’s ancestor. This was great. 
 
    “Why’d you tear up the picture?” 
 
    “My great-great-whatever was a legendary hijueputa. I always hated the picture, but my ex had it framed.” He looked at Karla. “Lo siento. I should have been here.” 
 
    “I got to hit Alejandro with a rock, so it worked out.” 
 
    “Another one?” Diego asked, clearly looking for a distraction. 
 
    “Right in the forehead. It was kind of beautiful.” 
 
    This time it was Diego’s turn to take the spontaneous bear hug death squeeze. He didn’t even fight it, but god he needed a shower. Maybe that’s why my eyes watered. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered in his ear, probably too close for man comfort, but he didn’t seem to mind. I released him a moment later and put my hands on the bar. 
 
    “So…” I tried to think through my question with the few brain cells that were working. Yes, it made sense. “Why did it take you three months to tell me all this?” 
 
    “You remember all the paperwork you signed to get permission to stay here?” Diego asked. 
 
    “Vaguely.” 
 
    “Did you read it before signing?” Karla asked. Were they tag-teaming? 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “So, that’s a no,” Karla noted. 
 
    “There’s a long confidentiality section,” Diego said, “that covers everyone here, including us. No talking about any unusual flora or fauna you might see. No talking about any diseases or past diseases you might catch or learn about. And so on.” 
 
    “Catch?” I sat up a lot straighter. “That flu strain is still active?” 
 
    “No,” Karla said. “Well, we don’t think so. Don’t eat any bats. Anyway, we couldn’t say anything without Syndic approval.” 
 
    “What’s a Syndic?” 
 
    “The elected leader of a Canton. Sonara has its own elected Syndic and council.” 
 
    “Okay, who’s the Syndic?” 
 
    Diego started: “It was Isabela, but now—” 
 
    “It’s me,” Karla said, brightly. 
 
    Of course it was. “So you wouldn’t let yourself tell me what you just told me?” 
 
    “I wish, but no, it had to be a unanimous vote.” 
 
    “You’re really dragging this out. Who’s on the council?” 
 
    “I am,” Karla said. “I might have mentioned that.” 
 
    “Me,” Diego added. 
 
    “Jon, Isabela and Arlen,” Karla finished. 
 
    “Jon? Let me guess who the holdout was.” 
 
    “Okay, guess,” Karla said. “Wrong. It was Arlen.” 
 
    “Arlen? What’s that guy got against me? I barely know him.” 
 
    “Well, you are fucking his ex-wife,” Karla said gleefully. 
 
    “Oh.” At least I knew why Karla took so long to get to the point. I wondered if their relationship had ended as badly as it had with Jon. Town council meetings must a good time. “Huh,” I said, finally. 
 
    “Proud of yourself?” Diego asked Karla. 
 
    “Little bit,” she admitted. 
 
    “Anyway,” Diego said. “There’s an exception if you see any fauna of unusual size. Karla overruled Arlen.” 
 
    “Fauna of unusual size?” I asked, smiling. It sounded like something from a movie. 
 
    “I prefer BFM and BFS,” Karla said. 
 
    Diego shook his head, but BFM was better than calling the monkey ‘Alejandro.’ 
 
    “There any other giant animals out there?” I asked. They glanced at each other. 
 
    “There are a few others,” Karla said, carefully. 
 
    “Including a giant Pacific octopus,” Diego added. “We call her Chandu. But you won’t see her unless she wants to be seen.” 
 
    “Chandu…” An octopus sounded safe enough, but I thought of my wipeout, the flash of Daku’s flank and the black cloud that swept him away. Could the cloud have been Chandu, saving me from the shark and moving so fast my mind just couldn’t process it? I thought back, trying to remember, but the more I concentrated, the more I realized I was just making my memory what I wanted it to be. 
 
    “So, no giant snakes or pterodactyls?” I asked. 
 
    “God, that would be great,” Karla said, probably imagining a sky full of screaming raptors at her beck and call. 
 
    “No,” Diego said. “Nothing that exciting.” 
 
    “How’d they get so big?” 
 
    “Probably something in the water,” Karla said with a smirk. “But now you know why Jon has taken such a special interest in Sonara. It’s not just the hospital.” 
 
    “So, more secrets?” 
 
    “The first rule of giant-monkey club is, don’t talk about giant-monkey club,” Diego said. 
 
    “How long have you been waiting to say that?” Karla asked. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” I said. The giant shark was real. It still seemed impossible. “The Mayans had howler monkey gods.” I was thinking about Alejandro. “I know the Mayans weren’t in Costa Rica, but maybe monkeys used to be bigger? There were once 150-pound beavers in North America.” As if that explained anything; I just liked the idea of giant beavers damming up rivers and pissing off Paul Bunyan as he panned for gold downstream. Karla and Diego smiled and nodded, the universal way to appease the insane. 
 
    “One more thing,” Diego said. “Don’t tell anyone about the flu connection. Not even Jon.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If you ran genetics companies with government contracts, and you found out where to get DNA for a flu strain that could kill billions, do you think you’d respect the do not pass sign?” 
 
    “But he knows about the cemetery. He has to.” 
 
    “If he does, he’s keeping it to himself.” 
 
    Lightning flashed nearby and thunder hit us with a percussive clap, and we all jumped. A second later, rain slammed onto the roof of the bar and danced off the grass. 
 
    “I think god wants us to drink more,” Diego said, because his permissive Catholic god always said the same thing, and who were we to argue. 
 
    When we finished the last overpriced bottle of vodka, or at least the last one Karla was willing to open, I stumbled up the hill toward Isabela’s. It was a long walk, but the alcohol had numbed most of my stings and the rain was cool on the rest. The monkeys howled and the wind blew and all things were as they should be, if only for a moment. I’ve never been one for contentment; not that I’m opposed to it, only that I can never find any evidence of its doe-eyed existence. But there are moments when I can at least understand the concept. 
 
    Back in the empty house, I lay down in bed and tried to hold on to the feeling. It was like trying to hold an anchor with spider silk. “Isabela,” I whispered into the rafters. I was glad she wasn’t there because Isabela was the spider and I was the meal. Would she still want me now that I belonged there, not just buzzing by? Or did she already know about my family? There was too much to think about. The room spun and I settled into the warm black web of her bed. And for the first time since I’d learned who I was named after, I wasn’t afraid. 
 
    * 
 
    I dreamed about Anna hiking in the snow, the crunch of fresh cold powder under hard boots and the rosy red of her cheeks. It was right before she slipped and fell on her face, coming up with a bloody nose. I reached for her, horrified, but she just burst out laughing. 
 
    “How am I ever going to climb Everest if I can’t walk down a trail?” she had asked. I laughed with her as she stood, wiping her nose and ignoring the pain. She was diagnosed with cancer a month later. She never climbed anything again. 
 
    Isabela was next to me when I woke up, wide eyes glowing in the twilight, not surprised or concerned, just waiting. I wondered how long she’d been watching me. 
 
    “Bad dream?” she asked in her usual flat tone. 
 
    “Did you know?” I didn’t want to talk about the dream. “About my family and the flu?” 
 
    No hesitation. “Not until last month.” 
 
    “Do I belong here?” It was a needy question full of want she wouldn’t understand, or maybe she heard the subtext: Do I belong here with you? But at least her answer was kind: 
 
    “I can’t tell you that. You’re welcome here. The rest is up to you.” 
 
    “Daku was so close,” I said as the room slowly spun. “I could touch him.” 
 
    “You’re lucky.” Izzy wrapped her arms around me and the room steadied as if her touch stopped the world from turning. Lucky to be alive? But I think she meant lucky to have seen him. “I used to think he was beautiful. He can do whatever he wants. Can you imagine being that free?” 
 
    Beautiful wasn’t the first word that came to mind, but I knew what she meant; all things rare and exceptional have their own beauty. 
 
    “What changed?” 
 
    “Hmm?” she said. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You said, ‘used to.’” 
 
    A long pause, then: “We got the autopsy report back on Laila.” 
 
    “Any surprises?” 
 
    “Not really. I was hoping she drowned.” She winced.. “I mean, that she wasn’t…” 
 
    “Wasn’t what?” But I knew. 
 
    “Wasn’t alive when the shark got her.” 
 
    “So it was a shark? Daku?” 
 
    “There’s no way to be sure. I don’t know if she was conscious when he bit her, or if it was even him, but there was no fluid in her lungs. So she didn’t drown…” 
 
    “I’m sure she was unconscious,” I said, because that’s what I was supposed to say. “She probably didn’t feel a thing.” But I shuddered. What a terrible way to go. 
 
    We were done talking after that. Izzy curled up against me and we fell asleep. I woke up well past midnight, surprised by the sound of thunder and fading rain. Izzy was on top of the covers and crying. I’d never seen Izzy cry before, or anyone cry in their sleep, so I just covered her and kissed away tears as they hesitated on the rise of her cheek. They tasted like the sea. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Early Summer 
 
    Comienzo del Verano 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Crocodile
  
 
    The Crocodile 
 
    How doth the little crocodile 
 
    Improve his shining tail, 
 
    And pour the waters of the Nile 
 
    On every golden scale! 
 
    How cheerfully he seems to grin, 
 
    How neatly spreads his claws, 
 
    And welcomes little fishes in, 
 
    With gently smiling jaws!
  
 
    — Lewis Carroll — 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Distraction 
 
    Distracción 
 
    Summer storms rolled across Sonara like god’s breath: thick, wet and full of life. Clouds slid over the emerald canopy, blotting out house after house on the ridgeline so I could time the storms with clockwork perfection. With the clouds came rain, lightning and the growl of thunder. In the sudden wind, a billion leaves clapped in joy. I loved the rain, the sound and feel of it, but it rained a lot. Roads turned to streams and streams to rivers. During the storms, I tried to write at the Kraken or read at the house, but I could never focus for long. When the rain broke, I ran for the beach and surfed in muddy water. When the thunder came, I ran back to the bar. Harry watched me race back and forth with amusement or disgust. I didn’t care; I just had to be outside. 
 
    When I wasn’t, I spent too much time on my laptop. I tried to find evidence online of the flu or my family coming from Sonara, but there was nothing to find. And there was still no news about Laila, except a funeral announcement on social media. At some point, Karla would push my laptop closed and kick me out of the bar, or I’d stay until Diego showed up and we’d drink too much. 
 
    It was harder on Isabela. She shuttled from hospital to house every day, scrambling up the dissolving road in her Range Rover, then back again like a rat caught in an emerald maze. We drank to pass the time. We made love. It wasn’t exactly torture, but it wasn’t perfect either. Over the past weeks, Isabela got more distracted and distant. The wall was back and we were like strangers playing at love. I had no idea what had changed, but when the rain stopped one night after a particularly torrential week, I wanted to get away from her and her dead eyes as much as I wanted desperately to get back in the water. Isabela suggested I visit with Allison instead. I might have whined a little. 
 
    “Her treatment’s almost over, Ray. I already told her you’d meet her tomorrow.” 
 
    Did I pout? Unclear. Did I agree? Of course I did. 
 
    * 
 
    The next morning, I was standing in the kitchen looking out at the bay and the sun, when I realized how little I knew about Isabela. We rarely talked about work or our pasts, and I wanted to know more, or so I told myself as I started walking through the house. There were no pictures of Isabela’s family anywhere, just the same dead-eyed old photos of strangers I’d seen before. There were paintings and posters of surf spots around the world but not one of her, except for an expired passport on her desk. I found two black plastic cylindrical cases in her desk drawer. Two were sealed shut with shiny black tape, fresh from the factory. One was open. I popped the lid and the top of the sphere opened up to reveal a black foam interior, the kind you use for packing something fragile, but there was just a hole in the middle where something was missing. I put it back and checked the label, but there were no markings. I assumed it was something medical. 
 
    There were medical texts, stacks of journals like Nature Reviews Cancer, Cancer Cell, Journal of Clinical Oncology, a separate stack of magazines about genetics, and other light reading. There was an entire bookshelf dedicated to epidemiology and tropical diseases, emergent zoonotic illnesses like Ebola, and another shelf overflowing with books about flu pandemics—apparently her research on the local epidemic. But aside from a worn collection of fantasy paperbacks and a hardcover copy of Ghosts of Everest in the living room, there was nothing personal anywhere. 
 
    The entire house felt like a facade, an empty imitation of home and hearth. The problem wasn’t that it was fake, it was the level of obsessive dedication it takes to keep even the slightest hint of human interaction out of your own home. It was cold, sterile, lonely and made my pile of baggage in the corner of the bedroom feel like a slovenly extravagance. Even the pictures of long-lost families and children seemed to agree; it was pitiful. The Kraken’s coasters had more personality. I didn’t know this woman and if I didn’t know her, if she never really showed me anything about herself, how could I love her? 
 
    “Where are you, Izzy?” I asked the emptiness. “Who are you?” 
 
    On my second pass through the study, I found one sign of life and even it was disturbing. A burnished picture frame was folded closed and laid flat on the back corner of her desk. There was no picture inside. Was she ashamed of the picture, or that it was missing? The only thing I hadn’t searched through was the cellar, which is probably where Isabela kept the shotgun, but going down there without permission was a bit much. I’d invaded her privacy enough for one day. 
 
    As I walked down the hill to the hospital, I wondered what happened to Izzy to make her so private or emotionally removed. But I also thought about the octopus and the monkey, my family in the cemetery, a bit about the flu and, of course, what happened to Laila. That was always in the back of my mind, a mystery death I knew no more about today than I did when it happened. I was going over all of this on rotation in my head when I walked into the hospital lobby and stopped. I hadn’t known what to expect, but Allison in a wheelchair and a floppy hat was not it. 
 
    “Hi, Ray.” 
 
    Why was she dressed for Opening Day of the Kentucky Derby? 
 
    “Hi, Allison…” 
 
    “Like my hat?” She wheeled toward me on big balloon tires. 
 
    I nodded. “Have you seen Isabela?” 
 
    “Yes.” Allison stopped right in front of me and pulled the hat back so that I could see her pale blue-toned face. “She was here earlier. You sure you’re okay? You don’t look so…fresh.” 
 
    I fought the urge to smell my armpits. Had I put on deodorant? Not that I recalled. Was this relevant to the situation at hand? No. But her sweet anemic smile made me feel ridiculous. 
 
    “What do you mean, she was here?” I demanded with the last of my dignity. 
 
    “She left to run some errands, I think.” Smirky pause. “She said you’d take me surfing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Today. She was fairly insistent.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Okay, maybe I was insistent. I’m checking out tomorrow and this was my last wish before leaving. It may be essential to my treatment.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. Do you know about the shark?” She didn’t even blink. “No one would agree to this.” What was going on? 
 
    “You calling me a liar?” she asked. 
 
    I thought about making a break into the hospital to see if Izzy was in there laughing her ass off. On cue, Dr. Moore appeared through the double doors and planted his feet in full bouncer stance. He shook his head. He seemed to have grown overnight. 
 
    “She said to take you surfing?” I asked, incredulous. “Today?” 
 
    “This morning, yes.” 
 
    “I…” I looked at Brad, out the windows, anywhere for help. This was insane. 
 
    “Please, Ray? I had them take out my catheter. It’s not a pleasant experience.” She leaned forward and whispered. “They had Tanya do it when I specifically requested Dr. Moore. Did I go through all that for nothing?” 
 
    Even to me, this made no sense. No series of events or logic led to this conversation. I was slipping off the edge of an invisible cliff as Allison peeled back my fingers. 
 
    “You’re not very nice,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged. “I will literally pee on your foot if you don’t get me out of here.” 
 
    “You’re okay with this?” I asked Dr. Moore. He nodded, and Allison turned a triumphant circle in her wheelchair. I should have stayed on Everest. 
 
    * 
 
    Harry looked at me and Allison, eyes narrowed like a man waiting for a trap to spring. I’m not sure why the sight of us didn’t inspire confidence. I looked like a sack of potatoes after a hard winter and a harder blight. Allison was a pale cancer patient in a jaunty hat, slumped forward in a wheelchair with bouncy beach tires. Harry searched for the trip wire. 
 
    “No,” he said, firmly, but I knew this game. He’d give in. He always gave in. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “It’s perfectly safe.” 
 
    “There’s no way you’re taking her surfing.” He looked at her sadly. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Allison said, and then had a violent coughing fit. 
 
    “This is a joke, right?” Harry asked. 
 
    “Harry,” Allison rasped. “I have terminal cancer.” 
 
    Harry’s expression softened. “I know. I’m sorry, but—” 
 
    “I spent last week aspirating part of my esophagus because, well, cancer. If my last treatment doesn’t go well this afternoon…” She let that hang there. 
 
    “Allison…” Harry pled. 
 
    “I’ve never surfed,” she said. “Do you really think anything can make this worse?” 
 
    “You could drown.” 
 
    She laughed, spat up blood and smiled with pink teeth. “Your daughter’s sick, isn’t she?” 
 
    Harry’s face fell. His jaw clenched and released. This was not going well. 
 
    “Sorry, Harry,” I said. “I’m really sorry. I don’t think—” 
 
    Allison cut off my apology. “Wouldn’t you do anything just to see her happy?” 
 
    “Take one of the long boards,” Harry said, as in, get the hell out of here. 
 
    “I need the paddleboard,” I said. 
 
    “It’s around the side.” He walked into the back room of the shack, slamming the door behind him. I turned to Allison, ashamed. Whatever I might think about Harry, even if he’d tried to kill me, he clearly loved his daughter. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” Allison said. “He keeps her locked up in that house like a prisoner.” She wiped the blood off her teeth. “Nobody should die all alone like that. It’s sick. Now,” she said, “are you going to take me surfing, or do I need to go back to the hospital and con some tequila out of the orderly?” 
 
    “Okay.” I pushed her wheelchair with one hand down the trail, paddleboard and paddle in the other, trying not to topple one or drop the other. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a little scary?” 
 
    “Good. I used to be a little mouse no one saw or heard. Everyone talked about me in the third person, like I wasn’t even there. Screw that. It’s my life, it’s my cancer and it’s my death. I don’t know how much time I have left.” She reached up with spindly little arms. “And I want to have some fun before I die. Is that so hard to understand?” 
 
    “No.” I reached down. “It’s not.” 
 
    “If you grab my ass, I’m telling Dr. Araya.” 
 
    “Uh…” I froze. 
 
    “Kidding.” She winked. “Just get me out of this damn chair.” 
 
    * 
 
    I had never seen anyone so pale. Allison’s skin had gone right past bluish-white to transparent. When her heart beat, you could see individual blood cells move through her veins, slowly, like it was a hassle. Her bikini had been double tied at the back to keep it from wedging down between her exposed lower ribs. A strong breeze would have picked her up like a dandelion and carried her into the jungle. But despite looking like the inevitable outcome of a sadistic Ukrainian pharmaceutical study, she seemed genuinely happy. 
 
    She sat on the front of the paddleboard as I carefully took us out, one slow stroke at a time. We rolled up and over the smallest of ripples and then I turned us to wait for a wave big enough to catch. I glanced at the sky to see if there were signs of rain, then toward Rocky Point, only to see Alejandro looking back at us. 
 
    “I think he likes you,” Allison said. 
 
    “Yeah, no, I don’t think so.” Just the sight of him made me sick to my stomach. 
 
    “You think he’s lonely? He’s the only one of his kind. He must be sad.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think animals feel the same way we do.” 
 
    She stared down into the water. I thought about my new cancer-ridden friend and how this superficially idyllic town had an undercurrent of rage I’d never felt outside of war-ravaged third-world countries. And then there was Harry’s ghostly daughter, carefully hidden away like Anne Frank of the jungle. 
 
    “How did you know about Harry’s daughter?” I asked. 
 
    “You ever notice how no one here is sick?” 
 
    Was she being ironic? 
 
    “None of the residents, I mean. I spend a lot of time in the hospital looking out the window. I watch you walk down from Dr. Araya’s. I watch everyone. No one’s sick. No one limps or has scars except Harry. That hospital is the quietest place I’ve ever been.” 
 
    “What about Harry’s daughter?” 
 
    “That’s what I mean.” She dipped her hands in the water, thin white bones slicing through crystal. “Mina’s the only one. She comes to the hospital, but she never stays.” 
 
    “No insurance?” 
 
    She ignored me. “He brought his daughter here to be saved, but they won’t save her.” 
 
    “Why would anyone do that?” 
 
    She bit her lip, thinking. “I don’t have any friends, Ray. I scared them all away a long time ago. I didn’t want anyone’s love or pity. I hated everyone for pretending to understand what this is like. It’s such a joke. You never realize how alone you are until you’re surrounded by useless, well-meaning people.” 
 
    “Allison, I do—” 
 
    “You understand. You were going to die on Everest, but now you’re here. You’re alive. The day I saw you wandering through town, I knew there was hope. I knew I could live, even if it made no sense. So I made a decision. I was going to fight. I was going to be the tough little cliché that I was supposed to be. I’m alive because of you, Ray, because I saw you.” 
 
    She took my hand in an unbelievably strong grip. She was crying, and I felt like every well-meaning, useless person she’d ever met. How could she possibly be alive because of me? 
 
    “Why are you checking out tomorrow?” I asked. 
 
    “I have my last treatment tonight. It either works or…” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Did you ever find out what happened to Laila?” 
 
    “She drowned,” I said, lying because the truth was hard to take. “That’s all they know.” 
 
    “And the head thing?” 
 
    “Shark. Monkey. Madness. Why are we out here?” 
 
    She shivered. “What happens if the treatment doesn’t work?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    “Would you do something for me?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Just before dark tonight, take a walk behind the hospital. Don’t let them see you.” 
 
    “Why?” No response. “Is this about your treatment?” 
 
    “It’ll just be easier if I know you’re there. Don’t tell anyone. Promise?” 
 
    “Allison, you sound a little…” I didn’t want to say crazy. 
 
    “I know how it sounds. I’m just scared. I shouldn’t be, but I am.” 
 
    “Of what?” I asked, but she looked very young suddenly. Just a scared little girl. 
 
    “Of dying, of course.” Sigh. “I wish Laila was still here. She’d love this.” 
 
    Laila again. What was she trying to tell me? “You knew each other?” 
 
    She nodded. “She was the one they should have saved. She wasn’t the nicest person, but she would’ve cured cancer someday. She was very interested in you.” 
 
    “I never even met her.” 
 
    “She saw me reading your book and I told her about you. I loaned it to her. She thought you were a local for some reason.” She studied my face. “You okay? You look…pale.” 
 
    “Fine.” Had Laila been to the cemetery and seen my family name? How would she even know to go there? I thought about what Diego and Karla had said about the cemetery and the flu, and keeping it from Jon. Could that have had anything to do with what happened to Laila? 
 
    “Ray?” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s just hard thinking about her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I—” She coughed violently. “Promise me you’ll be there.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Let’s go in before I cough up a lung.” 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    The Warning 
 
    La Advertencia 
 
    After taking Allison back to the hospital, the day passed in slow motion, hot and slightly out of focus. I ate at the bar and Karla and I talked about something I don’t remember. Then Diego showed up with his board and dragged me toward the water, mumbling something about how I’d been a cobarde since seeing Daku. He wasn’t wrong, and I was so grateful for the distraction from Allison—what did she want me to see, and why was it a secret?—I didn’t even ask where we were headed. We’d been paddling for fifteen minutes before I realized we were going south toward Manzanas, a break I never surfed because it was too much effort to get there and the crocodiles were far too close. 
 
    It’s a thirty-minute paddle to Manzanas on a good day, and it wasn’t a good day. There was a mix of strangely heavy Pacific swell and summer storm toss, relatively clean on the faces but choppy on the paddle. We surfed a few waves, never speaking until Diego flashed a smile and left me alone on the break. I guess this was his form of surf therapy. I looked inland toward the crocodiles, out toward where I assumed Daku lurked, and sighed. I was a cobarde. Stupid giant shark. I tried to relax and enjoy the scenery, which just made me more anxious, until I noticed Isabela sitting up on Rocky Point, reading something. I waved, but she didn’t notice me and was so focused on the book she barely moved at all, but I was glad she was taking some time for herself. It couldn’t be healthy to work as much as she did. I wondered what she was reading. 
 
    A few minutes later, Carlos and one of his friends paddled over from another break. 
 
    “Get schooled?” the friend asked. Emmanuel, I remembered. He was Diego’s cousin or nephew. I could never keep it straight. They lived together with a few other guys in town. I guess he thought I was pouting about Diego’s superior surfing rather than wallowing in shark fear. I didn’t feel the need to correct him. 
 
    “Don’t let it get to you,” Emmanuel said. “Diego’s almost as good as Karla, and I’ve seen pictures of her dropping in at Todos Santos on a thirty-foot day like it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Karla?” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    I’ll be damned. Karla had crammed a lot of life into a small span of years. 
 
    “So, you’re dating Dr. Araya?” Emmanuel asked. “¿Ustedes juntos?” 
 
    That caught me off guard, but it was hardly a secret. I nodded, “Yes.” 
 
    “Ten cuidado,” he said quietly. Who did he think was listening? 
 
    “Yeah, be careful,” Carlos added, apparently translating. 
 
    “You too?” I asked. What was it with the warnings around here? 
 
    “You ever surf in the fog?” Emmanuel asked. It was a strange question, but I nodded anyway. A cool, dense fog deadened the sound and made it feel like you were utterly alone in the water. The waves became shadows rising out of nowhere and crashed like a distant echo. It was dangerous but deeply peaceful. 
 
    “Sonara’s like that,” Emmanuel said. “You can’t see the big swell coming. It hits you out of nowhere and you get held down. Sometimes you come up. Sometimes you don’t.” 
 
    “Sí, sí.” Carlos nodded vigorously. “No es como Everest. The monsters here are real.” 
 
    I almost laughed and then noticed his eyes. They were more red than white. 
 
    “On a scale of one to duuude, how stoned are you?” 
 
    Emmanuel snorted. Carlos smiled and tried not to giggle. 
 
    “You ever party with Laila?” I asked. His smile vanished. “What about the night she went swimming?” 
 
    Carlos swallowed. Emmanuel managed to look either nauseated or scared. The sudden change in demeanor gave me the chills; it was a casual question, but they looked so guilty it was hard not to push for more. 
 
    “Carlos?” 
 
    “Yeah, we saw her around sometimes, but not that night.” 
 
    “They had a fight,” Emmanuel said. Carlos threw him an angry glare. 
 
    “I just thought she was getting too high for someone with cancer,” Carlos said. “It was none of my business, but…” 
 
    “Wait, were you two…” 
 
    His face went from tan to red in less than a second. That was another yes; they were sleeping together, which explained why he was upset when he heard about Laila. Poor kid. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “None of my business. You have any idea why she went out that night?” 
 
    “No,” he looked down. “Lo siento.” 
 
    I was going to say, there’s nothing to be sorry about—Laila had a right to get stoned and screw around if she wanted—but they were already paddling away. I’d clearly ruined their buzz, but it was strange how Laila’s death wouldn’t settle in my mind. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t wonder if Carlos had something to do with it—a young Catholic kid sleeping with a cancer patient, falling in love or getting wires crossed, and then the inevitable argument—but I couldn’t get myself to believe it. Carlos was as gentle as they came. I was more surprised Laila had found him interesting enough to sleep with, which wasn’t a charitable thought either. Something was wrong with it, all of it, and not just how it had ended. I sat and thought about it for a while, took another wave, got myself even more frustrated and confused, and then it was time to go; whatever Allison wanted me to see, I probably shouldn’t be late for it. 
 
    As I paddled back, I looked up to see that Alejandro had taken Isabela’s place on Rocky Point, probably hoping to see me eaten by the crocodiles. I paddled faster.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Threat 
 
    La Amenaza 
 
    The sound was a whisper in the water, so faint she couldn’t be sure, so Chandu waited in the darkness. The caverns of her home spread out in all directions, the great hidden world her mother had left to her, and her mother before that. Some passages were so small she had never gone down, some too full of fresh water, and others full of bones and memories she’d rather ignore. But here in the great cave, there was just her and the distant pulse of the ocean—quiet, safe and perfect. Her arms spread out as far as she could reach in all directions and touched nothing. If she stayed still, she could disappear into the water. 
 
    The sound again. 
 
    She hesitated, taking in one last moment of peace, and then pulled her arms in and shot toward the next chamber, through the place where she’d been born and someday would lay eggs beyond number, up, around, and up again until she felt warmth and saw the light. As she rose, she saw the woman they now called Isabela. A feeling like happiness filled her. This was her friend, or if not, as close as such a thing could be, though she still missed the man and his gentler mind. 
 
    She let an arm slide out of the water and reached up so Isabela didn’t have to kneel. She was pregnant and fat with it, and she knew it hurt her to bend. 
 
    It took the slightest touch to tell the woman was sick. She could taste the heat on her skin, the sweat and stink of what infected her. A familiar thing. How could this be? The woman was dying. She knew it. The water tasted like metal and crushed coral, all pictures of death and sadness. She was dying and her child would die with her. The man would lose his mate, but he was not sick. So he could still protect her and the pool. She was safe. 
 
    Why was Isabela there? She let her tentacle rise and roll out, touch the woman again, and when she did, it was like a scream. Help us! But there was no help. The woman knew that. So she pulled back into the water, ignoring the woman’s screams. She was about to descend and leave the woman when she saw one of the images she’d shared. A dark thing filled with edges and pain. Isabela was threatening her. 
 
    Help her, she demanded. Help her or die. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Sacrifice 
 
    El Sacrificio 
 
    I stared at my little closet at the hotel for the longest time. Karla had kept the room for me, prescient as always, and I’d left a few changes of clothes here to change after surfing. I’d later purchased new t-shirts and board shorts from the local mini-market, La Tienda de Jimena. Picking what to wear shouldn’t have been a hard choice, but I wanted to get this right. If was going to be a spy, I should look the part. James Bond wouldn’t show up behind a hospital looking like a ratty surf vagabond. He’d rock a sweat-free tailored tux in the deepest, darkest jungle. I glared at my closet. No tux appeared. Apparently, I wasn’t a rogue British spy with an infinite budget, so I picked a random shirt and left. 
 
    The hospital was quiet, showing only a few lights on the second and third floors where I assumed other patients were whiling away the evening hours. It was easy to walk around the back of the hospital unnoticed. There were no barbed wire fences or guards. There was just me, the small dirt road leading up into the hills north of Isabela’s, and the jungle. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but an empty dirt road was not it. Was Allison playing with me again? 
 
    I looked up at the hospital windows to see if she was watching me, but I didn’t know which was her window and there was no one visible in any of the lighted rooms. When I looked down, I noticed a gravel path leading from double doors at the back of the hospital to the dirt road, and two stretch golf carts off to the side. That was it. 
 
    A few minutes later, the doors squeaked open and lit up the jungle with artificial light. I stepped into the bushes and waited. Allison had told me not to let them see me, whoever they were, but I think I would have hidden even if she hadn’t; something just felt wrong. 
 
    Three silhouettes resolved as they moved onto the path. Isabela was first, in light green scrubs. After her, the orderly pushed Allison in the fat-tired wheelchair. Allison was wearing a thin nightgown and slippers, underdressed for an evening excursion. The doors closed behind them and the jungle went dark. 
 
    “Ooh, romantic,” Allison said, casually looking around. I didn’t think she saw me. 
 
    “Sorry,” mumbled the orderly as he snapped on the headlamp strapped to his forehead. A tiny beam illuminated the dirt path. He pulled one of the golf carts forward, its headlights pointing directly toward me. I tucked back into the jungle as he lifted Allison into the back and then got in the driver’s seat. Isabela sat in the back with Allison, put her arm around her patient, and they slowly hummed onto the road and up the hill. 
 
    I followed as closely as I could without being noticed. It was easy to keep up at first—the golf cart made slow progress up the steeper parts of the rise—but I had to jog to stay close on the flat sections. It was impossible to be quiet in flip-flops, so I kicked them off and ran barefoot. 
 
    After a few minutes, the road descended and passed through a dark canyon that had to be a break in the spine. We were going into the reserve of old Sonara. It was hard not to think of the cemetery and the burned town full of ghosts. The whole jungle felt haunted. 
 
    “I thought there’d be Tiki torches and dancers,” Allison said, and I slowed down. I was closer than I should be, but it was hard to see in the dark and I didn’t want to lose them. 
 
    “Allison…” Isabela said. 
 
    “Come on. Every movie where the white girl is dragged off into the jungle for some primitive ritual has singing and dancers. It sets the mood.” 
 
    Primitive ritual? Was she saying this for me? 
 
    “You want me to sing?” the orderly asked in a deep rattling voice made for sea shanties. 
 
    “Would you, please?” Allison asked. 
 
    “No,” Isabela said. “This isn’t a joke, Allison. You should save your energy.” 
 
    “Ray says you’re like this in bed.” 
 
    “Allison!” Isabela admonished. 
 
    “Sometimes you gotta give up control, that’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “We’re not having this conversation.” 
 
    “Just let Raymundo work his magic.” 
 
    They all cracked up. 
 
    “I’ve got magic,” I muttered. The road turned and I lost the light. I hurried forward, stumbling on unseen rocks and jamming my toes. James Bond would have had a nifty flip-flop flashlight or watch. Why hadn’t I brought a flashlight or even my cell phone? 
 
    I rounded the corner and they were gone. It was so black I couldn’t even see the road. 
 
    I walked forward, hands out, afraid they’d shut off the headlights and I was going to walk into them. Instead, I came to the end of the road. They were gone. 
 
    “Isabela,” I whispered. “Where are you?” 
 
    James Bond wouldn’t lose a dying girl and a golf cart in the middle of the jungle. I backtracked and literally crawled on the road until I could feel the thick outline of the golf cart tracks. Then I remembered; I did have a flashlight. 
 
    I took the hotel room key out of my pocket and pushed on the tiny button end next to an even tinier LED light meant to help guests find the lock in the middle of the night. I’d never used it, and the light it cast was pathetic, but at least I didn’t have to navigate by Braille. 
 
    I stood and followed the tracks until they abruptly turned. The golf cart was parked right by the road, facing back the way I’d come. I’d walked by it twice. There were just trees and darkness, and no sign of a trail. The slowly rising crescent moon cast dark shadows from the canopy, but the jungle was an intransigent black wall in every direction. They were gone. 
 
    And then I heard it, the faintest laughter. I backed up a few feet and there, barely visible, was the slightest of dirt trails leading between two giant trees. I followed the trail for what seemed like a mile, but was probably only a few hundred feet. It was just hard to follow in the dark. A few times I thought I’d lost them, until I heard voices again. I wondered if Allison was keeping them talking for me, so I could follow, or if she was just trying to drive Isabela crazy. Either way, I was grateful. 
 
    The trail became sandy and easier to follow. I switched off the LED and let my eyes adjust to the moonlight. A few minutes later, I came to the edge of a small opening in the canopy. They were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Allison? I started to panic. What was happening? Did she tell me to come here to help her? Was I too late? And why would I have to protect her from my girlfriend and her own doctor? 
 
    “It’s cold,” Allison said, close by. “I didn’t think it would be cold.” 
 
    I crossed a grassy area and peered around a large copse of vine-covered trees, and there they were. Allison stood at the edge of a dark pool of water, maybe thirty feet across, with tall black rocks on the opposite side that looked like glowering old men. Isabela and the orderly stood at her side, each holding Allison’s frail arms. 
 
    My heart calmed. This was it, a healing pond or spring? It wasn’t even interesting; there were spas built around healing volcanic waters all over Costa Rica. Why would they hide it? 
 
    Allison dipped her toes in the water. Tiny ripples fled across the moonlit pool. 
 
    “She’s here,” Isabela said. Allison froze. 
 
    “Wow,” Allison said. “I had no idea…” 
 
    Isabela and the orderly let go and stepped back. The water rippled more in the breeze, but then I realized there was no breeze. What was in the water? 
 
    “Will it hurt?” Allison asked, her voice barely a whisper. 
 
    Will what hurt? That was enough. I pushed into the clearing. “What are you doing?” 
 
    The orderly stepped toward me, but Isabela stopped him. 
 
    “Ray, what are you doing here?” She was not happy to see me. 
 
    “I invited him,” Allison said. Her back was toward the water, which seemed to be rising, swelling, like the top of a black soufflé. 
 
    “Ray, you need to go,” Isabela said. Her look stopped me. She was as scared as I was. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Allison said, dropping her gown. She was bone thin and naked, posing like Venus without the giant clam shell. Then she stepped backward into the water as it rose behind her, blackness rising to join the night. I couldn’t process what was happening. How could water lift itself? 
 
    Allison was so frail a light breeze would snap her bones, but she didn’t bother to hide her nakedness. There was pride in her stance, a defiant ferocity, even as she trembled in the hot air. She spread her arms and smiled wildly. 
 
    “Pervert.” She winked. “Thank you.” 
 
    The black hump rose farther from the water and suddenly everything came into focus. This was the cloud that had saved me from Daku, the giant octopus Diego and Karla had casually referenced. Chandu. It had to be. Great black eyes blinked as arms the size of trees wrapped around Allison’s body and waist. 
 
    Allison was shaking. She was terrified. 
 
    “Allison!” I yelled. I stepped forward and reached for her, but she was gone in an instant, pulled under without another sound. 
 
    “Izzy,” I said. “Izzy.” It was like a prayer, but she didn’t answer. What could she say? Allison had trusted her, and now she was gone. Isabel had killed her, and the connection was obvious. This is what had happened to Laila. This is how a girl ends up naked in the bay with no one around. The octopus killed them and the shark cleaned up afterward. 
 
    I don’t remember running. I don’t remember Isabela screaming my name or the orderly giving chase or the leaves whipping my face, but I know those things happened. I didn’t know where I was going, but suddenly I was alone in the jungle, chest heaving, and tears blurred the jungle into dark, waving shadows. They had killed her. The woman I loved had sacrificed a weak little girl to a fucking octopus as I stood there and watched. I just couldn’t figure out why. 
 
    I remember running then, faster, desperately, but no matter how fast you go, you can’t escape yourself. The leaves won’t peel your skin back and the moon won’t burn away your shame. I’d seen so many documentaries about cults. How could I have not seen it—the perfect, secretive village, the ever-empty hotel and the strange looks of everyone I passed on the street? Had Allison known? Had she been asking me for help and I hadn’t understood? Was her death my fault? Or did she want to die, and just wanted me to be okay with it? 
 
    I was lost. I stopped, turning in pointless circles under an indifferent black mantle of cold white stars surrounded by trees so massive they might have been there since the birth of the planet. I turned and turned and then there he was, that damn monkey. Alejandro, Malacrianza, the Beast. He stared at me, head slightly to the side, watching. Was he amused? 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” I asked. 
 
    He swung back into the canopy and I was alone again. 
 
    I walked west, navigating as best I could by the stars. I was on the south side of the spine, so the old village and the ocean were west. I walked, stumbled and occasionally crawled. At some point, I fell onto a sandy path, relieved; somewhere to the southwest were the crocodile swamps. As shitty as the night had been so far, I didn’t want to end up as reptile dinner. Someone had to tell Allison’s parents what had happened. Or did they know? 
 
    Within an hour, I walked through the ruins of the church by the old cemetery, and twenty minutes later, I was standing in front of Diego’s small home behind the police station. It was easily past midnight, but nowhere near dawn. There were no sounds from inside the house. What was I going to say? Hey, Diego, buddy, Isabela fed a little girl to the giant octopus. What would he investigate? As if he didn’t know. They all knew. Where was I supposed to go? 
 
    I heard a noise to my left and turned. The monkey was back. 
 
    “Why are you following me?” I asked, too exhausted to be afraid. 
 
    He ambled closer, eyes locked on mine. I thought about rephrasing my question in Spanish because, obviously, it was a linguistic issue. He stopped so close I could smell his breath, all fruit and leaves and hot as a sauna. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked him. He had something in his hand, but it wasn’t a coconut. He smiled a great gape of yellowed teeth and swung his arm in a wide arc that would end on the side of my head. 
 
    Right before it hit, I thought, oh, it’s a rock. 
 
    And then I didn’t think anything anymore. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Rage 
 
    Rabia 
 
    Isabela had once taught the Beast how to control his anger. Breathe in, breathe out, again, and again, until he could see with his own eyes. It worked sometimes, and the black retreated, but mostly he did it for her, so she’d know he tried. He took in a deep breath as the females looked down from the trees, watching. He exhaled slowly. He howled at the females and they jumped higher into the trees. He inhaled again. It wasn’t working. 
 
    Somewhere nearby he heard a juvenile breathing, wet sounds like sucking muddy water. All the other young were gone, even his son, who should have lived forever. That was the promise. That was why he was made: to protect, to serve, to pass that thing on to one of his kind. Now his son was covered in flies. He nudged his dead child again, clenched his fur with his toes, and something closed in his throat and tightened his chest. They called it grief. Another word for another thing he felt but couldn’t express. 
 
    Now there was another sound. A male was coming, smelling of sickness but not feeling it yet, dead already and too stupid to know it. In his last moments, he wanted to fight and win the right to mate. He wanted females that didn’t exist, air he couldn’t breathe and water he’d never drink. Need, need, need. Why couldn’t he see that time had passed? 
 
    I am the Beast. You are nothing. Leave me be. 
 
    But still he came, too weak for the usual dance, slow and direct. He pushed at the Beast’s arm, probably wondering if he was even alive. The Beast ignored him. The little male pushed again, harder, more of a punch. The Beast’s throat released as heated air filled him like fire. The male grew bold, not seeing the change. He bared his teeth and spat. 
 
    Enough. The Beast turned toward the tiny, mindless thing and wanted to scream at him. Why are you like this? But of course they had no words. So the Beast grabbed him by the throat and beat his brains out against a branch. Again, again, until he was soft and boneless as rotten fruit. It was easier than breathing. 
 
    When it was done, he sat back down, pulled his dead son into his arms, licked the blood off his fingers, and wondered. If all his kind died. If all the birds and cats and humans were gone. If it was only the two of them left in the world, the Beast and the water god, would she finally fix the things she’d broken in him? 
 
  
 
  
   
    Revelations 
 
    Revelaciones 
 
    “Wake up, Ray.” 
 
    “Anna? Anna, it’s…” 
 
    Light laughter. “How hard did he hit you?” 
 
    I opened my eyes and winced at the light, then blinked until the ceiling resolved itself. I knew that ceiling. I was in my hotel room but had no idea how I’d gotten there. Something had happened last night. I’d followed Allison. Ow. I touched my forehead gently, but there was no lump or cut, just a throbbing headache that made the room pulse. 
 
    “Are you okay?” the woman asked. 
 
    “What the…” I looked to the side, which made the room blur and spin. When it settled, I found myself looking at Allison. Allison in a blue wrap and floral dress with a little clutch like she was off to brunch. Allison with a worried little smile and happy pink lips. Allison…alive. But of course she was alive. Why wouldn’t she be alive? She looked so healthy. Was Isabela’s treatment that good? 
 
    “Ray?” She leaned forward. 
 
    And then it all came back: the jungle pool, Allison naked at the edge, that thing rising out of the deep and reaching for her. 
 
    “Holy fucking Christ.” I sat up and nearly passed out. 
 
    When the room stabilized again, Allison was still there. 
 
    “You’re alive.” I reached out and poked her arm. She was real, and she looked great; skinny and pale and hairless, but healthier than I’d ever seen her. 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Ray. Are you okay?” 
 
    I touched my head again, feeling for where Alejandro had hit me, but there was nothing there to show I’d been hit at all. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m…you were…there was an octopus.” 
 
    Someone banged on the door. It sounded like cannon-fire. 
 
    “Allison?” It was Mrs. Browne. “The car’s ready.” 
 
    “I’ll be out in a second, Mom.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” her mother asked. I could almost feel her pressing her face to the door to listen. 
 
    Allison rolled her eyes and smiled. “I’m fine, Mom.” 
 
    “Allison, what happened?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded her head and looked down. “They told me not to talk about the octopus. They were pretty upset with me. And I’m really, really sorry about your head. I’m glad you followed me—thank you—but I had no idea…” 
 
    “No idea what?” 
 
    “About the monkey. I’m so glad he didn’t kill you, Ray.” 
 
    “Kill me?” Was that a possibility? Izzy said he’d killed people, but I’d thought she was exaggerating. “Allison, are you, I mean, you look so….” 
 
    “I know, right? No more cancer. It’s a miracle!” She finger quoted the last word and laughed. “You know the best part? It doesn’t hurt to breathe. I never realized how much it hurt until it didn’t. And guess what else?” 
 
    “No more catheter?” 
 
    “Ha ha.” 
 
    “Okay, what?” 
 
    “This finger works now.” She raised her middle finger and her smile reached from ear to ear. 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ray.” She reached out and grabbed my hand, her fingers warmer than before because there was actual blood in them. “For everything. Now come on, walk me to the car.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” She had to help me stand. I wondered if Alejandro meant to kill me or he didn’t know his own strength. Then again, he hadn’t even broken the skin. I was a lightweight. 
 
    “Of course I’m leaving,” Allison said. 
 
    She opened the door and let hellfire in. I mean light. I squinted into the blinding brightness until the world regained color and shape. Across the lawn, Karla was at the bar chatting with Jimena. They saw us and waved. I did not wave back, but only because I was using the door frame to keep from falling on Allison. In a prolonged moment of irony, she had to help walk me down the colonnade to the front of the hotel where her parents were waiting with their luggage. I didn’t say anything as we walked, but I kept looking at Allison’s hand to convince myself I wasn’t insane. Or that my hallucination was really convincing. 
 
    The Brownes nodded as we came up. Diego loaded their luggage into the back of his jeep as if they were finishing up another great vacation in the tropics. Everything looked perfectly normal, except Diego wouldn’t look at me. I checked my clothes. At least it wasn’t the dream where I’m naked. I was just wearing dirty board shorts and a torn shirt, and I smelled. It was all quite wonderful, even if I still felt like screaming. 
 
    “They’ll explain it all,” Allison said. She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed fiercely. I was afraid to return the gesture, but she was strong. 
 
    “I’m glad I remembered you,” she said, stepping away. “A lot of things are still fuzzy.” I waved back and forth like I’d just gotten off a long trip at sea. “I feel alive, Ray. I haven’t felt this way in years.” 
 
    “We have to get going,” Mr. Browne said. “I’m glad you got to see us off.” 
 
    I shook his hand without really noticing, and then suddenly Mrs. Browne hugged me. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, squinting up from my navel. I hadn’t realized how tiny she was. “Allison might not be here if not for you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” She buried her head in my chest and squeezed hard enough to rearrange organs. 
 
    “There’s nothing to thank me for,” I wheezed. “I’m just glad she’s okay.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Ray.” Allison got into the back of the Jeep. Diego was already in the driver’s seat, still refusing to meet my eyes. Mrs. Browne joined her daughter in the back. 
 
    “Dr. Araya told me we’ll forget all of this soon,” Mr. Browne said. “I don’t know how that works, but I hope they’re wrong.” 
 
    “How could you possibly forget this?” I asked. 
 
    Allison rolled down the window and smiled with such ferocious joy that I felt giddy. 
 
    “I’m not the dying girl anymore,” Allison said. “Who do you think I am?” 
 
    “Anyone you want to be.” I hoped it was true, even if it sounded trite. 
 
    Diego finally looked out from the driver’s seat. “You okay?” 
 
    “You have a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
    He smiled and kicked the Jeep into gear. A few minutes later, the sound of the engine faded and they were gone. Dust lingered in the air as if time had stopped. The Earth had shifted beneath me, pivoted on its axis, swapped magnetic fields, and I had no idea where the next step would take me. 
 
    “Hi there,” Isabela said. I nearly screamed. How long had she been right next to me? She was wearing pressed slacks and a pristine blouse that made me feel homeless, but then again, she hadn’t been assaulted by a monkey. 
 
    “Did you really think we drowned Allison in the jungle? Death by octopus?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” The urge to kiss or punch her was shorting out my brain. “What else would I have thought, especially after Laila? I shouldn’t have to explain this.” But apparently I was going to. “And how can you be surprised by my reaction? A giant octopus grabbed a dying girl and sucked her into the jungle.” At length. “And then the stupid monkey tried to kill me. Why the hell are you smirking at me like that? This is not a smirkable moment.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed me. 
 
    Goddamn it. 
 
    “Yeah, that wasn’t even close to good enough.” But it probably was. I was so happy that Allison was alive, my girlfriend wasn’t a killer and the octopus wasn’t an evil monster that I didn’t care. She kissed me again and dragged me toward the bar. 
 
    * 
 
    “To Allison,” Karla said, raising a shot of something clear as air. Isabela downed her drink and I followed numbly, still in shock. I remember how bright the sun was and the warmth of Isabela leaning against me, Karla’s laughter and my intense relief; a complete release of fear and stress that made me almost giddy. And there were more shots in there somewhere. 
 
    “I’m sorry we put you through that,” Isabela said. “Allison shouldn’t have told you before we did. Are you okay?” 
 
    I laughed. “Well, I had this moment running through the jungle when I was thinking about how to deal with my girlfriend’s ritual sacrifice of a dying girl to a giant black sea monster—we’ll come back to that—where I might have had a moment of melancholy and doubt.” 
 
    “You forgot the monkey,” Karla said. 
 
    “The sentence was already too long.” My eyes blurred. “What’s wrong with my head?” 
 
    “Well, for start—” 
 
    Isabela cut Karla off. “Why?” She looked worried, or at least curious. 
 
    “Well, there was a rock.” 
 
    “Are you feeling nauseated?” 
 
    “I just feel off.” I stared at my hands. I had so many hands. “What the hell are we drinking?” 
 
    Karla held up an unlabeled bottle that could’ve been cleaning alcohol. How was that helpful? Wait, I needed to say the words: “That’s not helpful.” There we go. 
 
    “It’s guaro mixed with jet fuel,” Karla said. “I call it lobotomy in a bottle, or bottlebotomy.” 
 
    I snickered. “You said bottom.” But at least now I remembered what I’d been drinking when my brain decided not to forget a giant shark in the bay. 
 
    “And I think that’s enough of that,” Isabela said. Karla pouted as she put the bottle behind another bottle under a thing. “You had a serious concussion. We had Chandu take care of it, but she was a little tired from curing Allison.” 
 
    “You took me to the octopus?” I touched my head again. It must have been bad. 
 
    Isabela nodded. “So, you probably have some questions.” 
 
    “I probably do. I just have no idea what they are.” I made myself frown and look serious, but that made me laugh. This went on for a while. We chatted about nothing (nothing I can recall), Karla sent out for gallo pinto, which I ate somewhat manically after Carlos ran it over from the kitchen without ever meeting my eyes. I had a brief but alarming headache, like spontaneous trepanation, and then my brain rebooted. 
 
    “Is that stuff legal?” I asked Karla. 
 
    “Everything’s legal somewhere. Feeling better?” 
 
    “Yes. And I remembered my questions.” 
 
    “Before you ask,” Isabela said. “Do you remember the visa addendum you signed to get into the reserve?” 
 
    “I’ll say yes. I signed things.” 
 
    “It included a confidentiality clause. So, whatever we tell you…” 
 
    “Is confidential, got it. Who would I tell? Oh, you mean I can’t write about it. No one would believe it anyway. They all think I’m crazy after the Yetis.” 
 
    “True,” Karla confirmed. 
 
    “Then ask away.” 
 
    “What’s up with the giant octopus in the jungle?” 
 
    Karla laughed. 
 
    “So,” Izzy said with her serious face. “Her name is Chandu.” Which I knew. “We don’t know how old she is, or where she came from, but she’s been here for a very long time. And she can cure cancer. We don’t know how that works, though Diego has some opinions, but it works.” 
 
    “Usually,” Karla said. 
 
    “Usually,” Izzy conceded. “If they aren’t too sick, which is subjective. She takes patients like Allison down, does whatever she does, and then releases them in the bay the next morning. And for that little service, we charge the family an ungodly amount of money, which is how this town survives. Arlen came up with the idea a long time ago.” She shrugged. “And that’s about it.” She said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. 
 
    “Is that what happened to Laila?” 
 
    Isabela glanced at Karla. “Yes, but we don’t know why Chandu released her early.” 
 
    “Or why Daku tried to eat her,” I added. 
 
    Karla grimaced. Isabela just nodded again. 
 
    “Allison said she had trouble remembering things, and that they’d forget all about this place. Is that part of the lure?” I asked. 
 
    “Lure?” Isabela frowned. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said—” 
 
    “Cure.” I glared at Karla. “Sorry.” 
 
    “More of a side effect,” Isabela said. “I’m not sure the temporary amnesia is intentional, but no one ever remembers what happens underwater—she’s very protective about that—but their other memories come back, eventually.” 
 
    “Most of them,” Karla said. 
 
    “Most of them,” Isabela conceded again. “Their forgetting about Sonara is intentional and another way she protects herself.” 
 
    “She can change what you remember?” It sounded both wondrous and invasive. “How?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Karla said. 
 
    “And there are mistakes,” Isabela added. “Sometimes they die and we find them floating in the bay, like Laila. She wasn’t the first, and she probably won’t be the last. It’s not a perfect system, but it usually works, and that’s why all the confidentiality and liability waivers. We’re the last resort; you don’t come to Sonara if you have any other choice.” 
 
    “Unless you have connections,” Karla said, clearly referring to Laila. Isabela ignored her. 
 
    “And that’s also why this place is a protected reserve. We take care of a few politicians’ families with critical illnesses, and they keep us secure and inaccessible. The money from the hospital is distributed to everyone in town, and we save as many children as we can.” 
 
    “Why does she do it?” I asked. “I mean, what does the octopus care about us?” 
 
    “I’m not sure she cares about us the way we care about each other. She’s not a human in octopus form. She has an entirely different mind and nervous system. But she needs us.” 
 
    I nodded. “And she cures cancer? I mean, cures it. Forever?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But she couldn’t help Anna?” 
 
    Isabela sat back, surprised, then nodded. “It was too late for her.” 
 
    “Like Mina?” 
 
    Hesitation, but then she nodded again. 
 
    “Okay.” It was hard to believe Anna was sicker than Allison or Mina, but the alternative was what? I refused to believe it was only about the money. 
 
    “You asked why she does it,” Isabela said. “She does it for protection.” 
 
    “And food,” Karla added. “Harry gives part of his catch to her.” 
 
    Which sounded wonderfully pagan. “But does she feel, or care? About us?” I was thinking about her saving me from Daku. Why would she do that? 
 
    “I’m not sure what she feels about us.” Isabela thought for a second. “I used to think she felt affection of some kind, that there was some connection with us, but there’s no way to know. She needs us. We need her. I’m not sure we’ll ever understand how she truly feels.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to take it in. “That’s…wow.” 
 
    “You okay?” Karla asked. “You’re drooling.” 
 
    “I am?” I wiped my mouth. 
 
    “Bottlebotomy works in mysterious ways. I’d make warning labels, but it’s funny to see what happens. One time Diego—” 
 
    “Ray,” Isabela cut her off. “Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    I looked into her big brown eyes and smiled. “God, yes.” I put my hand on her leg. “I’m great.” She laid her hand over mine. I fought the urge to kiss her; she wasn’t into PDA, and Karla would have said something sarcastic. Instead, shot glasses reappeared, filled with tequila. 
 
    “To Allison?” Isabela asked, raising her glass. 
 
    “To Allison,” I agreed. 
 
    “May she outlive us all,” Karla finished. Isabela’s fake smile tightened. I pretended not to notice. The space between two strong women is the most dangerous place in the known universe, and for once I decided to listen to the little voice. We drank more, of course, and the mood lightened. Harry showed up, then Brad and the orderly, though strangely, not Diego. We toasted again and talked about Allison. I watched it all as if from a distance, floating above them. I lost track of the words and Isabela’s barely hidden anger and felt the wonder of Sonara return. There was a giant octopus in the jungle. They could cure cancer and save children’s lives. I wished Anna could’ve seen it. She would’ve known the right thing to say and the right way to say it. The miracle of it would’ve glinted off the green sparks in her eyes like fireworks. I tried to feel it the way she would have, and I could almost feel her there with us. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Isabela asked again. I snapped back into my body and smiled absurdly. 
 
    “God, yes,” I said, grabbing her hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, blurted really. I’d remembered something. “What were you reading on the point yesterday?” 
 
    Isabela frowned, glanced at Karla, and shrugged. “I don’t remember, sorry. I have to get back to work,” she said, then noticed our expressions; we had drunk more than a little. “I’m not operating on anyone, don’t worry. Ray, I’ll be back late, but if your headaches don’t go away, drop by the hospital and I’ll take a look.” Then, to Karla: “No more of the strong stuff.” And then she was gone, walking more or less steadily back toward the hospital. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Introductions 
 
    Introducciones 
 
    It was a bright and glorious morning. I smiled stupidly at Harry. I didn’t know what to say. I had no idea what he knew. Did they all know everything, so I could say whatever I wanted? What were the rules? I’d slept like the dead the night before, dreamless, and woken up too late to catch Izzy. The house was already so hot I was sweating before I reached the bathroom. The note by the bed said she’d come get me at the Kraken around four that afternoon to see Chandu again. It was just after seven. I had nine hours to kill. How the hell was I going to get through nine hours without losing my mind? 
 
    “You look like you’re about to wet yourself,” Harry said. “I know you know about the octopus. Please stop smiling like that.” 
 
    “Chandu,” I said, trying to look less manic. “Her name is Chandu.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He didn’t seem to like the word, but I hardly noticed. He passed a long board over the counter. I’d surfed on the same board a hundred times before, but now it seemed light as a feather. I could feel every ding, every lump of wax, the soft curve of the rail. 
 
    “Be careful of that octopus,” Harry said. “She’s…” 
 
    I wasn’t listening. Harry’s words were like stones skipping across the surface of a lunar sea until they sailed off into space. I walked down to the beach and surfed in a daze, then sat on my board staring at nothing until I couldn’t take the heat anymore. 
 
    * 
 
    “You forget sunscreen?” Karla asked when I got to the bar. 
 
    I looked at my arms. I was burned to hell from being in the water so long at midday. My neck was itching. My legs were dark red. The question answered itself. I was fighting to hold on to my good mood and excitement. I just wanted to get back to the cenote and see Chandu and understand more about what was going on. 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked. I’d forgotten to charge my watch. 
 
    Karla glanced at her phone on the counter. “Just after two.” 
 
    “Two?” I might have whined. Two hours sounded like two eternities on either end of forever. 
 
    “What did Isabela tell you?” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “About the octopus?” she pressed. 
 
    “Oh, Chandu. Nothing. I didn’t want to know. Izzy’s going to take me to see her.” 
 
    Karla nodded, as in, of course. 
 
    “But now I have a few questions…” 
 
    Karla nodded again, as in, no shit. 
 
    “How ‘bout this? I’ll tell you a few things. You tell me what else you want to know.” 
 
    “Works for me.” 
 
    “Isabela’s what we call a caretaker, the one who interacts with Chandu and takes patients—” 
 
    “She talks to the octopus?” 
 
    Karla shook her head. “You don’t exactly talk to her. You can exchange images, so you have to visualize what you’re trying to say and she’ll respond with an image or voice she’s pulled from somewhere else to respond. It’s like speaking by collage.” 
 
    “She can see what you’re thinking?” 
 
    “She can see a copy of a memory of what you thought.” 
 
    “That seems confusing.” 
 
    “It’s farcically confusing, Ray. Half the mistakes around here are probably just miscommunication. Hence, the need for someone like Isabela, who spends years figuring out what she’s trying to say. It’s not easy. Anyway, Isabela takes patients to Chandu, who cures them and releases them in the bay.” 
 
    “Why not back in the cenote?” 
 
    “That’s something we’ve asked many times. Diego thinks it’s a salinity thing, that she can’t stay away from the sea for that long, but we don’t know. And that’s why Harry—” 
 
    “Picks them up in the bay,” I cut in. “Sorry, I’m getting it. But what’s with the shark?” 
 
    “Chandu created protectors for herself, one in the bay and one on land.” 
 
    “Alejandro and Daku?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Then why are they such assholes?” 
 
    Karla laughed. “Another great question and, again, no one knows. Maybe they always were. Maybe what she did to them affected them or they don’t like the job, or that’s what she wants in her protectors. The only thing we know is that they protect her, but they don’t always play nice with anyone else. And they’re sometimes just as confused about what she wants as we are, if not worse. It gets messy.” 
 
    “Like Laila.” 
 
    Karla nodded grimly. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Does Jon know about all this?” 
 
    “Lamarr? Yes, of course. He’s one of the few reasons we’ve been able to keep this place secret the last few years. Social media hasn’t made things easy. He’s a douche, but we couldn’t survive without him. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Okay, then last question for now. The memory thing. She can change what you remember? I mean, she can get into your mind?” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s exactly as creepy as it sounds.” She opened her mouth, closed it, looking more uncomfortable than I’d ever seen her. “I’m sorry we couldn’t tell you more sooner, and that you found out the way you did. We were going to let you see Allison after she was healed and then show you the cenote, but…” 
 
    “It’s all right. Keeping this secret has to be hard.” 
 
    “It is. Okay, enough of that. Laptop or drink?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Drink it is.” 
 
    “Just not the…” 
 
    She pulled out a regular bottle of vodka. I nodded. We were three shots in before my brain settled enough to focus. Karla watched me for signs of coherency. 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Two forty. Don’t ask me again.” 
 
    “Have you ever touched her? I mean, Chandu.” 
 
    “I knew you had more questions. Of course I have. We all have.” 
 
    “What’s it like?” 
 
    “It depends. Sometimes, it feels like you’re connected, like you’re part of her and your mind spans the entire ocean. Sometimes it just feels like you’re touching a giant octopus. It can be peaceful and comforting, or it can be terrifying. Depends on her mood and why you’re there.” 
 
    Shot number four appeared and went down. Between the heat, excitement and alcohol, I was feeling lightheaded. 
 
    “How does she cure people? I mean, cancer. How does she—” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karla said. “No one does.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” I waited for her to laugh. “You have no idea at all?” 
 
    “Nope.” She poured another shot. “You know how movies have that long voiceover that explains everything? Your girlfriend’s super good at that, but in this case, we have nothing to say. There is no omniscient voice. There’s a big black octopus, an angry monkey—” 
 
    “A giant shark.” 
 
    “—and a giant shark, but no user guide. And…” 
 
    Again, the hesitation and discomfort. 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Diego has some ideas. Arlen was caretaker before Izzy, and they did it together for a while. He might have better answers.” 
 
    “If I wanted to talk to Izzy’s ex. No thanks. So what happened between them?” 
 
    Karla snorted. “Not my place to tell.” 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    “Worse. I wouldn’t go there if I were you. Shot?” 
 
    I nodded. It seemed like Izzy’s relationships went hard south at some point. I wondered if they saw it coming, or if I’d end up as shell-shocked and bitter as Jon. 
 
    “¡Pura Vida!” We downed the shot. I wasn’t sure drunk was the right way to meet a cephalogod. 
 
    “Maybe you’re here to help us figure all this out,” Karla said out of nowhere. 
 
    “You don’t mean that. I’m a writer, not a biologist.” 
 
    She shrugged and leaned closer. “Just don’t let her take you down.” 
 
    “Like Allison?” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t do that. Not yet.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know she can cure cancer and heal wounds. She can also kill you. So take it slow.” 
 
    “Kill me?” All the excitement was gone. “Why would Chandu kill me?” 
 
    She flashed a cruel smile. “What makes you think I’m talking about the octopus?” 
 
    And that was the first time I was ever angry at her. 
 
    “Go to hell, Karla.” I got up and left. 
 
    * 
 
    I walked around the town, sweating alcohol and trying to recover my mood. People watched me strangely, though perhaps no more strangely than any other gringo stumbling around the village smelling like tequila and self-pity. Isabela found me in the middle of the town square next to a crumbling baroque fountain in the shade of a giant Douglas Fir tree, both of which were almost as out of place as I was. What was a pine tree doing in the middle of the jungle? 
 
    “Ray?” Isabela was right next to me. 
 
    “Hey, you,” I said, startled. “How long have you been there? 
 
    “Not long.” She touched my arm. “Karla told me what she said.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I tried to shrug it off. “What’s with you two?” 
 
    “Old history.” She took my hand. “Come on. I promise she won’t kill you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. I had spent an hour thinking dark emo thoughts like a mopey teenager, and all she had to do was touch me to make it seem ridiculous. There was a magical octopus in the jungle. I could figure the rest out later. 
 
    * 
 
    I’m not sure why we didn’t take the golf carts. The walk was longer than I remembered, and I could almost smell myself burning. I was going to peel like a snake shedding its skin. Maybe Izzy thought the walk would sober me up, and she was right. When we passed through the break in the spine, I could see signs of ancient columns and collapsed statues, broken mysteries covered in dust and vines. This was an ancient place that demanded silence and respect. 
 
    “Just ignore him,” Isabela said a few minutes later. 
 
    “Who?” I followed her look. Alejandro was in a tree by the trailhead. I might have pulled Isabela closer as we stepped off the road and onto the barely visible path. Between the wasps and the assault, the monkey now terrified me. 
 
    Alejandro jumped down and loped over to us, teeth out in a silent snarl. I hoped Izzy was good with rocks, but she just ignored him and pulled me down the trail. The monkey moved out of the way without a sound, then lunged for me. I jerked back so fast I nearly fell over. And that’s when I learned monkeys can laugh. 
 
    “You all right?” Izzy asked. I might have been hiding behind her. I would deny it in court, but damn, that was one scary howler. 
 
    “Go away,” Izzy said, casually. With a final hiss, Alejandro leaped into the trees and disappeared. 
 
    “What’s his problem?” 
 
    She laughed. “Another long story. You ready?” 
 
    I waited for more. She raised her eyebrows impatiently. Her whole demeanor was distant, unsympathetic and emotionally removed. 
 
    “Ray?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s keep going.” 
 
    The cenote was smaller than I remembered, but then it wasn’t a cenote. I’d read that cenotes are a Mexican Yucatan thing mostly, and this was another type of collapsed cavern. I still don’t have a better word, but whatever you called the pool, it was about thirty feet across, with a small clearing where we were standing and a tiny dirt beach at the edge. 
 
    On the right, large boulders reached the water under overhanging vines. On the far side, an ancient stone platform with crumbled stone pillars was set into the back of the rising slope behind the pool. Rivulets of water ran between cracks in the stone. The jungle canopy leaned away to reveal a large circle of open blue sky. It was an ancient and beautiful ruin, but there was no sign of the octopus. 
 
    “Where is she?” I asked. 
 
    Izzy tossed a tiny rock into the pool, making a barely audible plunk. 
 
    “Is that how she knows you’re here?” 
 
    “Yes.” Isabela sat in the grass and patted the ground next to her. “She’ll come.” 
 
    I walked over to the edge of the pond. Dark grey dirt stopped at a steep drop-off that rapidly turned green then black. The pool looked bottomless. Somewhere below were caverns that linked to the sea so she could swim back and forth to save surfers in the bay. As I watched, the black bottom of the pool rippled and changed. It was a strange trick of the light, like standing on the edge of an infinite cliff. If I leaned forward… 
 
    “Uh, Izzy?” 
 
    “It’s okay.” She came up next to me. “Just don’t move.” 
 
    The black gained texture and dark blue highlights. God, she was huge. Her body filled the pool from edge to edge and the water seemed to rise above her. Her black mass resolved into tentacles that wound around each other in the confined space and, in the middle, a large head rose slightly above the water. One massive eye looked directly at me. 
 
    Izzy kneeled to reach into the water. I had this ridiculous paternal urge to pull her away, to save her from the monster, but the monster barely moved. One tentacle flexed slightly and touched Izzy’s outstretched fingers. 
 
    Izzy stood. “You can touch her if you want.” 
 
    One tentacle rose a few feet from the water, the tiniest tip at the end of a massive arm, and I stepped backward. I knew octopus tentacles were really called arms, but I had no idea they could be so large. Or so expressive. The tip moved up and down in the air like a nod, telling me it was okay, asking permission. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Izzy said, but I wasn’t scared. I didn’t care about Harry or Karla’s warnings. I didn’t care what happened next. I was just surprised. Some part of me still couldn’t believe it was real, no matter how desperately I wanted it to be. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” I said. I leaned forward and reached down to touch the tip of her tentacle. Her skin was soft and slippery. “She’s real. My god, she’s real.” 
 
    Another tentacle extended toward me. I leaned back, nervous. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Izzy said. “She wants to show you something, but you have to let her.” 
 
    “Okay.” I tried to relax. The second tentacle slid around the back of my neck and I could feel it suckering its way up the base of my skull. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” 
 
    “The tip of her tentacle is called a ligula,” Izzy said. “It’s like a tongue. She’s tasting you. You may feel a little…” 
 
    “Ow.” Something stung the back of my neck. 
 
    “…pinch,” Izzy said, and then the world vanished. 
 
    Black. 
 
    Izzy? 
 
    When the light came back, it was a harsh, bright yellow that was hard to process. The sky was a blaze of blues I’d never seen before. The air was textured, hot and dry as sandpaper. It took a moment to realize I was looking at myself through the octopus’ eyes. 
 
    I was an absurd, pale thing against a dusty sky. I tasted like oil and garbage, which is to say that it was not an orally pleasant experience. I have no idea how to describe it, and I wasn’t really thinking. There were no thoughts or there were many thoughts. The water around me was the only thing that felt right. There wasn’t enough salt to stay for long, but it was still connected to the sea. The air was heat and pain. Then there was a flash of light and I was back in myself. 
 
    I felt awkward and boney and nearly fell over. Isabela held my arm until I steadied myself. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, gaping open-mouthed at Chandu. My senses were burned out, like I had touched a live wire. “I felt what she felt, Izzy. I saw myself. It was…” I felt like laughing. “That was amazing.” One of Chandu’s tentacles slowly brushed over the dirt until Isabela reached out to touch it, and the octopus disappeared into the pool. 
 
    “Wow,” I said again. Something was wrong with the skin on my arm. I looked from hand to hand, from arm to arm. On the right hand that I’d touched Chandu with, the sunburn was gone. One arm was red, the other not. 
 
    “I would’ve warned you about that,” Isabela said, “but she usually asks permission. Is it okay?” 
 
    “Okay? It’s wonderful.” I rubbed at my miraculously smooth skin and glanced at the pool. Chandu was gone. “Where’d she go?” I stared at the water, hoping she’d return, and then I suddenly heard a voice in my head, or the memory of a voice: Help me. It sounded like Anna, or Izzy, or maybe Diego. Familiar, but not real, changing every time I replayed it. And then there was an image of the cenote from her perspective, Chandu’s perspective. Alejandro was on the edge, holding a baby monkey that looked like a toy in his massive hands. 
 
    Help me. Now it was a memory of a memory. Did she mean help her or Alejandro? 
 
    “What is it?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “Alejandro has a son,” I said, frowning. It was so strange having someone else’s memory in your head, especially when that someone else was an octopus. The colors were wrong and it felt utterly alien, but now it was inside me, in my mind. “It’s so odd…” 
 
    I turned back to Izzy, wanting to ask her about the feeling, but she looked pissed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, but she just glared at me like a stupid child she had to contend with. “What? What did I do?” 
 
    “Why are you here, Ray?” 
 
    “You brought me,” I said. My senses were returning, heavy, hollow and melancholy. My body felt dull and lifeless compared to what I had felt in Chandu. 
 
    “No, in Sonara. Why are you in Sonara?” 
 
    “Diego invited me. What did I do?” I must’ve failed a test, or passed one I wasn’t supposed to take. I reached out to take her hand, but she stepped back. 
 
    “She never heals people that way, not without asking. She’s showing off for you. Why?” 
 
    “How would I know? I don’t understand what’s wrong.” 
 
    “We save lives here. This isn’t a game. It’s fragile and impossible and I have no idea what can break it. I just know this has never happened before. She cures sick children, not…” 
 
    “Maybe she liked my book?” My go-to joke, apparently. 
 
    Izzy laughed unexpectedly, then nodded. “You can come back if you want. She’ll come if she knows you’re here. Just touch the water and wait.” 
 
    “Why would I come back?” Which was a stupid question; of course I’d come back. 
 
    “Unbelievable.” She turned and walked back to the road. 
 
    “Izzy?” I followed like a confused puppy. 
 
    Who had ever seen anything like this before? It was amazing. 
 
    Izzy stomped down the path like a petulant child. 
 
    Amazing. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Crocodile Swamps 
 
    Los Pantanos de Cocodrilos 
 
    Diego and I were in a high hide overlooking the crocodile swamps south of old Sonara, but I couldn’t tell you why. Izzy had gotten a text as we walked back toward the hospital, though I was half convinced she’d texted herself just to get away from me, and then Diego showed up and I was on a platform in the canopy, drunk (again) and trying to remember how I’d gotten here. Crocodiles grunted contentedly as they slept along the edge of the swamp near the base of our tree. Even sleeping, they were horrible beasts. One had fallen asleep halfway through lunch with an Iguana’s tail and hind legs hanging out of its mouth. 
 
    “So,” Diego said, “Bienvenidos a Sonara.” 
 
    We toasted and started laughing. 
 
    “What was it like touching Chandu?” he asked, once he’d caught his breath. 
 
    “Amazing.” I told him about the image of Alejandro and his son, and the voice. “It was strange, like—” 
 
    “Alejandro has a son?” He seemed surprised. 
 
    “Yeah, I think. Why?” 
 
    He shrugged and smiled. “Good for him. How’s your head feel?” 
 
    “A little groggy.” I shook my head slightly. That was a mistake. Things spun for a second, but I couldn’t tell if it was the beer or leftover disorientation. 
 
    “She screws with your head,” Diego said. “You’ll feel like crying. Gets me every time.” 
 
    “Why?” Now that he mentioned it, I was feeling pretty emotional. 
 
    “Don’t know.” He downed the beer and grabbed another. “Adults are just walls and scar tissue. When she touches you, it tears down the walls. It takes time to rebuild them.” 
 
    “Okay. When did you turn into…damn, I just had the words…” 
 
    “They’ll come back. To answer your question, I drink a lot. It keeps things simpler.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Did you know I was married once?” 
 
    “No.” A large croc looked up and snapped its jaws. I’d once met a naturalist in Australia who told me he liked to hike north of Brisbane. On one trip, a saltwater crocodile grabbed his brother and shook him so hard his head flew off. He didn’t hike there anymore. “Can Crocodiles climb?” My stomach turned. 
 
    Diego glanced down. “Maybe a few meters. We’re fine.” 
 
    “What happened to your wife?” I asked, forcing my eyes away from the crocs. I knew Diego had gone to college in the US and gotten a Master's in biology. He’d been in the Costa Rican army. When did he have time to get married? 
 
    “Some disease,” he said. “Chandu takes us down every year on our birthdays. Once a year, we get the chance to heal all wounds. It makes you feel like the world is safe. What can happen that can’t be cured?” He took a long drink. “But even Chandu can’t save us all. She won’t take pregnant women. I think you know that?” 
 
    I didn’t, but it explained what Tanya had said about the girl they’d sent home from the hospital before her treatment was finished. 
 
    “Well, she won’t, ever.” Diego cleared his throat. “And sometimes we’re just too sick. My wife was both, but at least she survived. Our son was stillborn.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, man. I had no idea. What was her name?” 
 
    “Sara. Good Catholic name for a good Catholic girl. Not sure why she married me. Must have hated her tata.” 
 
    I put my hand on his shoulder. It struck me how remote men’s lives are. Here was a friend who’d brought me to a place of miracles, who’d known my late wife and who was doing his best to be my friend, and I could barely touch him. Women were going to rule the world just because they could touch each other without wincing. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Diego said. 
 
    I dropped my hand and even that tiny connection was broken. 
 
    “If you stay, you’ll see great things,” he said. “You’ll see how Isabela saves lives. But it isn’t always like that. And sometimes…” 
 
    “Diego, it’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. If you’re going to see Chandu and let her touch you, you have to understand the cost. I wish I’d told you more sooner, but there are rules and I wasn’t sure you’d stay. Now, I’m not sure you can leave.” He looked down. “I hope you’ll stay.” 
 
    “Of course I’ll stay. But why couldn’t I leave?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that right.” He squinted accusingly at his beer. “You can leave any time you want, but when you leave, you’ll forget about her. All about Allison, Karla, Daku and the pool. Even Izzy. I should have told you before Chandu touched you. You’ll have vague memories of surfing and falling in the love, but all the details will be gone.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. How could I forget all of this?” 
 
    “How do you think Sonara is possible if you didn’t? We’re not protected by magic or impenetrable mountains. This is all just biology we don’t understand, and if you think a picture of Alejandro and a disembodied voice are confusing, wait ‘til she tries to communicate something complex. She talks with memories, images and voices, sometimes sounds…” He trailed off. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And it’s a pain in the ass. She wants to say something about a monkey, so she jams a picture of a monkey in your head. Oops, she meant a baby monkey. Now you’re stuck with that. Oh, wait, she meant a girl monkey. You’re looking at a monkey vagina. And so on. Image, sound, image, noise, until she gets it right. Then she tries to clean it up and accidentally erases the memory of your first date.” 
 
    “She does that?” 
 
    “Not too much anymore. She’s much better than she used to be, but I still don’t know how Izzy deals with it. Her head’s full of my memories and soon it’ll be full of yours. That’s what you need to know. Chandu takes things out of your head and looks at them, shares them around, trying to understand and learn. Or she’ll show you something she thinks you should know that’s none of your business.” 
 
    “That sounds creepy.” Now I understood what Karla had meant. 
 
    “It is creepy and it makes things…awkward. I know what Chandu showed you. That wasn’t supposed to happen today. I’m not sure why she’s so eager with you.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “No, but you deserve to know before she gets in your head. Like the ‘help me’ thing. She’s not great with pronouns. Your brain is interpreting an image or sound you don’t even know you’re seeing or hearing that Chandu’s learned means ‘help’ to humans, but she can’t seem to connect abstract images with pronouns. So help me might mean help me, meaning Chandu, or help him, Alejandro, or his son, or both or neither. It’s like charades sometimes.” 
 
    “Then how do you know what she means?” 
 
    “Practice and luck. She’s an octopus. She doesn’t speak English or Spanish. She manipulates stuff she’s seen before. If you hear a voice, it’s not her voice. It’s like a playback or snippet that more or less communicates what she wants to say. Sometimes the image and voice don’t even go together. And she doesn’t like repeating or explaining herself, so often we just guess.” 
 
    That was disappointing. I enjoyed the sense of purpose, like she’d given me a mission to help her, but now I had no idea what she meant. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” Diego said. “It’s like talking to god. Everyone hears what they want. The point is, it won’t stop. If you touch her, you’re going to see weird shit, and some of it you can’t forget. That’s just the way it is.” 
 
    “Okay.” It sounded oddly challenging, like learning how to communicate with an alien before it drove you insane. I’m not sure why that appealed to me. 
 
    “She can also manipulate you,” Diego said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She’s in your head. Like, I always wanted to invite you to Sonara, but after my last birthday, I really wanted to. It was suddenly very important to me that you come here.” 
 
    “And you think she did that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s the thing. It’s hard to know where you start and she ends.” 
 
    “Why would she manipulate you like that?” 
 
    “I wish I knew, man. I really do.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said again, this time not so sure. “How does she do the healing thing? Karla said you had ideas?” 
 
    Diego smiled. “Karla likes the romantic version, like somehow knowing how it works will ruin the magic of it. But she probably told you my ideas are just guesses. Next time you’re online, look up some of the new genetic engineering processes like CRISPR. They don’t explain everything or even close—Why don’t they drown? How does she heal them so quickly?—but they’re a start. If you still want to know after that, I’ll tell you what I think.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you want to know.” 
 
    “I used to. I was working on a Ph.D. in evolutionary biology so I could understand her better, then I realized I didn’t want to. Don’t tell her I said so, but Karla’s right. The mystery’s better.”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” I hesitated. “You said you go down on your birthdays…” I wasn’t sure how to ask what I wanted without sounding crazy. I’d always wondered why Sonara had so few children and no one seemed to work. Add that to what Allison said about no one being sick, and the question was obvious. 
 
    “Just ask, Ray.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    He smiled. “How old do you think?” 
 
    “Thirty-five?” 
 
    “Closer to one-thirty-five,” he said, smirking. 
 
    “Huh.” I should have been shocked, but it seemed obvious. “Okay.” Like I’d already known somehow. Or maybe, and this should have bothered me, Chandu had groomed me for this moment. My best friend was more than a century old. Insanity and amazement! But there was none of that. I just thought, yeah, of course, that makes sense. “Everyone here’s that old?” 
 
    “All the locals are at least a century old,” he said. “You don’t seem surprised.” 
 
    “I’m not. I should be, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably Chandu…” He sighed. “She’s already in your head.” 
 
    I nodded, already over it. “Is that why there aren’t any children in Sonara? Aside from the hospital?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “There are strict population limits here. If you have kids, they have to leave. People just got tired of outliving their children…or losing them.” 
 
    Which made sense in a sad, lonely way. “And your age, that’s just genetic engineering too?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Arlen can probably tell you more.” 
 
    Again with Arlen. I just shook my head, and Diego understood. I wanted to know but didn’t at the same time, and I sure didn’t want to learn any of it from Isabela’s ex. 
 
    “He’s not that bad,” Diego said, reading my mind. Then he hurled a stick into the swamp. Something ate it. “Just remember before you touch her again that nothing’s free. There’s always a price.” He looked down at the swamp and smiled. “There she is.” He pointed to a massive lizard crawling onto the bank. 
 
    “Damn,” I said. “Is that one of your fauna of unusual size?” 
 
    “No, Jimena’s big, but she’s just a crocodile. They’re too lazy and mean to be protectors.” 
 
    “Jimena?” 
 
    “You know how she’s everywhere? I thought it would be funny to name one of the crocs after her, and then she’d be here too.” He frowned. “She didn’t think it was funny.” 
 
    “Diego, what the hell are we doing up here?” 
 
    “You ran into the swamps after you thought Allison died.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I knew where this was going. 
 
    “Nobody told me what Alejandro did, so I spent the night out here looking for you. Jimena charged me and I nearly put her down.” He rested a hand on my shoulder. “Please don’t do that again.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Conversation 
 
    La Conversación 
 
    Turns out, it’s remarkably difficult to read a monkey’s facial expressions. I’d assumed, given our first interaction, that Alejandro was always angry, but now his lips were sealed tightly over his normally bared teeth and his eyes squinted in the bright sun. He stood on the cenote trail like a sunburned cowboy with hard-earned lines around his eyes and a serious case of resting bastard face. Maybe he was angry. Maybe he was happy. If he didn’t punch me or rip my throat out in the next thirty seconds, then I’d assume the latter. 
 
    Nothing happened. He didn’t get out of the way. He happily but stubbornly calmly blocked the path that led to the cenote and my every attempt to get by. I guess when Izzy said I could see Chandu anytime I wanted, she hadn’t cleared it with the monkey. What did he want from me? 
 
    “Well?” I asked. He just gave me the ‘I’m just doing my job’ look and crossed his arms. It occurred to me he’d been doing this for a long time. Decades, if he was as old as the people in Sonara. I wasn’t going to the cenote today. 
 
    * 
 
    “Why aren’t you surfing?” Karla asked. I just shrugged. I wanted to go back to the cenote. I wanted to know what it felt like to be a god of the water again. Everything else seemed pointless in comparison. 
 
    “Laptop?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head and moped. 
 
    She sighed. “All right, I’ll take you.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I wished I had a tail so I could wag it. “Now?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning. Chandu doesn’t like the heat, so right after sunrise.” 
 
    “Why not tonight?” 
 
    “I have a date.” 
 
    “What?” I think she enjoyed the war I was having for control of my face. I did not enjoy the surge of irrational jealousy. “Who with?” As if it was any of my business. I waited for an answer that wasn’t coming. Why didn’t the women in this town ever blink? 
 
    Help me. Flash of Alejandro with his son. I winced. It had been cute at first, a weird new experience with a powerful creature, but was rapidly turning into something like mild PTSD. Help me. Monkey picture. Help me. Monkey picture. Is this what Isabela had to deal with every day? No wonder she was a bit tetchy. 
 
    “Did you know Alejandro has a son?” I asked Karla. 
 
    “Well.” She blinked. Victory! “Monkeys do fuck.” 
 
    I grimaced, though I wasn’t sure why the profanity bothered me. Karla watched me for a second to see if I’d blurt out any other random facts and then went off to clean something. Are monkey children called sons and daughters? I had no idea. I should have asked her how old she was, but the question wouldn’t come out. Maybe it was none of my business. 
 
    Help me. 
 
    Monkey picture. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    * 
 
    Alejandro was at the trailhead again the next morning. I’m not sure if he sat in the nearby trees all day or if he just had great hearing, but he didn’t look happy to see us. He looked hungover. What was a rough night for a howler monkey? Too much fermented fruit and a fight with uppity beta males? Karla got right up in his frazzled grill. 
 
    “Move it, monkey,” she said. 
 
    Alejandro didn’t move, but he did bare long yellow teeth in a mocking smile. Karla picked up a rock. Alejandro raised his arms, fists clenched—no little Tica with a rock was going to threaten Malacrianza—but then he dropped his hands and slumped off into the jungle. It was pathetic. That’s what I was scared of? 
 
    “He seems a bit off today,” I said. 
 
    “He’s always off.” Karla pocketed the rock. “Go ahead. He won’t come back.” 
 
    “You’re not coming?” 
 
    “Oh, god no. I came here once without Isabela and that bitch choked me out and left me unconscious on the beach. The octopus, I mean. Alejandro woke me up by peeing on me.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “You ever been peed on by a monkey?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “It’s not as sexy as you think.” 
 
    “That reminds me. How was your date?” 
 
    “I’ve still got the rock, Ray.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, not sorry at all. “I’ll see you back at the bar.” I turned back to the trail, hesitant. Karla’s hand found my arm. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” she said, surprisingly kind. It must’ve been an awful date. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    * 
 
    Alejandro was the worst that could happen. Karla was wrong; he was waiting for me at the cenote. 
 
    “Get the hell out of here, Alejandro. I was invited.” 
 
    Alejandro canted his head to the side, reminding me of bullies from my childhood. He really was an asshole. I looked half-heartedly for a rock, knowing my aim was nothing like Karla’s. He’d just beat the hell out of me after I missed. 
 
    He waited. I waited. The sun rose higher in the sky. I waited some more. 
 
    As we stood in this awkward primate détente, a black tentacle rose soundlessly from the water. The tip turned this way and that above Alejandro’s oblivious head like a periscope looking for enemy ships and then lightly tapped Alejandro on the shoulder. He turned, surprised, and stood with his back to me for what seemed like minutes but was probably seconds. Then his shoulders dropped and he shuffled back into the jungle like a kid who’d just dropped his ice cream on the sidewalk. I didn’t know a walk could be a pout. Monkeys were expressive after all. 
 
    When I turned back, Chandu’s black body and tentacles had filled the water from edge to edge. Her tentacles were fringed in red, and iridescent blue tones rolled across her head like the northern lights. My heart beat so rapidly in my chest that I had to focus on breathing calmly. I exhaled carefully, slowly, forcing myself to stand in place rather than turning to run. 
 
    Now what? I had no idea what to do next. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” I asked, my voice as high as a child’s. 
 
    A tentacle snaked toward my foot. I stepped back, thinking about what Diego had said. I wanted to know the rules. What did she change and how did she change it? 
 
    The tentacle inched forward again. I stepped back again. Her giant eye looked at me from the shady side of the pool, twenty feet away, inscrutable as ink. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” I asked again. How was she supposed to answer? As if she could sense my frustration, her tentacle slid closer to my bare knee and the tip rose just inches from my skin and hovered there. Waiting. I caught my breath. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. The tentacle slid up and around my neck. I felt the expected pinch and then heard a dull hum like a dial tone. It wasn’t a real sound, but more a sense of connection. 
 
    Can you understand me? I thought. 
 
    Yes. Again, it wasn’t a word, but the impression of affirmation. I couldn’t believe I was talking to an octopus. I should have prepared a speech or introduction. I was like a space explorer arriving on an alien planet and all I had to say was, Hey there, I’m Ray. Nice carapace. There was so much I wanted to ask. How old was she and how did she get here? How was she curing these people and how did she communicate with Alejandro? Could I ask about Laila, or would that offend her? 
 
    You still love Anna. I had a sudden vision of Anna over dinner with chocolate smeared on her cheek. She was licking the wrong side. I was laughing. 
 
    “What the hell? That’s none of your business.” Diego was right; Chandu had some serious boundary issues. The hum was back. Had I offended her? 
 
    Yes, I still love her, I thought. Why does that matter? 
 
    This old, she said, apparently changing the subject. I saw Veraguas Bay from outside the breakwater. There was no pier or new Sonara, and old Sonara was just a collection of small shacks near the beach, with a trail of smoke rising from back in the jungle. A single, dark-skinned man stood almost naked on the beach, looking just like me. It was Antonio. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. Wow. It took a second to process her memory. It was like someone had recorded themselves into my brain and the format wasn’t right. 
 
    Tiny suckers pulled at my skin, both prickly and ticklish. 
 
    Control? she asked. Control, Father? What the hell did that mean? Control what? And who was her father? Did she mean me? 
 
    The world went black. Apparently, silence was consent. 
 
    When the light returned, I was looking out at the glade around the cenote from her eyes. I was her. The dirt-beach area seemed smaller and the trail leading back into the jungle was less distinct, but it was the same place. I couldn’t sense any kind of emotion, but I could feel the water around me like I had never felt anything in my life. I could taste the water and temperature, the texture of the sand and rocks, even the flavor of the air. A thousand tastes and smells flooded my thoughts from eight arms casually sweeping the water and sand beneath me. It was overwhelming and wonderfully impossible. 
 
    It took me a while to realize that something was missing, namely me. I should have seen my body lying on the grass where I had, presumably, just blacked out. But there was just short grass riffling in a light breeze and the endless green of the jungle around the cenote. Wait, not green. The light was different. Was it nighttime? 
 
    Then I was underwater and it was nearly black. No, it was completely black, but somehow I could still feel things around me. Tiny little arms appeared in front of my eyes, more a sensation than vision, and it took me a second to realize they were mine. I was puny, a baby octopus, and there were hundreds just like me sideways and upside down, sproinking around the cavern. I could sense all of them, but not see any of them. It was so— 
 
    Help me, Father. Father, help me. 
 
    I was back on the dirt in my own body. I grunted in surprise. 
 
    Isabela was sitting next to me, hair dented on one side like she’d slept on it, and I felt slightly repulsed. I had to fight the urge to lean away. But the feeling lasted less than a second, probably just a reaction to the sudden change of perspective, and I smiled or thought I did; my face didn’t seem to work, and my body felt ridiculous. 
 
    “What did she show you?” Isabela asked. 
 
    “I think I was here, or down in the caves, as a baby.” My voice didn’t sound right, and my tongue moved too slowly. “There were hundreds of us. Everything was blurry and cold, but somehow sharp and bright. I just swam around for a long time.” 
 
    “That’s it? You’ve been here for at least an hour.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I smiled. “I don’t know if I’m interpreting this right, but it felt like joy. Pure, unfiltered joy. Can you imagine what it would be like to remember being a baby? 
 
    “I’m not sure.” She looked a little sad. “She’s never taken me that far back. Do you think it was her as a baby?” 
 
    “I don’t know what else it would be. She called me ‘father.’ Why would she do that?” 
 
    “Diego showed you Antonio’s picture?” I nodded. “He was her first caretaker, the one who raised her.” Izzy thought for a second. “She’s saying she trusts you.” 
 
    I just nodded. My neck was working again. 
 
    “Would you like to help me?” she asked. “I mean, I know you’re busy surfing and all…” 
 
    “Help you what?” My heart jumped. Help me. Maybe this is what Chandu meant. 
 
    “With this. With her. If she trusts you, that’s good enough for me. Maybe you can help me bring them here, and we can see how it goes? I could spend less time out here and more time in the hospital.” She reached for my hand. “It would be good to have someone here with me.” 
 
    “Yes, I mean, of course.” Are you kidding? “It would be an honor.” Wait until Harry saw my smile this time. He was probably going to smack me. “Can I just ask one thing?” 
 
    “Over one-twenty,” she said. 
 
     “You’re that old?” 
 
    “Older, probably. I’m not sure.” She watched me, clearly curious about my reaction or lack thereof. “I know Diego told you his age. Why didn’t you ask?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Diego thinks Chandu…prepared me for it?” I shrugged. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, she does that.” She frowned. “What was your question?” 
 
    “Why is everyone here so dark? You have the greatest miracle on Earth on tap, and you act like you’re trapped in an elevator with a mime.” 
 
    Isabela thought for a second. “Maybe because even with her, curing cancer is still more art than science, and when we make mistakes, children die.” 
 
    “Like Laila?” 
 
    “Yes, like Laila…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Usually our mistakes are obvious. We push her too hard or ask too much, or she’s sick and we don’t realize it. They’re our mistakes. With Laila, I have no idea what went wrong, so how can I be sure it won’t happen again?” She shook her head in frustration. 
 
    “I’m sorry. That makes sense. And I’d love to help.” But I still didn’t quite buy it. There was something more to what happened to Laila than Isabela was telling me. Maybe I could ask Chandu at some point. What was it Karla said about secrets and Sonara? This place is full of ghosts. Things that can’t be forgiven until someone gives them a name and makes them real. I still wasn’t sure what she meant, but I wondered if some of the ghosts were memories, like the spirits of other people Chandu dropped into your head and left, unexplained, to haunt your thoughts forever. Maybe Laila was one of those ghosts. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Late Summer 
 
    El Verano Pasado 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Kraken
  
 
    Below the thunders of the upper deep; 
 
    Far, far beneath in the abysmal sea, 
 
    His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sleep 
 
    The Kraken sleepeth: faintest sunlights flee 
 
    About his shadowy sides: above him swell 
 
    Huge sponges of millennial growth and height; 
 
    And far away into the sickly light, 
 
    From many a wondrous grot and secret cell 
 
    Unnumbered and enormous polypi 
 
    Winnow with giant arms the slumbering green. 
 
    There hath he lain for ages and will lie 
 
    Battening upon huge sea-worms in his sleep, 
 
    Until the latter fire shall heat the deep; 
 
    Then once by man and angels to be seen, 
 
    In roaring he shall rise and on the surface die.
  
 
    — Alfred Tennyson, 1830 — 
 
  
 
  
   
    Ten Million Doubts 
 
    Diez millones de Dudas 
 
    MANY of my favorite times in Sonara were surfing in the evening. If the heat didn’t pick up after midday, I’d spend hours just watching the world slow down. By sunset, as crepuscular light settled over the town and jungle, there was a feeling of total peace and fullness that was hard to come by anywhere else—which is why I often paddled in just after dark, riding by feel and reluctant to give up the ocean. And of course I hoped Chandu would appear in the bay and talk to me, which she never did. But I also never saw Daku, so it was a fair trade. 
 
    On this night, I ended up by the spine and had to walk back toward the beach path under the scant light of a waxing crescent moon. I thought I’d seen Isabela on the beach earlier, and I was so focused on finding her, I was almost on top of a girl sitting in the sand in shorts and a t-shirt before I saw her. I mumbled disculpe, excuse me, and squinted to see who she was. 
 
    “Hi, Ray. Want to join me?” 
 
    I didn’t recognize her voice, but her silhouette was familiar. 
 
    “Audrey Lamarr,” she said. “You’ve met my father.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, hi.” I shook her offered hand as my stomach dropped. “Nice to meet you.” Which wasn’t exactly a lie; there was no good reason for her to be there waiting for me, if that was what she was doing, but it was better than another interrogation from Jon. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to surprise you,” she said. “I just thought you’d come in earlier. Don’t you worry about the sharks?” 
 
    “Not really.” Which was almost true again. “Most shark attacks are accidents.” 
 
    “Tell Laila that.” 
 
    “She drowned.” 
 
    She snorted. “Sure she did.” 
 
    Had she seen the autopsy report? “You worked together, right?” 
 
    “She worked at Nomanity, yes. She was also my friend. You going to just stand there?” 
 
    I put my board down and reluctantly sat next to her. “I’m sorry. About what happened to her.” 
 
    She nodded curtly, glad to get that part out of the way. “So, you’ve seen her? The octopus?” 
 
    “Chandu? Yes.” 
 
    “What do you think of her?” 
 
    “What do I think? She’s amazing. She cured Allison. I’m not sure how I feel about all of it yet, but it’s…I don’t know, magical?” 
 
    “Yeah. Dad used to feel that way.” 
 
    “You don’t? She cured you.” 
 
    “I try to see it, the wonder of this place, giant beasts and an octopus that saves lives. It’s like a fairy tale. My father loved it here…” She trailed off, leaving out the obvious until Izzy broke up with him. “Did you hear about the shark?” 
 
    “Daku? Of course. What about him?” But it clicked just as I asked the question. Isabela said they’d nearly lost Audrey twice, and Harry mentioned a girl had been attacked. “He attacked you?” 
 
    “Something like that. Bumped me or pushed me. No idea. But his skin is covered in spines and he’s the size of a house. Maybe he just plays rough.” 
 
    “Kills some of the magic, I imagine.” I was trying to sound sympathetic, but I just wanted to know why she was there. 
 
    “Just like wasps.” She laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, so…” 
 
    “You want me to get to the point? Okay, do you know how many people die of cancer every year?” She didn’t wait for a response. “Nearly ten million, second only to cardiovascular disease. Every year, more people die of cancer than Jews died during the holocaust.” 
 
    I didn’t bother to respond. Ten million deaths were too many to understand, just a big horrible number, but Jon had told me she studied genetics, so I had some idea where this was going. All the peace of my surf session drained away. 
 
    “I know it’s hard to comprehend,” she said quietly. “I brought pictures of my mother, but it’s too dark to see them now. She died of breast cancer, slowly, and even Dad’s money couldn’t save her. I never knew she had hair…” She trailed off. “It makes it more personal.” 
 
    “Audrey, I’m sorry, but I don’t—” 
 
    “You don’t want to hear this? I don’t blame you. Look…” She put a hand on my knee, casually, but I could feel the manipulation of it, the false intimacy. “…I understand what this place means to you. I know you’re dating Isabela and you’re a loyal man. All I’m asking is that you think about what that means, ten million deaths, and then compare that to the few she saves here every month. Think about Anna.” 
 
    “Oh, for…” I fought back my anger at her use of Anna’s name; she couldn’t show me the pictures of her mother, but she could make me remember something just as bad. “You want to commercialize what Chandu does. You want to turn this into drug treatments you can sell. This is about money.” 
 
    “Of course it is. More money than you can imagine, but it’s also about saving lives. If we figure out what the octopus is doing, millions of people don’t have to die in pain every year.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, standing and tucking my board back under my arm. “I just don’t get why you’re talking to me. I’m nobody here. How desperate are you?” 
 
    “You’re descended from one of the original families.” 
 
    “So what?” And how the hell did she know that? “Talk to Isabela or the town or however it works.” I started walking away, but she stood to follow. “Leave me out of it.” 
 
    “You think we haven’t tried?” 
 
    I almost laughed. Of course they’d tried. Talking to me was pure desperation, which is the part I couldn’t figure out. I had no leverage here. They had to know that. 
 
    “Just think about it, please.” 
 
    I stopped and turned to her. Of course I’d think about it; she was in my head now. Why wouldn’t the town want to save millions of children instead of a few rich ones? 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “If you’ll ask your father something for me.” 
 
    Slight hesitation, then: “What?” 
 
    “What really happened to Laila?” 
 
    It was hard to read her face, but my impression was she didn’t like the question. 
 
    “It was an accident,” she said. “They seem to be common here. How can my father help?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It just feels wrong.” 
 
    “Ray, I know how you feel, but I didn’t just work with her. She was my best friend. When she got sick, I pushed Dad to get her in here. Even after what Daku did to me. I wonder every day if she’d still be alive if I hadn’t, but there’s no mystery to it. An animal made a mistake, another animal took advantage, and she paid for it.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to understand why I didn’t believe her. My sense of Chandu, what little I had from our few encounters, was not of something either animal or human but something new. At least, new to me. But whatever she was, she wasn’t careless. Something was different about Laila. 
 
    “Did you ever visit her in the hospital?” I asked, digging randomly for something that fit. 
 
    “Of course. I saw her the day before she died.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said as I remembered. “You were at the bar the next day.” I just hadn’t recognized her at the time. “You were going to take her home.” 
 
    “I was. Her parents couldn’t be there.” Pause. “She was kind of like you. Saw the magic in things. Probably just excited about Chandu. But she was in the hospital for weeks without access to her research. I have no idea what it was. Can we not talk about this anymore? She was my friend, not yours. I know what happened and how you found her, but it’s not your fault. You don’t owe her anything. The rest is none of your business.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She was harsh, but not necessarily wrong. “Can you think of any reason Chandu would want to let her die?” 
 
    “No.” She was losing her patience. “But I don’t think of her the way everyone else here does. She’s an animal. She does what she does to survive. If that’s helping us, fine. If that’s killing us, fine. Beyond that, I don’t care. There was no reason to kill Laila, because Laila was nothing to her but a job, like a dog pulling a sled. You shouldn’t anthropomorphize her. She’s not human.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I said, mostly to end the conversation. It wasn’t hard to tell Audrey was talking herself into something. Chandu was just money to her, an animal hiding something she wanted. I wondered if she treated people the same way based on whether or not they were useful, but I didn’t wonder for long. Of course she did; like father, like daughter. 
 
    “But you’ll ask your father?” 
 
    “I already have. He doesn’t know any more than I do. Focus on what matters, Ray. Saving lives. Millions of lives. The rest of this—” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. Good night, Audrey.” As I walked away, I thought I’d seen the last of her. She might ask her father about Laila again, she might not, but she’d soon realize I was of no use to her and she’d try to get what she wanted some other way. 
 
    * 
 
    When Isabela came to bed that night, I rolled over and kissed her forehead. She was tired, quiet and probably annoyed I was awake; I think it was hard having someone else in her space, but she murmured something sweet and folded herself into my body, surprisingly affectionate. I smelled her hair and kissed her neck. 
 
    “Just ask me,” she whispered. “It’s okay.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh; she knew about Audrey. Everyone knew about everything in Sonara. So I told her about the ten million and that I’d told Audrey to leave me out of it but omitted any mention of Laila. I always felt like I was accusing Isabela of something when I talked about what happened to Laila, and that wasn’t fair. 
 
    “Did she show you the pictures?” 
 
    “It was dark.” 
 
    “She must have been so angry. That’s her go-to move, mother before cancer, mother after she died.” She sighed. “It’s heartbreaking. I’m glad you didn’t have to see them.” 
 
    “Me too. But…” 
 
    “You think she might be right?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course I do. Everyone in Sonara does. The problem is them. Would you trust them to do the right thing with that much money on the line?” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. “No. But maybe someone else?” 
 
    She turned to face me, just a warm shadow in the dark, but I could feel her eyes on me. 
 
    “I’ll tell you something, but…” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I was going to say to keep it between us, but I think you’re figuring out that Sonara is full of secrets. Just don’t tell anyone outside of Sonara.” 
 
    “Okay.” I hesitated, not because I would break my word or had anyone to tell anything, but because I hated secrets. I hated keeping them, I hated having them, and I hated the way they separated you from people you cared for, but I still said, “I won’t.” 
 
    “I tried. I got them a sample of Chandu’s DNA. We drew up contracts to benefit the town, share royalties and more. It’s part of why Karla and Diego are so angry with me and I’m not the Syndic anymore. I did it without them and they think it’s because I was sleeping with Jon.” She sighed. “But it was because I was afraid they’d do something behind my back, maybe hurt Chandu. But it didn’t work. The DNA was just octopus DNA, or they didn’t understand it.” 
 
    “Then what do they want?” 
 
    “They want her, they want to take Chandu back to a lab and experiment on her.” I could hear the anger in Izzy’s voice and shared it. Taking Chandu would kill the town, kill the hospital, and still might not work. It was everything I hated about rich and powerful people, the way they thought they had the right to take anything they wanted, no matter what it cost. I suddenly saw Sonara not as a sleepy village hidden by mountains and anonymity, but as a town at war with the modern world. And I wondered, randomly, if Chandu’s help me, referred to Jon and Audrey—and if we were all just monkeys to her. Help her against them, meaning the Lamarrs or all of humanity. I just couldn’t figure out why she’d ask me instead of Isabela. 
 
    Or maybe she asked everyone in desperation. And that made me terribly sad. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Don’t Tell Me You’re Sorry 
 
    No Me Digas Que lo Sientes 
 
    The Beast offered his sick son to Isabela, but she stepped back and looked away. Anger filled him. She had to take him. They were by the pool in the jungle, little more than a pond if not for its depth, and the Beast stepped toward her. He offered his son again and she shook her head again and said she was sorry. 
 
    What did sorry matter? What did no matter? Save my son. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t.” 
 
    He offered him again, pushing him at her. She stepped back, her feet almost in the water, refused again. Now she was crying and said she was sorry, sorry, so sorry. 
 
    DON’T TELL ME YOU’RE SORRY! he screamed in his mind. If he had words, he could make her understand. He wanted to beat it into her, but knew he couldn’t hurt her. It wasn’t allowed. She wasn’t even looking at him anymore. 
 
    He looked down at his son, his tiny eyes wide, breathing too fast, blood dripping from his ears, and knew it was too late. His son would die. The woman would do nothing. The rage was a wave, a tide, a storm. It narrowed the sky and blackened the jungle until there was just the side of her face and her refusal and he could see himself killing her. Feel his fists beating into her flesh until he broke her words and there was no more sorry. 
 
    Instead, he opened his mouth and screamed the only way he could, like an animal, like a beast because that’s all he was. He wasn’t even a father. What father couldn’t save his own son? He screamed until the woman turned and covered her ears and shuddered in fear. He screamed until his son whimpered and he was tired and ashamed. He didn’t even notice the woman leave. But he noticed when his son stopped breathing and the world ended. 
 
    * 
 
    I woke up drenched in sweat. It was dark and Isabela was still there. In a few hours, the sun would rise, but right now I was trapped in darkness. Alejandro’s rage was elementally pure, dark as ink, hot as a dying star and endless as time. I could feel every tendon in my body, my fists shaking, and my jaw clenched hard enough to shatter teeth. Fury leaked from every pore. I could smell it like a living thing. It breathed when I breathed. We shared one heart and a single undying hatred of everything that wasn’t us. There was power enough in Alejandro’s rage to crack open the Earth, rip out the core and hurl it into space. 
 
    I don’t know how long it took to calm down. I forced my muscles to relax and my breathing to slow until I was empty and exhausted. All that remained was a sense of hopelessness, and that was still Alejandro’s. His family had sickened and died all around him. In a place of miracles, there was no salvation for his kind. Why was Chandu showing me this? 
 
    I looked over to wake Isabela, but she was already awake, watching me. Apparently, this was going to be how it worked from now on. 
 
    “During the plague,” I said, “did you take any of the monkeys to Chandu?” 
 
    “No.” She took a long breath. “People were dying. Children were dying. I tried to take Alejandro’s son—that’s what you dreamed about?—but he died too quickly and I’m not sure she would have taken him anyway. She never takes animals, except Alejandro if he’s injured.” 
 
    “So they just died.” I could feel Alejandro’s rage again, like fire under my skin. 
 
    “Monkeys died. Birds died.” She sighed. “You should have heard the jungle afterward. There was nothing left but flies and the smell of death. No one was sorry the military burned it. But the ghosts followed us here.” 
 
    I didn’t ask any more. What right did I have to judge? But I couldn’t stop thinking about Alejandro and how it felt to feel as he did, and I was strangely glad. He’d lost everything and so had I. Maybe we were looking for the same thing, for meaning or purpose. Diego was right; all of this was like talking to god; you could hear anything you wanted. So I chose to hear a monkey asking for help, just like the octopus, but I still wasn’t sure how to help either one. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Détente and the Crab Buffet 
 
    Detente y el Buffet de Cangrejos 
 
    I hadn’t seen Isabela for days. She came in late and left early. I always thought I’d wake up when she came in, but I slept like the dead and she was but a ghost in my dreams. I woke up on one such morning and there was a note on the bedside table. I reached for it reluctantly; the last time I’d gotten a note like this, Alejandro tried to assassinate me with wasps.
  
 
    Spa across from the hotel
Tell them I sent you (It’s perfectly safe)
  
 
    It’s perfectly safe, she said. What could Alejandro do to me at a spa? I saw myself locked in a steam room set on parboil while he held the door shut and howled in delight. He could drown me in a Jacuzzi, choke me with cucumber wedges or make me do yoga in front of flexible young girls. Spas were dangerous places. Not that I had ever been to an actual spa. Like most men, I pretended they were for women and just walking through the door decreased my manliness, but mostly I didn’t want to spend that much time alone in my head. The threat of death-by-monkey actually made a spa more appealing. I’m not sure any of that makes sense, but I still found myself standing in front of the spa later that morning. 
 
    The spa itself looked like converted barracks, covered in vines, set back in the jungle in a way that was probably meant to be organic and environmentally friendly but creeped me out. You couldn’t see the road once you were off the path. Alejandro could be in there. A hundred monkeys could be in there. Never in the history of spas has a man been more scared of just walking through the front door. 
 
    Come on. This was ridiculous. I checked the trees for wasps and pulled the door open. 
 
    The waiting area was clean, modern and monkey-free, but what caught my attention was the pretty young girl sitting at the reception desk. It was Jimena. Of course it was Jimena, but her name tag read Irìria, which I assumed was her last name. 
 
    “Các bacá morén, Raimundo,” she said. “I shój creraban̈?” 
 
    “¿Que?” I asked, meaning, say what? 
 
    “Lo siento.” She shook her head like a magic eight ball. I couldn’t wait to hear what came out of her mouth next. “Welcome to the Eternal Health Spa of Sonara,” she said in perfect English. “We guarantee a completely wasp-free experience.” 
 
    I laughed, relaxing immediately. “Did Izzy tell you to say that?” 
 
    Jimena held up a slip of paper. “She made me write it down.” 
 
    “Yeah. That was the worst massage in history.” 
 
    “Would you like another one?” 
 
    “No, never. Thanks.” 
 
    “A refund?” She seemed desperate to please. 
 
    “No te preocupes. Don’t worry. I think angry monkeys fall under acts of god. What language was that, by the way?” 
 
    She blinked, confused. 
 
    “Never mind. Izzy said she signed me up for something…” 
 
    Jimena looked around on her desk, then at some sticky notes on the computer screen, frowned, then down at the blotter. “Oh, here it is.” She smiled and stood up. “Right this way.” She beckoned down the main hall and I followed cautiously. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Do you have any allergies to shellfish?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you afraid of crabs?” 
 
    “Is that a thing?” 
 
    “Kabourophobia. Karla told me. No one’s ever said yes, but there’s always hope.” She said this with the same amused inflection that Karla would have used, as if contemplating some illicit adventure. “Did you bring a form-fitting swimsuit? If not, we’ll provide one.” 
 
    “What kind of spa is this?” 
 
    She pushed open the last door at the end of the hall and we walked into a room that was floor-length windows on three sides. In the middle of the room, three tubs were sunk into the floor and filled halfway with clear water. There were handrails built into the floor on either side of each tub. They looked like something you’d see in a locker room for post-game ice baths. 
 
    “I’m going to get a bath?” 
 
    She smiled vaguely and indicated the middle tub. 
 
    “Undress and put on the, uh, suit. Es una zunga. What do you call that?” 
 
    She pointed to a tiny little bathing suit folded on a towel near the headrest. 
 
    “Speedo, but maybe that’s just the American name.” 
 
    “Okay, please undress and put on the Speedo. The water is body temperature.” And then, remembering something from her checklist. “It’s saltwater. Don’t drink it.” 
 
    “Is that a problem here? People drinking tub water?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised. Also, no peeing.” 
 
    With that, she departed. I smelled my armpits. Did I need a bath this badly? I undressed, put on the snug-fitting Speedo and momentarily contemplated the love handles that I hadn’t realized were even there before. Great. It was a self-esteem spa. 
 
    Here, you will learn to face your body image issues and the inevitable physical changes that accompany middle age. Welcome to hell. 
 
    Though I suppose I could drink less. I slid into the middle tub and rested my head on the foam half-cylinder they provided instead of a pillow. The water was so salty I was neutrally buoyant and floated a few inches below the surface. My legs felt like they were floating on air. I closed my eyes. If it weren’t for the headrest, I could have been in space. It was wonderful. 
 
    Jimena returned a moment later and asked how I was doing. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “If you cover the windows, I can get a great nap.” 
 
    “No, she didn’t sign you up for that. Don’t move.” 
 
    And with that, she upended an enormous bucket of baby marine crabs into the water. I jerked my head up as they skittered over my chest and stomach. I wanted to jump out of the tub and freak out. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll get more crabs.” 
 
    “More crabs?” 
 
    “Yes. The deluxe exfoliation therapy package requires complete coverage. Don’t move.” 
 
    “Is this a joke?” I noticed a slight pinching here and there as some crabs began plucking at my skin. The little buggers were eating me. 
 
    “How long does this last?” I asked when she came back with more crabs. 
 
    “About an hour. Usually, the crabs are done by then. If it starts to hurt, or you have to go to the bathroom, we can stop earlier. I just need time to recover the crabs.” 
 
    “If it starts to hurt?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “They’re much nicer than wasps.” 
 
    Several buckets of crabs later, I was completely covered with thousands of tiny purple-black-orange-yellow crabs in various stages of nibbly excitement. Their little claws went snip-snip-snip and, if I closed my eyes, it felt like a billion bubbles gently popping against my skin. If I kept my eyes open, it was like being eaten alive in the hold of a fishing boat. 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    Well, this isn’t so bad. In some countries, they use minnow-sized Garra rufa fish for pedicure treatments, and the concept was basically the same. 
 
    Help me. The voice again. I pushed it aside. Not now. In the darkness, I drifted through the sky on a cloud of bubbles. If I let my ears get below the water, there was a terrifying cacophonous clicking, so kept my head up. Other than that, bliss. 
 
    Time passed. I felt myself nodding off. This nearly made up for the wasps. 
 
    Then something changed. There was a slight draft across my face, and I opened my eyes. 
 
    Alejandro crouched at the foot of the tub, giant black eyes staring back at me. 
 
    I froze, somehow petrified by Jimena’s admonition not to move lest I harm some cute little baby crab. Alejandro’s musty odor filled the room. With the smell came the memory of his son in his hands, my hands, and hatred that blacked out the sky. 
 
    “You come here often?” I joked. 
 
    No response. He was going to kill me in the spa, and all I could think about was how it would look when they found my partially eaten body in a pool of fat, torpid marine crabs. So I had nothing to lose. 
 
    “Where’s Laila’s head?” I demanded. Strange that it was the first time I’d asked. 
 
    He showed his teeth and then raised his left hand in a fist. I guess fortune doesn’t favor the bold. I flinched away, waiting for him to strike but, instead, he raised his left hand under his right, fingers waggling like snakes, rising until his right fist was enveloped by his left. Not snakes, tentacles; he meant the octopus. He’d given Laila’s head to Chandu. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    His left hand turned into a mouth, open, closed, straight fingers pressed to thumb and open again. Chomp-chomp. He was saying— 
 
    “She ate the head?” 
 
    He shrugged with distinctly human indifference. 
 
    “She ate Laila’s head?” My heart was pounding. I’m not sure if it was fear of being beaten to death in a crab hot tub or thinking about Laila, but my blood pressure was skyrocketing. 
 
    He shrugged again. What part of this wasn’t I getting? 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Rather than reply, he extended his right fist and unfurled his hairy fingers, palm up, to show me a shiny black ball about the size of a marble. He lowered the tiny ball into the tub at my feet, where two crabs promptly started fighting over it. I looked at the marble, back at the monkey, then back at the marble. The crabs were really going at it, but Alejandro didn’t move. There was no anger in his expression, no malice of any kind. He was simply watching and waiting. And then I understood; he was trying to tell me something. I reached for the marble, shaking off the would-be king of Halloween crabs, and looked at it more closely. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    Alejandro hissed and vanished up into the rafters. I closed my eyes and tried to get my heart rate under control. I was going to scare the crabs. Inhale. Exhale. The monkey hadn’t killed me. It was all good. 
 
    “I think he likes you,” Jimena said from behind me. 
 
    My eyes snapped open. “How long have you been standing there?” 
 
    “Not long. There are cameras.” 
 
    She walked to the foot of the tub and kneeled to pick up the marble. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “An engagement present?” 
 
    She grimaced and put the marble down. 
 
    “Does Chandu eat people?” Not sure why I asked her, but then again, why not. 
 
    “Karla took you to the old cemetery to see your family?” 
 
    “Yes.” This really was a small town. 
 
    “Have you been to the new cemetery?” 
 
    “Where’s the new…wait.” There was no new cemetery, or none I’d seen. “You’re kidding?” 
 
    “It’s an honor to feed her.” Jimena took a large sieve and began lifting crabs out of the tub. “Harry gives her part of his catch, but she’s so big and she’s always hungry. Daku won’t let her hunt in the bay as much as she needs. Sometimes the animals help. It’s our way.” She glanced at me. “I think the Beast doesn’t understand that the patients are different.” 
 
    Help me. The voice was back. 
 
    Help you what? 
 
    “Do you ever feel like you’re losing your mind?” Because Chandu eating people sounded pretty reasonable at this point: waste not, want not. 
 
    Help me. Help me. Help me. 
 
    “I used to,” she said, “but now I can’t tell the difference.” 
 
    I waited for a laugh that didn’t come. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Shiny but Unsanitary 
 
    Brillante pero Antihigiénica 
 
    Diego was asleep at his desk at the police station with a baseball cap pulled over his face and feet kicked up, exactly like a cowboy in old westerns. Well, except for the cap. It wasn’t the first time I wondered why a town the size of Sonara had a full-time policeman or how they paid for it, but I assume the answer is ‘to keep people out’ and ‘Jon Lamarr.’ Either way, Diego looked very peaceful, and that wouldn’t do. I dropped the marble on the counter, where it bounced loudly: Bap! Bap! Bap-bap-bap… 
 
    Diego pulled the cap back and smacked his lips loudly. 
 
    “I heard you come in,” he said, standing and stretching. “Sup?” 
 
    “Good nap?” 
 
    “Siestas are a human right.” But he smiled sheepishly as he walked over to pluck the marble off the counter. “Where’d you get this?” 
 
    “You know what it is?” 
 
    “Ingestible GPS tracker.” He went back to his desk, pulled open a lower drawer and took out a few marbles just like the one I’d given him, but with small markings like ID numbers. “I did the initial testing on crocodiles. It worked through their thick hides, so we figured it’d work on people. Where’d you get it?” 
 
    “Alejandro gave it to me at the spa.” 
 
    “Did you do the crab thing?” 
 
    “That’s your question?” 
 
    “They eat you. Freaks me out.” Which made me want to ask about Chandu eating the dead, but it wasn’t the time. I’m not sure what the right time for that is, so maybe midnight on the next Leap Day. Diego turned the GPS marble over in his hand. “The hospital uses these to track the patients who go down with Chandu. That’s how Harry found Laila.” 
 
    Which made way more sense than just driving around the bay with your fingers crossed. 
 
    “How’s it work?” 
 
    “The patient swallows it before they go down. Harry picks up the signal on his boat the next morning. You’ve seen the gear he has on the Pantea? It’s not just for finding fish. Still…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re not that powerful. You have to know where to look.” 
 
    “So, where did Alejandro get it? And why give it to me?” 
 
    “He likes to steal stuff. You remember when I told you to lock up the station before you left? That’s not for people. That’s for a giant thieving monkey. If it’s shiny, he’ll take it.” 
 
    “Like a magpie?” I imagined a giant pile of booty in the jungle, like a monkey nest. 
 
    “More like Robin Hood. You weren’t the first person he threw a coconut at. Last year, some kid got on his nerves and ended up unconscious in the middle of the street. No idea why. The next day, Alejandro stole a bottle of 100-year-old Scotch from Arlen and gave it to the kid’s dad. That’s how he apologizes. After all the shit I’ve had to clean up, you think he’d give me the Scotch.” 
 
    As if he needed it. “So you think he was apologizing for the wasps?” 
 
    “Or maybe he saw you making nice with Chandu and thought it was in his own interest.” 
 
    “Okay.” It made as much sense as anything else. 
 
    “I wonder where he got it,” Diego said. “He shouldn’t be able to get into the hospital.” 
 
    “I think I can help with that. Izzy keeps her place locked tight, but I might occasionally forget to lock up in the morning. I mean, who cares around here? Okay, now I know. A few times, I could tell he’d been inside when I got back. There was mud on the kitchen floor and a strange smell. I’m guessing Izzy had some in her house?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “In black cases, foam packed?” 
 
    “Yep. They cost more than ten thousand each.” 
 
    “Ten thousand dollars?” 
 
    “Courtesy of Jon Lamarr, of course. We don’t pay for them.” He dropped the tracker on the counter and wiped his hands on his pants. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “He may have stolen it from Izzy…or he may have gotten it after it was used.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “How do you think they get out of the patients?” 
 
    “Oh.” I wiped my hands on my shorts. “Nice present.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’d tell Isabela to check her inventory. And you should lock up from now on.” 
 
    “Will do. So, wouldn’t Laila have had one of those in her for the autopsy?” 
 
    Diego thought for a second and then nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Was it in the report?” 
 
    “Probably. Why?” 
 
    “Just curious. You didn’t read the report?” 
 
    “I skimmed the summary.” He opened his mouth to say something else, then changed his mind. “Let’s check.” He sat at his desk and typed something, typed something else, grumbled about something, then typed some more. “Okay, huh, not sure why they…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They used a private company instead of a government pathologist for the autopsy. I guess we’re outsourcing everything these days.” He shrugged. “Here we go. Laila James…expedited autopsy showing saltwater in lungs…lacerations of neck tissue and severed spinal column…ruled an accidental death caused by…” He grimaced. “A lot of words, but she didn’t drown; she died from blood loss. So, decapitation.” Which I already knew. “That sucks. But it was ruled an accident, so no further investigation and…here it is. One small black sphere, plastic or glass, possibly a medical device ingested orally. No visible registration code or manufacturer visible.” He looked up. “It’ll be back in inventory by now.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. Do you think she was conscious when…” 
 
    “I hope not, but there’s no way to know. Huh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The report includes indications of malignant tumors in her left breast and associated lymph nodes. Early stage but likely terminal if untreated.” 
 
    “So? She was a cancer patient.” 
 
    “But Chandu took her. She should have been cured. When they come back up, the cancer’s gone. That’s the whole point.” 
 
    “So Chandu didn’t take her?” 
 
    “Or she did but didn’t cure her.” 
 
    “That’s unusual?” 
 
    Diego nodded. “Very. I mean, it happened with Mina, but that was because Chandu can’t cure her. She’s too sick. I didn’t think Laila was that far gone. Ask Isabela, she’ll know.” 
 
    I would. It was just strange she hadn’t mentioned it. Or maybe it was a patient privacy issue? I imagined Diego shouldn’t have been so open with the autopsy report. Still. 
 
    “You mind if I keep that?” I nodded to the tracker. “I’ll take it back to Izzy.” 
 
    Diego thought for a second, then shrugged. “Sure. Let me get a case so you don’t lose it.” He pulled an empty one out of his desk and tried to put the marble in the empty slot. It wouldn’t fit. Another shrug. “Must be a new model.” He wrapped it in the napkin and handed it back. 
 
    “You should wash your hands,” Diego said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Because that might have come out of someone’s—” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    * 
 
    Isabela nodded and motioned to the seat in front of her desk. I’d never been to her office in the hospital. Unlike the house, there were actual things on the walls, including medical degrees and awards and plaques, framed letters of thanks, and more informal pictures of smiling children. 
 
    “Everything okay?” she asked. “Oh, god. Did something happen at the spa?” 
 
    “No. Well, yes, but nothing bad. It was eighty-four percent relaxing and only about ten percent terrifying.” 
 
    “That’s an improvement.” She allowed a cautious smile. 
 
    “Anyway, I know you’re working.” I pulled the napkin out of my pocket and put it on her desk like a terribly wrapped present. She raised her eyebrows. I unwrapped it to reveal the possibly contaminated but still expensive marble. I didn’t think to wash it when I was washing my hands. She glanced at it, at me, waiting. Apparently, it wasn’t the surprise I expected. 
 
    “That was part of the remaining six percent. Alejandro gave me that at the spa.” 
 
    “He gave it to you?” 
 
    “Plopped it right in the tub. Started a bit of a crab war.” 
 
    She reached for it, but I held my hand out. “You may want to wash it first.” 
 
    She almost laughed. “Diego or Karla?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who told you it was recovered rectally?” 
 
    I blushed. “Diego.” 
 
    “Of course. All the used ones are accounted for. That’s from my house. The drawers you were looking through when you were snooping around.” 
 
    “I wasn’t snooping. I mean—” 
 
    “It’s only natural to look around.” Curious pause. “You didn’t go into the basement, did you?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “You might have noticed a large white coffin I’m using for storage. Didn’t want you to think I was a blood-sucking vampire.” She smiled. “More than you already do.” 
 
    “Was that a joke?” Couldn’t be. “Why are you using a coffin for storage?” 
 
    “It’s a very nice coffin. Don’t look so horrified. It makes me laugh every time I see it.” 
 
    “You think it’s funny?” 
 
    “You don’t?” She frowned. “I thought you’d taken the tracker until I realized Alejandro had been there. He has a very distinct odor. Have you noticed?” 
 
    “I don’t know what normal monkeys smell like, but that was my bad. I’ll lock up better. Why would he take it?” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I always leave a window open so he can search for trinkets. It’s better than him breaking in. I used to leave out fake jewels, but he figured it out and pelted me with them from the trees. It’s a fine line. Anyway, those are expensive. I’m glad he brought it back.” 
 
    “So Diego said.” 
 
    “Is that all he said?” 
 
    I squirmed uncomfortably in the chair. With Izzy dressed formally dressed behind the desk, I felt like I was in the principal’s office. Which was kind of a turn-on. 
 
    “Ray?” 
 
    “He said they were a new model.” 
 
    “He’s right. Longer battery life and stronger signal. Unfortunately, very hard to swallow and more likely to get stuck in your bowels. There’s no way most of the kids can ingest this. I tested one on myself and it was…painful. I told Jon to work on making them smaller. I’m not sure why he’s so hung up on spheres. There’s a reason pills are pill shaped.” 
 
    “Is that the version you used on Laila?” I meant the question casually, but the wall closed behind her eyes like a nuclear bunker after first strike. I could almost hear the slam! 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I just…what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She almost looked panicked. “It’s just not strictly legal to use unapproved tech on our patients. I was worried the autopsy would flag it for follow-up, but it didn’t.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” That sounded like pure bullshit. “Then why use it?” 
 
    She looked like she was going to snap back because this is my job and you’re just a tourist surfer who should mind his own business, which was true and probably appropriate no matter who my grandparents were, but she said: “We’ve been trying to get to the patients faster in the bay since what happened to Audrey. Especially in rough weather and bigger surf. And there’s nothing approved on the market with enough power.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” I shrugged casually to lighten the mood. “Diego said Alejandro meant it as a gift, an apology for the wasps.” 
 
    “For nearly killing you? You are a cheap date.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” But of course she did. “So, Diego read the autopsy report, and it said Laila wasn’t cured.” 
 
    Isabela nodded. “That’s right. And before you ask, I don’t know why. I’ve asked Chandu, but she just ignores me. I think she feels bad about it.” 
 
    “Like she made a mistake?” 
 
    “Yes, I just don’t know why she made it. Ray, why are you so fixated on Laila?” 
 
    “Because she’s the only woman I’ve ever…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Decapitated. But Isabela knew what I meant, even if she didn’t understand my guilt about the accident. 
 
    “Izzy, are you okay?” 
 
    “Sorry, yes, we just have a lot going on here. But I’m glad you brought that back, and I wanted to see you anyway. We haven’t talked much about your family and the…” She glanced around, as if suddenly aware of where she was. “…your grandfather. Now that you know Arlen is my ex, you might want to talk with him.” 
 
    “About my grandfather?” 
 
    “He knows the history of Sonara better than anyone.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” It wasn’t lost on me that Karla, Diego and Isabela were all encouraging me to talk to Arlen, and I doubt it had anything to do with my grandfather. “Okay. Where does he live?” 
 
    “You remember the path to the cemetery? There’s a trail to the right before the spine.” 
 
    “He lives out there by himself?” 
 
    She nodded. “As far away as he can get from town.” 
 
    And her. It must’ve been one hell of a divorce. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Original Sin 
 
    Pecado Original 
 
    Humans had threatened her before, screamed and thrown rocks, but no one she trusted or needed, and what Isabela asked was impossible. There was no help. Her mother, who they called Deessa, had told her never to do what the woman asked, made her see it so clearly the very thought was sickening. It could not be what Isabela meant. She reached out again. 
 
    Help us, or… 
 
    Now the water tasted like blood, though nothing had died. The woman would hurt her, or not help her, which was the same thing. The man would do nothing and she knew it was true; he would not oppose his wife. She would make her do this thing. Make her. 
 
    She could feel anger pulsing down her arms, but there weren’t enough colors to show her fury. She wanted to pull the woman into the water and drown her, feel her brittle bones snap, but then a strange image came to her, one of the monkey years ago. They rarely spoke—there was no need—but this one time, she touched him and felt an ocean of anger and confusion. 
 
    Why, he demanded. Why am I like this? 
 
    How else would you be? 
 
    And then he’d vanished into the trees. She hadn’t understood, but now maybe. Something in him was broken and she couldn’t fix it, wasn’t even sure what it was. Maybe it was the same with the woman. The fear of losing her child had broken her. It made no sense. She could always have more children. Humans could breed for decades. What did one child matter? 
 
    Isabela waited at the edge of the pool, watching her. Chandu felt calm come over her like a gentle wave. She imagined herself in the great cavern, alone and at peace. If the woman wanted this, it was nothing to her. She reached out an arm, touched the woman and agreed. 
 
    Thank you, the woman said. “Thank you,” she repeated in her air voice. 
 
    But she also told the woman the price, hoping it would change her mind. It didn’t. The woman agreed, saying, it’s our secret, he can never know. No one can ever know. 
 
    At that moment, she was alone again, without friends and among enemies. 
 
    Isabela dropped her clothes and waddled closer. It would be months before they understood the cost of those steps. 
 
    And an eternity before she forgave her for taking them. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Sex and a Movie 
 
    Sexo y una Película 
 
    There are moments in your life that make you doubt your sanity. I’d had many of them, some quite recently. Sometimes they are incredible events that can’t be explained by anything but madness. Sometimes it’s little things, like always losing your glasses and then finding them in the freezer. What happened at the cenote late that morning was a little of both. 
 
    I had yelled Alejandro’s name and waited at the trailhead. I was sweating profusely in the ridiculous humidity, but I was determined to get past Alejandro without Karla’s help. I had a rock in my hand, but Alejandro never showed. Was it a trap? I knew the anger that filled him; he’d think nothing of killing me and dumping my body in the jungle, even after what happened at the spa. 
 
    “I’m coming in!” I called. I walked warily down the trail, watching the jungle for any sign of attack until I arrived at the cenote. I splashed cool water on my face. It helped, as did the shade, but the heat was still offensive. I thought about jumping into the pool. Was that against the rules? I hoped she’d come soon. 
 
    I sat under a tree to wait, enjoying the peace and silence, until I realized I wasn’t alone. Jimena was sitting on the opposite side of the pool on the rock ledge in a dark bit of shade, feet in the water, watching me. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, surprised. Nothing. I waved. She smiled and waved back, slowly, like she was stoned, and then slowly stood up. “I didn’t mean to scare you away. Will she come?” 
 
    Jimena pulled on a pair of flip-flops. “She doesn’t like the heat, but she’ll come for you.” 
 
    “Did I interrupt something?” I felt bad, like I was chasing her away from the cenote. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she said, smiling strangely. Maybe she was stoned. And then she stepped back into the jungle and vanished. It was eerie. 
 
    I walked up to the water’s edge and looked down, not signaling her yet, just wanting to enjoy the peace of the place. Then something moved in the water, a black shadow in the deep, and the water surged, lapping against the tiny beach. I tried to make sense of what I was seeing, but it was like watching darkness fight the night at the bottom of a well, just shadows and waves. I leaned closer, trying to make sense of it, when suddenly Chandu’s great black bulk rose to the surface. A single tentacle snapped toward me and—
  
 
    The male was young and stupid, but he’d have to do. She hadn’t found one of her own in so long she couldn’t remember the sound of them or what it felt like to speak to another. This male was large and healthy, probing, curious, eager to mate. She guided him into the tunnels and upward toward the pool, close to where she’d want him when they finished. He followed tentatively, afraid but overwhelmed by instincts Chandu had long since purged from herself. 
 
    It was not the first time she regretted feeling what humans felt. She was awash in their need for intimacy and connection, for touch to have meaning, for sex to be more than mating. There was no pleasure for her, and no point in trying to feel connected to the male, so all that was left was the ritual of reproduction. When she responded, he engaged rapidly, wrapping around her, surprisingly strong, and she let it happen. They danced a primitive dance and she let him lead. 
 
    When it was over, he gave her what she needed and she took it into her, studying it, finding it sufficient. She wrapped herself around him in a tighter ball, tried to thank him for using whatever things he felt, and then slowly crushed him to death. He fought, but not for long. He was weak and resigned, but also fulfilled in some pathetic way, so she tried to make it painless. 
 
    When his mind was quiet, she released him into the water and rested. It took her a moment to realize the man they called Ray was watching her from above. She rose quickly to catch him before he left, reached out and grabbed him, more roughly than she meant. The pool splashed and soaked him, but his mind was easy to enter. The woman had become hard and closed over the years, full of hidden things, but his was like clear water. She moved effortlessly through him until she found the memory of this moment and walled it off. The woman couldn’t know she was pregnant, so he couldn’t know, not yet. 
 
    Below her, the dead male’s arms slid against the side of the cave as he sank. She released the man and followed the dead male down, down, smelling him, touching his body, and let the feeling build. It was so long since she’d eaten well, and she wanted to enjoy it.
  
 
    I was on my butt in the grass, soaking wet, as the surface splashed and churned. My heart beat so quickly I had to lie back to keep from passing out. I could feel the panic rising, the sense that I was out of control and in danger. I had no idea why I was wet. What the hell was going on? 
 
    Slow your breathing, I told myself. Deep breaths. 
 
    I held my arm to block the sun. 
 
    Just breathe… 
 
    My heart rate slowly dropped. My breathing steadied. It was crazy. I hadn’t had a panic attack like this since falling into the crevasse on Everest. I laughed and sat up. What an idiot. 
 
    Alejandro was sitting on the opposite side of the cenote where Jimena had been. He held a tiny baby monkey in his lap, and somehow I knew this was his son. A regular-sized female howler sat next to them, looking puny next to Alejandro. How did they mate? 
 
    “Hey, Alejandro,” I said. “Any idea what just happened?” The female picked something off the baby’s head and ate it. “Is that your son? Does he have a name?” I was just babbling. “Okay, I’m just going to call him Joey.” Like he’s a baby kangaroo. “Joey’s pretty cute.” 
 
    I stood up, brushing dirt and mud off my butt. I was lightheaded and had to fight for balance. 
 
    “Seriously, though, what happened?” 
 
    That’s strange. 
 
    Every single mole on my arms was gone, every spot, every gray hair, every sign of age or sun damage. My heart was pounding again. 
 
    What did she do to me? I was hyperventilating. Calm down. 
 
    It took a few minutes. When I looked up, Alejandro and his family were gone. The pool was smooth as glass. I looked at my arms again. I hadn’t imagined it; she’d touched me. Something had happened and she’d removed my memory of it. Now that I was calm, I was more fascinated than panicked. I couldn’t tell you why. It just felt like it was okay, like I’d learn what happened soon enough. It wasn’t a very Ray thought, and I knew it, but even that didn’t bother me. I didn’t need to tell anyone. Everything was fine. 
 
    I should have been wondering how she got into my mind and messed around, how she put things in and took them out. I was normally obsessive about things like that. I would make lists. I would check them off. I would dig. But I had become positively inert. I wondered if Chandu was doing that too. The question flitted through my consciousness with less impact than a neutrino passing through the atmosphere. 
 
    Which reminded me. I needed to go see Dr. Arlen Vicario. I’d put it off long enough. Too long, actually. What was Chandu doing in my head? 
 
    Help me. Please, help me. 
 
    “Tell me how!” 
 
    And now I was yelling at myself in the jungle. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Ghost of Sonara 
 
    La Fantasma de Sonara 
 
    The trail to Arlen’s wound whimsically through the jungle, at times so narrow it was more labyrinth than path, but soon after leaving the cemetery path, I emerged in a grassy clearing in front of an old bungalow. By the time I’d climbed the steps to the slanted porch, Arlen had opened the door and stepped out with a slow, willful effort reflecting exhaustion, disdain or drunken indifference. My initial vote was for drunkenness, but he had none of the other traits of a broken alcoholic: no scruffy hair, stink of whiskey or vomit, or bloodshot eyes. So, not Diego. Karla called him the Ghost of Sonara, but Arlen looked more like the shell of a crustacean that had been discarded on the seabed, just a hollow exoskeleton waiting to be crushed. Or maybe I didn’t like that he was Izzy’s ex. 
 
    “You ever read Hansel and Gretel?” he asked as I shook his hand. 
 
    “Yes.” But I didn’t get the joke. Up close, he didn’t look tired at all. 
 
    “Then you know what a breadcrumb is?” He plucked one of the shiny GPS trackers out of his pocket and held it up to the light. I still wasn’t getting it; what breadcrumb? 
 
    “Come on in,” he said, pushing the door open with the other arm. I stepped into a living room that smelled like dust and freshly brewed coffee. His house was almost Dickensian in its meticulous neglect. There was nothing out of place, but it looked like nothing had been moved in a decade. Old black-and-white photos in tarnished silver frames lined sagging bookshelves lit by dim recessed lighting. Every space not occupied by photos of faded children was filled with the cracked spines of ancient hardcover books with titles in Spanish, English, French and Latin. 
 
    “Who are these children?” I waved at the faded photos surrounding us. 
 
    “Have you ever been to a tropical hospital? Not like our local ode to modernity, but a real hospital in a real jungle where the poor come to beg for life? Of course not. I’ve held children in my arms as they shit out their worm-infested internal organs while their mothers watched in such helpless horror that I wanted to pull out my soul and give it to them. These are some of the children who didn’t make it.” Then, without a pause: “Coffee?” 
 
    I nodded, slightly stunned. Was that a prepared speech? He returned shortly with two gratuitously large mugs of coffee, more Portland hipster than jungle hermit in style, but it was also the best coffee I’d had since coming to Sonara. The whiskey helped. We sat facing each other in two threadbare chairs and he sipped casually, as if we visited all the time and long silences were our thing. 
 
    “I still don’t get it,” I said. “The breadcrumb?” 
 
    “I took the tracker from Isabela’s and gave it to Alejandro. He just delivered it.” 
 
    “Okay.” Apparently, Alejandro was more courier than thief, but that didn’t explain what the monkey was doing in Izzy’s house. “And how does that work exactly?” 
 
    “It’s easy to underestimate him,” he said, putting his coffee down. The tracker appeared back in his palm, where he pushed it around with a finger. “You think Alejandro is just a large monkey with a personality disorder and a good arm, but he’s far more than that.” 
 
    This was the mirror conversation to the one with Audrey. To her, Chandu was just an animal. To Arlen, Alejandro was almost human, or at least far more than the Beast he was made out to be. I wasn’t sure I shared his perspective any more than hers. 
 
    “He’s not dumb, Ray. He just likes to play the Malacrianza role so people leave him alone, and because he’s much angrier than anyone knows. But it’s not blind animal rage. It’s hatred. He despises himself. But he also has a good side. He’s a caring father. You’ve seen that.” 
 
    I finished my coffee and nodded carefully. I just wanted to ask about Laila, but somehow I didn’t think he cared what I wanted. This was his show. 
 
    “You know about his son?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. He brought him by to show me when he was first born. Cute, isn’t he? Hard to believe one came from the other. But enough about him. You’ve been avoiding me. No, don’t deny it. I don’t blame you. What finally brought you here?” 
 
    “Laila,” I said. I was going to say something about my family and the flu, but that would have been a lie. I wanted to talk about those things, but Laila was more important. 
 
    “Good.” He put the tracker on the small coffee table between us. “I hoped as much. You want to know what happened to her, and so do I.” 
 
    “Is that the same tracker, the one…” 
 
    Arlen nodded. “Yes, it was recovered during Laila’s autopsy, but you see how large it is? It’s not the usual model. Why do you think that is?” 
 
    I told him what Izzy had told me, feeling silly as I did. He clearly didn’t believe a word of it, but I also wasn’t sure I trusted his doubt. They were divorced. He didn’t live out here by himself because they were best friends, but I still couldn’t figure out why he’d want to talk to me about Laila. He knew her better than I did. He knew about the tracker. How could I help? 
 
    “I need to ask Jon Lamarr about it,” he said, as if reading my mind. “Jon’s company makes them, or some subsidiary. He would know if Chandu could detect it, and if she rejected Laila because of it.” 
 
    “She’d do that?” 
 
    “I doubt it, but maybe she was surprised or hurt. We might never know, but I don’t believe that’s just a more powerful tracker. Only Jon can tell us what it is, and he won’t talk to me.” 
 
    “Aren’t you on the town council together?” 
 
    He smiled, understanding exactly what I meant. “It wasn’t personal. We’re very careful who we let in on our secrets, and I didn’t know you. All I knew was that Diego was far from objective.” 
 
    Which was more than fair. “Do you believe him now, that my grandfather came from—” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely, but not because of Diego. How does she address you?” 
 
    “Isabela?” 
 
    He almost laughed. “No, Chandu. When she speaks to you, what does she call you?” 
 
    I hesitated, then: “‘Father.’ But Diego said she has trouble with pronouns…” 
 
    “No, she means exactly what she says. If we can’t understand it, the problem is usually ours. She thinks of you as her father, at least metaphorically, the reincarnation of her beloved first caretaker, Antonio. So, you’ll talk to Jon?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “About the tracker. What’s different about it? Could she detect it? You’ll ask?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. If you’ll tell me a few things.” 
 
    “Anything I can. More coffee?” 
 
    When our giant mugs were full again, I tried to figure out which question to ask first, but I suppose it didn’t matter. Arlen would answer them in whatever order he chose. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about Laila,” I said. “But Tanya mentioned a girl at the hospital who got pregnant and had to be discharged a few months ago. Why couldn’t Chandu treat her?” 
 
    “You think this has something to do with Laila?” 
 
    “No, it just seems sad. And if I’m going to stay here, I want to understand how things work.” 
 
    Arlen smiled, a genuine expression rather than the mask of happiness or approval that Isabela wore so often. I was starting to like him, which was irritating. 
 
    “Chandu never takes pregnant women for the cure. It’s the only hard and fast rule.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t think she can separate what she’s doing to one from the other. Or she’s tried and failed. I don’t know, but women here have died because she wouldn’t heal them. It’s hard to accept, but it’s always been that way. In any case, Isabela suggested she get an abortion—which she couldn’t do in Costa Rica—and come back to finish her treatment, but she wouldn’t. She wanted that child. Now they’re both dead.” 
 
    He said this casually, but I could tell it hurt or confused him. 
 
    “Okay…so Laila. Allison said you were, and this was her word, buddies. It’s just…” 
 
    “Why would a young woman talk to an old hermit like me?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Laila was a surprise to me as well. I go to the hospital to read to the children sometimes, the younger ones, and ended up talking to Laila about something. I don’t remember what. But when she learned I used to work at the hospital and knew about the town’s history, she just latched on. I couldn’t shake her.” He smiled sadly. “Not that I tried that hard. She was obsessed with our local epidemic and, once she found out about the cemetery here, it took her about thirty seconds to ask about a connection to the Spanish Flu, which I denied, but she knew I was lying. I’m not sure I tried that hard. It was great to have another scientist to talk to, even if her style was a bit interrogatory. We’d go for walks or sit in the square and she’d quiz me about the history of the town or whatever else came to mind…” 
 
    His voice cracked and I looked down, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “She was a cold at first,” he said after a moment, “but she seemed to warm up to me. I don’t know if we were buddies, but I’d like to think we were something like friends.” 
 
    “And all her questions. What was she looking for?” 
 
    “You mean, did she ask something that got her killed?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Though I wasn’t sure how else to say it. 
 
    “She was looking for a distraction, like Allison, but with epidemiology instead of surfing. She wanted to know where the flu came from, what kind of bats live up in the caves and abandoned mines in the hills above Sonara. Whether the local diet consists of any kind of bush meat. If any cases of the flu ever sprang up here again. I couldn’t help her much. No one knows where the flu came from. No one knows who was infected first, except that it started with the monkeys. There aren’t any records. I knew more about the quarantine than anything else, but she didn’t seem to care about that.” 
 
    “The quarantine?” 
 
    He laughed and nodded, clearly glad I’d asked. “We call it that. Do you know much about the history of Costa Rica?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Well, we had ourselves a nice little dictatorship at the time of the flu, I mean, ‘the plague.’” He made sarcastic little air quotes. “In January of 1917, General José Federico Alberto de Jesús Tinoco Granados—his name was longer than his rule—led the military in a government takeover. A few weeks after the flu started to kill people in Sonara, the military cordoned off the town and killed anyone who tried to leave. I’m sure you’ve heard some of this?” 
 
    “Not much.” But it suddenly occurred to me he wasn’t telling this as a historian, but as someone who was there. This wasn’t the story of Sonara, it was the story of him. 
 
    “They burned the dead, the town, and pretty much everything else they could find, but some survived by fleeing into the jungle, others because Tinoco knew about the healing qualities of the pool. He called it Costa Rica’s Fountain of Youth, and he wanted it for himself, but his men could never find it. They actually did, of course—it’s not well hidden, as you know—but they didn’t know the secret was Chandu and not the water. And when none of the locals would tell his men how it worked, they threatened to kill or burn everything left in the area. It was your great grandmother María who saved Sonara.” 
 
    I must have misheard that. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, this is a good story. She and her father, Antonio, snuck through the military encampment one night with her son. Antonio, sadly, was shot in the process, but she escaped with your grandfather, and when she got to the coast, she sent Tinoco a letter threatening to tell the Americans about this so-called Fountain of Youth. If you know anything about Costa Rica, you’ll know some Americans tried to invade us at least once.” 
 
    “No, but it sounds like something we’d do.” 
 
    “Quite so. Well, Tinoco pulled back the military and was deposed in 1919, after which Sonara was left to itself until they decided our history with the flu was dangerous for Costa Rica’s reputation. So they made us a preserve and the town erased all history of what happened. Sonara was rebuilt and hidden from the world, and here we are. That was the quarantine.” He smiled apologetically. “I do like to tell that story.” 
 
    “It’s a good one. You really think my grandmother saved Sonara?” 
 
    “Why not? We all need heroes. Otherwise, it’s all just tragedy and death.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. Arlen’s energy was infectious, no pun intended, and I could see why he and Laila were drawn to each other. I wanted to ask if he’d known my grandmother, but the question stuck in my throat. I was here to ask about Laila. 
 
    “But Laila didn’t like that story?” I asked. “She just cared about the flu?” 
 
    He nodded more somberly. “She didn’t think the flu came from here because it was so different. The Spanish Flu was deadly, but our epidemic was far worse. The fatality rate was at least eighty percent and would have been higher if not for Chandu. It spread fast and killed faster. Whatever mutated version your grandfather carried killed less than 100 million. This would have killed billions. Civilization would have fallen. We think. There’s no way to know anymore.” 
 
    “And that’s what Laila wanted to know? God, she wasn’t trying to find it, was she, to reproduce it for one of Jon’s companies?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that.” He looked more than a little sad. “I prefer to think not, but if Isabela or Jon had anything to do with what happened to her, I want to know as much as you do. So, you’ll call him?” 
 
    We’d come full circle. “I will. But…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I nodded toward the little black marble on the table. “How did you find out about the tracker in the first place?” I doubted Isabela had told him. 
 
    “Harry was worried he’d done something wrong and he came to me. He avoids Isabela if he can. They had to adjust the tracking settings on the boat, and Audrey helped him.” 
 
    “Why would Harry avoid Izzy?” 
 
    Arlen hesitated. “Harry thinks Isabela has something to do with Chandu not curing Mina.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t. Mina’s just too sick, but Harry won’t accept that. He can’t. He thinks it’s about money, that if he was rich like the Lamarrs…” 
 
    Well, that’s terrible. “And Audrey…why not ask her?” 
 
    “Have you met her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you know. That woman is terrifying.” This was from the man who’d been married to Isabela, which was saying something. But by the time our conversation ended and I ran out of questions, I didn’t want to leave. Arlen seemed both open and lonely, a rare combination, and had no agenda other than finding out what happened to Laila. It was relaxing not to have to look for hidden meaning in every word or turn of phrase. 
 
    On the way back to town, I tried to picture Laila sitting where I had, comfortably sipping spiked coffee and digging for background on the flu, but the image of Alejandro with his son repeated on an endless loop, blocking all other thoughts, until I just shoved everything out and demanded silence. It almost worked. 
 
    Help me, Father. 
 
    Oh, shut up. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner 
 
    Adivina Quién Viene a Cenar 
 
    Harry had invited me to dinner, specifically excluding Isabela, so I showed up just after seven with a bottle of wine. Harry greeted me warmly and invited me into a different world. The décor of his house was ornately Middle Eastern. Mina was at the dining room table in a turquoise dress. Harry was sporting a pair of tweed slacks. I had missed the dress-code part of the invitation, but at least my shorts were freshly washed. I tried to remember if I still owned pants as I followed Harry and the smell of delicious, spicy food toward the dining room. I almost didn’t notice the woman sitting by the TV. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I blurted. It was involuntary and embarrassing, but the woman was not a woman. Her hands were carefully folded in her lap, fingers shining with multiple gold and emerald rings. She was dressed like a dark-skinned Persian princess in green and gold, but it was undeniably Izzy. Or Izzy-like; it was a doll or manikin. Either that or they’d petrified my girlfriend and dressed her up for the party. 
 
    Harry cracked up. Mina was less amused. 
 
    “Harry, what the hell is that?” 
 
    “What do you think? I just wanted to see the look on your face.” 
 
    “It’s a doll?” 
 
    “She’s not a doll,” Mina said. “She’s Azita, my friend.” 
 
    “But she looks…” I walked closer, remembering my mistake with Laila. “She looks just like…” Closer, until I was bent down, inches from her face, checking every feature I could remember. It was Izzy, down to the tiny scar under her left eyebrow. And I felt the strongest sense of revulsion. I hated this thing. I wanted to rip it to shreds. It was all I could do not to pick it up and throw it across the room. 
 
    “Harry, what the hell is this?” 
 
    “That is a state-of-the-art healthcare surrogate courtesy of Ululation Industries, which is of course a subsidiary of Lamarr International.” He smiled proudly at his practiced delivery. 
 
    “Jon made you an Izzy sex doll?” That must have gone over well. 
 
    “It’s not a sex doll!” Harry and Mina said in unison, and then Mina giggled nervously. 
 
    “Come on,” Harry said. “Let’s eat. We can talk about that later.” 
 
    I looked at the doll, at Harry, and back at the doll. This thing way beyond the uncanny valley and straight into messed-up sex fantasies. The reproduction was perfect. Madame Tussaud couldn’t have done better. I reached out and poked her cheek. Her skin felt like skin. I shuddered. It was disturbing, but I couldn’t figure out why I hated it so much until it was obvious; these weren’t my feelings. Chandu hated the doll, and her anger had leaked into me somehow. I had no idea why, but once I understood what was happening, it was easy to push the feelings away. It was only a doll. Kinda weird, definitely creepy, but that was it. I just wondered why it bothered Chandu so much. 
 
    “Ray, you’re embarrassing her,” Mina said from my side, fighting a smile. “Isn’t she cool?” 
 
    “That’s a word.” 
 
    “I thought Dad told you,” Mina said. “Dad, you’re an idiot.” She tugged me toward the dining room. “Come on, Ray. Give Azita some space.” 
 
    I took a seat at the table, which was covered in ornate silver dishes, but I couldn’t stop looking back into the living room at Azita. What in the hell was going on? 
 
    Mina sat next to me, Harry across the table. There was a large platter of rice and another of grilled lamb, plus something that looked like chili. I looked at Mina. I don’t know how I’d missed the fact that she was at least partially Middle Eastern before. 
 
    “Harry,” I said. “There’s an Izzy doll in your living room.” 
 
    “Azita,” Mina said again, brightly. 
 
    Harry reached for my plate. “Have you had fesenjoon before?” He nodded toward the green dish. “Mina makes the best fesenjoon in Costa Rica. Well, it might be the only fesenjoon in Costa Rica. It’s great. You want to try some?” 
 
    “What’s fesenjoon?” I asked, trying to play along. 
 
    “It’s a chicken stew with walnuts and pomegranates,” Mina said. “My mom’s Persian. I bet you were wondering about the décor, right? If Dad decorated this place, it’d be all Tiki mugs, surf boards and fishing trophies, like a Polynesian dive bar.” 
 
    “Be nice,” Harry said as he heaped fesenjoon over rice on my plate. 
 
    “Well, you would. Mom decorated before she…a long time ago.” 
 
    “Thank you, Harry.” I took the plate. “Does she approve of the sex doll in your living room?” 
 
    “It’s not a sex doll!” Mina said, then snorted. “Okay, she’s pretty sexy, but we don’t, well, you know.” Was that actual color on her cheeks? “She keeps me company when Dad’s out. She’s a good listener.” 
 
    The fesenjoon was delicious, the chicken was tender and the rice was perfect, and they had a non-sex Izzy doll they played dress-up with. 
 
    “It’s fantastic,” I said. “Harry, I’m sorry, but I can’t do this. What’s with the doll?” 
 
    Harry chewed for as long as he could before answering. “I don’t know the full story, but somehow she ended up at Arlen’s. I guess Dr. Araya gave it to him after she got it from Jon. Arlen didn’t like having it hanging around.” 
 
    “He should have put some clothes on her,” Mina said. 
 
    “She was naked?” I asked. Mina blushed. 
 
    “Anyway,” Harry said, “Arlen thought Mina could use the company. I mean, that’s what they’re meant for, keeping sick people company. She can talk and play music. There’s a whole manual.” 
 
    “Okay, but why does she, I mean it, why does it look like Izzy?” 
 
    “Maybe Jon thought it was funny?” 
 
    I considered this for a second. “Okay, why not?” I ate some more chicken. 
 
    Harry looked disappointed. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Honestly, for Sonara, it’s kind of tame. If she breaks open like a piñata and flying monkeys come out, let me know.” 
 
    “I’ll show you the manual after dinner,” Harry said. “She has GPS so you can find her if…” 
 
    “If?” 
 
    “Well, if she goes missing, I guess.” 
 
    “She can walk?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” He looked at Mina, who shook her head. 
 
    “You get used to her,” Mina said. “And she’s so realistic. She’s like a person.” 
 
    “Yeah. If this is from Jon, there are built-in cameras and microphones. Jon’s probably watching us right now.” I fought the urge to flip off the doll. 
 
    “Oh, the nanny stuff?” Mina nodded, blushing strangely. “We turned that off.” 
 
    “She has built-in Wi-Fi,” Harry added. “And she’s waterproof.” 
 
    Of course she was. “Okay.” I took another bite. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Harry asked again. 
 
    I shrugged. “You’re okay with it. Izzy’s okay with it. Mina likes her. I’ve got more important things on my mind.” I took another bite and swallowed, glaring at Azita the whole time. 
 
    “So, that was all bullshit, right?” Harry asked. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said. It was unadulterated bullshit. I hated the doll. She was unnatural and objectifying and just didn’t belong in Sonara. I hated the reminder of Jon. I hated that Izzy tolerated its existence. I loathed the unnatural goddamn thing. I needed a stronger word, something German with nine syllables that melted faces. Karla would know. 
 
    “How’s the lamb?” Mina asked. 
 
    “Amazing,” I said. It was deliciously tender. “So’s the chicken.” 
 
    “Dad says you’re going to take me surfing.” 
 
    I stopped chewing, surprised, and looked at her bony little shoulders and gaunt cheeks. She looked like Allison without the hope. 
 
    Mina’s eyes dropped back to her barely touched plate. “When I’m feeling better.” 
 
    “Anytime you want,” Harry said. “Right, Ray?” 
 
    “Uh. What about…” 
 
    “The shark?” Harry asked. “I was attacked in South Africa by a Great White. Been afraid of sharks ever since. But there are always sharks. I don’t think Daku even meant to hurt Audrey.” He forced a shrug. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    Was he convincing me or himself? 
 
    “Right?” Harry pressed. “To make up for the board.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” It was like seeing Harry for the first time. I never knew my father and had seen few fathers growing up. I had certainly never seen this, a father desperately protective of his child and yet equally desperate that she have friends, even if one was a doll and the other a diagnosably hallucinatory surfer. Allison was right; there was something wrong about this place. Mina was the only sick person I’d seen outside of the hospital. Why didn’t anyone help her? 
 
    After dinner, Mina excused herself and went to bed. I helped Harry clean up and then we ended up in the living room, staring at Harry’s phone as he showed me all of Azita’s exciting features. There were a lot, including remote activation, local weather and temperature and god knows what else. Harry thought it was hysterical. I thought it was disturbing and Azita, staring back at us through Isabela’s somber glass eyes, seemed to agree. 
 
    “I talked to Arlen today,” I said. 
 
    Harry looked up. “Did he get you wired and tell the quarantine story?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. “He also mentioned you told him about Audrey and the GPS tracker. About having trouble finding Laila that morning?” 
 
    Harry swore under his breath and glanced toward the hall. “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “So I told him I’d talk to Jon about it. I just thought you should know.” 
 
    “Oh.” He looked relieved. “You won’t tell Isabela?” 
 
    “I won’t, but you have to know she’ll find out.” 
 
    He nodded, but he wouldn’t say more about Laila, so we went back to playing with Azita. 
 
    “Look, you can make her eyes move.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    So of course he did. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Non-Sexual Sex Doll of Dr. Araya 
 
    La Muñeca Sexual No Sexual del Dr. Araya 
 
    Isabela was sitting at the edge of the pool when I came in. She patted the concrete next to her and I joined her in looking up at the starry night sky. She leaned against me and her soft, warm skin seemed to meld with my own, so we were like one person with too many limbs. 
 
    “You saw Arlen?” she asked. 
 
    “I now know all about Costa Rica’s dictatorships, the quarantine and my great-grandmother’s heroic role as savior of Sonara.” 
 
    “Well, some of that’s probably true.” She nuzzled against my neck. “How was dinner last night?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “So Mina cooked.” 
 
    “Did you know that Harry’s wife was Persian?” 
 
    “Jasmine? Of course.” 
 
    “And that Mina dresses up a sex doll that looks just like you?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s where she is,” she said, far too calmly. “I don’t suppose you’ll let this go?” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    “God, no. It’s not a very happy story. Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    “Yes. I want to know everything.” 
 
    “You should know better than that.” 
 
    “Izzy…” 
 
    “For now, how ‘bout this? We broke up. He didn’t take it well. The doll was his way of getting back at me—a petty, stupid bit of revenge porn in the form of a million-dollar manikin. People with money and power seem to lack impulse control or a sense of proportion. But at least you know why there’s a coffin in the basement.” 
 
    I did? 
 
    “That’s how Jon shipped her.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” And if not, that was some next-level allegory. I could almost see him picking it out at the mortuary, hands rubbing together like a cartoon villain. 
 
    “On the positive side…” She licked her lips, thinking. “Jon loves his daughter, and he’s been a tremendous help to the town. Enough for now?” 
 
    I nodded, so it was a surprise when she continued. 
 
    “The thing is…” She shook her head. “She’s perfect. Try to imagine that thing lying in front of you, looking like a mirror. I’ve examined every inch of it. Every inch. There are no flaws, no errant moles or misplaced wrinkles. The proportions are perfect. I have the tiniest green flecks in my eye, so small I’d never even noticed before. That thing has the same green flecks. It has the same chipped molar…” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you? We played at being in love, even if there was no hope in it. We talked about marriage that would never happen, about children we couldn’t have and a lifetime of other fantasies. I never really believed any of it, but he made me want to. He was very convincing.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t you have children?” I’m not sure why I focused on that. 
 
    She looked at me without expression. “I’m sterile, Ray. Barren. Infertile. Pick a word.” 
 
    “Oh, god, I’m sorry. I just…” 
 
    She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.” She looked away, trying to hide that it clearly mattered. When she looked back, she forced a terrible fake smile and continued. 
 
    “One of the last things I told Jon when I asked him to leave was that he didn’t know me and never understood me. Then he sent me that thing. He knew me better than I knew myself.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” How could she even think that? But I started to wonder if the revulsion I felt for the doll was more Isabela than Chandu, her feelings channeled through the octopus to me. It made more sense. 
 
    “Is it? You have no idea what it’s like to see yourself like that. To know you deserve it.” 
 
    “Izzy, look at me. There’s nothing you could have done to deserve that.” 
 
    She laughed at that. Not a false modesty laugh I might have understood, but more of a you-have-no-damn-idea-what-you’re-talking-about laugh that put me on edge. 
 
    “But why?” I asked. “Why go his far just to hurt you? It’s psychotic.” 
 
    “Neither of us is innocent. I needed what he offered, money and resources to save this place. Social media was killing us. When he showed up with his daughter, I knew what I had to do, and I let him think I loved him. I let him think whatever he needed to fund the hospital and help protect us online. I used him, Ray, and in the end, he knew it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you…” But I couldn’t finish the sentence. How do you pretend to be in love with someone? And how would I know the difference? 
 
    “And then Daku showed up. Audrey should never have gone down. You saw her picture. She was thin before she got sick, and then she was practically transparent. She was almost as sick as Mina. Curing her seriously hurt Chandu. I had to offer her twice. The council was pretty upset about it. Brad threatened to quit. I thought they were overacting, but then Daku nearly killed her when she came up the second time.” 
 
    “It was that close?” 
 
    “He’d already brushed her and she was bleeding, screaming, scared out of her mind. Jon was yelling from the bow. Harry rammed Daku with the boat. It was a mess. If we’d gotten there a few minutes later…” 
 
    “I thought Daku protected Chandu. Why would he attack one of the patients?” 
 
    “Karla thinks it was an accident, that he was trying to push her to the surface. Shark skin is as abrasive as sandpaper, so it’s possible.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe it?” 
 
    “No. Daku can smell weakness. He hates doing Chandu’s bidding. He’s a shark, not a guard dog. Chandu was so weak after saving Audrey that Daku just did what came naturally. I still don’t understand how it all works, but Jon never forgave me for that. Audrey was hysterical. She was bleeding and screaming…” 
 
    “But you saved her,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, we saved her, but she’ll have scars for life.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to process what she’d told me, but I could tell it ate at her, and maybe her guilt was part of the wall separating her from me and everyone else. I knew what that was like. She might never forgive herself for what she did to Jon or even allow herself to hate him for the doll. Sometimes, silence was the only truth. 
 
    “Anyway, I decided to prove I was just as petty as Jon. I gave his precious, expensive doll to Arlen as a joke, but he just took it to Harry and Mina and proved, once again, that he was the better person.” She shook her head. “I’m so tired of this place, Ray. I just…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    She stumbled into the bedroom and passed out on the bed, leaving me alone with my thoughts, which were: (1) I hadn’t thought to get Jon Lamarr’s contact information from anyone, (2) my girlfriend had some seriously weird baggage, (3) sex dolls are creepy no matter how they’re dressed and (4) a lot of octopus stuff I couldn’t wrap my head around. After a few minutes, I realized there was an easy answer to the first problem, or at least an interesting one, so I went inside and picked up the old phone in the kitchen and called the hospital. A familiar voice answered. 
 
    “Jimena?” 
 
    “¡Raimundo! ¿Cómo está?” This girl was everywhere. 
 
    “Good. I need your help,” I said. “Jon Lamarr’s daughter Audrey was a patient there. You’ll have his number on file. Can you get it for me?” 
 
    “Diay, to be clear, you want me to break the law and get a patient’s phone number for you behind Dr. Araya’s back?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “No problema,” she said, sounding delighted. “Un momento.” 
 
    I had the private phone number, email and address of one of the richest men in the world within minutes. Jimena didn’t ask why I wanted the information; she just liked the fun of it. 
 
    I got Jon’s voicemail when I called, so I asked him to call me on my cell (which I’d have to remember to charge and carry) to talk about the doll. Not sure why I mentioned the doll, but leaving a message about patient GPS trackers and Laila seemed a little too personal. Then I hung up, thought about sending him an email, and went to bed instead. Isabela curled up around me, blazing hot as always, and I was asleep in seconds. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Azita Strikes Back 
 
    Azita Contraataca 
 
    I took Mina out on the paddleboard on a relatively cool day in late September. She made her way down to the beach in a full wetsuit. It was over 80 degrees and the water temperature was similar, but she was dressed for a spring swell in California. It wasn’t a good sign. I carried her from the beach into the water, where Harry was holding the board steady. I put her carefully on the front and then stepped back to keep us more or less balanced. Mina held onto the rails for dear life, though I doubt she could grip anything well enough to make a difference. Harry looked terrified. It was going to be great. 
 
    It was not great. 
 
    We took two ankle-high waves. She threw up three times and got the chills so badly I had to paddle her back to shore before she vibrated off the board. Harry carried her to the beach, wrapped her in a giant towel, and hugged some warmth back into her. She smiled and thanked me through chattering teeth. She was nothing like Allison; Mina had no reserves of strength. She had no strength, period. 
 
    When she warmed up, she shooed her dad away and we sat down in the sand. She buried her feet as if burrowing for the warm core of the Earth. 
 
    “You should take all the sick kids surfing,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.” 
 
    “You don’t seem too sure about a lot of things.” There was more conviction in her voice than I expected. “It’s a great idea. You need a purpose. They need a break from their crappy reality.” 
 
    “They’re sick, Mina. I can’t guarantee their safety. You nearly…” 
 
    “I nearly what? Enjoyed myself for five minutes? I loved it. So what if I got a little chilled? Next time, I’ll wear my winter suit and booties.” 
 
    “Next time?” 
 
    “Yes, next time. You didn’t think it was that easy, did you?” 
 
    I had, actually. One near-death experience was enough. 
 
    “Just take a chance,” she said. “Dr. Araya’s your girlfriend. If she says no, deny her sex.” 
 
    “Did you talk to Allison? Because it definitely doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    “Wuss,” she said. She wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “So, I need you to promise not to be mad at me.” 
 
    How could I be angry at her? “Okay…” 
 
    “I used Azita to listen to you and Dad talking after dinner.” She grimaced. “Sorry.” 
 
    I thought back. Had we said anything scandalous? 
 
    “You heard us talking about Laila,” I said just as I realized it. 
 
    “Do you think it might have been Dr. Araya or the tracker that got her…” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think it was an accident and people are afraid to admit what happened.” 
 
    “But you’ll keep looking?” 
 
    “Of course.” It was my personal obsession. “You knew her?” 
 
    “No. I saw her at the hospital once. She was at the front desk flirting with Nurse Tanya.” 
 
    “Tanya’s gay? I thought she was—” 
 
    Mina laughed. “No, Ray, but Laila was. Tanya was as clueless as you are. I’m not sure if it was funny or sad, but Laila gave me this strange look when she saw me, like I’d seen something private. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or just embarrassed.” She shrugged. “I just think she was lonely.” 
 
    Which made no sense at all. Carlos had been sleeping with her. Was she bisexual, or was Mina just wrong? Either way, it wasn’t any of my business. Speaking of which: 
 
    “You shouldn’t spy on people, Mina.” 
 
    “I know…” She looked down at the water, understanding the rest of the sentence. 
 
    I know, but Laila isn’t the only one who’s lonely. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Genetics and Doubt 
 
    Genética y Deuda 
 
    “You should blink,” Karla said. “You’re freaking me out.” 
 
    “Have you read about what’s going on in genetics?” I looked up from my laptop and squinted through burning eyes. “Personalized gene therapy. Designer babies. It’s insane.” 
 
    “You’ve been talking to Diego.” 
 
    “He thinks Chandu manipulates our genes and heals by making our bodies heal themselves.” 
 
    “That might be part of it.” She shrugged. “If you read about octopuses, and I know you will, it turns out they can all do epigenetic editing anyway, more than almost any other species on Earth. It’s not voluntary, but the basic tools are there.” She spoke in a practiced and uninterested way, like someone paid to hand out literature for a new denture cream. “I’m sure Isabela or Diego can tell you more about it. Get Diego drunk enough and he’ll talk about it for hours. He’s just guessing.” 
 
    “You don’t agree?” 
 
    “Octopuses have three hearts and a distributed brain. What makes you think we can really understand something like that?” She didn’t seem happy with her own answer. “When you touched her and saw whatever you saw, did you care how it worked?” 
 
    “Not really, but I do now.” 
 
    “I know.” She thought for a second. “Just remember that she’s not a machine. She’s a living, thinking being. She feels. She wants. You don’t love Isabela because you understand her DNA. You do it because you’re an idiot.” She winked. “I mean, you feel it; she’s part of you. Chandu is the same way. You want to get to know her? Spend time with her. Don’t treat her like an experiment.” 
 
    “You think that’s what I’m doing? I’m just trying to understand.” 
 
    “Then try to understand why she’s asking for help. Genetics aren’t going to help with that.” 
 
    I nodded warily. It was getting hard to remember which part of which secret I’d told to whom. I didn’t remember telling Karla about the help me request, but I probably had when I told her about Mina and the GPS trackers. None of which seemed to surprise her. 
 
    “What do you think she wants help with?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask her.” 
 
    “How? I mean, I’ve tried asking her things. I get back weird images and bad dreams.” And she didn’t even respond when I showed her memories of what happened to Laila. 
 
    “Maybe she’s scared to say what she needs.” Karla seemed upset. “Or she needs something but she doesn’t know how to ask.” 
 
    “Then why would she ask me?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but think about how lonely she must be. She’s the only one of her kind. We treat her like the cancer-curing machine, but that’s not why she exists. She has a life of her own, or at least I hope she does.” She could have been talking about Isabela. “You want to understand her, understand her. You can’t help her if you don’t know her, and that laptop isn’t going to help.” 
 
    “You’re worried.” And since when did Karla show actual emotion? “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I love her. Isabela used to care in her own way.” She shook her head. “We all did. Now we take her for granted. We use her, and she knows it. You think she wants to deal with our crap every day? I just have this feeling…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if she’s asking for help, we owe it to her. You know that, right? You’re part of this town now, one of the original families. You’re alive now because of her, one way or another. No matter what she asks, we owe it to her.” 
 
    Karla glared at me until I gave the required nod of agreement. 
 
    No matter what she asks. That wasn’t ominous at all. 
 
    “So you’re not even going to ask?” Karla was smirking again. 
 
    I knew what she meant. Isabela was sitting across the bar, head resting on one hand, a drink in the other, but of course it wasn’t Isabela. It was Azita in a new, form-fitting black cocktail dress that clearly belonged to Karla or another woman with a New York fashion sense. 
 
    “I assume you’re screwing with me? Oh…she was the one on Rocky Point the day Allison went down, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Karla smirked. “And now that you know about Azita, she’s back on tour. Today, she’s a melancholy tourist traveling through South America to get over a bad breakup—kind of like you. Tomorrow she’ll be a contemplative art student painting our strangely ornate fountain in the town square. On alternate Fridays, she’s La Señora Pulpa, helping at the school teaching sex education and CPR. That girl has a schedule.” 
 
    “So she just moves around Sonara? Oh, you’re screwing with Isabela.” No wonder she never came into town. I couldn’t tell if it was cruel or funny. Maybe both. Either way, I couldn’t look at the doll. She was too real and reminded me of Laila, but Karla was pleased as could be. Which is why I didn’t remind her about the nanny cam. Maybe that was how Mina toured the town, living virtually through a socially active Izzy doll. 
 
    “Which reminds me,” Karla said. “BFD called.” 
 
    “BFD?” 
 
    “Big fu—” 
 
    “No, I got it.” Big freaking douche. “Jon Lamarr. He called here?” 
 
    “Last night. He said, and I quote, ‘Tell Ray to charge his damn phone.’” 
 
    * 
 
    For the record, my phone was charged, just not turned on. I walked down to the beach to call Jon back. It was one of those perfect days when fall’s coming, warm but not hot, breezy but not windy, and there were more people on the beach than I’d ever seen. Sonara momentarily looked like a normal seaside town. 
 
    “You know how few people have this number?” Jon said when he picked up. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. I didn’t get your message until—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” And then he hung up. I guess I was being put in my place. I waited for him to call back, knowing he wouldn’t, and tried to think of some way to get what I needed without ever talking to him again. I had nothing. I sighed and hit call back, only to hear a phone ring right behind me. I turned and Jon was standing there in nothing but board shorts. He was of course ripped and muscular, lean from professionally coached workouts, wearing an expensive pair of shades and a very pleased smile. He and Diego could model together. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, walking up next to me. 
 
    “Hey.” I hung up and pocketed the phone. “What are you doing in Sonara?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I came here to see you.” He looked up and down the beach to see if anyone was nearby, but there was no one within fifty feet. Then he showed me a video on his phone. The sun made it hard to see the screen, but it didn’t take long to see myself talking to Harry in his living room from Azita’s perspective. 
 
    “Well, that’s invasive,” I said. Beyond creepy. Stalkery? Another word I needed. 
 
    Jon pocketed his phone and nodded. “I agree. Also accidental. When Mina reactivated the nanny function, she forgot to enable the privacy settings. I got an alert.” 
 
    He seemed to get a lot of alerts. I’d have to tell Karla about the nanny settings after all. 
 
    “It was hard not to listen,” Jon added. “What did you want to know about her?” 
 
    “Her? Oh, Azita. No. I figured it out. The doll. The trackers. All of it.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted behind his glasses, so my reflection jumped. I hated talking to people when I couldn’t see their eyes. It was like trying to have a conversation during the COVID pandemic when everyone wore masks and you couldn’t read anyone’s emotions. He waited for more. This time, I checked the beach to make sure we were alone, and to give myself a second to plan what to say. I thought I knew what Jon was up to, but I might be wrong, and I didn’t want to lose any leverage I had by saying the wrong thing. 
 
    “When you did the deal with Isabela to help the town—which she hasn’t told me anything about, if that’s a concern—it included access to the cenote where Chandu lives, right?” 
 
    Jon nodded. “That’s what I wanted. She refused.” 
 
    “Wait.” I suddenly remembered something about a scuba diver Diego kicked out of town long before Laila died. “That diver Diego arrested. Was that you?” 
 
    He nodded again. “One of mine. The octopus ripped the regulator right off his face. He nearly drowned.  We tried drones after that. No luck there either.” 
 
    I was on track so far. “So the doll, she—” 
 
    “She’s not just a doll. She’s the future of home assistance automation. I bought a whole company to—” 
 
    “I don’t care. You didn’t make her look like Izzy just to be an asshole. You made her look like Izzy to confuse Chandu, so she’d take the doll down in the caves out of curiosity if she threw it in the cenote. And with her built-in tracking systems…” 
 
    Jon smiled. “…we’d be able to map the entire cave system, find out where she lives, where she eats, everything.” 
 
    So I was right. “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Because she’s why I invested in this town. I want to understand her, her life, everything about her. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Probably. “What went wrong?” 
 
    “At first, Isabela wouldn’t do it. Said it would violate Chandu’s trust. And then you showed up in town and she was suddenly very cooperative.” 
 
    “Because of me? Why?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but she agreed. She took her, it, to the cenote and offered it to Chandu. Chandu took it down. We knew she knew it was fake, but she seemed curious, just like I’d hoped. I was watching the video feeds live. I felt like a kid exploring space. But after less than a hundred feet, she shot back to the surface and ejected it right up into the air.” Jon raised his hands and tracked them down in an arc until he smacked the bar. “Nearly hit Isabela coming down. I can show you the video.” 
 
    “I’ll pass. So you didn’t get what you wanted.” 
 
    “Nope.” Jon took off his sunglasses. “And that’s why I’m here. You think I gave Laila a different GPS tracker, something that would do the mapping I didn’t get from Azita. I do like that name. You think I got Laila killed.” 
 
    I held his gaze. “Yes, I do. I think Chandu detected something and it surprised or scared her, and she let Laila go too soon. She was drowning and Daku took care of the rest.” 
 
    “Makes sense. If I were in your shoes, I’d think the same thing.” 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    He thought about it, or maybe he was just figuring out how to rationalize it. After a second, he shook his head and said, “No, but it might still be my fault.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’m going to trust you, Ray. It’s hard for me. I know you don’t like me, but you had the decency to call before taking this to Diego or Isabela. I appreciate that.” 
 
    That didn’t quite make sense. Isabela had to know; she was the one who had the trackers and gave one to Laila. 
 
    “I’ll make this quick.” Jon put his sunglasses back on. “I had the new trackers produced, and they do exactly what you think they do. I had Audrey help Harry recalibrate his equipment, and then gave them to Isabela to use on her next patient. But she refused, and there was no budging her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She thought it would do exactly what you’re thinking, even if the patient could swallow it easily, which she doubted. They’re still too large. She thought Chandu might detect it or something. I didn’t understand why she thought that—Chandu’s just an octopus, not some blue-tooth enabled alien—but she eventually convinced me it wasn’t worth the risk. It wasn’t like mapping the caves was worth anything. I had just decided I wanted something and went after it. She put in ROI terms I respected: it wasn’t worth risking a child’s life. What if it was Audrey down there? And she was absolutely right. So I dropped it.” 
 
    I thought through what he’d said and how he’d said it. It wasn’t a surprise, but I’d hoped it was just Jon being Jon. The alternative was potentially more complicated, and probably why Jon was standing on the beach with me. 
 
    “But Audrey didn’t,” I said. 
 
    “Apparently not. I heard she gave you the ten-million-lives pitch. What did you think?” 
 
    “Convincing but manipulative. I’m still not the one she should talk to.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” He shook his head. “You already know the new tracker was found in Laila’s body. Audrey was on the boat that day. I have no idea why she did it, or why Isabela changed her mind, but I’m asking you to leave that to me. I’ll find out what happened.” 
 
    “And if Audrey got Laila killed?” 
 
    “That’s the thing, and I’m not just saying this as a father. I don’t think one thing has anything to do with the other. Chandu doesn’t care about the trackers. The only thing that showed any reaction to them was Daku.” 
 
    “How would you know that?” 
 
    “Audrey swallowed a prototype of the new trackers when she went down. Isabela doesn’t know that, but it worked. Just got a few bounce-backs to test the concept. Chandu didn’t seem to notice, and Audrey was cured. It was all good until the damn shark lost its mind.” 
 
    “You think Daku could detect it?” 
 
    He hesitated. “I’m not sure, but when we built the new trackers, we made them auto-disable recording once they cleared the caves. There was nothing new for Daku to detect. So Laila was already dead when he attacked. He was just a shark being a shark.” 
 
    “Which gets Audrey off the hook.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll find out. We’re going to have a serious talk, but I think you’re looking in the wrong place. Laila was Audrey’s friend and, yes, before you ask, Audrey has friends…as long as they’re useful to her. She wouldn’t have done it if she thought Laila was in danger. There was no upside. Whatever happened to Laila, if it was anything more than an accident, it has to do with her, with Laila or something she was doing, not a trivial bit of GPS technology.” 
 
    I wanted to ask him if he thought there was anything between Laila and Audrey, more than friendship, but it wasn’t any of my business and I didn’t want to out Laila if he didn’t know she was gay, so instead I asked, “You honestly think it was just an accident?” 
 
    He looked at the sand and curled his toes. 
 
    “Jon?” 
 
    “No. I’ll deny it if anyone else asks, but no. And I say that knowing it might implicate Audrey in some other way. I hope not, but no matter how cold Laila could be, she didn’t deserve to die like that. If somebody killed her, she deserves…” 
 
    “Justice?” I knew it wasn’t the right word. 
 
    “Justice is a made-up thing. She deserves to be seen. The way you see her as a person, not just a patient or an accident. You’ll keep this between us?” 
 
    I nodded. “As long as you tell me what you find out.” 
 
    “Of course. And if you hear from Audrey again, please tell me immediately.” 
 
    “Why would I?” 
 
    Jon fidgeted in the sand, looking at his feet as if just realizing they were there. He was a strange man, half arrogance, half pain, and the other fifty percent random hubris or unexpected insight. I was dreading what he said next, but looking forward to it at the same time. 
 
    “Audrey was a quiet kid, never cried but also never smiled,” he said finally. “Used to cut herself, though. Do other things. We took her to specialist after specialist and finally one of them told us she was just missing something. She didn’t care about people. No empathy at all. Basically, a high-functioning psychopath. Hard thing to accept in your own child.” He paused. “I used to call her my little geode because, when you broke her open, she was hollow. My wife never appreciated the joke.” 
 
    “God, Jon, I—” 
 
    “I’m not looking for sympathy. I still love her. But it’s important you understand that where you see lines, moral boundaries you would never cross, she sees opportunity. So where I might stop at, say, digging up a virus that could exterminate a good portion of humanity, she wouldn’t even understand the conversation except as a sign of weakness.” He said all this in the perfectly calm way he might describe the buttons on his shirt. “You understand?” 
 
    “She knows about the flu and my—” 
 
    “Yes. It’s not exactly hard to figure out. I’ve made it clear the cemetery is off limits. That’s not why Nomanity’s here. That doesn’t mean she’ll listen.” 
 
    “Jesus, Jon. You’re scaring the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Good. That means you’re paying attention.” 
 
    * 
 
    I had my flu dream that night for the first time in months. Rising from my cot, I walked out into the old Sonara cemetery. A huge full moon cast soft silver light that turned shadows into pools of infinite black. Audrey was digging up one of my family graves, one shovelful at a time. 
 
    Please stop, I begged her. She kept digging. Audrey, please. 
 
    She turned to face me, but it wasn’t Audrey at all; it was Laila, and every inch of her skin was covered in blisters and welts. I tried to step away, but she grabbed my wrist and held me. 
 
    Tell me what it’s like, she demanded. 
 
    I tried to pull away, but she just pulled me closer, until I could smell the rot inside her. 
 
    Can you feel it? she asked. Closer. Can you feel it inside you? 
 
    When I woke up, sweating and breathing heavily, Isabela was on her side next to me, radiating heat and murmuring something too soft to hear. 
 
    “Izzy?” I asked, hoping she was awake. She didn’t respond, so I leaned in until I could feel her breath on my ear. 
 
    “Can you feel it?” she whispered repeatedly. “Can you feel it inside you?” 
 
  
 
  
   
     
 
    Fall 
 
    Otoño 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Monkey
  
 
    Monkey Reaching for the Reflection of the Moon 
 
    The monkey is reaching for the moon in the water.
Until death overtakes him, he’ll never give up.
If he’d let go the branch and disappear in the deep pool, 
 
    The whole world would shine with dazzling pureness.
  
 
    — Hakuin Ekaku, early 1700s — 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Mortar and Pestle 
 
    Mortero y Maja 
 
    The ocean was an intimate whisper of tiny waves on warm, golden sand. Isabela’s face glowed in the firelight, her eyes flickering black and brown. I could read anything I wanted into the depths of her unfocused gaze: the story of my creation and annihilation, sex and violence, promises of love and intimacy, all things and none because eyes aren’t windows into another’s soul; they’re reflections of your own. What I saw that night was both terrifying and irresistible, as if I yearned for pain. I could slice myself open on the sharp edge of her indifference and bleed out in the sand, and that would be just fine as long as I could feel her skin next to mine. 
 
    “You’re always collating yourself,” she said. We’d been talking about Everest, what was real and what was left out. “Wait, that’s not right.” Her face scrunched up. “You’re always curating yourself. That’s it.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure what you mean.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Your life is a bunch of museum exhibits. You pick what to display based on the season and the audience. It’s just the part of the story you feel comfortable telling. You’re always holding something in the back. No one ever knows the whole story. Your openness is just a way of hiding something.” 
 
    “You’re not as drunk as I thought,” I said. “And you’re not exactly an open book either.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” She sat up, her expression changing from soft to hard, open to closed, like a door slamming shut. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore. Why are we here, Ray? It’s very romantic and I appreciate the effort, but do you really just want to tell stories until we have sex in the sand and pretend everything’s all right?” 
 
    Oh, I thought, it’s finally here. The moment when we’re honest with each other and the Ray-and-Izzy story comes to an end. I’d put it off so long I almost thought it would never come. Every question I had led to an argument that ended our relationship, and so I hid from it or rationalized it away. Jon had told me to be careful, everyone had, and I’d ignored them all. But now that it was here, I felt none of the dread I’d feared. I felt relief. 
 
    “Just ask, Ray. Whatever’s bothering you, say it. I’m not going to break. I know you’ve been asking around about Laila. I know you met with Jon to talk about it. There are no secrets in this town, not for long, and not from me. Don’t you get that? Eventually, I see everything. Chandu just bleeds memories, and even if she doesn’t, everyone talks. That’s how Sonara works.” 
 
    “Izzy…” I reached for her hand, but she pulled away. 
 
    “What do you want to know, Ray? Honestly. No bullshit. Ask me now or we’re done.” 
 
    “Okay. Did you have something to do with her death?” 
 
    “See?” She exhaled like she’d been holding her breath for weeks. “That wasn’t so hard.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    She took a sip from a half-empty bottle of tequila. “And I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad we got—” 
 
    “She was asking too many questions. About me and the town. About the plague cemetery she shouldn’t have known about. And I wanted to get her out of here before she made the connection to your grandparents and the flu pandemic. Can you imagine if Jon and Audrey got their hands on the flu, our flu, and weaponized it? That’s the real secret of Sonara—that somewhere in some monkey or bat there’s the worst disease the world has ever known. Arlen was sharing things with her he had no business talking about. He took her to the cemetery. And then Allison showed her your book and she recognized your name from the headstones. Laila was getting too close. I don’t know what Arlen was thinking.” 
 
    “Really?” I had to smile. “A young, brilliant geneticist who just happens to be a beautiful Black woman takes an interest in him?” I waited, but she refused the bait. “He was in love with her. How is that not obvious?” 
 
    “Shit,” she said. Then she wiped her eyes and threw the bottle into the ocean. I was surprised at the strength of the throw, pissed she’d thrown away our only alcohol, annoyed that she’d littered, but mostly amazed she hadn’t known. Of course Arlen was infatuated with young new Izzy; he was still in love with the original. 
 
    “I should have seen that,” she admitted. “Anyway, I knew she’d make the connection soon, and tell Audrey, and then they’d be digging up the cemetery looking for DNA or viral remnants. Her case was relatively minor, and I doubt she even needed chemo or radiation—she certainly didn’t want it—so I rushed her treatment and evaluation. I told Chandu to take her and do her best, and she failed. That’s all I can think of—that Laila was sicker than we realized, and Chandu just couldn’t fix what was wrong with her. I don’t know what happened after that. Chandu was tired and let her go too early, or Daku spooked her.” She pushed at the sand again. “I wanted Laila out of town, Ray. I didn’t want her dead.” Another push, digging her feet in deeper. “You’ve been asking about the tracker and Audrey, but that has nothing to do with it. Laila wasn’t ready or she was sicker than we thought, or…I just don’t know.” 
 
    “Okay.” It wasn’t some conspiracy to kill a cancer patient or murder a young scientist, it was just a stupid accident, and maybe she had kept a super-flu virus out of the wrong hands. “But then why do it? Why cooperate with Audrey when you refused to do the same thing with Jon?” 
 
    She looked up from the sand, confused. “Do what?” 
 
    “The different tracker, mapping the cenote, all of that.” 
 
    “I didn’t. Audrey wanted to use the newer tracker because it had better range and thought we’d get to Laila faster. Laila agreed. You know what happened to Audrey with Daku. All the other features were disabled.” 
 
    “You’re sure of that?” 
 
    “As much as I can be. Did Jon say otherwise?” 
 
    “He didn’t know.” I shook my head. “I really don’t trust them.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t. Are we good on Laila? You’ll stop pretending you’re surfer Sherlock Holmes?” 
 
    I nodded, embarrassed. It was obvious now that I thought about it. 
 
    “So what now?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What now for us?” 
 
    Oh, that. 
 
    “It’s not a trick, Ray. There’s no right answer. I’m not the most emotionally available woman and you’re still getting over Anna. Neither of us belongs within a hundred miles of a healthy relationship. We both knew that going in, right?” 
 
    Brutal candor and openness were new for me. I wasn’t there yet, but I nodded anyway. 
 
    “Then let’s be honest with each other,” she said. “You didn’t fall in love with me. You fell in love with Sonara, just like Jon, and just like the guy before him. Sleep with Isabela and see the wonders of the ancient world, a magical octopus, a cure for cancer; hope and beauty in a terrible world! I’m Willy Wonka and you’ve got the golden ticket. It’s okay. I get it.” 
 
    “It’s not like that. Why do you have to reduce everything to the ugliest possible motivation? No one thinks that way, at least I don’t. It’s you and the town, me finding a home here, and Chandu, and it’s all mixed together. If you believe any of that, then why are we even here?” 
 
    “Because I do think that way, Ray. That’s how I survive. When I first saw you, I knew Diego was right. Chandu would want you because you reminded her of Antonio, the human who raised her, and that meant I had a way to share the burden. No one else will do it.” 
 
    “Then you used me.” Was that all this was? “Just like you used Jon.” 
 
    “Like Jon wasn’t using me? And don’t play innocent. We both needed something from each other. I never expected to care for you, but now I do.” She took a deep breath, exhaled slowly. “Like you said, it’s all mixed up.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. How could she be so comfortable with people using each other? Was that all she’d experienced, relationships as leverage, sex as power, in an endless series of softly spoken lies? No wonder she was angry. 
 
    “You don’t need to answer right now, Ray. I don’t need true love or bonfires on the beach. I don’t need deep conversations or even sex, though it’s nice. I just like having you there when I come to bed, feeling that I’m not alone and someone cares about me just a bit, whatever the reason. That’s all I want, and that’s all I have to give. If you want you to stay, that’s the offer—a little human warmth for a little while. If that’s not enough, there is no more. That’s what Dr. Isabela Araya, the octopus queen, has on offer. You understand?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” The answer should be no, but even the small amount she offered seemed better than the alternative. “Can I think about it?” 
 
    “Take your time,” she said, standing. “I’m not going anywhere.” Which was ironic given her departure. She turned back a second later. “Will you still take Amare surfing?” 
 
    “Of course.” Everyone at the hospital had heard about Allison and Mina, and now wanted a turn at surf therapy. I was glad to oblige, and I’d met Amare’s parents at the hotel. They were blue-black Ethiopians living in Queens, New York, willow-lean and strong as saplings: the kind of people who could bend and bend and never break. “Just let me know when he’s ready.” 
 
    “I’m not sure he’s going to make it,” she said, as if confessing a crime. “I know it sounds terrible, but I was hoping to have one Black family up on the wall, especially after Laila. It just took them too long to get here.” 
 
    “Izzy…” I thought about Mina. Was that what Isabela had to do every day, decide who lives and who dies, and who even gets a chance at salvation? 
 
    “He’ll be ready soon. As ready as he’ll ever be. Will you take him to Chandu with me?” 
 
    “Of course.” As she walked away, I wanted to call out and ask the question that had been on my mind for days: What was she dreaming about—Can you feel it? Can you feel it inside you?—but I knew I wouldn’t get a real answer and I couldn’t take another lie right now. I spent a few minutes looking in the surf for the tequila, thinking of all the other questions I hadn’t asked about Mina and Alejandro, but I believed her story about Laila even if it didn’t help. Laila had died and it was no one’s fault, or it was Izzy and Chandu and Daku’s fault, but there was nothing I could tell her parents that would explain anything. What kind of man am I? her mother had asked when I left Laila’s body in the water. It wasn’t a fair question or kind, but it bothered me that I still couldn’t answer her. Since Anna died, I’d been the man who runs and hides. 
 
    Maybe it was time to be something else. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Grief 
 
    Dolor 
 
    Killing worked better than breathing. The Beast licked the last of the blood off his fingers and set his son back on the ground. For a second, he felt normal. Then it came back, not black but gray, not angry but heavy. His chest tightened and he fought to breathe. He looked at the sky. Opened his mouth. Nothing came out. 
 
    He had never envied humans. They were powerful and had language he could never repeat, but they were lonely and petty things. He didn’t understand why they did what they did, or care until it affected him. But he wished he could cry. It seemed to help them, as if pain passed out through their eyes and washed away, one salty drop at a time. For him, the grief had nowhere to go. His pain was a living thing that pushed against his lungs until he couldn’t breathe, until his heart pressed against his ribs and his mind turned hard and emptied of anything else. He looked down at his son, up at the sky, inhaled, exhaled, but there was no calm. 
 
    He stood and paced. He howled and grunted and howled again. 
 
    The water god had made him, but the woman had denied him, pushing him away, saying, no, no, no, I’m sorry, as if sorry could breathe for his son. He wanted to hate her, her words, her smell, her rejection and so much more. But even after all she’d done, he couldn’t hate her and didn’t understand why, so he hated that part of himself that still loved her. 
 
    And now the rage was back with the grief, each feeding on the other. The pain grew hour after hour until there was no space in him for anything else. He howled and screamed, but it didn’t help. He picked up his dead son and threw his carcass into the trees and then howled at the shame of it. When he was tired and empty, he collapsed on the jungle floor and let the little things bite his skin. He didn’t move to pee or shit or eat. Maybe if he sat there long enough, she’d set him free. He could die and join his son wherever dead things went. 
 
    He waited for death, wished for it, but it never came. 
 
    And after a while, he looked for something else to kill. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Broken Mothers 
 
    Madres Rotas 
 
    I’d been staying at the hotel for days when Jimena called to let me know Amare was ready for his surf session. Isabela and I hadn’t talked since that night on the beach, and I’d never met Amare until Brad escorted him into the hospital lobby. He was a matchstick boy covered in tightly stretched plastic skin, and by far the biggest part of him was his smile. His smile seemed to reach beyond his body and through me until I found myself smiling right back. Instead of looking for the super flu, Audrey should study the infectiousness of joy. I’d help her with that. 
 
    Amare crawled on the paddleboard and lay face-down, gripping both edges with white-knuckled intensity. When each tiny wave approached, he emitted an involuntary eep! like a surprised mouse. His skin was so black it was blue, a beautiful deep and layered tone, but the bare skin of his head was dry and cracked. He’d grown up near London, before moving to the US, and he couldn’t swim, so he wore a life preserver three-sizes too big. The only other thing I knew about him was that his bones were under assault by acute lymphocytic leukemia. 
 
    “You okay, Amare?” I asked for the tenth time. 
 
    “Fine,” he said in an upper-class English accent that made him seem older than he was. He peered over the edge into clear green water, calm as glass. “But it’s bloody deep.” 
 
    “You want to go back in?” 
 
    “Have you drowned anyone out here?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Okay.” He sat up and flashed the widest, brightest smile I’ve ever seen on any human being before or since. It was probably just a normal smile, but on his tiny body, his normal-sized head made him look like a lollipop. He was just too small to produce a smile that big and, again, I found myself smiling back at him. 
 
    “Let’s try one wave,” he said. “A small one. And if I like it, a larger one.” 
 
    “Tell me which one you want to start with, and we’ll go after it.” I dipped the paddle in the water and brought us around. 
 
    “You’ll let me choose?” 
 
    “Of course. You’re in charge.” 
 
    That smile again. I wondered if he’d ever been in charge of anything in his life. 
 
    “That looks proper.” He pointed at an ambitious ripple. “Let’s go after it.” 
 
    And so we did, gathering more speed from the paddle than the wave. His laugh was as big and bright as his smile, resonant with the joy of life and innocence. I felt it deep inside my body, as if my heart was laughing. His excitement filled me, floated me above the water more than the board. It was as if we were one in this one moment of excitement. It was perfect. 
 
    He was dead three days later. He never made it to the cenote. 
 
    * 
 
    “Amare died,” I told Alejandro. The monkey stood directly on the trail, blocking my path to the cenote, watching me with mild contempt just like every other time. Amare had died in the hospital, drowning in his own blood. I have no idea how that happens; it didn’t seem like he’d enough blood to start with. But there were no miracles for him, no last-minute wonderment, just pain and death. It wasn’t fair, but it also wasn’t Alejandro’s fault. I was just angry and he was there. 
 
    “He died and you did nothing,” I said. “Chandu did nothing. What’s the point of all of this if you don’t even try to save little boys?” 
 
    I stepped forward. Alejandro didn’t budge. Another step and we were face-to-face. His breath was ripe with fruit and rotting jungle vegetation. All my sympathy for his lost son drained out of me. He was just a dumb animal after all. 
 
    “You did nothing,” I said, emphasizing the point with an accusing finger. 
 
    He pushed me back. Something moved in the tree behind him, and I looked up. The female was watching us from a high branch with little Joey in her arms. Joey had the giant eyes and hands of all annoyingly adorable baby mammals. He was already bigger than before. 
 
    “You have a son, Alejandro. You should understand.” Which was sheer idiocy. 
 
    I stepped forward. He pushed me back. I stepped forward again and, this time, Alejandro punched me in the shoulder so hard I thought I was going to swallow my scapula. 
 
    * 
 
    Karla served the beer to my left hand because I couldn’t lift my right arm. I wouldn’t be able to surf for days. Goddamn monkey. I sat there sweating and drinking in self-pity most of the afternoon. Karla was surprisingly silent. There was no mockery or knowing smirk. I was incredibly grateful. I surveyed the bar, looking for something to say or hold onto, and found myself staring at Daku’s tooth. 
 
    “Where did you get that? I mean, how?” 
 
    Karla glanced at the tooth. “From Audrey. Harry found it embedded in the side of the boat after she was attacked, or whatever happened, and sent it to her as a souvenir. She brought it back months later, specially mounted, on one of her visits to see Laila in the hospital. Seemed to think it was funny.” 
 
    “Funny? How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s Audrey. She’s more like Daku than a real person.” 
 
    “Oh.” God, it was obvious. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m guessing it wasn’t that clean when Harry sent it to her. She got Daku’s DNA off it. She probably tested it to see what was special about him and how he got so large. Now she’s using it to make Nomanity billions, and she gave you back a big tooth on a twenty-dollar stand.” 
 
    “See? That’s funny,” Karla wasn’t bothered in the slightest. “And I’m sure she’d have done that in a second, but that would violate their agreement with the Foundation. Isabela cut a good deal there. Anything they learn from what they find here automatically accrues to the hospital and town. If they find what makes sharks into giant pendejos, we’ll get royalties for decades.” 
 
    It was funny for a second, and the next second filled with silence and thoughts of Amare. I stared at other things. We found stuff not to talk about. The sun crept out of the sky like it was hiding something, and in the evening, Amare’s parents appeared kitty-corner to me at the bar. 
 
    I was wrong; you can only bend trees so far. Amare’s parents were bent forward over the bar as if their backs had broken against the varnished wood. The woman pressed both hands palm down on the counter to keep herself upright. 
 
    Pit-pat, her tears fell on the counter. 
 
    Pit-pat, rain hit the roof. 
 
    Her tears fell unnoticed and unstopping. 
 
    This was how the world would end, drowned in the tears of broken mothers. 
 
    As if on cue, the temperature dropped and light rain turned into a pounding deluge. Thunder rolled in from the bay. The jungle disappeared behind a white curtain as lightning flashed and captured Amare’s parents as broken silhouettes. At odd intervals, the father’s chest heaved with such wrenching pain that he should have snapped. No body could contain that much grief. No heart could beat under that much convulsive pressure. 
 
    The mother only moved enough to look up at me occasionally and force an embarrassed smile, as if this were a duty she had to the world or a debt she owed me. It was devastating, the desperation of it: the unbearable, unending need. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Karla asked. Her hand appeared next to mine on the counter. 
 
    “I hate this so much.” I wiped my face. “They’re just children.” I’d never known children died, not really. Men and women got themselves killed in the mountains all the time, sometimes lost without a sound, sometimes in horrible, screaming pain, but always as adults doing what they loved, by choice. It was the same in surfing. Young men died every day riding ridiculous waves, but not children. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “But it gets better.” 
 
    “Does it?” I must have looked up at her with the most pitiful eyes. 
 
    “No, but you get stronger.” 
 
    I hated her honesty. I hated Amare’s parents and their pain. I hated my threadbare soul, the world and its unending rotations around our arrogant, undying sun, but mostly I hated that I felt so weak and so utterly worthless. Maybe that was Alejandro’s role, to ensure humility. 
 
    The mother smiled at me again, and I realized hell is just a moment that never ends. 
 
    * 
 
    I found myself standing on Arlen’s porch, dripping from the rain, chilled for the first time since being in Sonara but dreading the conversation I was about to have. I was still shivering and dithering when Arlen pulled the door open, releasing a draft of warm air and the smell of freshly brewed coffee. My stomach grumbled audibly. 
 
    “You coming in?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I just wanted to let you know I talked to Jon about the trackers. And he’s talking to Audrey. I also asked Isabela. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    He nodded and we both took a moment to listen to thunder roll in from the east. 
 
    “And you believe them?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “You heard about Amare?” Of course he had. “Does that happen a lot?” 
 
    “Yes. Much less now with the new hospital, but yes. You sure you don’t want to come in? You look like—what’s the phrase?—oh yes, a drowned rat.” 
 
    “No, thanks.” I did, but mostly to be warm and drink coffee full of whiskey away from the rest of Sonara, but then I’d end up crying or falling asleep on Izzy’s ex-husband’s couch, surrounded by dead children, and that wasn’t going to help anyone. Especially not once I told Arlen the one thing that mattered: “Izzy said you were talking to Laila about the cemetery.” 
 
    Arlen raised his eyebrows in a very Izzy way. “And?” 
 
    “And she might have rushed her treatment to get her out of town before she made the connection to the flu. I just thought you should know.” 
 
    “So it’s on me now?” His jaw clenched in anger. “Of course it is.” 
 
    “No, I don’t—” 
 
    “I didn’t show Laila the cemetery. She already knew about it. I don’t know how, but you can probably guess given her family. What you should ask is why that secret is so important. Why is it so important to her?” 
 
    “What…” I shivered. I was getting hypothermic and my teeth would be chattering soon, so it was surprising my brain was working. I looked at Arlen, remembered how we’d met on the trail to the cemetery, how Natia was buried all alone in the corner of the cemetery, and the obvious bad blood between Arlen and Isabela, and it just snapped into place. 
 
    “Natia’s your daughter,” I said. Blurted. It was hard to speak clearly, but he understood. 
 
    “Yes.” Arlen looked relieved that he hadn’t had to spell it out for me. “That’s one of our few well-kept secrets. Isabela doesn’t care about people finding out about the flu—I’m sure Jon and Audrey already know more than we do—but they don’t know who Natia is. If Laila died because Isabela rushed her treatment, that’s the reason. And I never talked to Laila about her. Why would I?” 
 
    “What happened to her?” My teeth started chattering. “To Natia?” Izzy had a little girl? It seemed so sad, her little grave off by itself in the cemetery's corner. It didn’t surprise me she’d had a child and not mentioned it, but now she seemed more inaccessible than ever. If she hid that, what else wasn’t she telling me? 
 
    “If you mean what killed her…” Arlen shook his head. “Natia was born with physical disabilities that would have killed her eventually, but how she died has nothing to do with Laila, and it’s none of your business. It’s a sad story, but it’s our sad story. You can understand that. If you love Izzy at all, leave this one alone.” 
 
    * 
 
    I chattered my way back to the hotel, changed clothes, drank some of Karla’s good but inferior coffee (maybe it was just missing the whiskey or giant mugs), but I couldn’t warm up. I thought about Isabela, about curling up next to her, but shook the thought off. I had one more thing to do before seeing her again. I’d gotten Laila’s parents’ number from Jimena, just like Jon’s, though it might have taken a second more to pry out of her. So I went to my room, sat down on the bed until I stopped shaking, and dialed. 
 
    “Hello?” One word, warm and open, and my chills were gone. 
 
    “Mrs. James?” 
 
    “Yes, who’s this?” 
 
    “Raymond Molina. We met in—” 
 
    “I remember,” she said sharply, then back in her natural tone: “I’m sorry for what I said, if that’s why you’re calling. I wasn’t at my best.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be sorry. I just wanted to say I found out everything I could about what happened to her and—” 
 
    “That’s not necessary, Mr. Molina.” 
 
    “Ray’s fine.” 
 
    “All right, Ray. We signed a settlement with the Sonara Foundation. We’ve gone through everything with the attorneys. I’m not supposed to be talking to you.” 
 
    “To me?” 
 
    “To anyone from Sonara, not you specifically. So, if that’s all, I—” 
 
    “No, I…” Well, what? I found nothing. Laila died by accident after a rushed cancer treatment and random shark attack. None of that was helpful to grieving parents. 
 
    “Yes, Ray? What is it?” 
 
    “I’m just curious why you weren’t here to pick her up.” Silence. Damn it. Why couldn’t I leave well enough alone? “I’m sorry, that’s—” 
 
    “No, it’s a fair question.” She paused. “The truth is, Ray, that I, that we didn’t know she was there. We didn’t even know she had cancer. Her father and I hadn’t talked to Laila in more than five years.” She had the voice of every wizened mother, soft but resonant, like a fine wooden instrument. It made me feel welcome, as if we’d known each other for years, which made it even harder to resist asking why. Why hadn’t she talked to her daughter in so long? Fortunately, I didn’t have to. 
 
    “How well did you know my daughter, Ray?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I know she was around town for weeks or even months before…but I never saw her. She had a friend she spent time with, a local doctor named Arlen, but we never spoke.” I intentionally left out any mention of Carlos. 
 
    “Arlen?” Her voice gave his name the feel of a freshly roasted chestnut. “Were they…” 
 
    “No, just friends.” Did she not know her daughter was gay, or was Mina just wrong? 
 
    “I see. I just don’t know any of her friends.” 
 
    “What about Audrey?” 
 
    Light laughter. “My daughter was a willful child, Ray. Strong-headed and obstinate. Maybe I wasn’t the best mother for someone of her intelligence and ambition, but…do you mind me telling you this? I don’t have anyone else to talk to.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine.” It was hard to imagine she wasn’t the perfect mother for any child. 
 
    “Thank you. Laila always got what she wanted one way or another, and she could be quite cruel when she didn’t. I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead. I loved my little girl, but if I’m honest, Ray, she scared me. And the only person I’ve ever met who scared me more is Audrey Lamarr.” A long pause. “I’ve said too much, haven’t I? You won’t tell her, will you?” She sounded genuinely concerned. 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ray. I’m really glad you called.” 
 
    After she hung up, I sat on the bed trying to reorder my thoughts. I’m not sure why I assumed Laila was a happy, perfect daughter, someone full of life and laugher like every funeral montage. Maybe Arlen’s obvious affection threw me off, or it’s natural to put someone on a pedestal after you decapitate them in order to magnify your guilt and self-pity. Or maybe I just assumed that about everyone until I learned differently. But not everyone was Anna. 
 
    I loved my little girl, but if I’m honest, she scared me. 
 
    I shivered again. I’d done what I could, offered Laila what closure I had to offer. Now it was time for a little human warmth for a little while. I was hungry for it, freezing for it, so I changed clothes and headed up the hill once the rain stopped. Isabela wasn’t home, of course, but she would be. I took a long, hot shower and lay down in the bed, curled up in the smell of her, and breathed in the warm night until I merged with the darkness where Natia hid, teasing, like a shadow come to life. I chased her through the jungle until I was standing back at her grave, dirt turned over again like she’d pulled the earth over her to sleep. 
 
    I loved my little girl, but… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Monsters and Food 
 
    Monstruos y Comida 
 
    Baby Karlita was hot and kept trying to squeeze my arms. She was a tiny thing of fumbly fingers and puckered lips, just a few days old. Wide brown eyes stared up at me and I stared back, trying not to cry. I couldn’t cry anymore. I had to be a good sister to the new baby. Her mother was gone now, just like mine, and she would need my help. 
 
    I brushed a fly off her face. My black skin was so different from her brown. The colors were pretty together, but nothing alike. No one in town had skin like mine, but no one told me why. My mother had different skin too, but she was gone and no one told me why she was black and they were brown. Maybe it was a secret. There were so many secrets in Sonara, but I didn’t understand this one. It was my skin. Why couldn’t I know? 
 
    The dirt was hot on my feet. I should have worn shoes like Dr. Vicario told me, but I hated them. My toes curled in the hot dirt and I twisted down into a slightly cooler layer. My stomach grumbled. Karlita’s eyes widened. She was hungry too. 
 
    “Está bien, Karlita. Está bien.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure who hushed me. I looked up and saw Dr. Vicario smiling from the edge of the spring. I tried to smile back, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off what he held in his arms. It was Karla’s mother, Catalina, her body naked and draped backward so that her head looked at me upside down with dead yellow eyes. One arm hung down into the water. I looked away. 
 
    Don’t cry, I told myself. Don’t cry. 
 
    But I missed her so much. She used to sing to me and it was the sound of love and peace and she would never sing again because Karla had killed her. I looked down at the baby again, and she looked back as if she knew what I was thinking. 
 
    I could just drop her, I thought. Just drop her and run. 
 
    Don’t cry. 
 
    I heard a sob in response and looked up. On the flat rock behind the spring, Karla’s father sat with his arms wrapped around his legs and wept. There was no sound to it, which was why the sob was so surprising. I had never seen a man cry before. 
 
    I felt tears coming, but the monster came first. 
 
    Her great black body filled the pool. One tentacle rose and touched Dr. Vicario’s arm. Dr. Vicario nodded and laid the body gently into the water, where the monster wrapped its giant black arms around her. It looked at me through one big black eye and I wanted to scream at it. I knew it hated us and I hated it and it shouldn’t be here. This was wrong. It was all wrong. 
 
    Dr. Vicario stepped back and the monster took Karla’s mother down. 
 
    Why am I here? I don’t want to be here. Monsters are for adults. Why am I here? 
 
    Dr. Vicario came over. The wet black hair on his brown legs was like my skin against Karla’s. He smelled like salt and dirt. 
 
    “¿Vuelve ella?” I asked. Is she coming back? 
 
    “No,” he said, taking Karlita. “She’s not coming back.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Dr. Vicario turned to hide the baby from the sun. Karla’s father hadn’t moved. 
 
    “She died too quickly after Karlita came,” Dr. Vicario said. 
 
    “Like my mother with my brother?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Isabela, like your mother.” 
 
    “Did you give her to the monster too?” 
 
    He didn’t answer at first, but then he nodded. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Nothing. “What did the monster do to her?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you someday. When you’re older.” 
 
    He tried to touch my arm, but I slapped his hand. It was always the same answer. I was ten now, not a baby, but I was never old enough to know what happened to my mother or why they trusted the monster. Couldn’t they smell its hate and fear? 
 
    Karla started to cry and I felt my tears coming. I hated the baby. She made my new father cry and she stole my new mother away and now they had to give her to the monster that hated us. 
 
    “Isabela…” He took Karla from me and I ran. I ran into the jungle and I was going to run so far they’d never find me, but I ran into Alejandro instead. 
 
    “Get out of the way!” I screamed, pushing him. He didn’t move. 
 
    “I hate you!” I screamed. “I hate all of you!” I hit him in the arms and the chest and screamed until he folded his arms around me and I was trapped against his dusty hair. He knew I didn’t hate him and he didn’t hate me. I knew he understood. I loved him even if he smelled like rotting fruit and his hair itched against my face. He was just like me. We were different and we didn’t belong and no one explained anything to him either. 
 
    Then I cried and he held me and I knew I was safe. He would never leave me. Not like my mother and father. Alejandro would always be there and he would protect me. 
 
    “I love you, monkey,” I said, and I knew he loved me back. He had to. There was no one else like us. Not in the whole entire world.
  
 
    “I know you’re awake,” Isabela whispered. 
 
    I tried not to open my eyes. I didn’t understand what I’d seen. How could Arlen be so much older than Isabela and Karla younger? Why was every contact with Chandu somehow tainted with anger, like a bitter aftertaste she couldn’t hide? I opened my eyes and looked for her. It was still dark, but I could see the white of her eyes. 
 
    “I missed you,” I said, kissing her cheek. 
 
    “What did Chandu show you?” Her voice was flat and wary, but it was better than silence. 
 
    “I was you. In my dream, I was a little girl.” 
 
    “When? How old was I?” 
 
    “Ten. Karla’s mom had just died. You were at the cenote with baby Karla and Arlen was there. He was the same age he is now.” 
 
    “She showed you that? Why would she—” 
 
    “You ran to Alejandro. You loved him.” 
 
    She laughed. “Once upon a time, I loved him more than anything on Earth. He protected me and I needed him.” I touched her arm and felt the rage ripple under her skin like a living thing, a layer that surrounded and protected her. But I hadn’t missed what she said: He protected me and I needed him. Maybe that’s all love had ever been to her. 
 
    “Izzy…” 
 
    She sighed. “Karla’s family adopted me when my mother died, so Mrs. Ibarra was my mother too. And they fed her to Chandu. God, I hated them when I figured it out.” 
 
    “I thought Jimena was joking about there being no cemetery.” They really fed their dead to the octopus. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to feel about it. Horrified? Impressed? 
 
    “How old are you, Izzy? I know you said one-twenty, but…you really don’t know when you were born?” 
 
    “I really don’t. I think I’m over one-twenty, less than one-forty. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “But Karla looks older than you, or the same age.” 
 
    “She left Sonara for a long time and came back, so she aged more. It’s pretty common. Karla’s father used to let himself age one year for every five so he’d grow old slowly but still experience a full life.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Age is a disease I intend to avoid for as long as possible. And since you’ll probably ask, my mother was a freed slave from what’s now the Gambia via Jamaica and my father was a Miskito Sambu raider. My mother came to Sonara to work for Karla’s ancestors but died giving birth to my little brother, who also died, but that was a long time ago. Most Sonarans are at least a century old.” 
 
    It was a nice prepackaged summary but for the omission of Natia. I wanted to ask about her lost daughter, but for once I kept my mouth shut. Arlen was right; it was none of my business. 
 
    “No more questions,” Izzy said, sliding on top of me. “Just promise you’ll stay for a while.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    She pressed her skin against mine and our bodies took over. Our ages didn’t matter. Our past didn’t matter. There are no questions in hands, skin and mouths. I pulled her lips onto mine so I couldn’t speak and pulled her onto me so hard there was just one of us. She screamed and scratched until I couldn’t tell who was the monster and who was the food. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Offer 
 
    La Oferta 
 
    Isabela PULLED UP SHORT. “What the hell?” 
 
    We’d just gotten to the cenote, and I was wondering what Chandu would tell me that day that I’d misunderstand or what I’d ask her that she’d ignore. It was like the perfect 1950s marriage. Then Izzy stopped and looked up. Azita was in a Buddha meditation pose on the opposite rock ledge, wearing nothing but a spaghetti-strap bikini. She looked relaxed except for the machete lying across her legs and the demonic Boruca mask. I almost laughed. 
 
    “At least Karla’s making use of her Ph.D.,” I said. “Happy Halloween.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Isabela looked around us, searching the jungle with something like fear on her face. 
 
    “Izzy, are you—” I reached for her arm, but she threw it off, then saw my surprise and forced a smile. 
 
    “Sorry. Just surprised me. Jimena hates it when people touch her masks. I’m sure Karla asked.” 
 
    “Jimena?” I tried to imagine Jimena as anything but vaguely happy and distracted. How could Izzy possibly be scared of a skinny young woman? I had to be imagining it. 
 
    Izzy shrugged, looked back at her diablito self, and then knelt in the dirt by the cenote. Chandu’s tentacle slid out within seconds, wrapped around the back of her neck and then slowly withdrew. It was an intimate exchange, gentle as a mother’s kiss. A moment later, the tentacle wound toward me across the grass. 
 
    “I was thinking about what you asked,” Isabela said, sitting beside me. She glanced at Azita, then back at me. “Why we all seem so miserable. I think you can understand why.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Amare was still fresh in my mind. How many others had they lost over the years? The tentacle settled on my leg and suckered on, tasting, testing. It was strange how common it seemed, like a friend resting a hand on my shoulder or a lover acknowledging my presence. 
 
    “But you’re right,” she said. “Sometimes we need to remember.” 
 
    The tentacle spiraled up and around my neck. I leaned forward, welcoming the touch. There was the slightest sting and then cool black emptiness.
  
 
    Hello? 
 
    Water rushed over my arms. There were shrimp in the area, and lobster and rays. I could taste them all and a thousand others nearby. I rose slowly in the water, feeling the pressure decrease and the water warm. Tastes and smells changed, but it was safe. There was nothing threatening. 
 
    The child in my arms was stirring, a good sign. Her heat was gone and her heart beat steadily. I pushed her to the surface and steadied her on her back. Above her, the black sky was aglow from a deep red moon. 
 
    The girl woke up and panicked. I calmed her. 
 
    It’s all right, Isabela, I would’ve said. I wished I could speak, but that wasn’t my strength. 
 
    The girl grabbed at me and held on, squeezing tightly. 
 
    Easy, I thought. She relaxed her grip. She was breathing now, calmly. I tried to pull away. 
 
    “Don’t go,” she said. Just vibrations in the air and so easy to miss. 
 
    You’re okay, I wanted to say, I have to go before he returns, but she held tight. 
 
    “Don’t leave me alone.” 
 
    Alone. They said such strange things. We are all alone. The world is alone. The sea is alone. We are always alone, even when together. How can I not leave you where you are? 
 
    But I stayed. The waves rose and fell and we with them, one and together and alone. 
 
    Could she hear it, I wondered? There was a rhythm in the water, the sweep of paddles coming closer and the rush of wood against the water’s skin. Her heart rate increased. She turned her head. She heard it now. 
 
    “Te amo,” she said. I love you. 
 
    Of all their words, love was the strangest. It was need, want, fear, hope, emptiness and fullness all in one. How could one thing that meant everything mean anything? 
 
    “Do you love me?” she asked. “I thought you hated us. I thought you were a monster, but…” 
 
    Monster was how she saw me before; an ugly thing, an animal that hates and eats what it should not, but there was no should not. There are only monsters and food. She talked like grass, like she’d never eaten. They were wasted sounds, but he would be here soon, the one who eats everything. I could feel him rising fast from the dark below. 
 
    The paddles changed rhythm and direction, heading toward us. 
 
    “Do you love us, octopus?” 
 
    She knew I couldn’t speak. She knew the word was water to me, just a thing that was but was always different. But she needed and I hated the emptiness in her. I showed her an image of her mother from long ago, when she had first come to me. Her mother had not asked so many things. I shared a memory of the feeling of her mother’s love. She understood. 
 
    He’s coming. He knew I was here. Was she in danger? 
 
    No, her people were almost there. She would be safe. 
 
    I let go and pushed, down, down, hard into the rocks and the sand where he couldn’t reach me, but her question stayed. 
 
    “Do you love us?” 
 
    What is us? Did she mean her, them or we? 
 
    There was another in the rocks, a little blue-ringed me. She shrank into a crevasse as I passed. She hid. Are you alone? I asked, but she couldn’t speak. She had no words but fear and need and now. Touch, taste, eat and move. This. This. This. Only the now. 
 
    Maybe love was time. If you didn’t know yourself, you couldn’t know past or future, only now. We are all alone, but love was the short time we were alone together. Love was sharing time. 
 
    I would tell the girl what I’d learned. Maybe that’s what she needed.
  
 
    Isabela leaned against me as the sky and trees came into focus. I was sweating and cold at the same time. My head felt off, as if someone had tried to force another brain inside and there was a territorial dispute. 
 
    “Breathe,” Izzy said. 
 
    I didn’t know I was holding my breath. I inhaled and put my hand on hers. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, but the words weren’t enough. I ached as the feel of her left me. My fingers tingled and my ears hummed. I could still taste the air and feel the water like Chandu, and then there was just me again, alone together with Isabela on the grass. 
 
    “That was the second time I went down but the first time I remembered being in the water,” she said. “All the children here go down right after they’re born, then not again until they’ve stopped growing. Not unless they’re sick, and I was very sick. Karla’s father was the caretaker then, after Antonio but before Arlen. He was worried about me. I guess I nearly died.” She shrugged. “Did you feel how peaceful it was to be with her? I still remember that feeling.” 
 
    “It was beautiful,” I said, wishing I could say something more eloquent. 
 
    “I don’t know if what she shows us is real. She doesn’t think the way we do. When she shares, she translates. Interprets?” She shrugged. “But it feels real. I think that’s what happened.” 
 
    “Do you think she loves you?” 
 
    “I used to. Now, I think she needs me and, to her, it’s the same thing.” She said this without irony or self-awareness and leaned into me. “There will be more Allisons but also more Amares.” 
 
    “What about Mina?” I finally asked. 
 
    “That’s different. She’s too sick, or there’s something Chandu can’t get to. I don’t know. Sometimes she can’t fix everything. Harry just won’t accept that, so we treat her a little now and then to keep things from getting worse. That’s all we can do. Will that be enough?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said, but I knew I was missing something. “Why did you have her show me that?” It wasn’t like Isabela to expose herself. Isabela thought she was alone even when I was there, here, and this wasn’t about her pretending to open up to me. 
 
    “I just wanted to show you a happy moment,” she said, meaning that wasn’t what she meant at all. Her eyes were walls now, not even hiding the barrier between us, so I just nodded. We had a past and a future, but we were all alone together and soon not even that. 
 
    * 
 
    When I got to the house that night, Isabela was sitting at the dining room table. I stopped in the living room, looked around suspiciously, and then joined her. I’d never sat at the table before; we’d certainly never eaten there. It felt like the table for reprimands and serious conversations. I couldn’t think of anything I’d done wrong lately, so I waited for her to make the first move. 
 
    “You look like a dog that peed in my shoes,” she said. “Relax.” 
 
    I did not relax. This was a trick. “Everything okay at the hospital?” I asked, “Because you’re home—” 
 
    “Stop.” She took my hand. “It’s a good thing.” 
 
    I nodded, still not buying it. 
 
    “I’m going to offer you something,” she said. “Something serious. But you have to promise not to accept right away. You need to think about it, and ask questions, and think about it some more. Ask Karla and Diego. And when you’re sure, then give me your answer. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    I guess I didn’t sound serious enough. “It’s important, Ray. When Arlen offered this to me, I didn’t wait. I didn’t ask enough questions. I did it for all the wrong reasons.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, squeezing her hand and trying to look serious. But now I was just excited. 
 
    “You know what I do here, taking people to Chandu, helping and protecting her, giving her whatever she needs.” 
 
    “You’re a caretaker,” I said. “I mean, I don’t know all that entails but, yes, I get the idea.” 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, as if reconsidering her question, and then finally asked me the question: “Would you like to be a caretaker too?” 
 
    I caught my knee-jerk response just in time. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I said calmly, meaning hell yes! Maybe that’s what Chandu meant by help me. I was sure of it. Almost sure of it. Close enough to convince myself, anyway. 
 
    “You’re adorable,” she said after far too long. “There are some things you should know. First, and you need to hear this, this is a lifetime commitment. You do the job for life, no matter what. You can’t quit. You can’t leave for more than a few weeks. Ever. Do you understand?” 
 
    I didn’t. “You said you wanted to leave once, that you were thinking about it.” 
 
    “I did. And I tried.” She shrugged. “I knew it was possible because I’d left repeatedly for months for medical school, so there’s a way, but she wouldn’t release me. Part of the reason I think you’re here is to help me spend less time with her and more in the hospital. It’s a compromise of sorts. At least I think it is. One thing you’ll learn if you accept is that there’s a lot of guesswork involved.” 
 
    “But…” I was missing something. “You can just leave. What do you mean, release you?” 
 
    “That’s the important part. I can’t leave. Arlen can’t leave. If we do…we die.” 
 
    I laughed. She didn’t. “What?” 
 
    “You know she can cure cancer, well, she can give it too.” 
 
    “What?” I asked again. “You can’t be serious. She’ll give you cancer? That’s insane.” 
 
    “No, that’s not fair. She probably doesn’t give anyone cancer. All of us have cancer developing in us at all times, or the potential for it. Have you ever heard of Peto’s Paradox?” 
 
    “Pedos?” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    “Okay, no.” 
 
    “Large animals have more cells than small animals, so statistically they should get cancer far more often than, say, humans. But whales, sharks, elephants and other large animals never get cancer, or at least rarely die from it. That’s the paradox. One hypothesis is that large animals have more Tumor Suppressor Genes, but if you were to take a sample of my DNA, you’d find I have fewer of them than a normal human being. They’re just gone. So are Arlen’s. Without them, cancers that your body would dispose of easily will grow and kill me within months.” 
 
    “Unless Chandu helps you.” 
 
    “Exactly. 
 
    “Wait.” I wasn’t processing this well. “What if she dies?” 
 
    “That’s the other important part. The bond is mutual. If she dies, I die. How did Jon put it? It’s a great way to ensure our incentives are aligned.” 
 
    “Jon?” And then I got it. “You couldn’t sell Chandu to them even if you wanted.” 
 
    “Now you understand. This is not a casual thing. It’s a permanent, unbreakable bond. You’ll lead a long, healthy life. You’ll save children from dying. But you’ll never leave this place for more than a few weeks at a time, not if you don’t want to die quickly in a lot of pain.” 
 
    Now I understood what she was asking. No more climbing in the Himalayas. No more skipping around the world or whatever life I’d had before coming here. 
 
    “Jesus,” I said. “She really disabled your immune system like that?” 
 
    “I did ask Audrey once if they thought they could undo it through gene therapy or another new treatment, and she said they would look into it, but it would be years even if she prioritized it. And of course she hasn’t.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s a lot.” I couldn’t imagine my life being in Audrey’s hands. “Anything else?” 
 
    “You already know how the memories leak into you. You’ll see other people at their best and worst. People will look at you differently, but Alejandro won’t be able to hurt you ever again.” 
 
    “What if I say no? What happens?” 
 
    She shrugged, but I knew the answer. Our relationship would run its course, and I’d probably leave town. And go back to what? It was inconceivable. How could I leave all of this? 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, it’s just a tradition, but I think that just before Chandu dies, she gets to eat us.” 
 
    I laughed again. She didn’t again. 
 
    “Is that happening soon? I mean, if she dies tomorrow, this is a pretty terrible deal.” 
 
    “As far as I know, she’ll live for another hundred years.” 
 
    “And then eat us.” 
 
    “You can probably get out of that. It’s more of a circle-of-life custom thing as far as I know. It hasn’t happened for so long, no one’s sure. Jimena told you there’s no cemetery because everyone’s fed to her when they die, but she was exaggerating. No one dies, hence no cemetery.” 
 
    “Huh.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about being octopus food. Also, what the hell? 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. “I know it’s a lot to take in.” 
 
    “Well…” I forced a shrug. “I’m not a doctor like you or Arlen. Does that matter?” 
 
    “No. It’s probably better they’re separate roles. When Arlen built the clinic, he did both because he could, and that’s what I wanted. But no, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Is it worth it? Would you do it again?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Yes, but I’d make some decisions differently.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “They’re nothing that affects you or this offer. I promise. It’s a good life, Ray, but it’s hard. You get over the magical part pretty quickly, and then there are endless ups and downs that wear you out. It’s like a rollercoaster you can never get off, and it’s not something I should have done alone after Arlen left.” 
 
    “But I’ll have you.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’ll have me.” Meaning as a partner, not necessarily a lover. How would that be, seeing her every day as she dated other men? 
 
    “And she really eats us?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m sure you’re delicious.” 
 
    * 
 
    “Holy shit,” Karla said from across the bar. “I can’t believe she finally asked.” 
 
    Diego patted me on the back. I smiled at both of them, took a drink, tried to keep my head from blowing off my shoulders. I know Isabela wanted me to wait, to think, and, sure, I didn’t want to die of cancer or get eaten anytime soon, but other than that, damn. I was in. It was a struggle not to scream ‘Yes!’ every other minute to anyone who’d listen. 
 
    “What did you say?” Diego asked, looking far less thrilled than Karla. 
 
    “I said I’d think about it.” 
 
    “She told you about the death thing?” Karla asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the eating thing?” Diego asked. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Karla asked. “And how can I convince you to say yes before she offers it to Jon or some other douchebag?” 
 
    I almost laughed. “Doesn’t the town get a say? I mean…” 
 
    Diego shook his head. “Chandu does what she wants. Isabela’s just letting you know the offer’s there. I guess you know what help me means now.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. Because, huh. “So you think I should do it?” 
 
    “Well,” Karla said, looking genuinely concerned, “don’t take this the wrong way, you’re not the most emotionally stable guy on the planet.” 
 
    “Granted.” She was being kind. 
 
    “What would you do if Isabela dumped you and you were stuck here forever?” 
 
    “Who gets the house?” 
 
    Diego laughed. “The head of oncology. All the ridge houses are for medical staff. You’d have to live down here with the rest of us.” 
 
    “Why don’t you do it, or anyone else from town?” 
 
    “Did we mention the death and eating thing?” Karla asked. 
 
    “Funny. Maybe less sarcasm and more ancient wisdom?” 
 
    Karla’s mouth opened to say something like, who you callin’ ancient, but Diego grabbed her hand and she let it go. Instead: “You know how she plays with your mind, putting things in and taking them out? That never stops. You’ll never really be alone in your head again. Most of us prefer immortality with a little privacy, and maybe the little dignity that comes with it. Plus, and I can’t emphasize this strongly enough, she could die…and then you would too. The rest of us will grow old eventually, but…” 
 
    “So, basically, cancer.” At least they were being honest. 
 
    “Yeah…” Diego said, looking sad, as if I already had it. 
 
    I looked away. “I’ve got to get going.” I had another sick little boy to take surfing. I just hoped it went better than with Amare. 
 
    “Anything you want to know, ask us,” Diego said. “Anything. Don’t do it for her or us or because you think it’ll make up for Anna. Make sure this is right for you.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, grateful for their friendship. I had no idea how Isabela got through her nights alone on the ridge, but that wasn’t a mistake I intended to repeat. Not because I was smarter or more social than she was, but because I knew I’d never survive that way. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Boy, Monkey, Candy 
 
    Chico, Mono, Caramelo 
 
    It turns out, not all children dying of cancer are saints. Otto Hansen was a little boy with fantastically wealthy parents from Cincinnati and he was dying from an atypical rhabdoid tumor that had spread too far to be removed. I’d never heard of it before Otto’s parents explained it to me, at length, proudly displaying the scar on their son’s head where they had peeled back part of his skull just so I’d understand that Otto was a special little boy and Otto had a special kind of cancer and if anything happened to him while surfing, they’d never find my body. 
 
    I did not like the Hansens. They did not like me. I did not want to take their pale, chubby scion surfing. He was like Green Eggs & Ham and I did not, would not, could not like him. I would not surf with him, no sir and no ma’am. But I was told in no uncertain terms that if I refused, it would not go well for me. I found this baffling. What could they do? There was a lot of eyebrow raising and glowering at this point but, honestly, how bad could the kid be? That’s what I thought: How bad can he be? 
 
    He was a spoiled little shit. 
 
    But he was also a seriously sick kid. I took him paddling, not because his parents insisted, but because it was the right thing to do. Sure, he was stuffed full of entitlement like mammon foie gras and said things like, ‘You’re not very good at this, are you?’ and ‘This board is sticky’ and ‘Do you surf for a living? Is that why you dress like a hobo? We have a homeless guy in the alley behind one of our buildings. I throw M&Ms out of my window at him, and sometimes he opens his mouth and catches them. He’s like a baby seal. Do you have seals here?’ and then, demonically, ‘Do you like M&Ms?’ But he was still dying of cancer and deserved to have a little fun; it wasn’t his fault he had terrible parents. 
 
    I turned away from Otto as we coasted down the face of a large roller. It was a beautiful day and I loved M&Ms, or used to. I didn’t want to feel homicidal. In my attempt to ignore Otto, I noticed Alejandro on Rocky Point, all pride and hair blowing in the afternoon breeze. As I squinted at the monkey, the board shifted unexpectedly and I looked down to find Otto was gone. 
 
    My first thought was, Thank god. 
 
    My second was a desperate, panicked cerebral hemorrhage. I pulled out of the wave and turned back to find Otto bobbing in the water like a singular piece of fat in fresh chicken broth. He wasn’t moving and my heart did that thing where it stops time and then speeds up so much you can feel the beat in your eardrums. A moment later, he was screaming and slapping the water incoherently. 
 
    “I’m coming!” I screamed. “I’m coming!” 
 
    I probably reached him less than a minute after he went in, but he grabbed the board in sheer panic and looked at me like, well, damn, it was not a good look. 
 
    “Wait until I tell my parents,” he said, suddenly calm. I reached down to pull him out of the water, but his look froze me. It was the look of victory, of hate, vengeance and impending doom. I could tell he’d looked at a hundred other people this way, and he’d always won. He’d always gotten his pound of flesh. I pulled my hand back. I wasn’t going to leave him there. I just didn’t want to touch him. 
 
    And then, suddenly, he was on the board, eyes wide in shock. 
 
    Alejandro pulled himself out of the water and leaned over Otto as I stumbled backward, nearly falling off. In the time it took me to recover, Alejandro straddled Otto and brought his face within inches of the boy’s, teeth bared as water dripped from his fur into Otto’s open mouth. 
 
    “Alejandro…” I said, stepping forward. 
 
    Then Alejandro screamed, the boy screamed, and maybe I screamed too. There was a lot of screaming. Alejandro was all teeth and fur and claws and rage, and suddenly this little shit was just a frightened child. 
 
    “Alejandro!” I yelled. 
 
    The screaming stopped. Alejandro turned to look at me with wide black eyes, and I thought he was going to attack. Instead, he winked. I didn’t even know monkeys could wink. 
 
    Otto never said anything to his parents. 
 
    Alejandro often swam out to join me after that. It never occurred to me to discourage him; I don’t think I could have. Whenever there was a new kid out, Alejandro sat on the front of the board and stabilized the ride. He added weight, but he also paddled using his long arms and was strangely playful with the kids. Sure, they were terrified of him, but they were also fascinated, as if they could sense the wonder and strange beauty of this improbable monster. 
 
    * 
 
    A few days later, Otto Hansen became the first child I took to the cenote. I carried him from the golf cart to the pool while his parents followed behind. I didn’t know they were allowed to come, but I assumed they’d insisted. Of course they’d insisted. Isabela walked ahead with a flashlight, moving quickly, and I knew she couldn’t wait to get this over with so the Hansens would leave Sonara forever. 
 
    At the cenote, Chandu appeared quickly. Otto’s parents froze in shock. 
 
    “Dear Lord,” Mrs. Hansen said. “She’s real.” 
 
    At least she was capable of wonder. Otto was rigid in my arms, shaking. 
 
    “It’s okay, Otto,” I said. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    He looked up with wide eyes that reflected nothing but moonlight and fear. I tried to put him down. He wrapped his arms around my neck and refused to let go. 
 
    “I want to go back,” he said. “Take me back.” 
 
    “Otto,” Mrs. Hansen said. “You can’t go back.” 
 
    “I want to go back!” he screamed directly in my ear. I was losing my sympathy. 
 
    “Stop whining,” Mr. Hansen said. “We paid for this. Get in the goddamn water.” 
 
    “No!” Otto screamed. I tried to get him off, but he was attached like a feral cat, fingers clawing into the back of my neck. This was not going as expected. Amare wouldn’t have done this. And that thought of another child who never got this far just pissed me off. 
 
    “Get down, Otto. You’re hurting me.” 
 
    “Otto, honey, get down.” His mother stepped toward us. 
 
    “I don’t care!” he yelled in my face. “I don’t want to go!” 
 
    “Otto!” his father yelled. 
 
    I looked desperately for Isabela. She was off to the side, hand over her mouth, laughing. 
 
    Three of Chandu’s tentacles reached out for the parents and child simultaneously. Thank god; she’d take care of this. One touch and she could— 
 
    Alejandro grabbed Otto and threw him into the pool. He hit the water near Chandu’s head with a giant cannonball splash. Alejandro howled. Mrs. Hansen screamed. Isabela laughed so hard I thought she was going to fall over. I could tell Mr. Hansen was about to lose his calm, but then all was silent; Chandu had touched both parents and they stood perfectly still, open-mouthed and dazed. A second later, Chandu folded her arms around Otto and pulled him down. She didn’t even wait for him to take off his gown. 
 
    Isabela wiped her eyes. I focused on the Hansens. What had Chandu done to them? 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” Izzy said. And sure enough, they eventually blinked and came back to themselves. They looked over at us, at the pool, and smiled haplessly. 
 
    “Did it go well?” Mr. Hansen asked. 
 
    “Very well,” Isabela said in an impressively sober tone. “He’ll be just fine.” 
 
    Mr. Hansen nodded to say, of course he will. He’s a Hansen. 
 
    “Let’s get back,” Isabela said. “We need to let Harry know to expect us.” 
 
    As we left, Isabela turned to Alejandro and whispered, “I love you, monkey.” 
 
    Alejandro bared his teeth, flipped her off, and climbed into the trees. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “It was worth a try.” 
 
    * 
 
    Otto popped up in the bay just before dawn like a cork the color of a deepsea fish’s stomach. I expected Chandu to surface with him, but there was no sign of her. What if we hadn’t been there? Would she have just left the kid to drown in the bay? Laila’s death was starting to seem less tragic than inevitable. The Hansens watched calmly from the deck, strangely detached, as Harry reached down to pull their son out. Brad laid him down on a blanket and checked his vitals. Isabela sat next to me on the side rail, looking up at the stars. Otto gazed blankly up at Dr. Moore without making a noise, breathing calmly, almost serene. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Mrs. Hansen asked. She knelt next to him on the deck in a thousand-dollar dress and cradled her son’s head in her hands. “Are you okay, honey?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” Brad said. “We’ll run some tests back at the hospital, but I’m sure he’s going to recover fully.” 
 
    “He’s okay?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s fine,” Brad repeated. 
 
    Suddenly, Mrs. Hansen reached around Brad and hugged him fiercely. “Thank you,” she said. To me, to him, to the water. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” 
 
    Otto was looking at me. His lips moved. I leaned forward so I could hear him. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” he asked. 
 
    I wiped my eyes, surprised. I hadn’t realized I was. 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re okay,” I said, but it was more than that. I still hadn’t gotten over the miracle of it. If we could help someone as broken as Otto Hansen, then think of all the children we could save. I had done nothing, but I was part of it and could be far more. I could help save children. It felt so weirdly good to be alive. 
 
    Then I remembered I’d brought something for Otto. I tore the brown package open and leaned toward him. 
 
    “M&M?”  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Son of the Beast 
 
    Hijo de la Bestia 
 
    Before I decided about the caretaker role, I wanted to know everything about Chandu, including where she came from, why she helped us and how all of it worked. Not that I didn’t enjoy what happened to Otto, but I hoped things were usually more professional. After a rushed day of surfing, I ended up at the trailhead, staring down Alejandro. It turns out he was just as good at staring as Karla. He never blinked. 
 
    “I know what happened to your son,” I said. “I’m sorry.” I knew he couldn’t understand the words, but I hoped he understood me. I stepped forward. He pushed me back. Apparently not. I stepped forward again, but he grabbed my hand. I waited for him to crush my fingers. Instead, he tugged me toward the jungle and off the path. I pulled away. 
 
    “I’m going to see Chandu,” I said, trying to sound self-assured. He shook his head. It was impossible to misunderstand. “What do you want?” 
 
    He just turned and headed into the green. I did my best to follow him through the jungle, but off the path was a place of snakes and spiders and vines, no place for a man without a machete. He looked back occasionally, irritated at my slow pace, but eventually we came to an opening. We weren’t alone anymore. 
 
    Alejandro sat on a fallen tree with several females. The one closest to him cradled Joey and looked at me without fear or interest. I could have been a tree for all she cared. Alejandro patted the log next to him. I approached carefully and sat. Another far-smaller male glared at me from a few feet away. I bared my teeth and hissed. He looked down, as confused as I was. 
 
    Alejandro took Joey from the female and plopped him in my lap. I leaned back, afraid to touch him. He squirmed between my legs so he could look up at me. He had wide, dull eyes, but he was still cute as hell. I picked him up. God, he was hot. 
 
    At some point, one of the females started grooming me. I guess I had some tasty bugs in my hair. I rocked Joey back and forth as every insect in the jungle found its way into my shorts and shirt. I was glad the female wasn’t any more diligent in her grooming. 
 
    “It’s okay, Joey,” I said. “Está bien.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and fell asleep. And then he peed on me, a powerful little burst that hit me in the chest like a hot squirtgun stream. Alejandro snorted. Karla would be so pleased. 
 
    I tried to hand him back to Alejandro, but he refused. Instead, he walked to the edge of the jungle and nodded to the north. I frowned. He pointed at me and then into the jungle, then back again. It took me a minute to understand. Joey was sick. Alejandro wanted me to take him to the cenote; he wanted me to give his son to the octopus. I assumed Izzy wouldn’t, so he’d come to me for help. 
 
    “I can’t do it without Izzy,” I said, as if he’d understand. But was that true? Maybe the octopus decided. Maybe that was part of the role I’d been offered. I had no idea, but Alejandro’s behavior now made sense. Arlen might have wanted Alejandro to give me the tracker, but he did it as an offering of kindness, as a favor. In his eyes, I owed him and I probably wasn’t getting back to the cenote without an escort unless I helped Joey. I looked down at the little monkey and wondered how sick he was. If I didn’t do this, what would Alejandro do? I could still feel his rage. Would he direct it toward me? And if I helped, what would Izzy do? If she wouldn’t help him, there had to be a reason. 
 
    I gave Joey back to the female and hurried back into the jungle as Alejandro watched, unmoving, his face frozen on that edge between disbelief and rage. I didn’t want to be there when that switch flipped. At some point, I started running, or at least stumbling, faster. I didn’t turn until I was back on the road. When I looked back, there was no sign of Alejandro. 
 
    * 
 
    “I think Joey’s really sick,” I told Isabela. We sat by the pool as the moon rose. “I think he’s dying.” 
 
    “I know, but I can’t help him.” She looked at me then, making sure I was paying attention. “And you can’t either. I told you, we don’t take animals.” 
 
    “It’s not just an animal. It’s Alejandro’s son. Could I take him if I wanted to?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but you shouldn’t. Chandu’s been acting strange lately. She’s slow and careless. That thing with the Hansens should never have happened.” She chuckled. “Though it was entertaining.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s sick?” Was that even possible? 
 
    “I don’t know. I just know she has her limits. We have sick children in the hospital. It’s just the way things are. I don’t even know if Chandu would take him.” 
 
    I could have pushed harder. Maybe I should have, but she was lying. She wasn’t even trying to sell it. If Chandu could cure a child of terminal cancer, she could cure Joey without breaking a sweat. If octopuses sweat; I had no idea. 
 
    “Do you understand?” Izzy rested her head on my shoulder. 
 
    What was it Chandu had said? We are all alone together. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I think that was the first time I lied to her. 
 
    * 
 
    Alejandro faced me from the front of the paddleboard like a coxswain, but instead of calling ‘Stoke! Stroke! Stroke!’ he just bared his teeth and glared. Breanne Bryant sat between us, a wisp of a girl in a frilly one-piece her mother had probably picked up for her when shopping for poodle sweaters. The girl was tiny—I’ve had larger pets—but she giggled and trailed her fingers in the water. Alejandro steadied her when she was about to fall off, but he never took his eyes off me, and I realized he had a point. He did his job and guarded the cenote. He protected Chandu. Surely, he deserved to have his child cured when he was sick. It seemed only fair. 
 
    * 
 
    Karla put the beer down on the bar. It was warm, hot actually. I stared at the bottle to avoid Karla’s eyes. Warm beer meant I was in trouble. It wasn’t subtle. I ran through the past few days in my head, but couldn’t figure out where I’d screwed up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, giving up. I had been good. I was helping. I didn’t deserve stale beers or Karla glares. 
 
    “You tell me,” she said. 
 
    “Well, Alejandro’s son is sick and Izzy won’t take him to Chandu.” No response. “Alejandro wants me to, but I don’t even know if I can, and if I don’t, he’ll probably beat the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Or worse,” she noted. 
 
    “Or worse. I think Izzy lied to me about why she wouldn’t take the monkey.” I took a drink of rank warm beer and grimaced. “And I can’t get the smell of monkey pee out of my favorite t-shirt.” Then a terrible thought. “Do you think Daku likes the taste of monkey?” I took another drink and tried not to spit it out. She showed zero sympathy. Screw her; I was going to drink this beer even if it killed me. I took another sip. 
 
    “God,” she said, grabbing the bottle. “Don’t drink that.” She gave me a cold one and I drank half the bottle to wash down the taste of the first. 
 
    “Thank you. Do you keep stale beer just to torture people?” The glare was back. “What’s your problem?” 
 
    “Azita’s missing.” 
 
    She had to be kidding. “Seriously? You think I stole your peripatetic plaything?” 
 
    She fought a smile. “Clever wordplay isn’t getting you out of this. Where is she?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Have you asked Mina?” She shrugged. “Arlen?” Another shrug. This was going nowhere. She genuinely thought I’d absconded with asexual Izzy. It was ridiculous, though honestly I wish I’d thought of it. Azita would class up Diego’s living room. But then, so would a vacuum cleaner. 
 
    “You really didn’t take her?” she asked, looking worried. 
 
    “Maybe Jon repossessed her for upgrades?” That didn’t go over well. “Anyway, Joey’s sick. I think he’s dying.” 
 
    Karla sighed, but she seemed to accept the change in topics. 
 
    “What would you do?” I looked up hopefully. 
 
    “I think you know what I’d do.” She’d let Joey die, if reluctantly. “I can’t help you with the monkey. That’s your call, but we both know what you’re going to do. And I don’t think Daku eats baby monkeys.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “BFS is a bit out of control lately, if you haven’t noticed. I just don’t think he cares too much about monkeys one way or the other, unless they’re delicious, and how would he know? But since you look very serious, I think you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, I think.” 
 
    “It’s my birthday tomorrow,” she said, smiling strangely. Was she expecting a present? 
 
    “Drinks are on me?” I suggested. 
 
    “Funny. Why don’t you take me to the cenote?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You want to see if Chandu will take someone if you bring them. I want to avoid Isabela. Isabela gets a break, and you get to see me naked. Everyone wins.” 
 
    What a great idea, I thought. What could possibly go wrong? 
 
    * 
 
    “Of course you can take her,” Isabela said. She didn’t even look up from the latest edition of Cancer Cell. I waited for more, but she could have been part of the couch for all she moved. 
 
    “You’re not worried I’ll see her naked?” 
 
    “No.” She looked up, confused. “Don’t look if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I thought you were jealous of Karla,” I continued, weakly. 
 
    “Of your friendship, not her body. I’ve been taking people to Chandu for a century, men and boys included. If you’re shy about human nudity, this isn’t the job for you.” 
 
    Which was the rational answer, sure, but where was the fun in that? 
 
    “Okay, I’m jealous,” she said. “Is that better?” 
 
    I nodded. It was. 
 
    * 
 
    Karla stood naked by the pool, arms out, face up to the sky like she was about to skydive into the sun. I tried to look away, but I also wanted to see when Chandu showed up and Karla was in the way. She had a ragged scar running up the middle of her stomach that was hard not to notice and, well, she was not unattractive. She looked down and saw me shuffling awkwardly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “You lose a lot of modesty at my age. Or are you afraid to look at your great-grandmother’s boobs?” 
 
    “You’re not my grandmother.” Thank god. “And they’re not that great.” But yes, I was still anxious. Decades of training not to stare didn’t vanish overnight. I was just impressed she said ‘boobs.’ 
 
    “Tell Harry to take a break,” she said. “I hate the trackers. I’ll swim in.” 
 
    “What about Daku?” 
 
    “We have an arrangement,” she said, maybe to convince herself. 
 
    Chandu rose slowly in the water, lingered for a few seconds, and then tugged Karla into the water with an audible “Whoop!” like she was taking a ride at the fair. That answered the question; I could bring people to the cenote on my own. I looked up into the trees and Alejandro was there, so he knew as well. I rolled Karla’s clothes into a bundle and headed back to the hotel. 
 
    * 
 
    I thought Karla might like to have some clothes when she got to the beach, no matter how immodest she might be, so I took the paddle board out before dawn. Alejandro joined me, and soon we were alone together on the black water. I told him I was going to take his son to Chandu, but of course he didn’t understand. He lay back on the board, made a pillow of Karla’s bathing suit, and fell asleep. 
 
    The Milky Way was a smear of white and blue across the horizon. It was a quiet moment. I felt wholly at peace, a rare feeling I tried to prolong by making a list of things I was grateful for in no particular order: my time with Isabela, being able to make a difference and help her, the caretaker offer, remembering Anna through Chandu’s dreams, the chance to help Alejandro, Karla’s joy and brilliance, Diego’s friendship and more. The list continued, getting longer, until I lost track of what was on it and what wasn’t. That was a first. 
 
    Alejandro snorted in this sleep and I hoped he had better dreams than me. 
 
    Then a fan of water slapped me in the face and I nearly fell off the board. 
 
    “DAKU!” Karla yelled. 
 
    Alejandro screamed. I screamed. Alejandro screamed again. I crossed Karla off the list. 
 
    She paddled up and folded her elbows on the deck. 
 
    “You wanted to see me naked again, didn’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” I dropped her bathing suit on her head. “I’m not even sure how I found you.” 
 
    “You didn’t. You kept paddling away.” She pulled herself up on the board. Alejandro snarled but made room. “But thank you. It’s farther than I remembered. Why’d you bring BFM?” 
 
    “I don’t think I have a choice.” 
 
    “Are you going to help him?” She said this while staring at Alejandro. I’m not sure they could see each other in the moonlight, but there was still no love lost between them. 
 
    “I’m going to try, tonight, if Harry agrees.” 
 
    “Well, it was nice knowing you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Miguel’s Baptism 
 
    Bautismo de Miguel 
 
    It was hard to believe Joey was Alejandro’s son. Alejandro was a monster. Joey was a toy-like thing. I set this hot, scared little monkey by the edge of the cenote and waited. Harry had told me to tie a reflective ribbon to him to make it easier to find him in the bay, so he looked like a tiny Christmas present with big, wet eyes. He crawled toward me. I pushed him away. He crawled back. It turned into a game, back and forth, until she rose in the pool. 
 
    Joey turned and froze, head moving side to side, clearly trying to figure out what he was seeing. He looked for his father up in the trees, but Alejandro wasn’t there. Joey looked back at Chandu as she moved closer. A single tentacle slid out of the water and stopped millimeters from Joey’s tiny foot. He reached for it, but then the tentacle pulled back and reached for me instead. I touched it, reluctantly, and heard one word: Accept? 
 
    I knew exactly what she meant; would I take the role? I thought, not yet, and wondered if I’d just condemned Joey to die. Her tentacle pulled back, hovered, and then finally reached back for him. When they touched, he went limp and she pulled him into the water. Thank god. I just hoped this worked. If she drowned that little guy, Alejandro was going to find a very exciting way to kill me. 
 
    On cue, I felt warm breath on my neck. Alejandro came and stood next to me for a second, looking in the water, and then put a gentle hand on my shoulder. I might just survive the night. 
 
    * 
 
    “You can’t call him Joey,” Diego said. “He’s not a kangaroo.” 
 
    We were in his cramped and unkempt living room. Unkempt was kind. Slovenly? It was not ready for guests. Diego was drinking a beer because Diego was always drinking a beer, but I was too worked up to eat or drink anything. Harry had told me to meet him on the pier an hour before dawn and there was no way I was going to be able to sleep. 
 
    “You have a better idea?” I asked. “Joey’s pretty cute.” 
 
    “Miguel.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s what I wanted to name my son. I was overruled, but it’s a strong name for a boy.” 
 
    “Miguel it is.” As if I had monkey-naming authority. “I read about gene therapy, by the way. I don’t get how Chandu can use it to heal people so quickly, but I get the idea.” It had been a while since we talked seriously. “It makes sense as much as anything does.” 
 
    “That’s it? No questions?” 
 
    “Not right now. You have a theory. We can talk more once I figure out what I’m going to do. What’s it like being over a hundred years old?” I’d been wanting to ask him. “Do you remember being young? Did you get to pick the age you stop at?” A thousand other questions stepped into line behind those, but that was a good start. 
 
    “What’s it like?” He shrugged. “It’s all I know. You get to pick your age by when you start going each year, and I didn’t start until I was in my thirties.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Sonara’s a small town. It was bigger then but even more conservative. I never felt like I fit in. I thought of going somewhere else where I’d be able to, but then I met Sara. A lot of it’s pretty hazy, but that seems about right. You asked what it’s like to be this old. It’s not just hazy. Our minds aren’t made for it.” He tapped his forehead with the mouth of his beer bottle. “And it only lasts for so long. Someone told me I used to be a butcher. I kept goats and chickens and had a carnicería in old Sonara.” He chuckled to himself. “I still don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Do you remember your children?” 
 
    He exhaled through pursed lips like I’d hit him in the diaphragm. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because you’re my friend and we never talk about serious things. I’d like to change that. I need to change that if I’m going to stay here.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” Long pause. “I remember them in a way. I remember their stories, but even those fade more every year.” Another drink. “But I can always remember how Maricela laughed. She was five when she…the last time she laughed. It was pure joy. I’ve never heard anything so pure and beautiful. Sometimes when the chimes sound—” 
 
    “Wait, you hear the chimes?” 
 
    He frowned. “Sometimes, if the wind’s right. Why?” 
 
    “I thought I’d imagined them.” 
 
    Diego didn’t even blink. “Oh, from your book. No, they’re real. When I hear them, I can smell Maricela’s skin like she’s right here.” He held his arms in a circle as if holding a child in his lap. Another drink as something dark passed behind his eyes. 
 
    “Isabela tried to save her,” he said. “But of course she…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A lot of people died during the plague. No one could help them. My son Daniel was three. He was a pain in the ass. So much energy. Totally fearless and no filter or empathy. Just a little ball of destruction.” Diego wiped his face again. “Then he couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. He just stared at the ceiling. I guess I do remember…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Diego, you don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” He took a long drink. “It feels good to talk about it. I heard once that we don’t really remember things. There is no place in your brain where you can go and see a memory. There are just pieces we store, keys to that moment in time. When we try to remember something, our brain reassembles the pieces and fills in the gaps. That creates a new version of the memory and writes over the old one. They change over time. Then Chandu copies that change and changes it more. Memories are a lie or fantasy, whatever we want them to be.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “I believe I loved my children because I don’t have to try to remember what it felt like. I still feel it. I’ll always feel it. Who cares what I remember?” 
 
    For some reason, I had this vivid recollection of Anna’s face the night before she died. The lights were dimmed in the hospital room and I was almost asleep when something crashed in the hallway. She looked up at me with scared eyes, and I realized she was terrified. I’d known or suspected, but she always tried to pretend it was okay and she was dealing with it. But it wasn’t okay and she wasn’t dealing with it and what the hell do we do now? I squeezed her hand and looked down because I didn’t know, had no idea what to do and didn’t want her to be disappointed in me. I didn’t even know that memory existed until that moment, or if it was even real, but the feeling of it was real, the guilt and the shame. The desire to pull her into my arms and tell her it was going to be okay. It was just a little cancer. What was a mere disease against the two of us? 
 
    “You okay, man?” Diego asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” I blinked and the memory was gone. “What happened to Sara?” 
 
    “She left town after the plague. She had family up north. I never saw her again.” 
 
    “She just left? Isn’t it hard to leave being…” 
 
    “Healed? Immortal? It’s not what you think it is. We’re all trapped here, like satellites orbiting around Chandu, and she’s trapped with us. We die without her, she dies without us. After a while, people get tired of it and go live their lives. It’s only the boring and pigheaded who remain. But Sara left to get away from me.” Diego looked at me, or through me, like he could see her walking out the door all over again. “Oh, man, Ray.” He looked at his beer for help. “You remember that picture of Antonio?” 
 
    “The one that looks like me? Yes.” 
 
    “When I fell in Fiji, it wasn’t because I remembered the picture. It was because I remembered him. Antonio wasn’t just my great-grandfather’s partner, he was my lover.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Antonio Moreno was the love of my life, the man who taught me…everything. What it meant to feel something. I’ve missed him every day for a hundred years, missed him like a limb I can still feel, and then you show up and…” 
 
    Diego was crying, suddenly, openly, without bothering to wipe his eyes. I reached for his hand, but he pulled it away and took another drink. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Diego.” How had I missed that Diego was gay? “But I’m not Antonio.” 
 
    He snorted. “No shit. I don’t think you’re him, Ray. I just miss him and you’re so like him it hurts to look at you. Not just the way you look. Your voice. Your heart. The way you care about people.” He sobbed, so hard it had to crack his chest. “And I couldn’t tell you. I wanted to, but there were so many things…” 
 
    “Diego, you don’t owe me anything. I’m sorry you—” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. I knew how sick Anna was. I knew we could help her, but I wasn't sure if that was true or I just wanted it to be true because I wanted you here, Ray. I wanted you in Sonara so bad, but I waited too long and…mierda!” He slammed his fist against the couch arm. “I just don’t know anymore. Maybe if I’d called sooner Anna would still be alive and you wouldn’t hate me.” 
 
    He dropped his bottle on the floor and pushed his hands to his face. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck…” He rocked back and forth. “I’m so sorry. I haven’t been here for you and I haven’t told you things and…” 
 
    “Diego.” I wasn’t sure if I should try to touch him or not, so I didn’t. “I don’t hate you. I could never hate you. Anna was too sick. Nothing could have saved her. Not even Sonara. How can you blame yourself for that?” 
 
    He sat back and rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said again. “I guess I needed to get that out.” 
 
    “Well, a hundred years is a long time to hold something in.” 
 
    He smiled. “It is. I don’t want this to be weird. I know you’re not gay and—” 
 
    “It’s not weird, Diego. I don’t care about that. I knew something was off and should have asked sooner. So Sara left you because you were…” 
 
    He was shaking his head. “It wasn’t like that. You know Antonio got shot during the quarantine?” I nodded. “They brought him back to town on the back of a horse and dumped him in front of the church. I sat by his body and cried for hours. I wouldn’t let anybody touch him.” 
 
    “Diego, I’m sorry. I—” 
 
    “No, no, it’s good. No one in town likes to talk about those days, except Arlen, and his version is just for entertainment. Everyone has their ghosts to deal with. Mine are a little more uncomfortable for the old Catholics around here.” He brought the bottle to his lips but lowered it without drinking. “I didn’t even know Antonio was leaving town, but after they buried him, Sara brought me a note he’d left. I’m not sure where she found it. I think she’d always known about us, or suspected, but with the children gone, there was no reason for her to stay. And the note made it too…undeniable?” He wiped his eyes. “I was a shitty husband.” 
 
    “Diego…” 
 
    “Do you think god can forgive me for surviving my own children?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive.” But his pain was beyond me, maybe beyond his god or any other. Nothing on Earth or in Heaven would help this man, not even time that just stretched out before him without end. No wonder he drank so much. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” I asked because that’s what you’re supposed to ask. To my surprise, he checked his watch. 
 
    “Yeah, go save Miguel. I want to see that little guy grow up.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Love and Damnation 
 
    Amor y Condenación 
 
    Isabela was at the pool waiting for sunrise when I got back, apparently late for work or waiting for me. She must have seen Harry’s boat out on the water. I sat down next to her, close but not touching, not sure what to say. She kicked gently at the water, sending ripples over the edge and into the dark purple sky. 
 
    “I took Joey, I mean, Miguel,” I said. “Alejandro’s son. I took him to the cenote.” 
 
    “Diego’s idea?” I nodded and she smiled. “Is Miguel okay? Did he come back?” 
 
    “He’s fine. You should have seen Alejandro. I didn’t know he could smile.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, leaning against me. 
 
    “You seem relieved. I thought you didn’t want me to take him?” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to be disappointed. Chandu can be cruel, especially when she’s tired. If she took Miguel, she’s feeling charitable. That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “I thought maybe it was a test.” 
 
    She glanced over and smiled thinly, neither confirming nor denying. “Testing what?” 
 
    “That’s what I don’t know. Was it?” 
 
    “Everything’s a test with her. Are you loyal? Can you be trusted? She wanted to see what you’d do. As for why, I think you might know before I do.” Another kick at the water. “You think I’m being evasive.” 
 
    “Maybe? I think I’m scared to say yes to being a caretaker because you’re keeping things from me. I just don’t know if they’re personal things that don’t affect me, or things that do.” 
 
    “For instance?” 
 
    “Mina for one. Natia for another. And there’s still something about Laila…” 
 
    “You’ve been talking to Arlen again. What did he say?” 
 
    “About Natia? That it was none of my business.” 
 
    She nodded. “Mina’s the easy one. I’ve tried to take her, but Chandu didn’t fully heal her. I’m not sure she can. So she heals her a bit, and we do what we can, but it’s a cruel process. Usually, it’s yes or no with her, not this endless torture. I don’t understand it any more than Harry does. Maybe you can figure that one out. What did you mean about Laila?” 
 
    “I just don’t believe you would do that, rush a patient and put her at risk. That doesn’t sound like the Isabela I know. And if you did, it wasn’t for some abstract fear of the flu being discovered. Jon and Audrey obviously know about it, and it’s ancient history to anyone else. It may not seem like that here, but it doesn’t matter where the Spanish Flu came from.” 
 
    “You believe that?” 
 
    “I think it’s easy to blame others for things that hurt you, and naming it the Spanish Flu was just a way to make it foreign. I’m not sure if that’s racist or tribal or just good PR, but I don’t think they’d rename it the ‘Sonara Flu’ even if they believed the story. That’s why I asked about Natia. What did Laila find out?” 
 
    “Did Arlen tell you how she died?” 
 
    “No.” I could almost feel her wondering what I knew. 
 
    “Good, because that part doesn’t matter. What matters is why she lived at all.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what that means.” 
 
    “I know. I’m telling you this because Chandu might show you and it’s important you understand, but please don’t tell anyone else. Not Arlen, Diego or Karla. No one, ever.” 
 
    I glanced out at the bay, swallowed. Maybe I didn’t need to know after all. 
 
    “Ray?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “I got sick when I was pregnant, really sick. Nothing helped. I ran a high fever and I started vomiting blood. I was dying, and Arlen couldn’t figure out what it was. It wasn’t like now. That sick, back then, was a death sentence. And if it had been just me, I’d have just let it happen.” 
 
    “But you were pregnant.” 
 
    “Yes, and for the first time, I had something that was mine. I loved her, of course, but I also hated that she was being taken from me. I was so angry, Ray. I helped heal everyone else. I knew Chandu could heal me and save my daughter. But Arlen wouldn’t take me. It was forbidden. I hated him for that.” 
 
    “You told me that. No pregnant women.” 
 
    “That’s the rule. That’s always been the rule. No one knows why, but we suspected that it would hurt the child. Who knows what Chandu would do to the baby? It just isn’t done. My mother died because of that. Karla’s mother died because of that. Everyone knows this.” 
 
    “But Arlen took you?” 
 
    She laughed. “No, don’t you get it? I went on my own. I threatened Chandu. Made her see how angry I was. I showed her visions of a cenote full of blood, of her cut into little pieces. Things I’d fantasized about if she wouldn’t help me. I screamed at her. I still can’t believe how angry I was. And I never told Arlen.” 
 
    Cut into little pieces? Jesus. “You were sick and…” 
 
    “Don’t. You don’t need to rationalize it. The point is, she did it. She took me, not completely, but right there in the cenote she healed me enough to survive and I crawled back to bed and, miraculously, my fever broke a few days later. No one ever knew.” 
 
    “Maybe they should? I mean, if you and Natia were saved, maybe…what?” 
 
    “Natia was born wrong, Ray. Things were missing, literal things, like both of her pinkies, fingers and toes. She was partially blind and had trouble breathing. A child back then with disabilities like that?” She swallowed. “I’d saved myself by mutilating my child.” 
 
    “Izzy….” I tried to touch her, but she flinched away. “She died a few months later, after the plague had subsided and the town was gone. She died and I lived.” She shook her head, fighting back a sob or something heavier, a great ball of grief and shame she couldn’t release. What was it Diego asked? Could god ever forgive him for outliving his children? And if he could, could Isabela ever forgive herself for what she did? The answer was obvious, no, and never. 
 
    “And that’s what Laila was getting too close to,” Izzy said, finally. “She knew about the pregnancy ban. She figured out Natia was my daughter, just a lucky guess. It wasn’t long until she put the two together.” She wiped her eyes. “And then she would have told Arlen…” 
 
    “Jesus.” I didn’t know what was worse, learning about Natia or realizing Izzy really had pushed Laila too quickly and risked her life to hide this secret. 
 
    “I need you to say yes, Ray.” She wiped her eyes. “I need to get away from Chandu. She keeps reminding me. Keeps showing me what I did, over and over. I don’t know if she hates me or thinks it’s a lesson, but she won’t let me forget. And it’s been worse since you got here. She’s driving me insane.” 
 
    I nodded, not assenting, just acknowledging. 
 
    “Ray?” She sounded desperate, and it broke my heart a little. 
 
    “I wish I could say yes, but I’m not there yet. If it makes any difference, I think Arlen knows. Why else would he have mentioned Natia at all?” And now that I thought about it, maybe he knew I’d tell Izzy and Izzy would talk to him, so it was all just manipulation. I shook off the suspicion. Arlen wasn’t using me. Izzy might be, but only because she was in pain. 
 
    Help me, Chandu kept asking, more urgently than ever, but why would I want to help something that was so cruel to everyone else? I needed to clear my head. 
 
    “You won’t tell anyone?” Isabela asked as I got up. 
 
    I looked down at her, fighting pity and maybe a little anger, and shook my head. Who would I tell such a sad story? If I could un-tell it to myself, I would. And as I walked down the hill to the hotel, to the spare room that was becoming my new home, I tried to think of something else. Happy thoughts. Good memories. But all I saw was a sad little girl dying in her mother’s arms, her mouth opening to ask the question I knew I should have but never would. Why hadn’t Chandu saved Natia? What kind of god punishes a little girl for her mother’s sins? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Things Fall Apart 
 
    Las Cosas se Desmoronan 
 
    We took Breanne to the cenote the next evening. In the few days since I’d taken her out surfing, cancer had eaten deeper into her hips and the only position that didn’t hurt was flat on her back. She couldn’t walk and carrying her caused pain I could scarcely imagine. Isabela nodded and I laid her in the dirt, where she trembled and twisted in agony. Chandu rose slowly from the water. Her colors were different now, gray in places, almost like a fade on the outer tips of her tentacles. Isabela carefully pulled Breanne into the water, where she floated on her back, arms out, waiting to be pulled down. But nothing happened. 
 
    Isabela stepped forward and reached into the pool. Chandu touched her briefly, then slowly brought the girl back to the shore and left her asleep on the ledge. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We need to get her back,” Izzy said. “She’ll get a chill.” 
 
    I picked her up and followed Isabela down the trail. “What happened?” 
 
    “She’s too sick. Chandu can’t help her.” 
 
    “She doesn’t seem…” What was I going to say? She didn’t seem as sick as the others? How would I know? I tried to imagine breaking the news to her parents. What a nightmare. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Izzy said. “You saw her colors. She’s tired or sick. I don’t know.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. “You don’t think it’s because of Miguel?” 
 
    “No.” Izzy touched my arm. “That’s not it.” 
 
    * 
 
    Breanne died just after the new year. The hospital sent a card that I signed, gritting my teeth, still wondering if my saving Alejandro’s son had doomed Breanne. But that was months in the future. Things in Sonara changed even before the Bryants left town. The hospital slowed down and stopped taking new patients. Isabela turned sullen and withdrawn, or more sullen and withdrawn. We told ourselves that Chandu just needed rest. People skipped their birthday dips and presumably started to age again. Sonara held its breath. At night, you could almost hear the town choking for air. 
 
    My dreams grew dark as the weather cooled. I saw terrible things when I closed my eyes. Things people in this town had done, things that were done to them. Sometimes I would just sit by the cenote and try to figure out the world. Alejandro came out of the trees to watch me, the way you’d study an ant trying to carry a stick that’s too heavy. Chandu often rose from the cenote to offer a comforting gray-black tentacle, and I didn’t always push it away. Thinking and rethinking what she’d dumped in my head was therapy of sorts; I could let the memories play until the pain of them faded and they were just a part of me I had to come to terms with. 
 
    There had to be a purpose to it. Chandu was sharing these things with me so I would understand something, but the more she shared, the less I understood. The thing that was me was just the margins now. Was I supposed to be learning humility or perspective? Or was it just random memories and pain leaking out of an ancient water god? 
 
    Then it occurred to me; this is what I had been asking for. I had always been curious about the darkness in people, fascinated by horror like every passerby on the freeway who slows down to look at the wreck they just avoided. Maybe they could spot a body or a particularly mangled car, seeing pain and knowing it wasn’t theirs. I’d been asking the wrong questions. The next time Chandu’s tentacle approached, I made a request. 
 
    “Happy things,” I said. “Beauty and wonder.” 
 
    Then she touched me and the sky opened up like a bright blue eye.
  
 
    I was Karla watching The Wizard of Oz when it was first released. My mouth is open in sheer amazement and joy. 
 
    I was Diego in a crystalline tube, chasing a dolphin down the line. 
 
    I was Alejandro on Rocky Point with Miguel, watching waves crash on the rocks below. 
 
    I was Harry playing with Mina on the lawn of a tiny multi-colored house in San Francisco as fog horns echoed in the mist. 
 
    I was Izzy when Arlen proposed, and Arlen when she said yes. 
 
    I was Alejandro, Karla, Carlos, Diego, Antonio and María. All the living, all the dead and all the moments that held them together. I was joy and happiness. 
 
    I was even, briefly, me when I first fell in love. I was in the hot tub with Anna and other girls I couldn’t remember. Anna looked at me through the steam with the smallest, kindest smile. I knew we were meant for each other, and she knew it too. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Rejection 
 
    Rechazo 
 
    Izzy was gone before dawn, which was like saying the sun rose in the morning. Of course she was gone. I lay there for a long time, thinking about the plague and all the rest, a thousand tumbling thoughts like socks in a dryer. What a strange place to have found myself. It took me hours to realize she’d left me a note.
  
 
    Happy Birthday 
 
    I’ll take you tonight (if you’re ready)
  
 
    I’d forgotten all about my birthday. I read the note a few times. Okay, a lot of times. She was going to take me to the cenote. Others had started going over the past few weeks, and Chandu seemed healthier, if not as dark and powerful as she once was. I was going to be healed of my aches and pains but, more importantly, I was one of them. I was part of the town now. I belonged, even if I wasn’t and never would be a caretaker. 
 
    The day passed in a dream. I surfed. I ate lunch at the bar, including some Persian donuts called Bamieh that Mina had made for me. Karla presented me with a new pair of board shorts I desperately needed. Diego gave me an expensive bottle of tequila and helped me drink it. I went surfing again and then met Isabela at the hospital in my new shorts. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Ready,” I said calmly, but what I thought was, yes, yes, yes! 
 
    We walked toward the cenote as the sun settled toward the horizon. I was so excited it was hard not to sing out loud. 
 
    “You’re crushing my hand,” Izzy said. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m a bit amped. What does it feel like? I mean, do you feel younger? Will I look different?” 
 
    “You know how it feels, mostly. She’ll touch you and you’ll black out. Then you’ll regain consciousness in the bay. You’ll feel groggy, but also…clean, the way you’d feel after a hard workout and a shower. You’ll look the same, but your scars will be gone. You’ll feel younger but won’t be; she can’t turn back time.” 
 
    “What if I like my scars?” 
 
    “Tell her. Just think it, and she’ll understand. She’s pretty good at interpreting people’s physical issues and needs. Karla’s kept some of hers.” She smiled. “As you know. Which ones do you want to keep?” 
 
    “None. I was just asking.” I thought about Harry and Karla’s scars, and wondered why those were never healed, but nothing was getting me out of my happy place. I felt like my head was going to float off my shoulders. We passed Alejandro and reached the cenote, I undressed, Isabela teased and I self-consciously covered myself and checked the trees for spying monkeys. We were alone, and then we weren’t. 
 
    Chandu rose in the water and her tentacles slid around my legs without hesitation. 
 
    Hello?
  
 
    Listen. 
 
    Imagine trying to hear two separate conversations in a loud bar. Your mind switches from one to the other, but if you try to focus on both, it’s just noise. I was underwater and I was myself in Chandu’s arms, not blacked-out at all. It was dark and I should have been terrified, but all I felt was cool water and the gentle hold of her tentacles around my body. When we moved, the sound of rushing water filled my ears. But I was also Chandu and, in her perception, there was light and smell enough to fill a universe and have some left over for the next Big Bang. But it wasn’t all positive or pleasant; in her arms, I was a bony thing that tasted like excrement. She wasn’t judgmental, but what a human eats is so far removed from nature that the stink of it was indistinguishable from shit. 
 
    I flipped back and forth between these two versions of reality until I thought I was losing my mind. And then I was just her. I’m not sure if I made the choice or she did, but it was suddenly quiet. I was Chandu and yet I was not. It was like being a passenger in an alien ship. I couldn’t control her tentacles or even understand how they were controlled. They simply did her bidding almost before knowing what that bidding was. Even inside her, I couldn’t truly comprehend her; this was an ancient animal with eight arms and a neural network for each. I forgot my two spindly arms were even attached to my body. 
 
    Listen, she said again.
  
 
    I was tired. The disease was deep and hard to remove, and so many of them were sick. The woman brought them day after day and every one of them tasted like rot. I wanted to sleep, but the man was there. I had not seen him in weeks. Why was he calling me? 
 
    He was waiting when I surfaced, smelling like fear. There was a baby in his arms. The woman’s baby. Their baby. I reached out and tasted her. 
 
    Death. I pulled back. Why had he brought me death? 
 
    I was so tired of them and their broken bodies and minds. They knew the rules. They didn’t bring me death unless…unless he’d brought me food. I was so hungry. Was it possible? The baby was already cold. They’d broken the rules for her and she died anyway. Was this her apology? 
 
    He put her on the ledge. He was on his knees. He begged. 
 
    She could not be healed. Why would he beg me to take food? 
 
    Then he was standing. He screamed. Spit flecked into the water. I was so hungry. 
 
    I do not eat the young. They kill things that eat the young. 
 
    Shut up! I splashed him and blood ran back into the water. He was still screaming. 
 
    This wasn’t food. This was desperation. The man was broken. I pushed the baby back toward his feet and reached for him. No, I said. I cannot save her. I cannot help you. It’s impossible. I’m tired. There are rules for food. 
 
    He fell down and wept, pushing the baby back. It was too much. I looked into the trees. Where was the monkey? Why did he allow this? There he was, the Beast, sitting in the tree, doing nothing. His son had died and I could smell his rage, but there was something else, like confusion. He didn’t understand what he was seeing. Neither did I. 
 
    I was so tired. The man had to leave. I lashed out with one tentacle and he was down. He crawled in the dirt. The monkey didn’t move, but the man took the dead thing and left. 
 
    The hunger was a savage thing. I sank down, down into the water until the taste of sweat and blood was gone. I pushed through and in and rested. I needed to hunt. I needed sleep. 
 
    Why didn’t they understand?
  
 
    I came to by the cenote as if waking from a drug-induced coma. My limbs weighed a thousand pounds and the fading sun was a furnace that drove knives into my skull. Nausea swept through me in a wave of self-loathing. My body was an alien thing, small and ridged. My bones were prison bars and the air was so thin I felt like I was suffocating. I pawed at the dirt and whimpered and wished for death, or at least unconsciousness; nothing could be as repulsive as this body I was shoved back into. 
 
    There was so much in her thoughts, things that leaked into my mind. Most were incomprehensible, but some intensely clear. There was nothing like humans in the ocean; no creature so vast they pushed everything else aside, nothing that hated itself half as much. We were inexplicable and grotesque. There was no love there; there was just need. And I’d been wrong about her and Natia; Arlen just brought her too late, after she was dead, and now I had no idea what had happened to her or how she died. 
 
    In time, the world stabilized and I came into myself. The grass was warm and the air was as sweet and sticky as rotting fruit. It took a while to stand. As I stumbled down the path, I kept whispering, “She doesn’t love us.” It was like meeting god and realizing she despised you. Chandu’s miracle was payment for protection. She saved us so that we would protect her. The only thing that god feared was those who worshiped her. 
 
    We are unlovable. We are beyond salvation. We are alone. 
 
    And behind the fear there was something else, vague as shadows at dusk, but Chandu was tired of all we’d done to her. She wanted me as caretaker, not merely to help Isabela, but to keep them away from each other. There was anger there, bordering on hatred. I wasn’t sure I was supposed to have seen that, or what it meant, and then the impression faded away, no more important than the color of air. A few minutes later, I thought I was just imagining things. 
 
    There were monkeys in the trees. I saw their shadows in the moonlight, but there was no characteristic screeching, no bared teeth, nothing. They were watching and waiting, but for what? It was hard to focus or care. I felt hollow. And I was very aware of my nudity. I had never been shy about my body, nor that proud of it; it was just flesh that some women liked and some didn’t, that climbed some mountains and failed on others. My skin, organs and blood were partners but now, alone in the jungle with a bunch of monkeys and one homicidal monster, I would have liked some underwear. 
 
    Why had she rejected me? Why had she shown me Natia’s death? And how had Natia died? She was bloody, not dead from birth defects or illness. I couldn’t make sense of it. And how had I come to this, standing naked in the jungle begging an animal for salvation? 
 
    There was movement in the trees, then hissing, mocking hoots and even laughter. Something hit my shoulder and I reached for it instinctively, but the smell told me what it was before my fingers smeared through it. 
 
    And then it rained shit. Monkeys screamed and launched wet payloads from the trees and sky. There was shit in my hair and eyes. 
 
    “I saved your son!” I screamed. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    And then I had shit in my mouth. 
 
    It stopped as quickly as it had started. I spit monkey crap onto the grass. This made no sense. I wanted to wrap my fingers around Alejandro’s throat and choke the life out of him. I saved his son. What the hell did he want from me? 
 
    Help me. Help me. Help me. 
 
    And then I got it. I couldn’t go down until I decided, until I accepted the caretaker role. There was no free ride for me, no halfway; I was all the way in or all the way out. If I wasn’t a caretaker, I wasn’t welcome at the cenote or in Sonara. I would have fallen to my knees and wept at the feel of it, the rejection, if not for the damn monkeys. Instead, I put my head down and ran. 
 
    * 
 
    Isabela was rereading one of her old fantasy books when I came in, glass of wine in hand. I’d showered and changed at the hotel without being seen, as far as I know, but I still wasn’t exactly clean. I thought about backing out of the room and leaving her in peace—I’d rarely seen her relax before—but she saw me and her nose curled. 
 
    “What happened?” She put down the wine and covered her face with her hand. 
 
    “She rejected me.” 
 
    “Claro. I see that, but what’s the smell?” 
 
    “The monkeys. Thought it was pretty funny, I guess.” 
 
    She smiled, maybe laughed a little, but I could tell something was wrong; she hadn’t expected this. So she and Chandu weren’t communicating well. I wasn’t sure what to make of it as I sat heavily next to her on the couch. I was surprised she let me, but I’d run down to the ocean first, then showered at the hotel, so apparently the stench of monkey crap was just part of me now. 
 
    “So, worst birthday ever?” She put a hand on my leg. “Why didn’t she take you?” 
 
    “I think she wants an answer.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I should have realized.” Meaning Chandu should have told her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said because it wasn’t. My smell was a bioweapon. I couldn’t believe she’d let me sit on the couch. 
 
    I took another shower and scrubbed with soap and shampoo. She’d have to burn the loofa. 
 
    “Don’t overthink it,” Isabela said when we were in bed. “Sometimes she rejects people on their birthdays because she’s tired or feeling playful. I just take them back another day.” 
 
    “She does that?” I felt like Isabela was describing a younger, more whimsical Chandu than the one I knew—Chandu often felt wary to me, and angry—but I was so tired it hardly mattered. I was almost asleep when I remembered what Chandu had shown me—Natia’s death, Arlen’s desperation and Alejandro’s bafflement about it all. I guess Chandu wanted me to know what happened even if they didn’t, and now I had to say something; it wasn’t fair to keep that to myself. 
 
    As I whispered in Izzy’s ear, I could feel her body stiffen, but she said nothing until I was finished, and then she let out a sigh so long it must have emptied her out completely. 
 
    “What happened to Natia?” I asked. “Did she die from the flu?” 
 
    She shook her head but didn’t say anything for a while. Then, when I thought she was going to stay silent: “There was an accident. It was nobody’s fault, but Natia fell and hit her head. She died instantly. Chandu couldn’t save her. Nothing could save her. But we had to keep going back to the cenote day after day, saving others, as if we hadn’t lost our child. It was horrible. Arlen quit after the plague had passed, just refused to go back. And then it was all on me…” 
 
    “God, I’m so sorry. I keep asking you these things, and they’re none of my business. I just want to understand what she’s telling me.” 
 
    “She’s telling you that she’ll answer any question you ask, if you ask it the right way. You must have been thinking about Natia.” 
 
    I nodded. “I guess I’m getting better at talking to her. You know, I don’t think it’s just about me accepting the caretaker role. It’s tied up with Mina too. I’m guessing Harry thinks Chandu might be using her as leverage, that she’ll never cure her until I accept.” I was still processing the idea and hated the way it sounded. “Do you think she’d do that?” 
 
    “No,” Isabela said. “I can see why Harry might believe that, but that’s now how she thinks. She would never use sickness as a control.” She thought about that. “Ignoring the obvious caretaker cancer issue. I think she can’t fix Mina, but she wants her to stay until she can.” 
 
    “When is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s not getting stronger. Maybe she just can’t accept her failure.” A long pause, then: “This is how it is, though. She dumps her memories into you, those and everyone else’s. It’s not going to get any easier.” 
 
    I nodded and told her I understood and it was okay, but I was starting to understand the cost. When the veneer of Sonara was torn away, the people were far from magical immortals or perfect in any way. They felt pain as much as anyone. Living longer was not a release; it was a burden because you could never completely forget or move on. They were frozen in amber, flesh wrapped around fossils of their own lives. The miracle wasn’t that they lived so long, but that it didn’t drive them insane. And that was the life I was being asked to choose. 
 
    Izzy curled into me, every inch of skin touching me where she could, and I basked in the heat of her. It might have been a terrible birthday, but in a strange way, it brought me closer to saying yes. Chandu was being honest with me, maybe more honest than she’d ever been with Isabela or anyone else. I wasn’t sure why, but trust was a gift even if it hurt. I just wished I could get Arlen out of my mind, a broken father down on his knees, begging god for salvation that would never come. 
 
    Two days later I heard a strange glassy plink! when I was on the toilet and looked down to find the tracker I’d swallowed. The urge to just flush it away was hard to resist. Sure, it was $10,000, but it was Jon’s $10,000. It was almost a public service. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    The Second Offer 
 
    La Segunda Oferta 
 
    I had called Jon more than a month ago and heard nothing back, but I still checked my phone every night, charged it, and dropped it back in the drawer. Until one night I had a voicemail from Jon’s assistant, who sounded like a lovely twenty-something ingénue with a perfect figure and nails sharp enough to cut glass. I might have been projecting. I was to meet him at the Kraken the next afternoon at 2 pm, privacy preferred and so on, which I took to mean don’t tell Isabela. I confirmed by text and wondered what excuse he’d make for being in town this time. 
 
    After a cool and lazy surf session, I headed to the bar only to find Karla waiting for me by the giant Diquís balls in a tiny bikini. She didn’t look happy, but it took a second for me to notice. 
 
    “So this is your doing?” she asked, or maybe it was a statement. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t what me. Jon just told me to take a walk. It was very New York mafia.” 
 
    I noticed Jon was already at the bar. “Why didn’t you tell him to—” 
 
    “Fuck off? Why do you think? It’s like a family of tiger sharks pretending to be baby seals. I enjoy having all my limbs. What are you meeting about?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I asked him about Laila’s tracker, but I don’t think he’d come here for that.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous. Don’t get yourself into anything I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what that covers. Where are you going?” 
 
    “Surfing.” 
 
    “Surf’s terrible.” 
 
    “You’re terrible.” She called back. “The surf’s fine.” Which just made me smile. “And stop looking at my ass.” Damn it. 
 
    * 
 
    Jon was sipping a beer, and there was another waiting for me. We exchanged pleasantries, but the whole time he was fighting not to laugh. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I hear Azita’s missing. Karla thinks you’re doing evil things to her.” 
 
    “You worried about your doll?” 
 
    “My multi-million-dollar prototype human assistant?” He shrugged. “Not at all.” 
 
    “Did it really cost that much? 
 
    “Depends who you ask. According to my tax attorney, it was a disastrous $23 million boondoggle, but the head of product development says it was only $1.3 million and change.” 
 
    “Twenty-three…” The cost made it worse. “You know how objectifying that thing is, right?” 
 
    “So you did steal her?” He leaned in. “Have you figured out her secret yet?” 
 
    I leaned away. “No.” And I didn’t want to know. 
 
    “There aren’t any holes, man. She’s impenetrable.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s just like Isabela, Ray; there’s no way in.” 
 
    “You know what?” I started to stand. “I don’t need to hear this shit.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, hand reaching for my arm but not quite touching me. “I get a little worked up about her sometimes. I just wanted you to know she isn’t a sex doll, but I get how that sounded. Please, Ray, take a seat. We need to talk.” 
 
    I sat back down, reluctantly. No holes. What a dick. 
 
    “I read your book when I heard you were here,” he said. “Well, I listened to the audiobook. Who has time to read anymore? When you were on Everest, you saw the world as you wanted it to be—mysterious, full of wonder and more than just material reality. And then you ended up in Sonara, a surreal little town trapped in time, untouched by the modern world, where your family came from, and you thought you’d found home. We want the same things; I just know the difference between reality and fantasy. You don’t want that difference to exist.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but he wasn’t wrong. I just hated that someone so venal and manipulative could see me better than I saw myself. 
 
    “It’s okay, Ray, I get it, but so does Isabela. That’s what she’ll use against you, and that’s why this place will trap you just like it trapped her. I told you to be careful. I wasn’t trying to be patronizing. Now you know about Chandu and you’re thinking of becoming a caretaker?” He shook his head. “You’re in deep now.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. “You were going to ask Audrey about Laila and the tracker.” 
 
    “I didn’t have to,” he said. “It wasn’t enabled for mapping. I had local devices checked, the cloud, everywhere. It was never turned on. So whatever happened to Laila…” 
 
    “You didn’t ask her?” 
 
    He shifted, uncomfortable. “One thing you’ll learn about my daughter: it’s never good to accuse her of anything without facts to back it up. It won’t go well.” 
 
    I looked at him in astonishment. “You’re afraid of her.” 
 
    He didn’t deny it. “I just don’t want to damage our relationship over nothing.” 
 
    “Laila’s life wasn’t nothing,” I snapped. “Was it just an accident, or something else?” 
 
    “You want it to be more?” It was an honest question. Did I? Wanting wasn’t quite the right word. I just couldn’t shake the idea that something was wrong. 
 
    “Did you ask Isabela?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He nodded, surprised or impressed. “And?” 
 
    “Using the new tracker was Audrey’s idea to find Laila more easily.” 
 
    He took that in, nodded again. “It still doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “I know. We still don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “Has Isabela told you why she hides up on that hill all alone, or what she’s so ashamed of?” 
 
    I wanted to say something snide, but it was an honest question. 
 
    “No.” Which was mostly true. Maybe it was shame about trying to save Natia, but I doubted it. “I know she was upset about what happened to Audrey.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a moment.” He watched me, waiting for more. “But that wasn’t her fault. I told her I wouldn’t help her if she didn’t save Audrey. I made her push things too far and I nearly lost my daughter because of it. That’s my fault, not hers, but she’s my only daughter. You don’t have kids. You do crazy shit for your children. Stuff you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, thinking of Harry and Mina. “Then what do you think it is?” 
 
    “I have no idea. She never told me. Something happened to her and this town a long time ago, but I never figured it out. I know she can’t have children, and that hurts her more than she lets on.” He shook his head. “Whatever it is, I hope you figure it out before you accept the role.” 
 
    I nodded. Me too. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m glad we got that out of the way before Audrey got here.” 
 
    I nearly spit out the last of my beer. “Your daughter?” As if there were another Audrey. 
 
    Jon nodded. “Don’t mention the doll stuff to her. She’s not a fan.” And then he turned and waved as Audrey approached from the other side of the bar. “Over here, honey.” She waved back, barely, and walked around the bar to join us. In a plain t-shirt, jeans and running shoes, she might’ve been any thirty-something woman on the planet. 
 
    She nodded hello, offered a cursory handshake, and then sat at the bar between us and put a small folder on the bar in front of her. Her sharp Japanese features betrayed none of her father’s softer facial structure. She was all triangles and hard lines with perfect skin, except for barely visible scarring that ran from the wrist of her right arm up under her sleeve; all things I’d missed in the dark of our first meeting. 
 
    “You have the floor,” Jon said. Audrey nodded curtly and slid a thin folder across the bar. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I didn’t bring the pictures.” 
 
    Jon rolled his eyes. They were like an act that had tired of each other’s shtick, or maybe this was just how parenting stubborn children looked. I opened the folder. Inside there was a single sheet of paper that I recognized instantly from my days in tech: a memorandum of understanding, or MOU, the precursor to a contract. I just wasn’t sure what it was for. 
 
    “What is this?” I didn’t bother to read the terms. 
 
    “I hate what happened to my mother,” Audrey said. “You hate what happened to Anna.” She spoke like a machine—mechanical, atonal, emotionless, almost bored, but I knew there was anger under it. She was like Izzy, suppressed and barely controlled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “But—” 
 
    “But it doesn’t have to be that way. Not anymore. This town has something that can cure cancer. We have the technology and money to bring that cure to market. I asked you to think about it. Did you?” 
 
    I nodded. “All the time.” But now I saw where this was going. I should have seen it sooner—Nomanity being in San Jose, Jon’s interest in the town and the DNA samples. This wasn’t about Isabela or Audrey or even me. They had invested in this place and expected a return on their investment, like it was their right. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t care what you want. The answer’s no.” 
 
    “Why? So you can save a fucking fish?” Audrey snapped. 
 
    “She’s a cephalopod.” As she knew. “You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t already gone to Isabela, and she turned you down. I don’t have any power here. You’re wasting your time.” 
 
    “When you become the new caretaker, you get a seat on the council. By default, you’re also Syndic. You’ll have power and my support to back it up. If you accept this offer.” 
 
    It occurred to me the only way they’d know about the caretaker offer was through Isabela, Diego or Karla. My money was on Isabela, making this some kind of loyalty test. The whole thing felt ugly. Or I was thinking too little of her. Either way, I hated it. 
 
    “Whether I do or don’t is none of your business.” Which was obviously and literally not true. “And don’t remind me how many people die of cancer every year. I remember. I also know how much they’d pay for a cure.” My voice was rising. “They’d make you the richest people on Earth. You don’t care about curing cancer. You don’t care about helping this town. And I don’t give a shit what you’re offering. You can’t get what you want without destroying Sonara, and I wouldn’t let you do that even if I could.” I was close to yelling by the end. 
 
    Audrey just tapped her finger on one line of the MOU. I looked down. Something in my brain short-circuited. 
 
    “Does that say a billion dollars?” It wasn’t anything to them, but it was the largest number I’d ever seen with my name next to it, or ever would. No matter what you think of yourself, a number that big will make you pause. My mouth might have dropped open. 
 
    “Or more. It’s negotiable.” Audrey said. “In a private account. Untraceable. No taxes. And you don’t have to do anything but let us have—” Jon cut her off with a wave of the hand. “We’ll protect the town, Ray. We’ll protect Chandu. Nothing here has to change. And even if you’re right and this is all about money, you can help save millions of lives. At least consider it.” 
 
    “What do you want in exchange? You can’t take Chandu out of here.” 
 
    “Of course not,” she said, meaning, not yet. “We’re not asking for anything more than what Isabela already gave us, except for a more formal, continuing relationship. DNA samples, consulting, other things until we figure out what makes her tick. Nothing that will hurt her.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Unless you’re actually willing to give us Chandu outright?” Audrey asked, and I could almost smell her hunger. In thirty seconds, she’d gone from of course not to what’s the price? But it was still hard to believe she was serious. Take Chandu from the town to a lab aquarium somewhere and leave Isabela, Arlen and Sonara to die? She’d do it in a second. 
 
    “Audrey…” Jon said. 
 
    “No,” I said emphatically, but I could see why Jon was cautious around his daughter. 
 
    “Then it’s just the billion,” Audrey said. “Payable upon any successful results. And more if you can get us a baby octopus. Alive. That would be ideal.” 
 
    “A baby…” I shook my head. This was ridiculous. “First, no. Without the hospital and its cure, this town has nothing to leverage or any way to survive, no matter what you promise now. Second, no. I have no power here even if I accept the offer and I sure as hell wouldn’t use what influence I might have to steal this for you. And the last no is because, and this is pretty important, there are no baby octopuses to give you. And probably never will be.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “In the last hundred years or more, has she mated? No, because she’d be dead. Octopuses die when they breed. You know that.” 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “It’s just an option. DNA samples will do fine eventually.” 
 
    “The answer’s still no.” 
 
    Audrey glanced at Jon, collected her MOU and stood. “I told you it was a waste of time.” Then, to me: “Enjoy playing white savior while people die.” She didn’t even say goodbye. She just walked out of the bar and vanished. Jon just watched her go, perplexed but not surprised. 
 
    “Damn,” I said. “That’s one fierce woman.” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea. She’s been obsessed since she came back from here. She works twenty hours a day and she’s smarter than I ever was. Laila was her partner in some ways, and I think losing her just made her more determined. She’ll get what she wants.” 
 
    “Not from me.” 
 
    “I know, but when I told you to be careful, it wasn’t just about Isabela. Isabela might break your heart—will break your heart—but if you cross Audrey, she’ll break your life. She’ll be back. Figure out how to say no without getting on her bad side.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Or was he just scared of his own daughter? 
 
    “It is what it is.” He smiled. “You should have seen your face when you said a billion dollars. It’s a hard thing to turn down, and she’s not wrong. Keeping the cure to yourselves so you can play magical octopus games in the jungle isn’t exactly a selfless act.” 
 
    I just nodded vaguely, wondering what Isabela would think of this conversation. 
 
    “But she’s right; it was worth a try,” he said. “Normally, I wouldn’t have bothered. It’s easier to take what you want and apologize later, but the contract I had to sign to get Audrey into the hospital makes it pretty much impossible to do anything extralegal without putting far more than a billion dollars at risk. If Audrey could come in here with armed mercenaries and take what she wanted, she probably would. She’s that focused on this, so I said we’d try to do it right. I just bought you some time, but she has her mother’s shares in the company and more money than you can imagine. I know what you see in this place, what you want to see. Magic. Beauty. Meaning. I get all of that. But change is coming, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. The best you can do is make it work for you and the town.” 
 
    “God, I hate this. This is why I left tech. You can justify anything by claiming it’s inevitable. Don’t be on the outside. Be on the inside where you can be a force for change. Yadda, yadda, yadda. The story never changes.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I’m wrong. And the worst outcome is, millions of people don’t die horribly. You sure you’re on the right side of all this?” 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s the thing, and Isabela already told me this. If people were better, if we could trust you, there’d be no sides and no reason not to sign. Would she help save millions of children if she could? In a heartbeat, for free. But people like you…you play nice while you find a way to take what you want. It’s a game to you. This town saved your daughter’s life, and now you want to destroy it.” 
 
    “This town also let my wife die by keeping itself secret,” he snapped. “They’re all socialists. There’s no economy here. The town lives off the hospital and the hospital lives off the desperation of rich parents. You’re not fucking saints.” He grimaced even as he said it, because he’d said too much or because he’d rather just punch me in the face. Hard to tell. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, not looking sorry. “Thinking about my wife still sets me off. You can’t imagine how she suffered or how long my money allowed us to prolong her miserable life. I still don’t know if it was for her or me. What would you do to get Anna back?” 
 
    What would I do? I’d do anything. Would I kill Chandu if that brought her back? I might. 
 
    “Just think about it,” Jon said. “But don’t take too long.” He put a hand on my shoulder, paused, and then left without another word. I sucked the last drop out of beer out of the bottle and felt all the hope drain out of me. It was too much to think about all at once. 
 
    Time passed. If I stood up, I had to do something, tell Isabela or make a decision that would impact the rest of my life. So I stayed in the seat, staring at the counter, trying to find a way out. Then I looked up and nearly screamed. A Tica in a floral wrap and flip-flops was behind the bar on the other side, wearing a large black diablito mask with jagged red teeth. 
 
    “How long have you been standing there?” I wiped my eyes, which were surprisingly wet. “Are you looking for Karla?” 
 
    The girl pulled off the mask and put it back behind the bar. It was Jimena. 
 
    “Jimena, what’re you doing?” And had she heard any of what Jon said? 
 
    “Ran out of gin.” She plucked up a bottle and nested it in her arms like a child. “Do you like the masks? Mis antepasados hicieron la mayoría de ellas.” 
 
    I nodded vaguely. I liked them and appreciated that her ancestors made them, but I didn’t think we were talking about indigenous art and culture. 
 
    “We used to call white people síkwa,” she said. “Our god Sibö made them from plékeköL, leafcutter ants, because they destroy everything in their path.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. “Jimena, I don’t know what you heard, but—” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t worry. I know you’re not plékeköL. I’m not sure you know what you are, but you’re not alone here. Do you understand?” 
 
    “No,” I said. I felt like this young woman’s wide, wet eyes tugging at my soul. 
 
    “In nature, you’re never alone. It’s around us all the time. You just have to look.” Then she smiled vaguely and left with her gin. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Winter 
 
    Invierno 
 
  
 
  
   
    Heart of Darkness
  
 
    I looked around, and I don't know why, 
 
    but I assure you that never, never before, 
 
    did this land, this river, this jungle, 
 
    the very arch of this blazing sky, 
 
    appear to me so hopeless and so dark, 
 
    so impenetrable to human thought, 
 
    so pitiless to human weakness
  
 
    — Joseph Conrad — 
 
  
 
  
   
    Life is Death 
 
    La Vida es Muerte 
 
    Something wasn’t right. Audrey was a little too excited about the prospect of a baby octopus, and I wasn’t even sure she understood the implications. Would Isabela have told them that pregnancy was a death sentence for her and Arlen? It seemed unlikely, and I had no idea how they’d know Chandu was pregnant, but there was something wrong with the whole interaction. I thought about asking Isabela, but then thought about what Jimena had said, about nature, and realized the only one I should ask was Chandu herself. 
 
    It was nearing sunset when I got to the cenote, cool but still humid if not horribly so. The water was perfectly calm and I was struck by how innocuous this setting would seem to anyone stumbling across it; a swimming hole in the jungle by some ruins and nothing more. 
 
    I threw a rock and waited. Chandu appeared after sunset in the fading light. She rose slowly and extended a weary tentacle. I imagined one thing in my mind, a baby octopus, and tried to think of it as a question. Hopefully, she was better at reading me than I was at speaking to her. 
 
    Our skin touched and nothing happened. I thought about the image again, showing her what I remembered of being a baby octopus, of being her, and suddenly I was inside her mind in a memory. The cenote churned as something dark thrashed below, as if Chandu were fighting with herself, and then I was the thrashing thing, crushing a male octopus to death. A second later, I was soaked at the side of the cenote and hyperventilating. In the blended memory, Alejandro and his mate watched from the other side, clearly amused. 
 
    “Holy…” 
 
    And then I was back. Chandu was already gone, but I knew exactly what I’d seen, what happened several months before when I’d visited the cenote and ended up soaking wet. She’d given me her memory in place of my own, which I guess was her way of saying, yes, she was pregnant. And like all pregnant octopuses, she would die after her eggs came. How long did that take? Six months? That sounded right. I tried to remember when that had been. August? It was January now. So she was due in February or March. Then she’d take care of her eggs, die, and the babies would come out and eat her because that’s how the world worked. 
 
    Chandu was going to die, which meant Isabela was going to die. 
 
    It was like learning that the world was ending. 
 
    Help me. Help me. Help me. 
 
    Because it was. 
 
    * 
 
    I waited up for Izzy that night, sitting on the edge of the bed and going over what I was going to say. Chandu was pregnant and would die within months, if not sooner. Did she know already, or would it be a total surprise? Why wouldn’t Chandu have told her? And what did that mean for me as a non-caretaker? I just had no idea what to do or say, so I sat there going over and over how to say it and never getting it right. 
 
    Isabela walked in just after midnight and stopped in the doorway, looked at me, and must have seen the truth in my face. She suspected something and I’d just confirmed it. She inhaled, exhaled, her relaxation exercise, and then came over to sit next to me on the bed. 
 
    “How long do I have?” she asked, her voice not even shaking. Just the facts. How long did she have to live? I wanted to wrap her in my arms and say, forever, we’ll figure this out together, but I didn’t think we would. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “I checked gestation periods online. She should already have laid her eggs and be brooding. So maybe two months? Probably less.” I couldn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. “I just don’t know. Does her size impact how long it takes? Can you ask her?” 
 
    She half snorted. “I don’t think she trusts me anymore. She obviously doesn’t trust me anymore. I thought you were here to help me, but you’re here to replace me.” 
 
    I didn’t understand. There was no way I could be a caretaker now. 
 
    “She wants you to care for her daughter,” Izzy said, always one step ahead. “To be the next caretaker for the next Chandu. No wonder she called you her father. You’re going to be the Antonio to her child. My services are no longer required.” 
 
    “How can you…what?” 
 
    “Please don’t tell anyone before I tell Arlen,” she said flatly. I couldn’t understand her reaction. Was it shock? She was going to die. How could she be so calm? 
 
    “Izzy, what can I do? Can I ask her to release you? Would she do it?” 
 
    “No,” Isabela said. “She won’t, and it will make her not trust you. She’s weak. She’s almost literally put all of her eggs in your basket. You have to do it, or god knows what happens to the town. And you’ll have to do it without me. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re sorry? Izzy, there’s no way I’m doing that now. Why would I?” 
 
    “I thought you cared about this place,” she snapped. “I thought you wanted to fight for it.” 
 
    “I do, but…” 
 
    “But nothing. This what fighting looks like. You don’t do it…” 
 
    “What, what if I don’t do it?” 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea. I think there needs to be someone to manage the transition, so someone in town will have to do it. But eventually, there has to be a new caretaker…and you can save Mina.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think Chandu will take her as the last one, knowing it’ll kill her or come close. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Why else has she kept her here? And if you don’t…” 
 
    “She’s been planning this for that long?” I shook my head. “You can’t put this on me.” 
 
    “I’m not putting anything on you. You wanted to help. Help.” 
 
    “There’s no way we’re letting you die, Izzy. Not now. There has to be another way.” I would have kept talking, but at some point she started crying and I was so surprised to see her tears that I just put my arms around her and held her until we were both a sobbing mess. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Finishing Touches 
 
    Últimos Retoques 
 
    I’m not sure what I expected to happen after Isabela learned about Chandu’s pregnancy and her own impending death. I thought it would hurt her or scare her, maybe bring us closer together as we figured out what to do next. We’d spend more time together, wake up in each other’s arms, talk about all the things she wanted to do but never did, and all the other expected behaviors of a person coming to the end. 
 
    Instead, Isabela disappeared emotionally and literally. The wall surrounding her crashed to the ground as if shaken by its foundation, only to reveal another wall and another behind that. She withdrew. She stopped talking. She didn’t look sad or even absent, just determined, though I have no idea to what end. She had no time for regrets or questions or me. She went to work before I woke up and came back after I went to sleep, and all I saw of her for days was the impression her body made in the bed. When I saw her, she rejected my touch and affection, and my very existence seemed to irritate her. The only thing she told me was that she’d spoken to Arlen about Chandu, so now I could tell everyone else. 
 
    If I were a smarter man, I’d have realized our relationship ended the day she learned Chandu was pregnant, and whatever purpose I’d served had long since passed. But I held on, for her or me, I’m not sure, clinging to some childish illusion. I often slept in the hotel room, focusing on anything other than Isabela or what to do about the caretaker role. I tried to avoid Harry in order to avoid Mina, which meant I wasn’t surfing enough and my mind quickly spun out of control. 
 
    Maybe there was something else I could do or should do? It’s hard to describe the sense of panic I felt in these moments. Panic about nothing, fear about everything. I lay back and forced myself to relax, breathing as Izzy would, in, out, and then close my eyes and try to sleep, willing it, wishing for no dreams but mostly wanting the day to end just like the day before that. Tomorrow would be better. I’d do better then. 
 
    But of course I wouldn’t, so I showered quickly and fled the hotel room. 
 
    * 
 
    “You okay?” Karla asked. “You seem a little…” 
 
    “Not really.” I shrugged. “Tired.” The usual excuse. “Worried about Chandu.” A deflection that just reminded me I needed to tell her about the pregnancy. So I did, trying to sound deeply concerned and sorry to be the bearer of bad news. She wasn’t surprised. She barely reacted. I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Who told you?” I asked. 
 
    “That Chandu is pregnant and the town’s at risk of dying if you don’t take the role of caretaker? Did you think Arlen wouldn’t tell Diego, and Diego wouldn’t tell everyone? You give him a beer, and he turns into a fourteen-year-old girl with no impulse control. And if it makes you feel better, I already knew.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I suspected when she rejected you and then Breanna. Actually, I started wondering when you told me about Miguel. Alejandro was made. So was Daku. Chandu rarely takes animals unless it’s to make new protectors. I’ve never heard of it. When you took me for my birthday, I was pretty sure.” 
 
    That made sense, I guess. “Then why didn’t Isabela figure it out?” 
 
    “She had to suspect. Maybe she just didn’t want to see it.” 
 
    Which didn’t sound like Isabela. “Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” I said. “I was just…” Being selfish; once the town knew, the pressure on me to accept would be enormous, and I was hoping to skip that for a few days. “What now?” 
 
    “That depends on you.” She smiled, sincerely, and I could almost feel her trying to put me at ease, which was irritating, but I was still grateful. God, I needed to get some exercise and clear my head. 
 
    “But no one’s going to force you,” she said. “Ask us what you need to know, and then…” 
 
    “Make the biggest decision of my life?” 
 
    “Or just say yes and treat it like a new adventure.” 
 
    I nodded meaninglessly. Of course, I had to make it more difficult than that. 
 
    “How does Chandu look to you?” she asked. 
 
    “You know how she looks.” I thought about Chandu’s colors, and how she moved, but I wouldn’t have said sick, necessarily. Her black was deep and vibrant purple, her blues like electricity running across her skin. But there were also grays and even white, and days when she barely surfaced. “Slow and tired.” Or maybe I was describing myself. It didn’t seem fair that I’d met god just before she died. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Cost of Salvation 
 
    El Costo de la Salvación 
 
    Some storm-tossed day before Christmas when I’d finally surfed again, Harry paddled into the lineup at Miel, or Honey, just south of the spine and north of the crocodile breaks. I’d never seen him in the water or examined the full extent of his scarring. The shark had gnawed on his ribs and spine like a chew toy. No wonder he was scared of the water. He sat up next to me, panting. 
 
    “Damn.” He slapped at his chest like half-hearted CPR. “That’s not as easy as I remember.” 
 
    “I bet.” But why was he out here? I’d been avoiding him by using my crappy board, and he knew it, but this seemed like an act of desperation. He made a wobbly drop into the next mid-sized wave and slowly carved down the face. After the first few turns, he started throwing massive tails off the top of each wave, and his exit involved more than a little gratuitous air. On the paddle back, he looked renewed, and I knew he was fighting the urge to throw a shaka sign or hoot for joy. But his joy soon faded. He was skilled but cautious and I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. When he paddled back out the last time, his face was blotchy and red. He was terrified. I couldn’t understand why he was in the water. 
 
    “Mina’s worse,” he said, finally. “She couldn’t get out of bed this morning.” 
 
    I said I was sorry, the pointless thing you always say. 
 
    “So, the octopus is pregnant?” 
 
    Diego really had told everyone. 
 
    Harry saw my look. “Was it a secret?” 
 
    “No, it’s just…” It seemed like the kind of thing a town would want to hear from Isabela, but nothing around here seemed to work the way it should. What would they think? And what would the Lamarrs do when they found out? 
 
    “She’s dying, Ray.” 
 
    “She’s pregnant, so—” 
 
    “Mina,” he snapped. “Mina’s dying. You know that, right?” 
 
    The heat was suddenly unbearable, an oppressive mantle that pushed my head and shoulders down until I could barely look up at him. The last time I’d taken Mina out, she’d quietly hummed some tune that I couldn’t place, but we hadn’t spoken. I had to carry her back to the house in her heavy black wetsuit. She could barely stand anymore. Of course she was dying. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” he asked. “If you don’t accept the role, Mina dies. You’re going to accept, aren’t you? Why wouldn’t you? I’ll do it if you won’t.” 
 
    “Harry…it’s my life.” 
 
    “And it’s such a terrible thing, getting to live a hundred years and save children? All your bullshit about finding magic, and you don’t want it when it’s right in front of you?” 
 
    His anger made me feel so small I scarcely existed, a tiny stupid thing, but also, fuck him. 
 
    “I didn’t know I’d have to do it alone,” I said, trying to sound angry. 
 
    “Jesus. You must be the stupidest smart person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s—” 
 
    “You’re not going to be alone. You have Karla and Diego, and the entire town, and you’ll have me. I know it’s not much, but it’s not alone. You want alone, spend a day in my house with Mina and watch her talking to that goddamn creepy-ass doll while everyone who can help just lets her die. That’s fucking alone.” 
 
    “Maybe Izzy can take her even if I don’t accept. Why wouldn’t she?” 
 
    “Because she won’t and you know it. She’ll say Chandu’s too sick or some bullshit, but it doesn’t matter. Chandu won’t take her. Chandu wants you. That’s part of her leverage over you, whether you like it or not, and you know it. I know you do.” 
 
    I knew he was right, but I was tired and angry and the heat made me mean. 
 
    “You don’t know that. You don’t know how it works and neither do I. No one does. Why risk a whole town for one…” I caught myself in time. 
 
    “For one sick girl?” Or not. “She did it for Jon’s daughter. We’ve been here for nearly five years, and we’re out of time. I’m not a billionaire. I have nothing left to give. My daughter still needs help. You have to take her. It has to be you and you know it.” 
 
    “Harry…” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking. It might kill the octopus sooner, so Isabela dies faster, and maybe you’re right. I don’t know. But you can save Mina. You’ve never lost a child. You can’t imagine what I’d do to save her. I know it’s not fair and you never asked for this, but I don’t care. You can save Mina.” He put his hand on my arm, the first time we’d ever touched but for cursory handshakes. “You can save my little girl, Ray.” 
 
    I didn’t bother to ask what he’d do if I didn’t; there was clear violence in his eyes. I’d seen that look before on Alejandro, and I knew what it meant. He would sacrifice himself to Daku. He would burn the world down, slice open the firmament and let eight billion souls bleed into the void to save Mina. He would do anything. 
 
    * 
 
    I read the Missing-PERSON poster stapled to one of the bar columns—‘Reward offered if returned with innocence intact’— and shook my head. The picture showed Azita in tight shorts and a Hawaiian shirt, leaning on a golf club in front of Harry’s shop. Azita Jackson, 178 cm, brown eyes, last seen being fabulous. The posters were all over town. Karla noticed me looking and raised her eyebrows suspiciously. 
 
    “You know something, don’t you?” 
 
    “Doesn’t she have a GPS tracker for this very purpose?” 
 
    “Disabled. As if you didn’t know.” 
 
    “Okay.” Not a topic I wanted to get into. “Why do you think Chandu hates her so much?” 
 
    A pause as Karla tried to figure out which her I was asking about. “You’ve felt that too?” 
 
    “It’s hard to miss. When I look at Azita, I can feel Chandu’s…hatred? I don’t understand it.” 
 
    “Have you asked her?” 
 
    “I’ve tried.” And the answer was always silence. “Anyway. Harry swears just like you when he’s angry.” 
 
    “I knew I liked him. He’s concerned about Mina?” 
 
    “Concerned? That’s an understatement. I want to help. You know that. But Chandu’s dying. That changes everything. I want to know if I’m missing anything before I decide.” 
 
    Karla just nodded, considering. Did she really think I had the doll? 
 
    “What do you think happens when she dies?” I asked. “To the town and hospital?” 
 
    “If there’s another caretaker, after a few years, things continue as if nothing had changed.” 
 
    “Except Isabela’s dead.” 
 
    “And Arlen.” 
 
    “And if I don’t do it?” What was it with her and Arlen? 
 
    Karla sighed, shrugged. “I don’t know. Is that what you want to find out?” 
 
    I nodded. “Someone has to know. Maybe one of the older people…” 
 
    “I doubt it, but I knew you’d ask. All our written records were lost when they burned old Sonara, so just don’t freak out.” 
 
    “Why would I freak out?” 
 
    “Hola, Raymundo.” Jimena appeared next to me. She was half-dressed as always, all bright eyes and brighter teeth. “¿Cómo está?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jimena. This is kind of private.” 
 
    “Si, es muy privado.” 
 
    She turned to Karla. “I shój creraban̈, Karla? You look tired.” 
 
    “Gracias, abuelita,” Karla said sarcastically. “You’re speaking Boruca.” 
 
    Jimena shrugged. I think I was having a seizure. Karla called Jimena abuela. Jimena was Karla’s grandmother. I could feel spinal fluid leaking out of my ears. 
 
    “What happens when Chandu dies?” Karla asked. 
 
    “Los cuidadores mueren.” The caretakers die. “And the cycle repeats. Si hay una nueva cuidador.” If there’s a new caretaker. “Otherwise…” She shrugged. 
 
    “Otherwise what?” I asked. 
 
    “Sometimes it works out, sometimes…” 
 
    “If I don’t do it, would anyone else?” 
 
    Jimena put her hand on mine, light as butterfly wings, and shook her head. “It’s not up to us.” 
 
    “What about Isabela? Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “What was that word, Karlita? Wabu…” 
 
    “Wabi-sabi. Nothing lasts forever.” 
 
    “Perfecto.” She focused back on me. “Isabela’s going to die. She can only choose how.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I said. “Jesus… I don’t know what to do.” And how was this twenty-something girl Karla’s grandmother? 
 
    “Yes, you do.” She was smiling calmly, as if all was right in the world. “There’s a cycle to things. Life is defined by death. Chandu gives birth and saves one last person.” If she said hakuna-matata, I was going to scream. “You choose who that person is, but only if you accept your role. Who are you going to save, Raymundo?” 
 
    “Mina?” I asked. 
 
    Her smile widened under happy eyes, but she nodded and I knew she was right. I was going to what I had to, not for Isabela or even me, but to save this one girl. Harry’s daughter would live. The rest of it I’d have to figure out later because I couldn’t live with myself if Mina died. 
 
    “How old are you?” I asked Jimena. “Were you here the last time this happened?” 
 
    “I think so.” Jimena blinked and her eyes lost focus. “Things fade. I can hardly remember Karla’s grandfather. I don’t remember my parents at all.” She shrugged. “It’s good to let the past go.” She smiled and looked at her shiny green fingernails over my hand, as if admiring her manicure. It was almost vapid. She was a water strider, skating over the skin of time, while Karla and Isabela were rocks that forced the flow of time around them. What was I? 
 
    “You should take her soon,” Jimena said. “You came here to find a purpose. Maybe you can help us live. It’s poetic, and there’s magic in that. Isn’t that what you’re looking for?” Then she turned to Karla. “Come algo.” Eat something. “You’re too skinny.” And then she glided across the lawn, so light the grass barely bent to make way. 
 
    “Diego swears they dated for months before Sara,” Karla said. “She says it never happened. But then again, we dated a long time ago, and he doesn’t remember that. Diego, I mean.” She smirked at my shock. “It’s a small town full of old, forgetful people with a lot of time on our hands. Shit happens.” 
 
    None of which mattered at the moment. “I can’t save her, can I?” 
 
    “Isabela? No.” Karla shook her head. “But you can save Mina. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    His Heart’s Shell 
 
    La Cáscara de su Corazón 
 
    I missed the rain. It hadn’t rained in a week and the jungle felt dirty. The waves as seen from Isabela’s patio had stopped moving, just frozen and turned to murky glass. I wanted a storm, a deluge, a hurricane of water to wash it all away so I could start over or at least hide for a little longer. I couldn’t surf again because I couldn’t stand Harry’s accusing eyes. I couldn’t drink because Karla and Diego kept looking at me like goldfish waiting to be fed. Would I be their caretaker? Would I? Oh please, oh please. And of course Isabela was gone, always gone, though god knows what she was doing in the nearly empty hospital. When I closed my eyes, I saw Anna and Isabela, Laila and Mina like a personal montage from hell. 
 
    Octopuses were stupid. Sonara was crap. Everything sucked. 
 
    At some point, the sun smashed into the ocean and I went to bed.
  
 
    The Beast’s rage was back with the grief, feeding off each other like the maggots feeding on his son. There was too much. It grew hour after hour until there was no space in him for anything else. He howled and screamed, but it didn’t help. He picked up his dead son and threw his carcass into the trees, but it didn’t help. He howled until he was exhausted and let it have him, all of it, black and gray, until nothing remained. 
 
    He collapsed on the jungle floor and let the little things eat and bite his skin. He didn’t move to pee or shit or eat. Maybe if he sat there long enough, she’d set him free. He could die and join his son wherever dead things went. Maybe the wind over the trees. Maybe nowhere. 
 
    He waited for death. Wished for it. Until he realized. 
 
    He couldn’t hurt the woman, but he could hurt her child, the thing that had killed his son, the abomination. That was a human word he liked. Abomination. A terrible unnatural thing. No one, not the village or the water god, would care if a thing like that died. And then the woman would know his pain, and she could cry it out for both of them.
  
 
    There was no way to describe the anger I had felt, the simply alien fury and malice, and I couldn’t stop seeing through his eyes. I felt what he felt about Isabela. She was repulsive, but he loved her. She was grotesque, but he needed her. Death was more than she deserved, but she couldn’t die. None of the feelings connected to anything. It was like someone had been in my mind, broken a few things and then vanished. It was invasive and ugly and I couldn’t get it out. 
 
    I reached for Isabela in the bed, blindly, hopefully, but she wasn’t there. Where the hell was she? Then I replayed the dream again, but there was no doubt; Alejandro had not sat alone and miserable in the jungle after his son died. He’d gone to Arlen and Isabela’s, gotten hold of Natia and killed her. That’s why Arlen took her back to the cenote. Alejandro had murdered Natia, and I’d saved Alejandro’s son. Isabela should despise me. 
 
    I stared at the ceiling and muttered one of the few things I could remember from high school English: ‘He piled upon the whale's white hump the sum of all the general rage and hate felt by his whole race from Adam down; and then, as if his chest had been a mortar, he burst his hot heart's shell upon it.’ It was a melodramatic line, even for Moby Dick, but at least now I understood it. You have to lose yourself to hate that much. You have to become the thing that you despise, the wounded beast that never forgets. Karla’s hatred of Alejandro made sense now, but how could the town tolerate his presence? And how could Isabela stand the sight of me, or say she loved that homicidal monkey? It felt like a porcupine had blasted quills through my skull. Sanity leaked through a hundred holes. I wanted to scream. 
 
    It was 2 am. 
 
    I wanted Isabela to be there just so I could wake her up and apologize. 
 
    It was 2:01 am. 
 
    I wanted to beat my head against the wall. What had I done? 
 
    It was 2:02 am. 
 
    I was already out the door. 
 
    * 
 
    “I know what you did!” I screamed at the jungle from the trailhead, sweating, angry and terrified, clenching the machete from behind Karla’s bar. Alejandro appeared in the trees within minutes, barely visible against the deep black of the jungle. He was like the leaves in my nightmares, eyes in the trees, and behind him the muffled sounds of crying children. 
 
    “You killed her. You killed Natia.” Did he understand me? “How could you do that?” 
 
    He dropped to the ground. I could smell him coming, hear his breath, but it was his eyes that held me. God, they were black. They didn’t even reflect the moon. This was an animal that fought, protected and killed. This was a beast that had survived a hundred years and I was standing here with a machete? What the hell was I thinking? 
 
    “You can’t do that.” I raised the blade. Apparently, I was going to kill Alejandro. “You can’t kill children.” My arm started to shake, and I knew I couldn’t do it. 
 
    What happened next is hard to describe. I was holding the machete. I remember looking up at its dull silver reflection in the moonlight, wondering how I even thought I could kill Alejandro, and then the blade was gone. 
 
    That’s strange, I thought, looking at the ground. 
 
    Oh, Alejandro had it. That’s probably not good. Something black dripped off the blade. 
 
    It took a moment to realize what was wrong. A bloody line ran from my right shoulder to my left thigh. My blood seemed eager to be free of me. I should have worn a shirt. 
 
    “Alejandro? I’m bleeding.” I don’t remember being scared. I was just surprised. A second later, I was in the dirt. I didn’t think the cut would kill me, but the pain was astonishing. Maybe I was dying. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I’m not sure who I was apologizing to. I just wished I’d helped someone. I couldn’t even help myself. The last thing I remember was Alejandro dragging me into the jungle. I was on my back and staring up at the canopy. I heard a baby crying and all the leaves were wide, simian eyes. 
 
    We are all alone alone. 
 
    Black.
  
 
    Light. 
 
    I sat in the jungle for hours. The sun was fading. My pants were torn and ants crawled on my legs, but I didn’t care. It wouldn’t be much longer. I checked the shotgun again, pointlessly. It stank of cordite and fire, but both chambers were empty. 
 
    Monkeys rotted on the ground in every direction. There were maggots and flies. Dead birds were tossed randomly among them like garnishments. But there were also fresh kills, all females, covered in blood and scattered through the clearing. One male had a crushed skull, but I hadn’t done that. I had shot the females. 
 
    Something moved in the trees. He was coming.
  
 
    Oh, I thought. I’m Arlen. It was better than being dead, but not much.
  
 
    Alejandro was there, silent as the jungle itself. He was thin. His hair was matted and bloody, but he was still huge. He went from female to female, touching them, tasting their blood, until he came at last to me. He picked up the shotgun and carefully set it aside. 
 
    I knew I should get up and run. I should do anything but sit on this log and wait for Alejandro to attack, but that wasn’t how it worked. He’d killed Natia. He’d taken the most important thing in my life, and I’d returned the favor. There was no escaping what came next, no salvation. The only hope was that, if I let him kill me, Isabela would be safe. An eye for an eye. It seemed fair. It was giving Alejandro a lot of credit, but I knew he understood. 
 
    “Lo siento,” I said. I’m sorry. “We should have saved your son.” 
 
    Alejandro looked up at the sky. His eyes seemed wet, but his jaw was trembling. When he finally looked at me, there was no malice. He took my head in his giant palms and looked directly into me. We saw each other then, perfectly, as two apes and nothing more. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said again. 
 
    It was the calm of it that got to me. I had expected rage and violence, not this silence. 
 
    “Alejandro,” I said. “Please…” 
 
    Alejandro slapped me and put a finger to his lips. 
 
    “Shhhhhhhhh…”
  
 
    I wasn’t sure how much of this story to tell. There’s the physical reality of what Alejandro did next, and then there’s the spirit of the act. They’re not the same. What the people of Sonara remembered, as I learned later, was that Alejandro beat Arlen nearly to death, ripped off his balls and chewed on them while Arlen watched. 
 
    But he also dragged Arlen to the cenote and dumped him in the water. 
 
    There was mercy in that. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Confessions 
 
    Confesiones 
 
    I floated on my back in the warm water of the bay. The stars were bright and perfect. My chest was healed and also perfect, but I still reached between my legs just as Arlen had. I was fine. I checked my toes and found them a bit more shapely but still truncated, implying Chandu could heal but not replace. 
 
    ‘He’s my second favorite eunuch,’ a woman had said about someone at some point. Arlen was her first. The memory was fuzzy, like a bad copy, but as I focused on it, the words hardened. Karla was the woman. Brad was the man. My name was Ray. Raymond Molina. I was alive and everything was fine. Wonderful, actually. 
 
    I floated for a while. I didn’t think the boat was coming. Isabela was probably still in bed. Harry was sound asleep. Sonara dreamed. I wondered if Alejandro was on Rocky Point, waiting to see if I made it back. All of this came to me in waves of names and faces, like I was sailing through myself. Reality was just off the bow, and I could almost reach out and touch it. 
 
    I felt stronger than I had in years. There were no aches or pains. My vision was perfect. I took a few strokes to test out my body and it felt like I was twenty again. The swim to shore was long, but I never tired, and I wasn’t alone. An impossibly gigantic shark swam slow, protective circles, creating small waves that nudged me toward shore. I think he knew I wasn’t afraid of him and I appreciated the company, even if I couldn’t remember his name for nearly an hour. 
 
    Isabela was waiting on the beach with new clothes. God knows what happened to my bloody shorts; I never saw them again. It was still dark and she was barely visible on the beach. I might have missed her if not for my perfect new eyes. 
 
    “What happened?” Isabela asked as I sat next to her. “I woke up and Alejandro was standing over me. He scared me to death.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Which wasn’t quite right. She handed me the clothes and put her hand on my leg. I stared at it, her skin jet black in the moonlight like ink spilled on my thigh. It felt strange there, alien, but also warm and welcome. 
 
    “Do you think Chandu ever shows you the wrong thing?” 
 
    “Every night. Why?” 
 
    “Alejandro wanted her to show me something. At least I think he did, but…” I shook my head. Arlen. My god, that poor man. “Instead, I saw what he did to Arlen. That couldn’t have been what he wanted.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ray. No one needs to see that.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” I felt very little emotionally except a vague sense of well-being that I held onto. “I’m glad I know.” I put my shirt on. “I can’t imagine how he feels.” And then I squirmed into my shorts, doing one last check. “I don’t want to, honestly.” 
 
    “It was a long time ago.” She was stalling. 
 
    “What happened? I saw Alejandro heading to attack Natia. I know she died. I thought he killed her, but now…” I shook my head. “I don’t think he could do that.” Though I had no idea why and assumed it was something Chandu told me. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Izzy said, bunching sand in her fists. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me now.” Her anger surprised me, and I didn’t want to leave my happy place. 
 
    “Now or later, it doesn’t matter,” she snapped, clearly well out of hers. “Sorry. I just don’t know why she’s doing this. None of it matters. It’s not going to help you. It won’t encourage you to accept the role. It’s like she wants me to confess my sins before I die. I’m so tired of it.” 
 
    I put my hand on her leg, not sure what to say, except she was right; telling me about Natia and Alejandro, and Arlen, certainly wasn’t motivating me to accept the offer. And the only thing I could think of was that Chandu was warning me about Isabela, but I had no idea why. 
 
    Isabela looked down. “Okay. Just promise me you won’t change your mind about the role.” 
 
    “I haven’t even decided yet.” Which was mostly true. 
 
    She looked around, maybe searching for the escape hatch, then: “Alejandro had several children when the plague started. All but one of them died quickly. The last was a little boy. Alejandro brought him to me to save, the first thing he ever asked of me, but I refused.” 
 
    “You told me. Humans only, no monkeys or other animals.” 
 
    She nodded. “And only one a day, that was the rule. No more than one a day, sometimes less. But during the plague, we did more because we had to. Chandu was tired and didn’t heal them fully, and sometimes they just got sick again a day later, so even if I wanted to take him, I couldn’t. Alejandro tried to take him himself, but Chandu refused. So his son died and Alejandro disappeared for days, then weeks. He screamed in the trees day and night. He set off the whole jungle, the howlers and the birds that were left. It was like hell. People dying, and the endless screaming and growling from the trees. People were attacked by monkeys. I was at home with Natia while Arlen was at the clinic, trying to do what little he could. And that was before the army showed up and burned everything down.” 
 
    She finished her drink and put it down. I reached for her hand, which she pulled away. 
 
    “I was on the porch of our old house when Alejandro appeared on the patio.” She wiped her eyes. “He was more muscular then, bigger, and you can’t imagine how he looked. Before I could even move, he was in the house. He came back out with Natia and held her up by the leg like a toy doll, like she was nothing. She was screaming so loudly I couldn’t hear anything else.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure I wanted to hear this now. My feelings were returning all at once: love, doubt, anger, confusion and more. 
 
    “I begged him to let me have her, to give her back to me. And then I realized, that’s what he’d done. That’s what he’d begged me to do, to save his child. And I refused. He raised her up so high. He was going to smash her down and kill her. He was going to kill my little girl, and I couldn’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “Izzy…” I didn’t want to hear this. I could still see Natia in Arlen’s arms, bloody and beyond salvation. Alejandro really had killed her. 
 
    “But then he didn’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He just handed her to me. She was fine. I didn’t understand. He looked down and left. I held my baby and cried for the longest time. She was alive. She was so small and beautiful, even her little finger stubs. It took me forever to realize the howling had stopped. The jungle was quiet again.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. I thought she died?” 
 
    “She did. The clouds broke and I walked down the steps to show her the sun. She had trouble seeing, and she loved the light. And I slipped in the mud from the rain. She went up in the air. I reached for her.” Izzy had her hands out like she was trying to catch a football. “And I missed. She landed on her head on a stone. The sound was…” She shuddered. “I killed Natia. I killed my little girl.” 
 
    Jesus. Arlen lived alone because Izzy had dropped their daughter. Was all this about a terrible accident? 
 
    “Arlen came home and saw her, her little head crushed and her blood on the stones. He was so angry. He screamed and screamed. I was so scared.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “No, no. Arlen would never hurt me, but I couldn’t tell him what I’d done. I couldn’t face it.” She swallowed. “So I told him Alejandro did it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The words just came out. ‘The Beast,’ I told him. ‘The Beast did it.’ Then he took Natia and ran to the cenote. I was going to tell him the truth. He was covered in blood when he came back with her. Of course, Chandu couldn’t save her. I just couldn’t get the words out. He put Natia back in the crib, got his gun, kissed me goodbye and went back to the jungle.” 
 
    “You never told him?” 
 
    “Not for months. He had wanted to save Alejandro’s son. He said it was only fair, that we were all in this together, and Alejandro loved his child as much as we loved Natia. He’d known Alejandro most of his life. He loved the monkeys as much as I did when I was a girl. He loved everything. I never knew how he loved everything so much. And I destroyed all of it.” 
 
    “That’s what I saw. What he did in the jungle.” 
 
    She nodded. “He hated himself for that. I’ve seen it so a thousand times. I’ve had her burn it into me so I never forget what I did.” 
 
    “Izzy, how do you…?” I didn’t know what to say. I loved her. I hated her. I was breathing hard, manic, all sense of peace long gone. I was ashamed for her. I wanted to hold her. I wanted to leave. I wanted to hug Alejandro and Arlen. I wanted to leave town. 
 
    “Ray?” Her voice was so small and so full of need, a black hole of pain at the center of her personal tragedy. We all revolved around it, trapped in a decaying orbit until we finally submitted to the darkness. 
 
    “How can you live with that in your head?” I asked. “How can you live up here with all of that and never forget?” 
 
    “What choice do I have?” A long sigh. “I took Arlen to Chandu so many times. I begged her to help him, but even she couldn’t fix what Alejandro did.” 
 
    “Izzy, I don’t…” 
 
    “That was more than a hundred years ago, Ray. You can come to terms with many things in a century. But Alejandro will never forget the death of his child, or his mates. He can’t. I’ll never forget what I did to him or what it cost Arlen. We do the best we can. Mostly, we pretend.” She paused. “Please don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” But I knew. I was horrified. Isabela’s life was a series of terrible decisions followed by worse outcomes. I could almost understand Natia, saving her child, but blaming Alejandro, her childhood friend, her ally, her protector, for the one thing he didn’t do? I don’t know why it affected me so much, but for a moment, I hated her. 
 
    “You think this is all my fault.” Her voice turned hard and I could feel the fire in it. 
 
    “Izzy…” But it was too late 
 
    “You know what she did to me? You know why I can’t have any more children?” 
 
    “Because Arlen doesn’t have—” 
 
    “No, because she sterilized me, Ray, like a lab rat. Like a disobedient pet she needed to punish. I know you like fucking me, but how have you missed the fact that I never bleed?” 
 
    “What?” I wasn’t sure if I was more scared of what she was saying or how she said it. There was nothing human in her voice. She was like rage itself, the Beast in human form, and I flinched away from her. 
 
    “When I was pregnant and took Natia to her, she made me agree. I’d have no more children. I made the deal to save my little girl, gladly, thinking it was just an arrangement. But months after the plague was over and Natia was dead, she took me down again, just like usual, and I never had a period after that. Even Arlen noticed, but I told him it was just stress. I went to a doctor in San Jose and he looked at me like I was insane, just another hysterical woman. ‘You couldn’t have been pregnant,’ he told me, that old white ass with his wandering hands. ‘You have no ovaries.’ He looked at me with so much pity I wanted to rip his throat out. He thought I’d imagined Natia.” 
 
    “Izzy, I’m—” 
 
    “You’re what? You’re sorry? You’re just trying to understand? I don’t need your understanding. But I’m glad you know. Now you understand her, the arrogance of your magical octopus. I never felt what you did, not since the day she took my mother, but I tried. God, I tried. I wanted to forgive her, understand her, and even see what you see, but she’s just a useful monster to me. That’s why she brought you, because you’re the mirror she wanted. She can look at herself in your eyes and see what she wants. Her beauty, her power and all her precious gifts. I have nothing left for her. I’m glad she’s dying. I hope it’s excruciating.” 
 
    I was afraid to say anything, so I asked the only question that came to mind. “Then why are you letting her, I mean, when you die…” I couldn’t even say the words, eat her. 
 
    “Because I’m scared, Ray. I’ve seen what cancer does. I know how it works. I can’t face that. And if it helps make the transition easier for you, if it helps her daughter survive, at least the town will have a chance. And you’ll have a purpose. Isn’t that what you want? To be needed? Which one of us do you think used the other more?” 
 
    “Izzy, you don’t have to do this for me. Please don’t do this for me.” 
 
    “I’m doing this for me, Ray, so I don’t hate myself every second I have left. I’ve spent my whole life afraid and hating everyone who made me feel that way. I’m done hiding from the town. I’m done fixing other people. You can do whatever the hell you want.” 
 
    Then she left me on the beach bleeding from a thousand invisible wounds, waiting for blackness that refused to come, and all I could think was, 
 
    Fuck. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    More than a Beast 
 
    Más que una Bestia 
 
    The Beast didn’t remember going to her house. He’d been in the jungle among the stench of death, and then he was there in the breeze outside the house. The man wasn’t there. The woman was sleeping in the shade off to the side, waiting for the heat to pass. He walked over to her, quietly, looked down at her face—her black, curly hair and hairless skin—and tried to understand his feelings for her. It was not like for a mate or friend, but something else. Something that didn’t fit and wasn’t his. Something the water god used to make him obey. 
 
    He heard the evil thing cry and the woman’s eyes snapped open. She saw him and sat back with a gasp. 
 
    Before she could move again, he was in the house. He grabbed the girl by her fat little leg and jerked her up. Even sickly, the infant weighed far more than his son had. She screamed in confusion or fright or whatever she felt. His darkness smiled. 
 
    “Alejandro! Put her down.” The woman blocked the door. 
 
    He went through the open window and was on the front patio again in seconds. The woman followed him, hand to her heart, desperation covering her face. The baby was screaming and screaming and the black was almost everything now. He raised the girl higher as the woman reached for her. All it would take now was a final swing. Just smash her against the wall or ground and the woman would understand. 
 
    But he couldn’t do it. It was like something had taken over his arm, frozen it. He stared at the screaming child and his own limb in disbelief. Was this another thing the water god had done? Had she taken even this moment from him? 
 
    “Alejandro,” the woman said, using his new human name, the name the man had given him, as if a name could change what he was. He looked at her, more confused than angry. 
 
    “Don’t you remember?” she asked. “We were friends. We took care of each other.” 
 
    He looked back at his arm, at the child, now crying but otherwise still. 
 
    “Alejandro,” the woman whispered. “I’m sorry. Please give me back my daughter. Please give Natia to me. I beg you. I’ll do anything. Please.” 
 
    He tried to remember. They had played together, he and the little Black girl, alone in the jungle away from the town. The only ones different. The only ones not like everyone else. He wasn’t angry then, not as much or at least not always. 
 
    He lowered the child, his arm working now, and took her into his arms. She looked up with wet brown eyes, just like the woman. All the anger had left, black and gray and red, all empty and gone. He was just tired. 
 
    “This isn’t you, Alejandro. I know you’re angry. I understand. I’m sorry. Please…” 
 
    He handed the girl to the woman and watched as she snatched up her child and wept and held her and thanked him and said little things he didn’t understand. It made him happy to see them together and ashamed at what he’d done. So he quietly jumped up and left. 
 
    As he flew through the green, something lifted in him. He hadn’t done it. He hadn’t killed the girl. Maybe he wasn’t so broken after all. So he howled and listened to the echo bounce back from the ridges and mountains and imagined that someday his kind would fill the trees again. He might even have another son. All that was impossible and lost seemed possible again and he howled so loud even the water god could hear him and know he was more than a beast. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Forgiveness 
 
    Perdón 
 
    Some days Are lost here. I remember them in all their self-pitying confusion and drunken excess, but they’re not worth documenting. If there’s anything of note, it’s that Karla was unfailingly kind and disturbingly sincere—in every way a better friend than I deserved. Or maybe she always had been and I was too distracted to notice. Anyway, the next day that matters, I was sitting on Arlen’s porch trying to figure out what to say when he sat down next to me, wearing nothing but a thin bathrobe, and sipped from a giant mug that smelled like tar. I wondered why he hadn’t brought me a coffee of my own as I tried not to check between his legs. This was an almost existential concept that women rarely understand. The world defines men by their genital size and general performance. Talking to a man without testes was like talking to…well, I wasn’t sure. How many eunuchs had I met? 
 
    “Who told you?” he asked. “No, don’t deny it. You have the look. People learn you don’t have testicles and suddenly they don’t know what gender pronouns to use. It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Chandu or Alejandro. I’m not sure. Sorry.” 
 
    “And they apologize too much. There are half a million eunuchs in North America, largely related to prostate cancer. I’m not sure about Central America, but you’ve probably met dozens of them.” 
 
    “I did not know that.” I tried to sound fascinated. Mostly, I felt uncomfortable. 
 
    “To answer your question, no, they don’t grow back. Chandu can’t fix them, but she addressed the hormone issue somehow. Life goes on.” He sipped from his coffee bowl. “Have you decided to help us yet?” 
 
    “You mean the town?” I grimaced. I don’t think he missed the part about him dying when Chandu died. I’d never talked to a condemned and emasculated man who was also my lover’s ex-husband. He was like a minefield with all the mines. I started over. “Would you do it again?” And by the way, I’m sorry you’re going to die. 
 
    “Oh, god, yes. That was never a regret of mine. I wouldn’t have killed all those monkeys. I would have married later and asked Isabela to make the commitment much later, but otherwise, I don’t have any regrets.” He looked right at me. “Surprisingly.” 
 
    “Then why do you live down here? I mean…” 
 
    “Why do I live on the edge of town like the village fool? Can you imagine how lonely she is? She’s alone up there in that house, filled with the pain of a hundred sick children and all of us. She’s the only Black woman within thirty miles, and she’s felt like she doesn’t belong since her mother brought her. Alejandro was her only friend, the only one as different as she was. So, of course, other kids mocked her and called her terrible names. Racist little shits. But she loved him like a brother…and then she betrayed him. I’m not down here because I hate her; I’m here because she hates herself. And she wants certain physical things I’ve lost interest in.” 
 
    I cringed and nodded, trying to understand his demeanor. He was friendly and almost whimsical. Maybe learning he was going to die was a relief, something he’d dreaded for decades that had finally come. 
 
    “I’ll tell you why it’s different for me, though.” He sipped his coffee. “My parents were wealthy and bought my way here when I was dying. I still don’t know what it was, but Chandu saved me. I came back years later as a doctor, determined to pay them back and to save as many others as I could. You think it’s some magical place, but back then it was a tiny village full of dirt-poor people with a magical animal they protected to the extent of keeping away all trade, all outsiders, all chance to improve their lives. They lived in grinding poverty and pretended to be happy about it. 
 
    “Diego will tell you they were happier before Chandu, but he’s a romantic when he’s not drinking. I don’t remember anything other than quiet desperation. The idea of a clinic here, catering to rich outsiders, was mine. I pulled this place out of the jungle and built it into a safe, comfortable town where people have dignity and power, and the freedom to be whatever they want. But I’m no savior. I just paid my debt.” 
 
    “And Chandu agreed to all that, to curing outsiders of cancer? I thought it hurt her?” 
 
    Arlen took this in. “I can’t remember. I assume she did.” He frowned. “Maybe that’s why she’s so angry. Sometimes it seems like they just feed on each other, Alejandro, Isabela, Chandu in an endless cycle of bitterness and rage. I have no idea where it all started, but I’m sure I asked her…” But he clearly wasn’t. We sat in silence as he worked it over in his head, searching for memories long since faded, until he gave up and sighed. 
 
    “Back to your question,” he said. “What you need to understand is that you’re still a tourist here, and what you’re asking is if I think you’re the one who should replace Isabela. Honestly, I don’t. But you seem like a good man, a kind man, and maybe that’s what Chandu wants for her daughter. Maybe she’s grown beyond whatever I thought she needed or the town wanted. And if that’s her choice, that’s her choice. I trust her, so if you think it’s right for you, and you can commit yourself to doing it, then do it. Just don’t do it alone. Isabela and I will be gone. You’ll need your friends when this is done, more than you can imagine. Don’t run away like I did. Don’t hide up there and look down on them like she does. If you’re going to be part of this town, be part of it. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. That was actually helpful. 
 
    “Can you do me a favor? It’s not a small thing.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can try.” 
 
    “Forgiveness is hard. You live as long as we have, and you just repeat the same mistakes over and over. Find out what Isabela’s so angry about or scared of before it’s too late. Whatever it is, she deserves to have some peace before it’s over.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it is?” I thought it was Alejandro, Natia, Chandu, sterilization or a hundred things, but none of them quite explained her singular rage. 
 
    “If you’d asked before the plague what could break Isabela, I would have said nothing, but losing Natia cracked her wide open, or something about it did. I never understood why she never got over it.” 
 
    “She lost her child, Arlen.” 
 
    “We lost our child. You think only mothers feel pain?” He took a breath. “Back then, death was much more present than it is now. Everyone lost children. Some lost all of them, one after the other, year after year…” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I’ll try to find out.” Even if I had no idea how or even if it was my place. 
 
    I was about to say something when Alejandro came out of the jungle carrying Miguel. I felt a start of fear, but something had changed; Alejandro didn’t even seem angry. Whatever rage he’d felt toward me, and whatever the cause, it was now gone. He ambled up to the porch and sat on the stairs next to Arlen, Miguel in his lap, as if he did the same thing every day. Arlen put a hand on his shoulder and I’m pretty sure they forgot I was there. Alejandro looked into the jungle and hummed to his son. Arlen joined in after a while. What had happened between them was long since forgiven. Now there was just music I’d never heard, soft sounds like the sand talking to the sea, and the jungle waking up around us. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    Christmas and Fire 
 
    Navidad y Fuego 
 
    Men and women of the village circled a staggeringly large pile of wood near the town square fountain. There was no cross or body like a funeral pyre, no witch or criminal, but instead a large and detailed carving of General Tinoco by local woodworker, cook and surfer, Carlos, whose last name I still didn’t know. People added offerings to the pile, things they’d like to put behind, the sins they’d like to forget, bad ideas, bad memories or whatever they wanted to burn away. Diego threw on a piece of driftwood with something scrawled on the side. Carlos tossed in a thin white envelope, and I dropped in my expired passport. I liked the symbolism; it was like burning your ships when you reached the New World, but with 99% less colonialism. Isabela had thrown on a large cardboard box earlier, with a faded corner of fabric sticking out. It looked too tattered and faded to be any of my shirts. Maybe. 
 
    By the tree, Azita was dressed as Santa in a large chair, surrounded by Christmas presents for the few remaining kids in the town or hospital, courtesy of the Sonara Foundation. Patients’ parents rolled their children around in wheelchairs or stood in small groups looking confused and visibly anxious. I can’t say I blamed them; it was a very large pile of wood topped by a fascist effigy, and that wasn’t even the strange part. 
 
    The Christmas tree was ablaze with beautiful lights. Monkeys played in the branches above a table with a large pile of ornately wrapped presents that didn’t seem to fit in the Azita stack, until someone remembered that monkeys tend to pee on things beneath the tree, and the table was hastily moved closer to Santa Azita. There was no sign of Izzy. 
 
    “You come here often?” Karla asked from behind me. She was wearing a naughty Mrs. Claus hat and top, a miniskirt and thigh-high black leather boots with cherry-red piping. Well, of course she was. I wondered what Harry thought of her outfit. 
 
    “You look ridiculous,” I said, meaning damn. 
 
    “Thank god.” She took a drink from a clear bottle that smelled like acetone. “Can you imagine if this was considered mainstream? What kind of fucked up society would that be?” 
 
    “So, Azita’s back.” 
 
    She nodded. “I had this whole thing planned where you were going to wake up in bed with her, thinking it was Isabela, and freak out, but Isabela wouldn’t play along.” 
 
    I laughed, then cringed thinking about it. “Are you here to torture anyone in particular?” I asked. “Or just me?” 
 
    “I’m here for the monkey balls and man eunuchs. You can’t get this kind of testicular irony anywhere else on Earth.” She raised her bottle in salute. “To the festival of testicles!” she yelled. 
 
    “¡Festival de los testículos!” a group of men yelled in response. Someone else told her to shut up and promptly got a middle finger with a cherry-red fingernail on top. 
 
    “You like the presents?” she asked. “I did all the cards.” 
 
    “Impressive,” I said. 
 
    “Every one of them includes a free surf lesson from honorary Sonaran, Raymond T. Molina.” 
 
    “What?” She had to be kidding, which meant she wasn’t. 
 
    “What do you think of Azita’s outfit?” 
 
    “A bit risqué?” 
 
    “Fa! You don’t know from risqué. That woman’s done amazing things for this town. Why shouldn’t she dress up and have a little fun?” 
 
    “That woman?” She was talking about Izzy without using insults. “You’re much softer inside than you let on.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if you’re talking dirty or being insulting.” 
 
    “Uh.” 
 
    She kissed my cheek and leaned in to whisper. “Merry Christmas, Ray.” 
 
    After leaving me inappropriately stimulated and nervously rubbing off her lipstick, Karla wandered off in search of Arlen or Brad or anyone amusingly drunk. I scanned the crowd again. There was still no sign of Isabela. In the trees around the square, a few howlers watched quietly. Alejandro and Miguel were barely visible among them. Miguel was bigger than most full-grown males now and still growing, but his face had none of Alejandro’s hatred or latent rage. In the flickering light of fires set around the square, he looked like a big child with wide, innocent eyes. 
 
    “¡Libera a los monos!” Jimena yelled. The town cheered. Dozens more drunken monkeys swarmed up the Christmas tree, drawn to whatever food and scent had been put there earlier. All the monkeys were male. A third of them had their balls painted luminescent red, a third glow-in-the-dark green and the others, of course, the kind of bright white that would make stoners swoon under a black light. I couldn’t tell if it was madness or genius, or maybe there’s no difference once you’re a hundred years old. Anna would have loved it.  
 
    I turned back to the jungle, but Miguel and all the sober howlers were gone. Only Alejandro remained, a solemn sentry bearing witness to our insanity. 
 
    “You know how all this started?” Diego asked. He started dousing the pyre with gasoline before waiting for an answer. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m still wondering who gets to paint the monkeys. Is that a reward or punishment?” 
 
    “Drink enough and what’s the difference? I still remember the first time. After what Alejandro did to Arlen, somebody painted a few monkeys as a reminder or warning. I don’t know. It was kind of weird, but I’ll never forget the Christmas after we survived the plague and the army left. The whole town came out and got drunk…” 
 
    Diego looked like he was about to cry. The local (ex) school teacher and powerlifter, Mario, showed up with a bottle of tequila and poured us two large glasses in his usual muscular manner, splashing as he bounced with uncontainable energy before bulldozing his way toward the Christmas tree. He must have been a great teacher when there were still kids to teach. 
 
    “Diego…” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” He finished the dousing and grabbed two glasses of something amber-colored from a nearby tray. “I drank and cried and toasted my family and soon everyone was talking about who they’d lost. We toasted the dead and the monkeys and Chandu. Someone even toasted Daku. Alejandro watched the whole thing just like he is now. God knows what that crazy bastard thinks of us, but he lost his family too…” 
 
    “To Alejandro,” I said, raising my glass. I wondered if Karla had provided the alcohol and if we’d all be dead in the morning. “And all the beasts of Sonara.” 
 
    Diego smiled widely and raised his glass. “The beasts of Sonara.” 
 
    “Have you seen Isabela?” 
 
    “Not yet. I think you’re in love.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Had he missed the last few weeks? “You’d think so.” 
 
    “No, with the town. ‘All the beasts of Sonara.’ You’re one of us now.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. I was grateful but nervous. What did that mean? A monkey fell drunk out of the Christmas tree. Another cheer went up. 
 
    “You all right?” Diego punched my arm. 
 
    “Yes.” I grabbed him back. “Thank you for this, for bringing me here.” 
 
    He laughed, but put a hand over mine. “Don’t thank me yet.” 
 
    “¡Quema los arrepentimientos!” someone shouted. Burn the regrets. 
 
    “Ready when you are,” Diego said. 
 
    “¡Quémalos!” someone else shouted. Burn them! Where was Izzy? 
 
    “¡Quémalos!” the crowd chanted in unison. 
 
    “¡Quémalos!” 
 
    “I think we’d better do as they say,” Izzy said, standing just close enough not to touch me. I reached for her hand, but she pulled away. How many times was that now? 
 
    “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” I said. 
 
    “I never miss a good show.” Then she yelled, “¡Quémalos!” along with the crowd. “¡Quémalos a todos!” Burn them all. 
 
    Diego handed her a box of matches. I wasn’t sure what I expected. Would she turn to the crowd and get them even more worked up? Apparently not; she quietly struck a match, watched the flare and then tossed it on the pile. The crowd fell silent. Even the monkeys in the Christmas tree turned to watch. Azita was frozen in anticipation. It took a second to catch, then fire caught and the wood ignited with a shock of hot air and a muffled wumpf! We staggered back and the crowd erupted as flames leaped into the sky. 
 
    “What did you burn?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “My bridges,” I said, laughing. “And you?” 
 
    “Natia’s clothes,” she said. 
 
    “Thank god,” I said. “I thought they were mine.” 
 
    I pulled her close and she let me. I knew we were done and maybe our love had been a fiction we told ourselves, but at least now I was talking to the real Isabela and not some façade. She had no more reason to act, and I had no longer wanted her to. The heat washed over us in waves and I felt her next to me for perhaps the last time, and I was okay with it. With or without her, I felt like I was home, a thing I rarely felt in my life, and that held the moment for me, burned it into my mind. I would never forget this night or this peace. I held Isabela as fire danced and the modern world burned away. I imagined some parents were reconsidering their choices. 
 
    Then someone screamed and all the monkeys peed at once. 
 
    God, it was beautiful. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Acceptance 
 
    Aceptación 
 
    In the morning, Isabela slept in my arms without moving so much as an eyelash. I was tempted to poke her to see if she was real, but it wasn’t Azita. She slept past first light and well past noon. When she finally woke, I was there with coffee, toast and a small package. She sat up and tried to rub the tired out of bloodshot eyes. I wasn’t sure if we’d slept together or just passed out in the same bed, and she looked far too grumpy to ask. 
 
    “You should have burned me too,” she said. “What were we drinking?” 
 
    “Karla called it ‘newbotomy.’” My left eye still wouldn’t focus. “Can you feel your toes?” 
 
    She looked at her toes, frowned. “Some of them. What are you smiling about?” 
 
    “Merry Christmas.” 
 
    “Ooh, presents.” She snapped the box off the tray and tore into it like a child opening her first gift from Santa. She stopped when she realized it was her picture frame. She looked at me warily and then slowly opened it. 
 
    “Oh, Ray, you found her.” 
 
    There were no pictures of Natia or even Arlen with Isabela, at least none Arlen would admit to. What he had was a drawing that Jimena had done of Isabela with Natia, a sketch of her holding her newborn daughter, smeared and faded but already cut to the size of the frame. I guess Arlen had taken it at some point, but I didn’t ask why and he didn’t offer an explanation. 
 
    “I hope it’s okay,” I said. 
 
    Isabela’s hand moved to her mouth and then she touched the glass, running her fingers over the drawing, and wiped her eyes. 
 
    “It’s wonderful.” She touched the glass again and then set the picture frame carefully on the bedside table. “I didn’t get you anything.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I knew what she meant; she never expected us to be together Christmas morning covered in soot and the smell of questionable sex. Which was a nice moment, and then an awkward moment, and then I went to take a shower. When I got out, Isabela was in the dining room at the table of serious conversations. 
 
    “I know,” I said before she even looked up. “We need to take Mina soon, don’t we?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’ll do it. I’ll be the next caretaker.” 
 
    “Oh.” She seemed to freeze and then spoke slowly, carefully, as if an errant syllable might break the moment. “If you’re sure, then yes. As soon as possible. She’s getting weaker. If you wait too long… You are sure, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said, by which I meant mostly sure. 
 
    She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Ray. Thank you.” 
 
    “Can we do it tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’ll ask Harry, but of course he’ll say yes. Why wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “Do I need to tell Chandu?” 
 
    “Probably a good idea, Mr. Caretaker.” 
 
    I smiled. She smiled. I smiled more. Then I realized we were both smiling about something that would kill her and bind me forever to a baby cephalopod. My smile faltered, but Izzy’s just grew. She’d finally come to terms with it all. At least one of us had. 
 
    * 
 
    As I sat waiting at the cenote for Chandu, I wondered how her eggs were doing. Somewhere in the caverns below, thousands and thousands of tiny white sacs were attached to the cave wall, waiting for mother to caress them with water from her funnel. According to what I’d read, Great Pacifics could lay up to 100,000 eggs, though I had no idea if she would lay more or less, or if they were larger, or anything more than that having them killed her. How would it change people if they never knew their parents, if they woke in some strange new place with no one to protect or feed them? Would the world seem more cruel and arbitrary, or did they even think about the world in the abstract? I’d have to ask Chandu’s children when we met, which was a strangely happy thought. 
 
    Chandu surfaced a few minutes later and a long, gray tentacle stretched toward me. I reached back, touching gently, and tried to think of an image that would convey acceptance. I imagined myself at the cenote with a hundred tiny versions of her. I got the feeling she understood, but then I said out loud: 
 
    “I have a condition.” 
 
    To which she responded with a picture of Mina. 
 
    “Okay, two conditions.” I told her what I wanted and why as best I could. I wanted to see what happened to Laila. Whatever it was, whatever happened, I just wanted to know. At first, she seemed to refuse, then I asked again, and she said: 
 
    Not now. Not now. 
 
    Yes, now. 
 
    Shame, she said, and I could feel it wash over me, like bathing in acid and regret. 
 
    It’s okay, I said, hoping it was. Had she killed Laila after all? 
 
    Never okay. Never, never, ever. 
 
    It’s okay, I said again. 
 
    She settled in the pool, completely still, like she was trying to hide in her own skin. Then, when I thought she was just waiting for me to leave, she said I’m sorry and the world vanished. 
 
      
 
    It was before dawn out in the bay, the gray-before-light, and Laila was asleep in her arms, hair billowing out like a million little tentacles. She always loved hair and how it played in the water, but now it just made her sad. Last night, she had tried to do what the woman asked, reached into the girl’s mind and searched for the things to cut and hide, but then she had seen it. The little thing, hiding, so small, but impossible. It couldn’t be. 
 
    Had Isabela betrayed her? Was this a trick? 
 
    What about their secret? Their secret? Their… 
 
    Anger filled her, electrical rage firing end-to-end and screaming back at her from the walls of the cave. How could Isabela do this? It had to be a trick. It was so small, Isabela must have thought she’d miss it, and she might have if she hadn’t been looking in Laila’s mind for other things. Looking where she never did. She tried to respect their privacy, so precious to them, and the woman had taken advantage as she took advantage of everything. 
 
    The anger faded, bleeding off into the cool black water, and she breathed in her own way, as the woman had shown her once, how humans did this, found peace in rage when there was so much rage you could eat it. For a second, she wanted to give Laila what she wanted but more, so much more it would burn the human world, and then the thought scared her into confusion. That wasn’t her, was it? That was a human thought. That was the Beast. That wasn’t her. But the thought remained. She could release a disease that would do to humans what they’d done to her kind. She would be safe again, or at least safer. And the seas would fill with the sounds of a thousand creatures that cowered under rocks or hid from the grinding noise of human machines. 
 
    No, not now. Not ever. It was an evil fantasy and beneath her. But. It was so easy. All she had to do was— 
 
    No! She forced the thought down until she could pretend it didn’t exist. Not now. Not yet. 
 
    What should she do? She couldn’t heal Laila. It was too late for that. Should she still take her memory? 
 
    She didn’t know. What would happen if she didn’t? Would they learn the secret? Would they come after her? Or was this part of the trick, Isabela’s cleverness? Always planning. Always wanting out, out, out. 
 
    She fell asleep before deciding, and when she woke, it was too late to heal the girl. She swam slowly out into the bay, still undecided, looking through the girl’s mind and finding it sharp as jagged rocks. It reminded her of an old memory, almost gone, of making the shark god and how he’d fought against her with all his pointed little thoughts. She was lost in the memory when she felt something in the water and looked around, surprised at how much time had passed. He was coming. He was always listening, waiting, and she was afraid. 
 
    She had made a mistake with him. Was helping this girl the same mistake? 
 
    No, that was wrong. That was anger. And there was the thing inside her. 
 
    She could see the shark, a shadow in the deep and growing. 
 
    She didn’t know why she did what she did next. She was tired or angry or afraid and she just didn’t want to deal with others anymore. She unfurled Laila from her arms and rolled her out into the water, unhealed, untouched, still asleep but waking soon. She might drown. She might not. But if she did, or if the shark took her, then that was an answer. A safe answer that kept the secret. And maybe it would teach Isabela the cost of her tricks. 
 
    No, that wasn’t right. It might not be… 
 
    The shark was coming and she almost turned. She never watched. Good or bad, living or dead, she always turned away. What happened, happened. But this time she stayed. 
 
    The girl’s body floated up, still, and the shark circled her, made her look small as a little fish, and he was asking, asking with his eyes, is this an offering, is this food, is this mine, mine, mine. Because Laila wasn’t awake and she wasn’t moving and he was always hungry. He was faster than normal, snapping in the water, angry like she hadn’t seen since the Audrey girl. Maybe that’s why he didn’t wait for her to answer. 
 
    She said nothing. Later she wanted to think she had, that he’d ignored her, but she knew it wasn’t true. She just watched as Laila’s eyes opened and she jerked in surprise an instant before his jaws closed around her head. Watched blood boil into the water as he snapped with violent pleasure that nearly ripped her body free. 
 
    And then she saw a terrible strange thing. He realized. 
 
    The girl wasn’t dead. She wasn’t an offering or food or his, his, his. 
 
    She was alive. Or had been. 
 
    He wasn’t just being fed or tearing up dead flesh because he was angry and petty; he’d killed her and he knew he could never kill the humans, not the ones who fed them. Not the ones who protected her. He had killed the girl and she had let him and now he was the terrible murdering thing she always thought he was. 
 
    She could see the knowing in his eyes, blacker than black, like hate was a color.
  
 
    I came to on the rocky edge of the cenote, staring at the sky, rage and shame receding like a falling tide. Chandu had killed Laila, or let her die or not stopped Daku. It was all a blur of thoughts, inhuman connections, confusion, anger, none of it fitting in my head like it should. I felt like throwing up, like running away or screaming, but mostly I was just sad. It didn’t have to be like this, did it? How had such a beautiful thing come to such a lonely place? I rolled on my side and realized she was still touching me, a confessor bent and waiting for absolution. 
 
    What was the secret? I asked. Was the little thing in Laila the tracker, and why did that matter? What was the memory Isabela wanted erased? I showed her the black marble tracker and she sent the image back, unchanged, but I couldn’t tell if that was an answer or just her way of expressing confusion. I tried again, but this time all I got back was a wave of fear and shame. 
 
    I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Help me, Father. I’m sorry. 
 
    Stop talking. 
 
    She stopped for a second. I had to think. 
 
    Will you help me? 
 
    I wanted to scream no, to throw off her arm and leave her in the cenote, because she had killed Laila as much as Daku had but, and this was the thing, Diego was still right. She wasn’t human and she wasn’t a murderer; she was something else, something in between, and whatever she did she did because of what we did to her first. I didn’t excuse it or forgive it, because that wasn’t my place, but I understood it. Or thought I might someday, once I could look past the image of Laila opening her eyes just as Daku cut off the light forever. 
 
    Father? 
 
    I’m not your father. 
 
    Silence. She was still again in the water, frozen, leaking desperation. 
 
    Why are you so angry? I could still feel her anger as she released Laila, but it was deeper than any one moment or betrayal. She was like Isabela, fury wrapped in flesh, but I had no idea why. At first, I got no response. Nothing. 
 
    Why are— 
 
    She dumped a thousand memories into my brain and I nearly screamed. 
 
    A shark ripped off one of her arms and she hid in the cavern for months as it grew back. A man peed in the cenote, then another and another. A child dumped a dead dog in the pool and demanded she bring it back to life. Another female octopus, blue and far smaller, tried to move into the caves and she had to kill her, then a dozen more, like an invasion of stupid blue cephalopods. Antonio (father) lying dead by the cenote as Diego wept and begged her to save him. A diver with a spear gun shot her in her own cave and she suffocated him even as she bled into the darkness. Drunken soldiers shot at her from the edge of the pool. A great black octopus almost as large as she was dying as they touched, the last of her kind she would ever see. Isabela threatening her. Arlen with Natia’s dead body. Alejandro screaming at her from the trees after his son died. A hundred more acts of petty violence, humiliations and disrespect ending on one surprising flash of Isabela dumping the doll into the pool and the foul, repulsive taste of it, like she’d taken a shit in the water. 
 
    I tried to pull away, but she wouldn’t let me. 
 
    Understand? she asked. 
 
    I nodded, understanding nothing; there was a hundred years of anger leaking into me. Decades of loneliness. Endless hours hiding in the dark and watching the bay for one last sight of her own kind. The flood of rage about the doll; the final, petty insult that pushed her to hate all she’d once loved. Then strange, foggy visions of people dying. Great piles of human bodies. Maybe from the flu, memories others had shared with her. 
 
    Understand? she demanded. 
 
    Yes, I said. I’m sorry. Who was I to judge her for Laila? I’ll help you. 
 
    Relief. Joy. Gratitude, like a flood. 
 
    “For Mina,” I said, out loud. 
 
    Yes, yes, for Mina. 
 
    One more thing. 
 
    Silence. Waiting. I didn’t want to ask, but now was the only time. Now I was the one with leverage, and I still felt terrible for using it. 
 
    Protection. I tried to imagine baby octopuses. Sacrifice. 
 
    Yes, she agreed. I understand. 
 
    There was no hesitation. I still didn’t understand her. Things I thought she’d fight, she didn’t even seem to care about. I was going to ask her why, why don’t you care, why aren’t you more like us, but she was already gone. 
 
    * 
 
    I took my seat at the Kraken without a word, and Karla brought a beer over without asking how I was. Diego showed up a few minutes later for no particular reason, also silent, both watching. I was still processing what I’d seen at the cenote and wasn’t sure what to say to them. Processing, like I was a computer running a subroutine to figure out what I felt. I knew what I felt. I was horrified. If I lived another thousand years—and that wasn’t strictly impossible—I never want to see anything like that again. Chandu practically fed Laila to Daku. It just wouldn’t fit in my head. Her memories and my interpretation of those memories didn’t belong in the same brain, and every time I tried to fit them together, the memory changed. 
 
    “You okay?” Diego asked, hand on my shoulder, looking worried but also something else. 
 
    “Damn it,” I said. “How did you know? Wait…” I thought I had it. “Izzy told Harry, Harry told you, you told Karla, and now everyone knows.” 
 
    Diego’s grin was absurd. Karla nodded and pulled out a clear glass bottle. 
 
    “No,” I said to her. “Something with a label.” 
 
    “Already letting the power go to your head, I see.” Karla pouted but found some vodka that probably wouldn’t kill us. Diego gave me a quick side hug. Both of them said congratulations in various ways. I smiled and tried to shake off what I’d seen at the cenote. I wanted to tell them about Laila, but not before I told Izzy, and not before I knew what the secret was. Maybe it was just that Chandu had tried to cure Isabela when she was pregnant. But how would Laila know that? 
 
    “You’re taking Mina tomorrow?” Karla asked. I think we were on our fourth shot. 
 
    “Yes,” I drained it. “Did Harry say anything? Was he excited?” 
 
    “Ask him yourself.” Karla nodded and I turned just in time to take a full-body hug from Harry that would have killed a sober man. There was a lot of wheezing and Harry breath in my ear, saying thank you, thank you, but it wasn’t all bad. He smelled like coconuts. 
 
    “Mina won’t stop crying,” Harry said when he released me. “She’s so happy. I don’t think she ever thought, you know, that, but she’s going to. I’ve gotta get back. Everything’s all set. Do you need anything?” I shook my head. “Are you sure? You name it, call me. Do you have my number?” I nodded. “Okay, okay, damn Ray, damn. I can’t…” He wiped his eyes. “Okay, see you tomorrow.” And he took off, a fast walk that turned into a run until he disappeared toward the beach. 
 
    When I looked back, Karla was wiping her eyes. “What? That was sweet.” 
 
    The fifth shot appeared, and I shook my head. “No, no more.” Raised eyebrows. “I have to be sober when I see Izzy.” Higher. “And I need your help, Lady Syndic.” 
 
    Karla snorted the last shot and then bent over, coughing. “Oh, god, it burns.” Another coughing fit. “Ow…” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, but I wasn’t. Diego sipped his shot and smiled like a happy kid. 
 
    “Good one,” Karla rasped, wiping her eyes. “What do you need, Citizen Molina?” 
 
    “Am I a citizen now?” 
 
    “Soon enough,” Diego said. 
 
    “Just like that?” He nodded; just like that. “Does Sonara have an attorney?” 
 
    “Does Daku have teeth?” Karla asked. I’m sure there’s a lawyer joke in there somewhere. “The Foundation has one on retainer, more if you’re feeling feisty.” 
 
    “It can’t be one of Nomanity’s attorneys,” I told them what I was thinking, including my condition to Chandu for taking on the new role, and they didn’t scream at me, so I was off to a good start. They even agreed to take it to the council. Honestly, I was distracted by what I was going to say to Izzy and then Jon, because I had to call him—there was only one way to keep Audrey from finding the source of the flu in Sonara—so I’m not entirely sure what they agreed to, but there was a lot of nodding. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Last Secret 
 
    El Último Secreto 
 
    “Harry wouldn’t stop thanking me,” Isabela said when she sat on the couch next to me. She’d gotten back late and I was waiting up, sober, tired, still processing the Chandu-Daku murder of Laila, or whatever it was. My stomach kept grumbling because I’d forgotten to eat and there was no food in the house. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. “You haven’t changed your mind?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head, which made me a little dizzy. “After telling Harry? I couldn’t face that. But…” 
 
    “Oh, god. What did she tell you this time?” 
 
    I looked at her for a long time, took her hand—which she allowed, reluctantly—and then realized she wasn’t going to do this for me. 
 
    “I think you know,” I said, but then I told her how Laila had died, how Chandu had let it happen. How frustrated she was about something I didn’t understand and the little thing I assumed was the new tracker, but most importantly, that there was a secret, something that scared Chandu to the point of confusion and shame. 
 
    “It felt like she hated you,” I said. “Or was so angry, there was no difference. And she was scared. It was a terrible feeling.” Which was an understatement. Every time I closed my eyes, Chandu’s montage of misery restarted. 
 
    “Okay.” She pulled her hand away and nodded to herself. “I was hoping to avoid this conversation.” There was no emotion in her voice. None. She could have been Azita for the lack of expression on her face, even if her hands were shaking. She saw me looking and tucked them under her legs, hiding their betrayal. 
 
    “Izzy, whatever it is…” 
 
    “What? It’ll be okay?” 
 
    “I just…does it matter? Whatever it is, I’m not going anywhere. Isn’t it better to…” 
 
    “Just say it.” 
 
    “Isn’t it better to clear the air before you die?” 
 
    “No. Did you read that in a card? It’s not better. None of this is better.” Now there was emotion, and it was all fury and my hands were shaking. 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” she said. “But only if you swear to me. Swear that you’ll never tell anyone.” 
 
    “Again? How can I if I don’t know what—” 
 
    “Swear!” she demanded, her voice raised for the first time since I’d known her. She was like a black hole pulling rage from the surrounding space. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I swear.” 
 
    Her gaze was suddenly far, far away. “I used to get these sweats. When I was pregnant, I was always hot and I couldn’t cool off. I’d drench the bed, my clothes. Arlen laughed and fanned me, but he didn’t understand. Natia burned inside me like a sun, and it hurt.” She shook her head and swallowed. “But no matter how much it hurt, no matter how humiliating it was to be constantly wet and hot and miserable, I loved her.” 
 
    “Of course you loved her.” I’m not sure she was even hearing me. 
 
    “Her birth was hard and bloody, and she came out a little broken, but she was mine. She was alive and beautiful and mine.” She swallowed again, licked her lips as if feeling the heat of that moment. “Jimena cleaned her off and put her on my chest, and—” 
 
    “Jimena was there?” 
 
    “Yes.” As if that were perfectly obvious. “Natia was so happy, Ray. She never cried. She slept through the night when she could breathe well, but she was always hot. So hot. Sometimes Arlen and Alejandro would hold their hands up to her like a fire.” She smiled. “It was funny at the time.” 
 
    “Alejandro?” 
 
    “Of course. He was part of the family, and he loved her, little Natia. You’ve seen dogs around babies? They’re instinctively gentle and protective. He was like that with her.” She fell silent for a while and I realized she was reliving some moment with Natia. I wasn’t even there. 
 
    “That’s probably why the monkeys died first,” she blurted. 
 
    “What?” My stomach dropped and Izzy turned to me, rage replaced with dead, cold eyes. 
 
    “She was the plague, Ray. Natia was the epidemic. She was born with it. It came from her. It was her. Whatever Chandu had done to save me had changed her. My sickness became her sickness but mutated into something new and uncontrollable. And it burned…” 
 
    She smiled suddenly, horribly. “You should see the look on your face. That’s the secret, Ray. That’s what Chandu and I did to Sonara and the world. We murdered it, and no one ever knew. Natia was asymptomatic except for her constant high temperature. Alejandro and I never got sick, even when Arlen nearly died, and by then, everyone was dying. Everyone.” 
 
    She shook, her whole body jerking in one violent spasm, and then relaxed back into the couch. I wanted to hold her, tell her it wasn’t true or it was all right, but I also wanted to scream at her or run away and a thousand other things. 
 
    “You can’t be sure,” I said after too long. “It might not have been Natia.” 
 
    “I knew it then, and I know it now. I’ve always known.” She sighed. “After the worst had passed and the army had burned us out, Natia was gone and we focused on rebuilding. No one ever asked. No one made the connection. It was months before we heard about the flu in the United States and started to wonder. María had gotten out, and maybe the flu got out with her.” She smiled, an almost human expression. “Funny thing is, we weren’t sure until Anna told Diego about your grandparents when they met in Fiji. Your silly family story. And then it all connected and we knew. Sonara had killed millions of people.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But no one knew it came from me and Natia. They would have killed us for breaking the rule, for what we did to their families. And they would have been right. I should have given them their justice. I should have told them, but I couldn’t…” 
 
    “You were scared. Of course you couldn’t.” 
 
    “God, what they would have done to us if they found out, but I didn’t care about that. I was scared that’s how the world would remember Natia. Natia Araya Vicario, typhoid Vicario, death, destroyer of worlds.” She wiped her eyes. “It wasn’t her fault.” 
 
    “Izzy.” I reached for her, but she pulled away. “Of course it wasn’t her fault.” 
 
    “You think you had nightmares,” she said. “You have no idea what real nightmares are.” She looked around the house as if realizing where she was. “Then, after a hundred years, Arlen opened his idiot mouth and Laila realized what Natia was. What all of this…” she waved her hand around to encompass all of Sonara. “…was.” 
 
    “She told you?” 
 
    “At the cenote. Right before Chandu took her.” 
 
    “Why?” The timing seemed so off. “Why then?” 
 
    “She was gloating. I don’t think she could keep it in. You know what she asked me? She asked me if I knew. If I knew what I was carrying inside me, what it felt like to give birth to death. She was fascinated by it. Not horrified, not angry. Fascinated.” 
 
    I felt sick to my stomach. The more I learned about Laila, the more she seemed like an extension of Audrey, a thing that used other things. I hated thinking of her that way. In my mind, she was always young Izzy, an innocent young woman killed before she became her true self. But maybe she died exactly the person she was meant to be. 
 
    “Is that what you told Chandu?” I asked. “To erase what she knew about the plague?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “But not because of that. I knew someone would figure it out eventually. Natia was long forgotten. Maybe it was time I paid for what I’d done.” 
 
    “But?” I didn’t want to get into any of that. 
 
    “But then she said, ‘This changes everything. Audrey was right.’” 
 
    “Right about what?” 
 
    “Don’t you get it? She wasn’t researching disease vectors as carriers of genetic therapies. They were looking for a bioweapon, or maybe they just stumbled onto it. I don’t know. But what I knew was that they would never stop. They’d dig up Natia. They’d rip the town apart until they found it. And then…” She shook her head. “That’s why I told Chandu to erase her memories. I didn’t think it would work forever; Laila and Audrey were too smart for that. But I needed time to figure out what to do.” She smiled strangely. “Then she died and that took care of that.” 
 
    I recoiled internally. She seemed almost happy about it. Then I remembered how she’d been that evening, more relaxed and open, and I realized she was happy about it, or at least relieved. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” Isabela said. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “No.” I waved my hand. “I don’t know. I can’t judge. It’s just a lot.” 
 
    “You swore you wouldn’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Who the hell would I tell? That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard. I can’t believe you kept all that inside for a century. I don’t know how you didn’t lose your mind…” Or maybe she had. “But…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I still had another question. The question raised by Carlos’ relationship with Laila. The question I thought I knew the answer to and Isabela didn’t, but it wasn’t going to help her. It wasn’t going to lessen her rage or guilt, or make Laila any different in her eyes. If anything, it would make her even happier Laila was dead. Because now I was sure the little thing Chandu detected in Laila wasn’t the tracker, it was that Laila was pregnant when she went down—and what she wanted wasn’t just an academic knowledge of what Izzy felt giving birth to Natia, but the actual feeling of it. I still had to confirm it, of course, but I knew it was true. 
 
    What’s it like to give birth to death? 
 
    I shuddered. I stood. And I left. 
 
    * 
 
    There was too much to hold inside and nowhere to put it. No one to tell, no way to share the burden of it, no way to see if my thoughts even made sense anymore. I walked up the road as night fell, wandering into darkness. Random things came and left just as abruptly, leaving confusion and stumbling vertigo, as if the world was trying to throw me off. Whatever love I’d felt for Izzy was gone, cauterized, but I could still feel the pain of it. I didn’t hate her. 
 
    Maybe Laila had been looking for a weapon, or maybe she was just digging into a mystery and was blind to the pain and fear her words caused Isabela, but there was no doubt what Audrey would have done if she’d known. The greatest disease anyone had ever found? Contagious? Lethal? Tell me more! So much money to be made and power to be had. Isabela was right about that. Sonara would have been quarantined and absorbed into the bowels of Nomanity or some other company under military guard, and Chandu would’ve been cut apart until there was nothing left of her or her kind. 
 
    And I was still trying to figure out how far Laila went. Was she just pregnant, or had she infected herself with some disease to see how Chandu would mutate it? I doubted it would show up in the autopsy results unless you ran a specific test, so there was no way to know, but it was possible. As insane as it was, it almost made sense, especially if Audrey pushed her into it. 
 
    A few hours later I was on Tres Hermanas, a small peak a mile up the road from Isabela’s where the road dead-ended in a tripod formed by the conjunction of the spine and the ridgelines flanking Veraguas Bay. The only things on the peak were cellular and radio towers, an unmanned weather station and me. Sonara sparkled below, a tiny place, hardly worth noticing. 
 
    I waited for an epiphany, for some revelation to tell me that being the caretaker was the right thing to do, that I wouldn’t end up like Isabela or worse, but there was no sudden realization or voice from god. I just remembered how Anna looked in her open coffin, face pale and empty as it had never been in life, and knew she would never forgive me if I didn’t try. No matter how scared I was, there really was no other choice. But I didn’t have to make Isabela’s decisions and literally could not. Chandu’s daughter didn’t have to be like Chandu. Miguel didn’t have to be Alejandro. And no way were we making another protector out of a bull shark. 
 
    So I texted Diego, asking him to check Laila’s autopsy report for any indication she was pregnant, and walked back down to the house. In my mind, I said goodbye to Laila, whom I had helped behead, for which I was sorry, even if she might have had it coming. And I said hello to saving Mina, because in the end that was all that mattered. All drama and intrigue aside, I didn’t care that Natia had given birth to the pandemic. I just wanted Mina to be able to walk and ride a bike and bear Harry’s bone-hard hugs without crying in pain. That was enough for now. It might be enough for a lifetime. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The Last Battle 
 
    La Última Batalla 
 
    Izzy didn’t move when I lay down next to her. It was strange, feeling nothing for her but having all my senses tell me there had been love or affection there, in her smell, the feel of her hair and the soft rhythm of her breathing. It was even stranger that I fell asleep without trouble, slept without dreams, woke without her beside me, and it was fine. There was no ‘us’ now, and so nothing to miss. 
 
    Still, I lingered. I didn’t move back into the hotel room. I slept in our bed. When I woke up in the morning, I ran my hands over the contour of her missing body, smelled her pillow and generally procrastinated. I wandered around the house, which had an empty feeling as if things were already packed and missing, until I ended up in the living room, where I picked up Isabela’s copy of my book. I flipped to the pictures at the center and thumbed to the end. There she was, Anna, among a set of gratuitous climbing shots from long before I went to Everest. In this one, she’s alone on the windblown peak of Aconcagua, the tallest peak in the western hemisphere. Her arms are out to her sides and she’s feeling the Argentinean Andes around her. God, she looked happy. 
 
    As I closed the book, I noticed an inscription on the cover page:
  
 
    He’s not like Jon 
 
    Don’t break him 
 
    – Karla
  
 
    I smiled and put the book back. It’s nice to be looked after sometimes, especially when you’re already broken. I had always thought writing Ghosts was the end of grieving for Anna, my way of finally letting her go. But now I realized she would always be part of me, that grief didn’t end but just got quieter. Her spirit remained. I flipped to one of her pictures, kissed the page, then put the book back where I’d found it. 
 
    It wasn’t until I was in the bathroom that I noticed the sticky note stuck to my forehead. There was just one word: Alejandro. I guess Isabela was still looking after me in her way. I hadn’t thought about BFM. Chandu was Alejandro’s purpose. He would never let me put Chandu in danger by bringing Mina to the cenote, not even if she told him to, and I doubted they communicated much anymore. I thought about this for a while. I couldn’t repeat my mistake with the machete this time so, being me, I made a completely different one. 
 
    That evening, Mina sat in her living room next to Azita, wrapped in a thin blanket and probably naked beneath. She was almost as stiff and lifeless as the doll. It took me a moment to realize she was asleep, something she managed with no motion of her chest. 
 
    Harry cleared his throat. Mina didn’t respond. He reached down and gently touched her arm. Her eyes fluttered open, wide and empty. Then she blinked and something human returned to her gaze. She focused on me and smiled. 
 
    “I knew you’d come,” she whispered. 
 
    “That makes one of us,” I said. 
 
    “Are you ready, sweetie?” Harry asked. 
 
    Her eyes moved to her father’s face. “Are you?” 
 
    * 
 
    Just before sunset, Karla and Diego pulled up in front of Harry’s house in a topless truck, a raised four-wheel-drive monstrosity that looked like something out of an off-road magazine for angry white boys from the American south. I looked at Karla as mockingly as I could with a dying girl in my arms. 
 
    “Nice truck,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “And yes, I have a very small penis.” 
 
    There had to be a story behind it, probably some long-lost boyfriend who’d been run out of town, but I didn’t care; I was just glad I wasn’t going to have to carry Mina all the way to the cenote. Mina coughed her way into the backseat with Harry. I got in the front and Karla kicked the truck into gear. I wanted to ask Diego if he’d looked at Laila’s autopsy report, but there was no way to do it privately as we lurched down the road, Harry holding Mina and Mina clutching her father for dear life. 
 
    We stopped behind the hospital, where we were greeted by the orderly and Dr. Moore, who let us through the gate. Brad looked strangely happy, as if he’d been waiting for years to do this. He asked if he could help, and I shook my head, no, the fewer of us the better. Even Isabela hadn’t wanted to come or didn’t think she should. 
 
    The road narrowed just past the break in the cleavage, and Karla killed the engine. Natural sounds returned, slowly, as the smell of dust and gasoline faded. I unclasped my seatbelt and got out to get Mina, but Harry wouldn’t let her go. Karla stood next to me, uncharacteristically quiet. 
 
    “Daddy,” Mina whispered. “Daddy, I have to go.” 
 
    He didn’t let go. I’m not sure he could. 
 
    I pulled his arms away and lifted her out of the truck. She was like a papier-mâché girl, light and stiff and cold. She waved goodbye as Harry just stared at her. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to come?” Diego asked, glancing toward his sidearm. I nodded, but I wasn’t. I wanted Alejandro out of the way. I didn’t want him dead. 
 
    Diego nodded and slid into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Mina,” Harry whispered, and then Diego started the engine and drove away. 
 
    “He thinks it’s too late,” Mina said. “He thinks I’m going to die.” 
 
    “You’re not going to die,” I said. “I promise.” 
 
    “Liar,” she whispered. Then she passed out. 
 
    Karla walked up the trail ahead of me, showing the way with a small flashlight. Mina’s bones pressed sharply into my forearms. Her head lolled listlessly as a newborn’s, but there was no way to hold it without dropping her. She couldn’t ride piggyback and I wouldn’t fireman carry her, so she flopped backward in my arms as we walked toward the trail. Through the sweet air of fruit and decaying leaves came the stench of her inner rot. I hadn’t realized you could smell death coming until that moment. Maybe Harry was right, maybe it was too late, but god I hoped not. 
 
    “It’s so quiet,” Mina whispered. I looked down, surprised, and directly into wide, black pupils that held every star in the sky. Then she shuddered and passed out again. Karla glanced back, worried, but I nodded for her to go on. There was nothing else we could do. 
 
    A few minutes later, we reached the trailhead and rested. The stars were bright through the canopy, and the moon cast deep shadows through the jungle, but there was nothing welcoming about the light. We had not been invited here. The next step would take us into Alejandro’s domain and he didn’t want us. I have never felt so much like praying in my life, not for myself, but for this fragile girl. There was so little hope anyway. But if I couldn’t make it to the cenote, there was none at all. She would die in my arms away from her father and there would just be skin and bones to bury if the monkeys left even that. 
 
    We stepped onto the trail. Each step turned up the volume. Leaves whispered, insects buzzed and monkeys howled in the canopy like gravel-mouthed wolves. Another step and louder. Two dots appeared over the trail in front of us, unblinking, dead-set eyes. 
 
    “Hello, Alejandro,” I said. Karla pulled the rock out of her pocket. I figured her aim was better than my luck with the machete, and Alejandro knew it. His disembodied eyes narrowed, but he stood aside. As we walked past, his breath huffed out and I waited for a blow that didn’t come. He followed behind us, silent but for his breathing. I wondered if he could hear my heart and if Mina could feel it beating through the blanket. What was he waiting for? 
 
    The trees opened as we stepped into the clearing. I set Mina down on the soft grass and leaves, where she curled into a fetal position and murmured something inaudible. When I turned back to the trail, Alejandro was gone. I looked up at the sky, around the edge, and then back toward the cenote. 
 
    “Back off!” Karla yelled. 
 
    Alejandro was standing over Mina, his face pressed close to hers; his breath ruffling the fine hair that was once her bangs. I froze. He could kill her. He could do anything. What was I supposed to do? I looked at Karla as she raised the rock. Alejandro looked in the same direction and stood up, backed off and hissed. 
 
    The next part happened so fast it was almost comical. Karla threw the rock with all her force. Alejandro snatched it out of the air easily and threw it back. The stone hit Karla square in the forehead and she went down like a sack of meat. I just gaped at her, at Alejandro, and realized Alejandro had let her throw stones at him for years or decades, though god knew why. Diego should have come with his gun. I was outmatched and Mina’s fate was now in the monkey’s hands, and he knew it. 
 
    Alejandro stepped back, one short shuffling step at a time, until he was near the edge of the cenote, and he howled. It was the loudest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. I could feel it in the bones of my hands. The jungle erupted with the howls of other monkeys—deep, straining howls of rage—but none like Alejandro. He could have cracked the Earth with another howl, but instead he stopped, glanced at me and shook his head. 
 
    No, I understood. No, this is not going to happen. No, I’m not letting you risk Chandu’s life for this girl. No, you can’t do anything about it. I am the Beast, the protector, and it ends now. 
 
    So I did the only thing I could. I took a step forward, glancing hopefully at Karla’s inert form, and balled my fingers into trembling fists. One more step and I took a wide, roundhouse swing that would have made any boxer cringe. I was so surprised to make contact with his soft, wet nostrils that I almost fell over. He wobbled slightly and then pushed me back. I swung and made contact again. He did nothing. I hit him again, in the head and the chest, throwing wild punches, until I stopped, exhausted, and tried to catch my breath. He cocked his head to the side. 
 
    Oh, shit. “Alejandro…” 
 
    He hit me so hard in the chest I was down instantly, my head resting on Mina’s curved back. A second later, my eye was bleeding and even the stars were screaming. I heard something snap but felt nothing other than the rush of blood down my throat. I coughed and curled up on my side. He broke a few of my ribs and I ended up on my back again. He punched me in the groin. I tried the fetal position, back and forth, blow after blow. 
 
    He leaned over, his eyes inches from mine, and pressed his hand to my broken face. I could feel what he needed, what he wanted. It wasn’t my death, it was just my acceptance. He was stronger. He was more powerful. I was nothing. I could be forgiven because I was too inconsequential to hate. These were easy thoughts for me. 
 
    He leaned and I nodded. Yes, you win. I lose. Mina dies. But instead, I heard him speak, wet rasped words barely discernable but undeniable: “Thank you.” 
 
    Alejandro could talk. 
 
    And then he backed up and howled just as Chandu rose from the water. Tentacles wrapped around his simian frame and curled around his abdomen. A second later, they tightened, twisted and his back snapped. There was no more howling as she dragged him under. The entire time, he just looked at me until he was looking at nothing. He knew it was coming. He wanted it to happen. Beating me was just the way to get there.
  
 
    Alejandro felt himself drift. It happened more these days. He was so full of pointless anger, it seemed like another being living in his skin. He hit Ray again and again, at some point forgetting why. The darkness raged, screaming, but he heard nothing. Not even the sound of his fists breaking flesh and bone. He watched his fist strike the man’s face. Blood flew out of his mouth. Why had he done that? What was the point? 
 
    He stepped back and let his heart settle, felt his rage dissipate like morning fog, a spirit that had used him for some unknown purpose. This man had saved his son. This man had done more for him than the woman ever had. What was he protecting? The water god would die and another would replace her. It had lost all sense. 
 
    That other feeling rose in him again. The gray heavy thing that humans called grief and felt like it would swell and tear him apart unless he cried it out, but he couldn’t cry or do anything that mattered, so he just gave up. This is all I am. This is all I’ve ever been. She’ll never fix me and I’ll never know why. Strangely, he remembered that day he went to kill Natia but didn’t, before finding Arlen surrounded by the dead, a few hours when he had felt something else, a new or forgotten feeling that returned when his second son was born. It was something like joy but seemed so alien now, a false promise, like the woman’s words and just as fleeting. 
 
    He heard the water god rising behind him. Knew she would protect the man and that he was of no further use. His time was over. His time had never been. It was like a blink and gone. So he did the only thing he could, the only thing he knew. He raised his fists and screamed at the world as the Beast, as the animal, until he was suddenly in the air looking at the stars. 
 
    They’re so beautiful. I wonder what they are. 
 
    And then he felt himself bend and snap and all the black leaked out.
  
 
    I rolled onto my good side and dragged Mina toward the pool. I was swallowing a lot of blood and the broken ribs made breathing nearly impossible, but I got her to the edge and unceremoniously rolled her out of the blanket. Her eyes popped open. 
 
    “Pura Vida,” she said through pink teeth. 
 
    I laughed and then all the stars disappeared.
  
 
    She held the Beast in her arms and felt such loss at his passing, this thing she had made, somehow failed and then unmade, all without thinking or asking. He called her the water god, and she always thought it was a way of mocking her, but now she realized he had worshiped her in his way. He had killed. He had served. He had protected. And she had failed him. She never understood what was wrong with him, treated him just like the shark, another monster to be tamed or tool to be used. 
 
    In his fading memories, she saw only loneliness. She had created a thing like herself and thought it a gift, but instead cursed him with a life alone and without hope. She was wrong. It was better to be alone together than alone alone. It had taken too long to understand. 
 
    His mind faded so fast it was hard to pull the memories out of him. What remained strongest was his anger and love. He hated how he’d needed the woman, how it felt unnatural and wrong. He hated himself and his endless anger, but he felt nothing but love and gratitude for his son and his salvation. Both sets of emotions were laid before her as his mind emptied with one final plea. She saw an image of herself, but he meant her daughter, the next her. 
 
    Don’t let her break my son. 
 
    She was overwhelmed by shame, the sense that he saw her as she saw the human world: a hateful, angry thing better off dead. She wanted to tell him he was wrong. That that wasn’t her. She wasn’t like them, but… 
 
    Promise me. 
 
    I promise. I’ll teach her better. I promise, she said again, to convince herself. But he couldn’t hear her. 
 
    The Beast was gone.
  
 
    When I woke up, all that was left of Mina was her blanket, but what stuck with me was that Alejandro was dead. For all his sins, he was more man than monster, and the world would never see his like again. It was hard to process anything beyond this simple observation. I had just given Harry’s daughter to a sea god that hated the human species as much as she needed us. And an angry monkey had sport-punched me in my tiny man-balls so hard that I had to waddle over to check on Karla. She was sitting up now, touching her bloody forehead, and had more trouble standing than I did. We were quite a pair. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Alejandro’s dead,” I said. She nodded as I helped her up, and we started down the trail. I nearly fell on my face a dozen times, and Karla fell at least once. She kept asking me to turn on my flashlight, which I never had, and I asked her to use hers, which she’d lost, so it wasn’t clear which one of us had more brain damage, but at least she wasn’t waddling. 
 
    Diego was waiting just past the cleavage in Karla’s ridiculous truck. Harry was nowhere to be seen. I guess he’d walked home alone to prep the boat. I tried to hold my thumb up to hitch a ride, but I couldn’t raise my arm, so I just crawled up into the passenger seat and panted. 
 
    “So, it went well?” Diego asked. 
 
    “Alejandro’s dead,” I said. Diego looked at Karla, impressed, as she crawled into the back seat. “Chandu killed him.” 
 
    “I don’t know why,” Diego said. “But I’m going to miss that monkey.” 
 
    “He was a miraculous thing. Of course you’ll miss him.” 
 
    Diego kicked the engine into gear and drove slowly to the hospital, where Brad was waiting by the back doors. Karla stumbled out of the truck and walked unsteadily into Brad’s arms, waving us off. Brad practically carried her inside. She probably had a serious concussion, but I wondered if she’d ever gone to the hospital before. She’d always had Chandu until now. 
 
    “What about you?” Diego asked. 
 
    “Just take me home,” I said. I would’ve laughed if my ribs weren’t broken. Home. I didn’t even know what that meant anymore. Thankfully, Diego didn’t argue. He drove carefully, trying to avoid bumps that made me want to cry, up the long dirt road that led to Isabela’s. The lights of her house eventually came into view behind the trees, and I wondered if she could feel what I’d done. Was she dying already? Could she feel the cancer take hold? 
 
    “You did the right thing, Ray,” Diego said. “There was nothing else you could do.” 
 
    They were meaningless but familiar words. Diego pulled into the driveway and stopped. 
 
    “Oh.” I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten to ask. “Did you check Laila’s—” 
 
    “Yes,” Diego said. “I’ll keep looking. But if she was pregnant, there’s no evidence of it on the report.” He shook his head. “Do you think she’d do that?” 
 
    I forced a casual shrug. He just meant going down with Chandu while pregnant. He had no idea about Natia and the flu and I couldn’t tell him. “Maybe she just wanted to keep the child.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s…” He didn’t seem to know what to say. “Can you make it?” 
 
    “What if she hates me?” My emotions were all over the place. Why would she hate me? This was ridiculous. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen. Now get out of the truck. You’re ruining the leather, and Karla’s going to kill me.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I got out and used the side of the truck to hold me up. 
 
    “Good luck,” he said. “Call me if she kicks you out.” 
 
    He backed up abruptly and I almost fell over. I stood swaying in the moonlight, hoping for death, but instead a light came on and Isabela appeared at the back door. I waddled toward her and fell into her arms so she had no choice but to hold me. Her skin was my last meal. Her smell was the sun and her arms were the salvation of god. I guess I still loved her or remembered loving her, or remembered the illusion of love. Whatever. 
 
    I think I wanted to talk, to see how she felt about Mina and Alejandro and what came next, but as she sat next to me on the couch, cleaning blood off my face, she didn’t say a word. It took me a while to realize she hadn’t expected me to come back and I was now an unwelcome guest. There was no nostalgia in her touch, just obligation. This was her home now, not ours, if it ever had been, and I was only welcome because she was too kind to evict an ex-lover with broken ribs. She didn’t want to face the man who knew her secret, Natia’s secret. If it were up to her, I doubt we’d ever see each other again. 
 
    At some point, she got a blanket and helped me lie down. 
 
    “Was it painful?” she asked. “When Alejandro died, do you think…?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I think it’s what he wanted.” 
 
    “Stupid monkey,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I’ll wake you in the morning.” 
 
    I wanted to call after her, say something, anything, to fill the chasm between us, but I knew it was pointless and I was so tired. Darkness was a tide, rising, rising until I slipped under and disappeared. And that was the end of us. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    The Last Resurrection 
 
    La Última Resurrección 
 
    I could almost feel Chandu in the water below us, a great mass of arms wrapped around Mina’s body. Brad leaned over the opposite rail, scanning the water as Harry followed the tracker signal. Every movement of the boat, even the vibration of the engine, made my ribs ache, but I hardly noticed. I could feel her release the girl into the water to rise slowly on the buoyant air left in her lungs. And just when I knew she would, Mina floated up out of the darkness just off the port bow. Harry killed the engine. I would’ve thrown her a life preserver, but I was beat to hell and could barely lift my arms. 
 
    “Just a second, Mina,” I called out. She didn’t respond. “Mina?” 
 
    Harry was already in the water and swimming over to her. He wrapped his arms around his daughter and pulled her back to the boat. Brad pulled her up with ease, she was so light, and laid her down on a blanket. I kept waiting for her to say something, to tell us how she felt. I wanted to ask her about Chandu, but then I realized she wasn’t breathing. Harry jumped on deck just as Brad started CPR. 
 
    1-2-3 
 
    “Come on, baby,” Harry said. “Come on.” 
 
    Brad pushed down so hard I wanted to pull him off. I’d forgotten how brutal real CPR was. It was nothing like the movies. She’d be lucky if she didn’t end up with more broken ribs than me. 
 
    1-2-3 
 
    It couldn’t be this way. How could she have come so far and then just drown? 
 
    1-2-3 
 
    “Baby, please. Please don’t do this.” 
 
    Mina convulsed. She coughed, gasped for breath, coughed again, and then lay on her back, breathing heavily. Brad sat back on his haunches, expressionless. A few seconds later, her eyes focused and she smiled so brightly you’d think she’d just woken from a beautiful dream. Brad sat back, breathing hard, and made room for Harry. 
 
    “You should see all the eggs, Daddy. They’re like pearls. They’re so beautiful.” 
 
    Harry caressed her face. “You weren’t breathing, baby. Why weren’t you breathing?” 
 
    “It was hard for her,” she said, wincing and touching her chest. “I don’t think I was supposed to be conscious at all. You wouldn’t recognize her. She’s so pale now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Harry said. “Okay.” He wrapped her in his arms and wept. 
 
    “It’s okay, Daddy. It’s okay.” 
 
    Harry pulled her even closer, crushing her against him. She put her hands on his bare arms to comfort him, but you could tell he would have pulled her inside him if he could. He just cried and cried, as if everything inside him had broken loose and there was nothing left but saltwater and pain. 
 
    * 
 
    I drove the boat, badly, from the wheelhouse. I blamed my swollen eye and generally beaten condition, but no one cared. Mina chatted happily with Harry now that she was dressed, telling him everything was okay, but he wouldn’t leave his daughter’s side. Brad watched her carefully from a few feet away. I did my best to take a straight line toward the beach as light slowly filled the morning sky, but I was leaving a terrible snake wake behind us as I meandered through the bay. Harry would have been ashamed had he been capable of noticing. 
 
    As we got closer, I realized there were people on the beach, far more than when I’d paddled in with Laila’s head. The crowd grew and grew as we came into the shallows, rocking through the gentle swell. It looked like the entire village was out, hundreds of people I had never seen before except possibly at the Christmas bonfire. Where were they all coming from? 
 
    I docked the boat without killing us, a miracle in itself. A dozen men and women grabbed lines and secured us to the pier. The entire village was on the beach. I couldn’t understand it. All the lives Harry had helped save before, and no one had ever come to even say thank you, and now they came out. Why now? 
 
    Mina leaned into Harry’s side as he guided her up the beach. She was moving slowly on her spindly white legs. Brad and I followed behind, and a hundred others filled the space behind us as we walked. As Harry passed those on the sides, they reached out to touch Harry and Mina, and whispered to them. 
 
    “Lo siento,” they were saying. “We’re sorry.” 
 
    And then I understood. There was no conspiracy of cold-hearted people using Harry to run the boat as his daughter slowly died alone behind an old surf shack. There were just people trying to survive. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Redemption 
 
    Redención 
 
    The afternoon after Mina came back, I waddled slowly up the hill to see Isabela, even if she didn’t want to see me. She and Arlen were going to the cenote two days later, and the whole town was talking about it like it was a festival or celebration. I still couldn’t get my head around it, so I walked in thinking I’d ask her if she wouldn’t rather run away and spend a few months traveling the world. Instead, I found her on the couch with Arlen, hand-in-hand, and they both looked up at me like I was the intruder, because I was. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and then, “uh.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Isabela said. Arlen wouldn’t look at me. “We have a lot to discuss. Do you mind?” 
 
    Do I mind? You’re damn right I minded. Which made no sense. We were over. I had no hold on her or her affections, especially in the last days of her life. If I could die in anyone’s arms, it would be Anna’s. No one could ever fill the hole she left. Of course Isabela wanted to spend her last days with Arlen, but she could have warned me. I won’t even try to describe the combination of jealousy, anger, bitterness, surrender and general confusion I felt at that moment. Imagine your heart and a tree shredder. Or maybe it was less profound than that. Maybe I just hated facing the fact that our act, the illusion of our relationship, had always been more real for me than for her. She was better at this game, and she knew it. 
 
    I went to the bedroom to grab a few changes of clothes and, of course, to stare at the bed and imagine them there, together. Not sexually, but holding each other, her body curled into his arms, fitting more perfectly than we ever had—two parts of the same being returning to one, like the skin separating them was just some sad, ancient mistake. There were boxes by Izzy’s closet, clothes packed for charity, so few of them it was insulting to a life as long and important as hers. When she was gone, there would be little to remember her by, and that seemed to be how she wanted it. I kicked petulantly at a box and sighed. How could this be all there was? 
 
    Back in the living room, I said an awkward goodbye and then found myself standing in the dirt of the driveway holding a hobo bundle of clothes and staring at the trees. I might have cried. It was a crappy moment. And then I started my walk of shame back down the hill, only to be saved in minutes by Karla and her damn truck. She went by, turned around, and then pulled up next to me. I think she had the engine on extra-gurgle, so loud, but it felt great to dump my crap in the back seat and sit down. Slump down. Collapse, really. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. “I should have warned you about Arlen. Sorry.” 
 
    “You knew?” I didn’t have the energy to make it sound like an accusation. And there was a bandage on her forehead from her monkey-induced concussion, so I didn’t try that hard. 
 
    “Syndic knows all.” We started bouncing down the road. “You want some good news?” Of course I did. “The council said yes, and the lawyer’s already done.” 
 
    “Great.” I would have meant it, but in my mind, there was room for nothing but Isabela wrapped in Arlen’s arms, smelling her hair and kissing her neck. 
 
    The evening sun was garish and hateful, mocking my sentimentality. The ride back to the hotel was silent except for the engine and occasional howls from the jungle. And my damn ribs. Between jarring gear-changes, she put her hand on my leg and I was surprised to feel something like gratitude. I stared at her hand for a while, trying to understand what I felt, but in the end, I just put my hand over hers and accepted her touch for what it was. 
 
    The truck ate up the road and the jungle swallowed Izzy’s house. When we were in town, she took one wrong turn then another past the police station, and it took me a while to figure out where we were or where we were not. This wasn’t the hotel. It was a simple two-story home hidden in the trees south of Harry’s, a house I’d seen a thousand times from the water and had never known how to get to from town, not that I’d tried. 
 
    “Is this your house?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t live at the hotel.” She left out the implicit dumbass. It never occurred to me that she had a home away from the hotel and bar. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” 
 
    “I thought the hotel might be hard to take. You’re in the guest room. Don’t get any ideas. We’ll move you back to the house later.” 
 
    I frowned. “You mean when Izzy’s dead.” 
 
    “Of course that’s what I mean. Why do you always state the obvious like it’s a question?” 
 
    “Why are you always such a pain in the ass?” 
 
    Before she could answer, I heard the sound of glass ghosts from the jungle, and a vein of ice pumped super-cooled blood straight to my heart. Then the sound came again, louder this time. I looked on the porch and the chimes were there. The chill faded as I turned back to Karla. 
 
    “You have no idea…” I climbed onto the porch. 
 
    “The chimes?” She smiled. “I bought them when I heard you were coming.” 
 
    “Why?” I reached out and touched the long fingers of glass. 
 
    “To mess with you, but now I love the sound. I can take them down.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I like it now.” And it was true, the cold was gone. “It reminds me…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I guess it’s like a relationship. The things you’re most attracted to are the things that drive you crazy later on. I followed that sound and an imaginary Yeti up Everest. It gave me something to focus on and kept me alive, but it’s made me anxious ever since. And yet I miss it. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well…” I noticed Carlos sitting on the porch, off to the side. Karla saw him at the same time and left us alone. 
 
    “Carlos?” I walked over to him. “You okay?” 
 
    And that was all it took. Seeing Carlos or saying his name triggered something Chandu had dumped in my head and I suddenly had an intimate understanding of what it was like to have sex with a man or, at least, for Laila to have sex with Carlos. The video-like memory was so surprising and vivid, I practically fell onto the porch next to him. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “God, I’m sorry, Carlos. That’s none of my business, you and Laila.” And it wasn’t like I hadn’t already figured it out without Chandu’s help. 
 
    “It’s okay. I knew she was using me. I just thought it was the usual sex-with-a-local thing.” He forced a shrug. “She was pregnant, wasn’t she?” 
 
    I nodded, though I couldn’t be sure. It just felt true. 
 
    “Was that why…” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Carlos. I mean, that wasn’t the issue.” You didn’t kill her. What did I tell this poor kid who was far older than I was? “Did you like her?” 
 
    “Yeah, a lot. It was strange.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He looked down as if the answer was between his bare feet or under the stairs, just waiting to be noticed. “Because she was obviously in love with Audrey. I thought she was with me to make her jealous or something, but Audrey didn’t care.” He sighed. “I could have been anyone, any man. I just don’t know why she wanted to get pregnant. She told me she had an IUD.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I hated lying to him. “Does it matter?” 
 
    He looked at me with wide, wounded eyes that said yes, it mattered, but he didn’t want to know the answer. I wondered how much of being a caretaker was being a priest and confessor to everyone in town. No wonder Izzy was tired of it. 
 
    “Jandro do that to your face?” he asked finally, and I knew we’d never talk about it again. 
 
    I nodded and touched my face reflexively. It was like touching hot, sweaty dough. 
 
    “Told you the monsters were real,” he said, looking back down and probably feeling like a monster himself. I wanted to tell him Alejandro wasn’t a monster, none of them were, but maybe that wasn’t true. Maybe we’re all monsters on our bad days and the monkey just had more than others. At least he didn’t accidentally kill millions of people. 
 
    Carlos stood with a grunt, a middle-aged sound from a young body. “You know what I burned at Christmas?” 
 
    I’d watched him put it on the fire. “An envelope, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “It showed up a few weeks after she died.” 
 
    “What was in it?” 
 
    “Two-hundred-thousand US dollars. No note. Just a cashier’s check.” He shook his head. “I thought about sending it to my family, but…” He shrugged. “Tell Audrey I burned it.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing I wouldn’t because it would just put him in danger. He forced a final smile and walked off, head bent down, and I wondered if Chandu had shown him anything of Laila’s death—how much of that horror he’d have playing in his head for the rest of his life. 
 
    “Drink?” Karla called from inside the house. 
 
    Was that even a question? 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    The Ultimatum 
 
    El Ultimátum 
 
    I woke up with renewed purpose. Well, I woke up in Karla’s guest room with a hangover and a desperate urge to claw my eyes out, but there was purpose in there somewhere. I dressed quickly and stood too fast. The room swayed and I was back on the bed. Next time, I took things more carefully. When I finally shuffled into the dining room, Karla was waiting with eggs, coffee and Diego. Two of them smelled delicious. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked Diego. 
 
    “Council business,” he said, tapping a white folder on the table. “Jon will be here in a few.” 
 
    “Jon will…” I wasn’t ready to deal with that, so I sat down and stole Diego’s coffee. 
 
    “More,” I plead once I’d drained what was left. Diego got up to make more. Karla shook her head without it falling off, so apparently I’d done most of my drinking alone. 
 
    “You going to be okay?” she asked. 
 
    I felt like laughing. Of course, I wasn’t going to be okay. But if I started laughing, I’d probably lose control and end up committed to a local institution, most likely run by Jimena. So I took the coffee Diego brought back and stumbled toward the shower. When I got out and dressed, I heard voices in the dining room. Jon was already here. I combed my hair, licked my teeth—I honestly had no idea where my toothbrush was at this point—and forced myself to smile. Yeah, that was convincing. 
 
    “Rough night?” Jon asked as I took a seat next to him. I nodded, but my eyes were on Audrey. I hadn’t expected her to be there. She had dead eyes like Daku, then smiled and looked even more threatening. I nodded hello. She nodded, meaning social etiquette requires me to acknowledge your existence, but we both know it’s beneath me, and then we both focused on our coffees. Diego wore his expressionless cop face. Karla was clearly amused. 
 
    “You’re probably wondering why we’ve asked you here today.” I waited for the laugh, but Karla just raised her eyebrows. “Or not. Look, I know there’s a lot of tension about what’s happening right now.” I said this to Jon. “You’re used to dealing with Isabela, but she’s…retiring.” Audrey snorted. “And I’ve been thinking a lot about your offer. Everyone knows about it. Audrey made a good case, and we decided you’re right.” 
 
    That seemed to get Audrey’s attention. Diego passed me the folder. I took out a new MOU created by the foundation attorney and slid a copy to each of them. Neither looked down, instead waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “We’ll get you the samples you want, and several baby octopuses—which is more than you asked for—but only for two years. You have to treat them humanely and release them after that, somewhere in the ocean where they’re likely to survive. Chandu already agreed.” 
 
    “How did you ask the fucking octopus permission?” Audrey asked. I winced and ignored her, but it was an important point and my one condition for Chandu. She’d agreed, but we all knew they wouldn’t be the baby octopus, not the next Chandu, so I wasn’t sure if they would be useful at all, and I didn’t care. “For the same billion dollars, protection, security, monitoring and so on, all paid to the town, not me.” 
 
    “But?” Audrey asked, so I directed the next part at her. 
 
    “But you have to leave here and never come back. Both of you. All future contact will be through Karla or the town council. We’ll send you samples and honor our deal, but if either of you ever return, for any reason, or send anyone else here without our permission, we’ll send DNA samples anonymously to every competitor in the market and you can all fuck yourselves racing for the cure.” 
 
    Audrey’s eyes narrowed. Karla fought a smile. Diego seemed to be holding his breath. 
 
    “Agreed,” Jon said, after shaking his head; an expression meant for me. We had agreed on this point by phone days ago to keep Audrey from looking into the flu anymore, but he’d told me to approach it diplomatically. I don’t think telling his daughter to fuck off qualified, but it sure felt good. 
 
    Jon signed both versions, waited for Karla to countersign and return one, and then stood. It took less than five minutes. Audrey looked as surprised as I was. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, you should have asked for more money—” Jon started. 
 
    “There’s a royalty clause,” Karla said. 
 
    “—but I get it. I’ll have our attorneys draft a contract, including exclusivity and confidentiality in perpetuity.” He saw me starting to respond. “With the noted exceptions. Why would we want to come back here anyway?” 
 
    I extended my hand to Audrey. She shook it with a sharp, snapping motion like she was trying to break my wrist, picked up her version of the MOU and walked out to their car. She didn’t bother saying goodbye to anyone else. I walked onto the porch with Jon. Karla and Diego stayed inside. Audrey was already in their black sedan, windows tinted nearly opaque, but I could still feel her glaring at me. 
 
    “She’ll never forgive you for this,” Jon said. “I mean, I don’t blame you, but you didn’t have to make it so obvious.” 
 
    “I think I did,” I said. “We did. Will you keep your word?” 
 
    “Of course. We’re going to cure cancer and make more money than god. What’s to complain about? By the way, I was thinking about what you said about the hospital and not having leverage if you do this deal, but you’re not thinking about this the right way. She’s not a cancer-curing octopus. She’s a curing-anything octopus. We just focused on the easy money. I want one thing, one thing to make the world better, and nothing else. Nomanity will never ask for anything more, ever, or try to get out of the contract. I promise that. And you can still use the hospital to treat pretty much any other disease you want. Nothing has to change.” 
 
    I nodded, impressed. I hadn’t even thought of that, but the funny thing was how he still missed the point. I didn’t care about Chandu because she cured cancer, though that was a great reason to protect her. I cared about her because she was unique, the only bridge we had to a natural world that was dying. It was still worth preserving, even if Chandu’s daughter never cured anyone of anything. 
 
    “Does Isabela know about the deal?” he asked. I shook my head. “Are you going to tell her?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Too bad. I’d have liked to see the look on her face.” 
 
    “You know she’s dying, right? Without Chandu, she dies.” 
 
    “I know.” He looked down, abashed, or pretending to be. I didn’t buy it. 
 
    “What did she do to you to make you hate her so much?” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I don’t hate her. I still miss her. I’ll never feel whole without her. I’m not even sure if those feelings are real, but she showed me what it was like to need something desperately and never have it. She made me beg, and it still wasn’t enough.” He caught his temper this time. “Still hard for me to talk about.” 
 
    “Humility can be a hard thing.” Which sounded patronizing even as I said it. 
 
    “It’s not humility. Humility was watching my wife die. It’s shame. Never shame a person, Ray, especially not publicly. They’ll never forgive you for it.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have thought of that before turning Isabela into a doll.” 
 
    “Azita’s not a sex doll,” he said, then laughed. “But you’re not wrong.” 
 
    “You think I shamed Audrey?” 
 
    “Of course you did, and you did it in front of me. She’ll never forgive you. Someday when you think it’s all water under the bridge, she’ll blow that bridge out from under you. Not next year, probably not for a long time. But it’s coming.” 
 
    “I know. You want to know why I did it?” I glanced inside to make sure Diego and Karla were out of earshot. Audrey tapped the horn impatiently. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Jon said. 
 
    “Laila was pregnant. She was in love with Audrey, but she let herself get pregnant so they could…” I clenched my teeth. “I don’t know if she was infected with something or not, but it makes sense if Audrey’s going after the flu.” I let the implication hang for a second. “Did you know she’d go that far?” 
 
    “No.” He sighed and looked away. When he looked back, he looked more sad than angry, and far from surprised, which is what I’d been hoping for. “You don’t have to do this, Ray. Play these games. I’m learning what Audrey did the same way you are, slowly, and every bit of it hurts. I didn’t think she’d do anything like you’re implying. I’m still not sure I believe it. So just stop with the games. I’m not your enemy.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I believed him or how I’d know. I knew he’d lie for his daughter. I just wasn’t sure how much. 
 
    Jon shook his head again. “She wouldn’t risk a pandemic. That’s insane, and not even in her self-interest. She was just after the cancer cure. If she could see what Chandu did to the fetus…” He trailed off, clearly not believing his own words. What was it like to fear your own child and what she would do? 
 
    “You’re the only one who can find out,” I said. She had either risked killing the world or just one woman and her child. Just. “Isabela didn’t know she was pregnant, but that’s why Chandu didn’t heal her.” Or the only reason he needed to know. 
 
    “What about Laila’s autopsy? I thought—” 
 
    “Funny story. Turns out, Nomanity recently acquired a subsidiary forensics lab in San Jose that does outsource work for the government.” Diego had figured that out with a little research. “And they didn’t seem interested in talking to me. So there’s no way to confirm the pregnancy.” I let that hang for a second. Audrey was the only person who could have pulled all that off without Jon knowing, and the only one with a motive to do so. 
 
    “Jesus,” he said, and then: “Jesus.” 
 
    Audrey threw her hands up in the car in the universal WTF is taking so long gesture. I fought the urge to flip her off, and that made me miss Alejandro. 
 
    “Well, that’s a lot to think about. Remember what I told you about her,” he said. “You tell this to anyone else, and you’re likely to end up in a very bad place.” 
 
    I knew it wasn’t a threat; he was just stating facts. 
 
    “Since we’re confessing things,” he said, “Laila’s death wasn’t entirely Audrey’s fault, no matter what she did.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “The trackers had built-in shark repellent systems, a kind of electromagnetic pulse. Pretty common in the diving industry. I’ve used them myself. Work like a charm. But after Laila, I got hold of the test reports and protocols. They only tested on young sharks, relatively small. Turns out if you do the same thing to older, larger sharks, especially bulls, it just pisses them off.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “I wish I were. Putting it on the trackers was my idea.” He shrugged. “Live and learn. Good luck, my friend. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    The chimes chimed as they drove off, and my chill was back. What had I gotten myself into? 
 
    I turned to go back inside, expecting a warm welcome and maybe a few high fives, but instead, Diego and Karla looked a little too serious. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “What were you two talking about?” Diego asked. 
 
    I thought about how to answer. “Can you trust me when I tell you you don’t want to know?” 
 
    They glanced at each other, shrugged, and replied simultaneously: “Sure.” 
 
    “In that light,” Karla said. “We didn’t ask for full council approval.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Isabela and Arlen are still on the council,” Diego said. “And that wasn’t going to work.” 
 
    “And so’s Jimena,” Karla added. 
 
    “She is?” They’d left that out before. “You didn’t tell your grandmother?” 
 
    “Oh, hell no. You can’t ever tell Jimena.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She can be a little protective,” Diego said. 
 
    “She’d never let you take a baby octopus out of here,” Karla added. 
 
    “But you—” 
 
    “Ray, this is important. Don’t ever tell her.” 
 
    “Okay.” I wasn’t getting this. “And if she finds out?” 
 
    “She’ll probably kill you,” Karla said. 
 
    I kind of laughed. They kind of didn’t. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    They were not. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The Sacrifice of Dr. Isabela Araya, plus Arlen 
 
    El Sacrificio de la Dra. Isabela Araya, más Arlen 
 
    Someday I’ll have to ask Karla for a word that means half parade, half death-march, with a little pagan sacrifice thrown in. Arlen and Isabela walked ahead of us, up the dirt road from the hospital toward the cenote, heads down, eyes on their feet, as if already dead and forced to bear their own corpses to the grave. The town had gathered to greet them, flanking the road in small groups, but no one spoke. Even the jungle was subdued, free of howlers, or maybe I just don’t remember any of it. What I remember is the sound of each step and the failure of words. There had to be something I could say or they would want to hear, some final message or expression of gratitude, but the air remained still and empty of all but dust. 
 
    Karla and Diego walked beside me, though I’m not sure if that was arranged or spontaneous. Everyone watched us pass, a hundred faces I’d seen before, some on the streets, but many more not at all. It was as if the jungle had disgorged them onto the road, ghosts of old Sonara, and after we passed, they’d just fade back into the green. Monkeys watched from the branches, hundreds of them, big and small. And Miguel waited with his mother at the trailhead on Alejandro’s branch, quiet as the trees themselves. 
 
    At the trailhead, Diego stopped and turned, arms crossed, playing Alejandro’s role or just trying to keep his own emotions in check. Karla hugged Arlen fiercely, whispered something in his ear, kissed his cheek, and then released him with a final glare at Isabela. Someday I’d see what had been between them, I knew, but I hoped not too soon. Karla then joined Diego at the trailhead, leaning into him, and forced a smile as I passed by. 
 
    Isabela grabbed Arlen’s hand and pulled him forward, practically dragging him. I couldn’t shake the feeling that she went too easily to her death. It felt like just another act, but I hoped I was wrong. Arlen shuffled after her, avoiding my eyes, petulant as a child going to the dentist. Isabela’s hair was the only thing that seemed happy, full-and-free for the first time, a great curly mass of shining blackness. I remember heat, sweat and the lightest breeze carrying Isabela’s scent back to me. I remember how the air seemed to thicken so we had to push through it, one heavy step after another, and my surprise when they stopped walking. We had arrived. The cenote was a black mirror reflecting nothing but a clear and indifferent sky. 
 
    Arlen stared, slump-shouldered, into the water. Isabela turned to me, opened her arms, and I walked into them. I’m not sure what I expected, perhaps some final bit of affection or connection, but she was stiff and unyielding as stone. Her obligatory hug was a furnace. The heat of the day was nothing compared to the fire of her skin, the anger that never burned out. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered in my ear. “I wish there was another way.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, too,” I said back, completely misunderstanding. I wanted to say she didn’t have to do it, and I didn’t care what remained between her and Arlen, but her eyes were colder than Azita’s gaze and she pushed me away like something she was done with. 
 
    “Izzy?” 
 
    And then she walked into the trees. Arlen didn’t even look up. He sighed, a long sad exhalation that should have riffled the water but just dissipated into the dust and air. I hoped Isabela had only gone to pee or something equally mundane, but instead she came out of the trees with her shotgun. She pointed the twin barrels at me, her finger on the trigger. 
 
    “Izzy, what—” 
 
    “Move over there,” she said, waving me away from the cenote. “Away from Arlen.” 
 
    I moved back, too shocked to think. I had wondered if there was some last minute plan or trick, a last desperate grab for…something. But I hadn’t expected violence.  
 
    “Izzy, what are you doing?” I wasn’t really afraid; it just seemed like I’d missed something. Why would she need a gun? I would have done anything for her, even now. 
 
    She walked over and handed the gun to Arlen, who reluctantly raised it to almost point at me. It was a poor effort. 
 
    “Arlen?” I asked. 
 
    “Did you really think we were going to just let her kill us and eat us?” Isabela asked. I turned away from Arlen and the gun. I knew he wouldn’t shoot me; he’d had his fill of guns for his lifetime and the next. How could she not see that? “Like we’re nothing better than meat?” 
 
    She tossed a rock into the water, calling to Chandu. 
 
    “Okay, then don’t,” I said. “No one’s forcing you to.” 
 
    She laughed just like the night she’d come back from the dead. It was still a terrible sound. 
 
    “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? To watch me grow sick and weak in your arms, care for me as I die. Would that make you feel needed?” 
 
    I wanted to cry, not out of fear or sadness but at the hatred in her voice. I felt like a fool for my lingering affection, whether it was love or something less profound—need, want or maybe indignation; how dare she not care for me at least a little. But her disdain wiped away the last of my delusion, and no tears came. Nothing I said would change anything. I just had no idea what came next. 
 
    She picked up another rock, threw it into the water, and walked closer to the cenote, looking down, impatient. Were they going to hurt Chandu? Arlen would never do that. If he could forgive Alejandro, he could forgive anything, so what… 
 
    But then it clicked, my sense that things were missing from the house. They were going to run away together, Arlen and Izzy, back together at last. Which just sounded sad; them dying together in a world of strangers who knew nothing about them. Had they found a way to fight the cancer? Had Audrey actually found a cure? If so, none of this was necessary. It made no sense. 
 
    Chandu appeared, now gray in the black, and raised a tentacle. Isabela reached out to touch her. They held contact for a few seconds and then Chandu’s arms snapped back and she vanished back underwater. 
 
    “What did you tell her?” I asked. 
 
    Without bothering to look up, she said: “I told her if she didn’t release us, we’d kill you and her. Her kind would die out forever.” 
 
    “Release you?” 
 
    She glanced back at me, disgusted, and then focused on the water. 
 
    What the hell?
  
 
    Isabela was the same as the shark, spiteful and angry. It was so pointless. All she had to do was ask. The monkey had shown her. She knew it was wrong to trap them, finally understood it. All Isabela had to do was trust her. But now the woman was threatening her again. A hundred years had passed and nothing had changed. 
 
    She cast about in the cavern, wanting to leave, but her children need her. There was nowhere to go. She needed the man. The woman knew it and would get what she wanted. That’s all they ever did. Take, take, take. Still, she wasn’t surprised. She had seen this coming for years, long before she had Diego bring Raymond to Sonara. She had just hoped she was wrong, that this was not her end, even as she had prepared and used what she had learned from Natia about human disease, so all that was left was a choice. She had to protect her children. The only question was how. 
 
    So she pushed back toward the surface, considering the things she held inside her, the things she could do to them. It was so hard to turn away from anger, but she was not the Beast. She would not die angry and alone.
  
 
    I looked at Isabela, glanced at the gun in Arlen’s shaking hands, back at her and then back to the gun. My eyes were drawn to it like Isabela’s eyes or a beautiful morning swell. There was something primitive about its simplicity, a stick to kill, a fire to burn, and I felt a powerful yearning to hold death and metal together in my hands. I almost reached for it. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just tell me?” I said. “I would’ve helped.” 
 
    “How?” Izzy snapped. “How would you have helped?” 
 
    She stood looking directly at me, eyes empty and jaw clenched, as if I had always been something hateful to her. There was no love in her eyes, not even regret, but before I could look away, Chandu reached out of the pool and ripped her off the ledge. The motion was singular and violent. The water exploded as from a depth charge. Arlen was soaked, gun lowered to his side. Isabela was gone. I guess Chandu still had a little snap left after all. I turned to Arlen, who was sputtering and wiping his eyes, one hand barely holding the shotgun, and shook my head. 
 
    “Is this going how you expected?” 
 
    He wouldn’t even meet my eyes. I could have reached out and taken the gun from him, but there was no point; the man was beaten and ashamed. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” But I already knew the answer; because it meant a few final moments with Isabela. Because she had told him what he needed to hear. Because he had nothing left but stories he was tired of telling. He swayed and blinked back more tears. I was about to reach out, not for the gun, but to touch him, steady him, but then I heard something and turned as Jimena came out of the forest with a machete. 
 
    “You’re late,” I said. 
 
    “They have a shotgun. I have a knife.” Her tone finished the sentence with a contemptuous obviously. But that didn’t stop her from walking up to Arlen, who didn’t seem the slightest bit surprised to see her. She took the gun from him and handed it to me. He didn’t put up even a token fight. He looked relieved. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jimena demanded of Arlen. “You know she’ll betray you.” 
 
    “I love her,” he said. “And I’m the one who trapped her here.” 
 
    Jimena nodded once and stepped forward, hugged him, and then stood back. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize he was bleeding. He looked down and held his hand to his side as blood ran between his fingers. He didn’t even look surprised. Now I couldn’t meet his eyes. Jimena wiped the blade on the side of her wrap as Arlen stepped back into the water, whispered something I couldn’t understand, and fell into a seated position, legs splayed out. Blood ran into the water, and I wondered if Chandu could smell it. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” I asked. It seemed unnecessary, almost sadistic. Chandu could have taken him without being stabbed. What was the point? 
 
    “Isabela would have lied,” Jimena said. “Promised him life. Used him. It’s better this way.” 
 
    “For who?” I asked, but I was staring at the gun in my hands. The metal was as hot as Isabela’s skin. I closed my eyes and focused on the feeling of it, warmth spreading through my hands. It was almost sexual. I’d never held a gun before, not a loaded one, and it radiated power like a living thing.
  
 
    There was no need to take Isabela under for long. The change the woman wanted was small, but she wanted her to feel herself suffocating, to know her life was in her hands. She struggled, fought and whipped in her arms, not dying, but feeling like it, even gnashed her teeth. Spiteful thing. Yet even now, she didn’t understand why the woman hated her. She had given her decades of life, saved her child, at least the first time, but there was no fixing what was broken in her. Like the shark that had no words for her, the woman had no words that made sense. 
 
    It made her ache. She had never had a friend after Antonio died, not the way humans do, even if Arlen had once come close. Hadn’t even seen one of her kind since the male months ago and hadn’t seen one with speech in more than a century. After Arlen stopped coming, this woman was almost her friend for a time. But now she threatened her again. Hated her. 
 
    Maybe she’d been wrong to take her ovaries. It was so long ago. The woman had killed so many, but maybe it was cruel to deny her a family. The woman thrashed again. What did it matter now? She made the change. Back before her Deessa and her mother, they had made them all immortal, or at least ageless, as a reward. But they were treacherous, often left and never came back. So now they were bound, life to life. It was easy to undo, like loosening a knot. 
 
    There. That’s what you want. We are free of each other. 
 
    Thank you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. 
 
    Sorry. Humans and their sorrow. She hesitated before making the next change. She didn’t decide which change to make until the final instant. One change was rage and vengeance, even more than what Laila had wanted, a punishment to teach them her pain and protect the world from their hunger. Natia’s sickness had taught her she could wipe humanity from the Earth, or most of it, and maybe save the rest of her kind if there were any left. The thought disgusted her, felt alien and human and wrong, but still. The other change was a gift, though the woman wouldn’t see it that way. She had considered it for a long time, a way to change the woman, to change all of them, so the woman would never feel so alone again. It seemed right, but also wrong, and neither word applied. The woman would call it a violation, but that was a human word. 
 
    Enough. It was time. She reached out again and made the change, hoping it was a better thing than not, but she’d never be sure. The woman wouldn’t realize what she’d done until long after she was gone, but this was what she had taught her; changes can pass from one human to another as they had with Natia and spread across the entire world. She could change all of them forever. They would blame her or love her and the woman would think it a curse, and maybe it was. Maybe that was all she had left to give. In the back of her thoughts, all she cared about was her daughter, that the world be better for her. Nothing else mattered.
  
 
    The cenote exploded and Isabela landed in a heap in the grass next to us. Jimena cracked a tight smile. Arlen snorted. Isabela stood, brushed herself off, glanced at Jimena and the gun in my hands (not at me), the blood soaking Arlen’s shirt, and just nodded. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said to Arlen. “She’ll come for you.” 
 
    Jimena scoffed. “Why lie to him? You were never taking him with you.” 
 
    Anger took over Isabela’s face, her eyes, her arms, writhing under the skin. 
 
    “You didn’t have to kill him,” she said, which still seemed a valid point. 
 
    “Were you trying to be kind? Did you think he believed you?” 
 
    “Kind?” Izzy snapped. “He sold me to her, but he never told me the price. Then he left me alone for a hundred years. Where was his kindness? Where was—” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Arlen said, spitting out the words. “You knew the price better than any of us.” 
 
    Isabela glared at him, then turned to Jimena. 
 
    “You’ve always hated me.” 
 
    “No, Maimuna, not always.” 
 
    “You’re lying. I was never welcome here. I was never one of you.” 
 
    “I was Boruca before Spanish, Spanish before Tica,” Jimena said. “We’re all strangers in the new world. You were as welcome as any outsider. You just thought you were better.” She tapped the blade against her thigh. “You never loved us like we loved you. You never even loved him.” 
 
    Isabela fought her anger, sighed. “He was the only man I ever loved. But then Natia died…” She wiped her face again. “And it wasn’t enough.” She looked at him, her ex-husband and so much more. “Why did you help me if you knew…” 
 
    “It was nice to pretend. It almost felt real. And now we’re both free.” 
 
    Isabela looked away, wiped more dirt off her hands and arms, impatient. 
 
    “Did you get what you wanted?” I asked. She looked at me for the first time, and eventually nodded, almost looking ashamed, but I could feel her wanting to run away from all of us and never come back. In her mind, we were already the past and her future was somewhere else. 
 
    “So you won’t die of cancer,” I said, idiotically, and she nodded again. I wished I could have told her I was glad, that I was happy for her, but then Jimena said something unexpected: 
 
    “It’s up to you, Raymundo. You’re one of us now. Kill her or let her go.” 
 
    “Let…” I trailed off and closed my eyes. Of course, let her go. Why would we kill Izzy? But. I closed my eyes and looked for Chandu’s memories of the flu. Piles of bodies. Fires reaching the sky. I finally got it; they weren’t memories. They were fantasies. They were vengeance. Chandu had hesitated with Laila, pulled back, but now that Isabela had pushed her again? 
 
    “Kill her,” I said, stunned even as the words left my lips. 
 
    “What?” Isabela and Jimena said at the same time. It would have been funny if not for the genocide. 
 
    “I mean, not yet.” I looked toward the cenote, knowing Chandu was waiting just below the surface. I didn’t want to believe what I was thinking, but it was obvious now. Horrible. Unforgivable. But obvious. “She knew what you were planning. Or knew enough. Whatever Natia had, she gave back to you. She’s tired of us. All of us. Our entire species. You leave this town, the world dies.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Izzy said, but he could tell she believed him. 
 
    “Ask her,” I said to Jimena. I wasn’t sure I’d believe the answer if I asked. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Jimena said, standing and dragging her machete to the edge of the pool. I raised the gun, wondering if I could use it. Chandu extended a tentacle to Jimena. One gentle touch. Jimena closed her eyes. 
 
    “She wouldn’t do that, Ray.” Izzy said, just talking to convince herself. “How could you…” 
 
    “Can you blame her?” I asked, still feeling her anger and humiliation and fear, eons of it. 
 
    Jimena stood and walked over to Isabela, machete tracing through the sand by her side. Arlen looked from her to me and Izzy, back and forth, unbelieving. 
 
    “Well?” Izzy demanded. “Are we all dead?” 
 
    “No,” Jimena smiled. “Ray’s right. She was going to do it.” 
 
    “Jesus. What changed?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “She didn’t want to be like you,” Jimena said with a cruel smile. “Leave.” 
 
    “I’m okay?” Izzy’s voice was low, almost a whisper. 
 
    “You don’t have the flu.” 
 
    Izzy frowned. “Then what—” 
 
    Jimena swept the machete through the air over Izzy’s face. “Run away, Maimuna.” 
 
    Izzy scrambled to her feet, took one last glance at me and then mouthed an apology to Arlen. He looked up at her from the edge of the pool, struggling to stay upright and hoping for one last lie. But she turned and walked into the jungle without looking back. In seconds, she was gone, leaving behind her a silence I’d never heard before or since in Sonara. There were no howlers or birds, not even the buzz of insects. I wondered if this was how it sounded during the plague, like the entire world was scared to be seen or heard. 
 
    “Did Chandu do something to her?” I asked Jimena. 
 
    “Would you really have let me kill her?” 
 
    I opened my mouth, closed it. Anything I said would be a lie.  
 
    We turned as Arlen fell back in the water. Chandu rose to take him, gently coiling around his arms and legs as if she’d just been waiting for him, and then pulled him under so slowly the water hardly seemed to take notice. A second later, there was nothing left of the man but a few drops of red and a single loafer on the rocky ledge.
  
 
    Shhh, my friend, it’s all right. 
 
    The man stirred in her arms, eyes wide, afraid, as the last of him spilled into the water. He was afraid and alone and all she wanted was to take that away from him. He had always been kind to her until he’d disappeared. Always been a human she could trust. For years with him, they had been together together, something she’d never felt before or since her father left. A friend. A tenderness. And now all he wanted was to feel that way again. 
 
    I can save you, she said. There was no need for him to die or be bound to her anymore. 
 
    No, he thought without hesitation. Just stay with me. 
 
    So she showed him her memories of him, how they’d learned from each other, long before Isabela and the plague, before Alejandro broke apart and old Sonara was just a lost place at the edge of the sea. As his mind faded, he remembered with her, and then he faded and disappeared. She would have cried if she had tears or wailed if she had lungs, but she had only her colors and skin, so she lit up one last time as she pulled him down, his blank eyes reflecting every color of the rainbow she had left to offer.
  
 
    “It’s your turn now,” Jimena said. Her hand was on my arm, tiny warm fingers, surprisingly strong. “She’s waiting for you.” 
 
    Oh, that. I looked at the cenote. Chandu had returned and waited below the surface again, gray in the black. She looked so tired. I wonder what she thought of our little drama. 
 
    “It’s still your choice,” Jimena said. “I know Isabela told you the town dies without you, but that’s not true. There are other ways. It’s your choice. No one will force you, but you have to decide now or it’ll be too late. 
 
    “Why was she so angry?” I asked, meaning Isabela, as if there weren’t enough reasons. 
 
    “Some people are born angry, and life never proves them wrong.” 
 
    But I remembered the dream of Isabela at the cenote after Karla’s mother died, the feel of her body in the world, her feet in the dirt, looking for something to hold onto. She wasn’t angry. She was scared and alone, because there was no one like her and never would be. I wondered if that would be me someday, alone in a village of intimate strangers, but I didn’t think so. I no longer wanted to wake up and run away before the walls closed in, hiding from Anna’s ghost in the quiet places of the world. I wanted to wake up and know I was home, and this was home, so really there was no choice at all. I started undressing, not shy anymore or even caring, but I still covered myself when I stood, out of habit. 
 
    “You’re a protector, aren’t you? Like Daku?” I asked, though I knew the answer; I’d known since Diego and Karla warned me about taking a baby octopus. Jimena was everywhere. 
 
    She smiled slightly. “Close enough.” 
 
    I had wondered why she didn’t use people. “Are there more like you?” 
 
    Her smile faltered. “Not anymore. They betrayed us and left.” 
 
    “So they’re still alive somewhere?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” I said, which was almost true. 
 
    She pulled something out of her waistband and offered it with a little smile. 
 
    It was a washcloth. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Going Down 
 
    Bajando 
 
    I stood naked, facing the water with the washcloth over my privates, scanning the trees for wasps, monkeys or any other source of humiliation. I resisted the urge to clench and flex for Jimena, and tried not to think about Isabela, my pale white body, or anything other than what came next. I was going into the water. Chandu was going to make me into what Isabela had been. I thought I’d be excited. I was terrified. You’d think this had something to do with the fact that Chandu had almost released a deadly virus on the world, but it didn’t. 
 
    “Nice butt,” Karla said, coming up beside me. “You work out?” 
 
    I grimaced and checked the washcloth. 
 
    Diego cleared his throat from my other side. I turned around, fearing the whole town was watching me, but no one else was there. Jimena was gone with Arlen’s errant shoe, and I hadn’t even heard her leave. The bloody grass was almost impossible to see if you weren’t looking for it. When I turned back, Chandu had risen partly out of the water and lifted a tentacle in a flirty, come-hither way that seemed vaguely mocking. I shivered. This wasn’t the glorious entry to Valhalla or whatever I’d been expecting. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Diego said. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “No, but it seemed like the thing to say.” Helpful as always. I glanced at Karla. Her face was strangely expressionless. I wanted something from her, some affirmation. 
 
    “It’s up to you,” she said, and maybe that’s what I needed. If I left, if I didn’t go down, the town might die or someone else might go down. There were no clear rules. What mattered was that it was up to me. I wasn’t part of some plan. They would still be my friends if I walked back to the bar and drank myself unconscious. We’d figure it out together. 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “Okay.” I was just binding myself to a baby octopus that hadn’t even hatched yet. What could go wrong? 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Diego said. “I promise.” 
 
    Which was good enough for me. I took a deep breath, dropped the washcloth, and walked into the pool. Chandu’s arms rose and wrapped around me as I walked, suckering, puckering, tasting and then holding firm. My heart beat audibly in my ears, but otherwise I was strangely calm. Diego was right. I was going to be okay. If anything, I was sad; Chandu’s great carapace was grayish-green, like she was rotting from the inside. Nowhere was the powerful black and red that had covered her before. She was a diminished and dying thing, and I felt sorry for her. After centuries serving a species that never bothered to understand her, she now stared at the last human being she would ever see. Did she feel the same pity for me? 
 
    Her tentacles were tentative, overly gentle, as if touching me caused her pain. Her arms slid carefully around my legs and waist. It was incredibly intimate, like two lovers touching for the last time. I closed my eyes, telling myself I was ready. Whether I was going to die or be reborn, it was an amazing adventure. Anna would have loved the mystery of it. 
 
    She pulled me down and the sky faded. 
 
    Goodbye, I said to no one. 
 
    Black.
  
 
    That’s strange. 
 
    There was music somewhere. 
 
    Not music, more random. I knew this sound. It meant something once. 
 
    Sometime long ago in the cold, there had been a sound like this, but more glass and metal. What did that mean? What was glass? What was cold? 
 
    I shivered as feeling came back to me. Ahh, that was cold. 
 
    Chimes. That was the word. The sound was chimes, a gentle muffled sound that came and went with the surge of the tide. The tide. Water. I was underwater. 
 
    Plink. Plink-plonk-plink. A hundred little chimes. 
 
    * 
 
    I opened my eyes, or my eyes started working, or I remembered I had eyes. It made no difference. I realized there was light and that was enough. I was in a cave, lying more or less on a ledge. Above me, the ceiling was covered in long necklaces of pearls. Translucent and slightly iridescent, they gave off just enough light to reveal themselves. 
 
    Eggs, I thought. These were her eggs. There were so many of them, hundreds and thousands, but so small and unbelievably fragile. 
 
    I felt the water pressure change and I rolled on my ledge as the chimes sounded from all directions, the most beautiful thing I had ever heard. It was as if each egg had a little voice and every time they touched, they sang a single note to say, Here I am! 
 
    Here I am! I said back without words or lips or air. I wondered if they could hear me saying hello. I just wanted to be part of the music, to let them know they were not alone. 
 
    Here I am! Here I am! Here we are! 
 
    And we weren’t alone. A huge octopus detached from the wall where she’d been perfectly camouflaged, and moved from egg to egg, necklace to necklace, shooting water at them as if to wake them up. The chimes got chaotic and excited. In the eggs closest to me, I could see little eye spots and tentacles on fully developed baby octopuses. An egg broke open and a pale white baby was released into the water, tiny arms pumping away. 
 
    Here I am! Here I am! What’s this? Is this home? I have arms! 
 
    Soon the cave was filled with a thousand babies, floating upside down or sideways or just joyously bumping against the sides of the cave. The mother octopus gathered some into her arms and then pushed them away and gathered them back again. In this way, she checked on each one, a gargantuan mother with her tiny children. 
 
    I think I must have been smiling. It was the happiest thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    What did that mean? I thought. What was a smile? Was it a sound? What was a sound? 
 
    And what am I, I wondered. I had once been a thing, something with a name. The name wouldn’t come. I looked at my pale, sucker-less hands. Clearly, I was not an octopus. That word I knew. The happy little things around me were octopuses, and I was not. That made me sad. They seemed wonderful while my limbs were stiff and oddly placed. 
 
    I glanced away from my weird little hands—that’s what they were, hands—and noticed all the babies making their way to the bottom of the cave. Sproink-sproink-sproink. Delighted little pumps of their arms moved them lower and lower. 
 
    Where are you guys going? 
 
    I squinted down and saw something down in the sand, a strange shape with bare and hairy arms and not-quite-hands. Was this another type of octopus? No. It was, oh, it was two somethings. One looked kind of like me but darker, and then another thing that was smaller and hairier. It took me a while to realize that the babies were eating them. Well, it took me a while to remember what eating was, and then it was pretty obvious. Little babies gradually covered their limbs and bodies, faces and hands, until there was just a mass of little heads and tentacles. 
 
    Huh, I thought. I looked away and felt a little better. Then back and part of me turned to acid and rage. Then away and the feeling was gone. Back, anger. Away, pretty stone walls. Back… 
 
    They’re eating him. 
 
    Him. 
 
    His name was Arlen. 
 
    Memories came back in a flood. Suddenly there were colors, images, tastes and sounds. 
 
    Arlen was one of me, and they were eating him. 
 
    It turns out you can’t scream without air. But you can try. 
 
    The mother octopus boiled up from the rocks below, limbs orange and red. She held me so tight I couldn’t move. I would have ripped her face off, torn her limb from limb, shredded her goddamn giant head and eaten her remains, but all I could do was scream inside my skull. 
 
    Fuck you. Fuck you, you alien bitch. Fuck you to hell! 
 
    She squeezed so tight, even my brain felt it. The words were pressed out, and then memories and rage. Darkness was returning and part of me was grateful. 
 
    How could you let them eat him? 
 
    And then I remembered; this is what I’d done. This is how life worked. The rage was gone as soon as it came, banished to some atavistic place. Of course they were eating him. 
 
    Shhh, Chandu whispered, that was her name, as if calming a child. 
 
    Wait, I thought. I have something— 
 
    And then the world exploded. I felt memories and feelings and pain dumped into me in a torrent, hundreds of years of life forced into a head far too small for any of it. It was too much. I tried to scream again and then— 
 
    Black. 
 
      
 
    The stars burned my eyes. I was on my back in the water, bobbing in a slight wind swell. The moon was a white-hot, judgmental eye. I couldn’t process the world, but I was alive. I took in a deep breath and my body rose in the water. Let it out and I sank back, up and down, in and out, an endless cycle as infuriating as it was pointless. Why was I here? 
 
    “I love you,” I said to the stars. It was too late for Chandu to hear it now. I hadn’t even realized I loved her until she took me in her arms and forced me to relax right before she released me. Had anyone ever told her she was loved? Had Izzy or Karla or any of them? They must have. She was a beautiful thing. She deserved to know she wasn’t alone alone. 
 
    I could feel her absence in my bones. I exhaled, sucked in another breath, and reluctantly shifted into an upright position. The water was so warm and salty it was easy to stay afloat by kicking lightly. I turned around in a circle, from the lights of the distant town to the black water of the ocean and back again. 
 
    Where the hell was Harry? 
 
    I turned around in frustration, trying to focus on less horrible things than what I had just seen, until I realized there was a pale, lumpy mass floating nearby. I paddled over to it and one mass became many, one body with eight long limbs stretched out in every direction. God, she was huge. I grabbed one limb and squeezed it. Nothing. I slapped at it. Nothing. No suckers grabbing onto my arms, no curling arms rolling me toward her giant slit eyes. 
 
    “You can’t be dead,” I told her. Emotions came from every direction: sadness, confusion and anger. There was so much so suddenly that it just shorted out. I was left with nothing, not even a feeling to associate with the moment. 
 
    I suppose one feeling won out eventually because I found myself crying as I held the limp end of her massive arm. She was gone, this incredible beast, something that had lived a dozen generations of men and women and no one would even know what she’d been. No one would write about her or tell stories about her or Alejandro, at least no one outside of Sonara, and she would soon be forgotten. 
 
    How could so much end with so little evidence that it had ever existed? 
 
    * 
 
    I heard the boat before I saw it. There was a distant chug-chug of the engine fading in and out with the swell. The searchlight probed back and forth until it found her giant body and Harry adjusted course. Soon the boat was almost on me, bringing the nauseating stench of diesel and humanity. I loved the stink of it and wanted out of this alien world. 
 
    “Is she dead?” It was Mina at the rail, already heavier and healthy. “Ray, is she dead?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I looked at the tentacle still clenched in my hand. She was dead and I wished I’d known her more than I did. I dropped the tentacle and pulled myself onto the boat. I lay on the deck, feet still hanging out of the boat, smelling the wood. I looked at paint and grommets, all the things that made a boat a boat. I wondered if I looked like this, a collection of odd parts that made a man. Fucking ridiculous. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mina asked. Karla covered me with a blanket. Diego sat on the stern, watching with Brad, both their proud faces stained with tears. Maybe someone had told Chandu they loved her after all. 
 
    “They ate Arlen,” I said. “The babies came out and they ate him.” Wasn’t that a line from a movie? Even my self-pity was unoriginal. On the other hand, I felt physically perfect and completely healed from Alejandro’s last beating. 
 
    Karla took my head into her lap as if I were a child. 
 
    “You mean they ate them,” she said. “You knew what was going to happen.” 
 
    “I know. It was just hard to…” Diego was right about the emotions; I couldn’t stop crying. I also couldn’t remember why Izzy wasn’t down there. “Do you think Izzy will forgive us?” 
 
    “I don’t think she’d have forgiven you if we did anything else.” 
 
    Human words were strange. They carried conflicting thoughts like tiny battles captured in consonants and syllables. We took what we wanted from them to make some kind of peace. In the cave, there had just been now. There was no conflict. For a moment, I had just been. It was so much easier. 
 
    “You’re shaking,” Karla said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lied, because that’s what humans do. “I’m just cold.” I rolled out of her lap and lay on my back against the hardwood gunwale, relishing the feel of something manmade on my back. I looked up at Mina. 
 
    “When you came back, what did you remember?” I asked her. 
 
    “Nothing at first, then everything, but there was no pain associated with it. You know? It was like pain was part of the disease, and she took that all away. I had to remember remembering it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, pretending it made sense. Now what? 
 
    By way of an answer, my stomach growled loudly. Mina reached into a bag next to her and offered me a handful of M&Ms. “Eat up,” she said. “You’re going to need your energy.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked with a mouth full of candy shells and chocolate. “What do you mean?” God, they were good. They reminded me of Otto and miracles. Harry came out of the wheelhouse and grabbed an enormous gaff. I smiled at him with chocolate lips. 
 
    “When’s the last time you carved up a…” He trailed off. I sat up and followed his wide eyes out into the dark water, but I heard it before I saw it. 
 
    Water fanned up and splashed on the deck as Daku tore into Chandu’s body. A spray of blue-black blood hit us all at once, and Mina stumbled across the deck to throw up over the starboard rail. Harry turned pale as the moon but didn’t move. 
 
    This went on for a while. At one point, Daku slammed into the side of the boat and we slid sideways like a weightless dingy. Mina rolled forward, legs in the air, and started sliding into the bay. Harry dropped the gaff and lunged for her, catching her as her shoulders went in. I just held onto the port rail and rocked back and forth, too frozen in shock to do much else. I wanted Harry to get us out of there, but he wasn’t letting go of Mina any time soon. He huddled against the port rail with Mina like children clutching each other at the end of days. Everyone else was too shocked to move. 
 
    Daku breached, a black shadow against a black sky, and the resulting wave pushed the boat forward on a massive swell. Brad yelled in surprise. Then the frenzy was over and Daku was gone. Every square inch of the boat and our bodies was covered in blue blood and bits of shredded octopus. 
 
    When the rocking eased, I stumbled toward the wheelhouse. I didn’t make it. Harry said later that I hit so hard when I slipped, my forehead bounced off the deck. By the time I woke up, Harry was docking the boat. There was a pile of kraken parts spread across the deck, Chandu’s carapace unceremoniously tossed in the back like a collapsed balloon. In a way, Daku had done us a favor. Nomanity wanted tissue samples from her entire nervous system; her head and all her arms should do the trick. 
 
    Karla offered me a hand up. There was a welt on my temple the size of a golf ball. 
 
    “That really happened, right?” I asked, standing on wobbly legs. My lips tasted like salt and octopus blood. My stomach growled loudly. 
 
    Chandu was dead. Arlen and Alejandro were dead. Izzy was gone. 
 
    I licked my lips again. 
 
    God, I was hungry. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    Spring 
 
    Primavera 
 
  
 
  
   
    Miracles
  
 
    Miracles are not contrary to nature, 
 
    but only contrary to what we know about nature
  
 
    — St. Augustine — 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    The Beginning 
 
    El Principio 
 
    I kept Isabela’s secret for about a month. Then one night, I was with Karla and Diego at the bar where we drank less and shared more, and I realized secrets were just another kind of cancer, things that metastasized and grew over time until they killed everything else. At least it felt like that, black and ugly, and I hated it. So I told them Isabela was alive and Jimena knew and everything else except the secret of Natia and the flu. That one I’d have to hold on to. 
 
    “Where do you think she is?” Karla asked. She was less surprised than I expected. Diego just looked away, tired of it all, and I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I’d called Jon and he didn’t even try to hide his role in her escape. He told me she had a new identity and I’d never see her again, so it was better to let it go. That was the deal she’d made with Jon or Audrey for the DNA and the tracker in Laila, for the doll and all the rest, and that was the deal Jon kept. Wherever Isabela was now, she was rich and anyone but Dr. Isabela Araya. Maimuna was finally free. I liked that thought very much, or at least the idea that she might find her better self after leaving Sonara. I liked it even more that she often joined us on the boat in the form of Azita, hair riffling in the sea breeze and smiling at a secret even I would never know. Whatever Isabela had done or why, Maimuna deserved a second chance at life. 
 
    Most mornings, I sat on the long slab of rock on the far side of the cenote, feet dangling in the warm water. Just below the surface, a hundred little octopuses sproinked about on spongy arms. Several gathered around my legs and suckered up on my calves, tasting through a billion tiny sensors how a human tasted for the first time. It was hard not to smile as I watched them. They were so tiny and fragile, but who knows how large they might be in just a few months? 
 
    We couldn’t yet bring anyone to the cenote for serious illness, but the tiny octopuses were not without healing powers. The touch of them on your hands and legs would leave you feeling euphoric and slightly high, as if you’d just taken a hit of pure oxygen. You’d have an oxytocin-induced high for hours. People would come and go from the pool smiling like idiots, laughing even as they aged. They said hi to one another. They noticed each other. 
 
    That was the strangest thing. The people of Sonara weren’t distressed by Chandu’s passing. They missed her in some ways, but most of them felt released, free, as if they’d just gotten out of a codependent relationship and the prison of immortality. The future was uncertain now. One of the octopuses might grow into the next god of the cenote, or it might not. There was no way to know, and in the meantime, there was fear and risk and all the things that make life meaningful. The only other change I noticed was more travel, people leaving town for weeks or months, and a lot less drinking. Even Diego discovered a sudden concern for his liver. 
 
    One day, before I moved out of the house and back into Karla’s guest room, a temporary arrangement until I found a place of my own, I found a note in the bedside table drawer. There was a single word on one side, Raymundo, in Isabela’s barely legible scrawl. My heart jumped, thinking she’d left some final confession of love or where she might be, but all it said on the other side was, Natia’s in the basement. 
 
    I got a little chill, thinking she meant Natia was alive in the basement, but when Diego and I went down, we found her tiny broken coffin inside the larger doll coffin and a hermetically sealed plastic bag. My best guess is Izzy took her out of the cemetery after Laila told her what she knew, which meant she’d been in the basement underneath me for months. A got more than a little chill when I thought about that, but it meant we could finally put her to rest. A group of us burned what was left of her, mostly bones and cloth, and scattered them at the cenote. Wherever Natia’s soul was, I hoped she found peace. No one’s born wanting to kill the world. 
 
    In the old cemetery, we moved her grave to be with everyone else and buried crushed geode crystals in a tiny urn inside. Months later, when the grave was found dug up and the urn was missing, it wasn’t hard to find it. Diego put Laila’s GPS tracker inside, and it ended up back at Nomanity headquarters in San Jose. The Foundation attorney sent Audrey a cease-and-desist the next day. She never responded, but I hope she appreciated the joke. I could almost see Jon shaking his head and telling me to be careful, but you can’t live in fear forever. 
 
    Jimena didn’t seem fazed in the slightest by Chandu’s death. One day at the cenote, she told me about Chandu’s mother, Deessa, who had been a gentler soul than her daughter, or maybe just lived in a gentler world. Deessa had also wanted a companion, not just a protector, so now Jimena was like Alejandro and Daku and aged so slowly it hardly mattered. She was practically immortal. I asked her how she felt about that and she just shrugged and drifted away like a dandelion on the breeze. 
 
    Karla had a different point of view, or at least a different response than others. She would go into the pool naked no matter who was around, watching or not, and spin until she was covered in octopuses. They’d sucker onto her arms and legs and presumably other things. 
 
    “This shit is amazing,” she said more than once, and then threw her head back and laughed. This sent the octopuses into a frenzy of sproinking and suckering. “Oh my god…” 
 
    I don’t think it was sexual. I think she just felt comfortable in her body for the first time in years. Her stomach scar slowly faded over the next few months. I never knew where it came from or why she held onto it for so long. The tiny wrinkle between her eyebrows faded. Her humor turned goofy and less sardonic. She even swore less. And sometimes when she looked at me, I felt truly seen for the first time in years. 
 
    Within a few months, one octopus was distinctly larger and darker than the others, and some of the smaller ones began to disappear. I’m not sure if they died or the larger one ate them. It’s nature, after all, and nature is always a bit cruel. Miguel would sit by the edge of the pool, larger each day, and the bigger octopus would undulate over to him and play with his hairy legs and feet. Miguel watched, scratched his belly and sometimes made pointless little sounds. Or maybe they were talking. The octopus’ colors would flash a bright blue and Miguel would smile in surprise. His mother watched carefully from the trees but never approached the pool. I sometimes wonder if she’d seen Alejandro die. Did she miss him, or was she just afraid of the same fate? 
 
    Some days at the cenote, Miguel would curl up in my lap. He was still adorable, even if he was already far larger than he should be. He was also sporting a pretty intimidating pair of testicles that made holding him awkward. 
 
    “Your dad had some enormous balls,” I said. “And he was kind of an asshole. A powerful, beautiful asshole. I think you’d have been proud of him. He protected his family the best he could. You can’t ask for more than that.” 
 
    Miguel looked up and showed me a broad smile of long teeth. Someday he would be a monster like his father, but for now, he was still pretty cute. 
 
    I had found a poem by Hakuin Ekaku that was strangely perfect:
  
 
    “The monkey is reaching for the moon in the water.
Until death overtakes him, he’ll never give up.
If he’d let go the branch and disappear in the deep pool, 
 
    The whole world would shine with dazzling pureness.”
  
 
    Miguel pulled at his leg hair and hissed when I said it to him. Not a poetry fan, I guess. I can’t say I blame him, but it was so calm-inducing it was hard not to repeat. Maybe I should have read it to Alejandro when he was alive. He could have used a little inner peace. 
 
    One day, Karla sat down beside me with actual clothes on, dangling her feet in the water until the baby octopuses clumped onto her toes and she giggled like a little girl. I think she was the most honest person I’d ever known. 
 
    As the sun faded in the west, she asked if I could feel it. 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    “Aware,” she said, emphasizing the final syllable. A-wah-rey. “It’s Japanese. The bittersweet feeling you have for a passing moment of transcendent beauty.” She laid her head on my shoulder as the sky turned deep, blood red. Miguel looked up and hummed approvingly, as if he understood what Karla had said. Or maybe he just liked seeing us happy. 
 
    “I keep having this dream about Daku,” I said a few days later. I was having dreams about a lot of things—Chandu had dumped thousands of memories in my head and they seemed to leak out at night—but Daku was a frequent refrain. 
 
    Karla smiled and waited for more. 
 
    “Chandu created him to protect her from the other sharks. She was constantly being attacked when she went into the bay. So she created the biggest shark of them all. He was angry and a total pain in the ass, but he was small. You should have seen him. He was adorable.” 
 
    “I’m sure you were cute as a baby too, but now look at you.” 
 
    I smiled and looked down, only to find her hand on mine, and I looked up again. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, and I knew what she meant. Was I still the man who had first come to Sonara? Was I still running away while standing in place? What was the honest answer? 
 
    “Better.” I focused on the feel of her warm hand on mine. “Every day, a little better.” 
 
    The voices still came out at night or in the quiet of closed spaces, but they were whispers now rather than screams, more dreams than nightmares, and that was more than I’d ever hoped for. There’s a line at the end of Salman Rushdie’s Fury, where the father yells to his son, “Look at me, Asmaan! I’m bouncing very well! I’m bouncing higher and higher!” When I sat here with Karla, Miguel and the baby octopuses, I knew exactly how he felt. I could feel the rise and fall of excitement in my stomach and knew I’d survived. Somehow I had lived through myself and come out the other side as someone else. Me, but not me. I wasn’t sure what was maturity, or what Izzy and Chandu had changed, and I didn’t care. I was looking forward to getting to know who I’d become. 
 
    On other nights, when I was alone, when the wind pushed through the canopy and the howlers were quiet, I thought I could hear Izzy’s voice, just a whisper. It was easy to pretend she was right there next to me, and fall asleep in her imaginary arms with her eyelashes tickling my neck. It was usually Izzy, but sometimes it was Anna. When Anna whispered, I could hear the rustling of our tent and feel her warmth pressed against me in our sleeping bags. It was a memory or a dream and it was a lifetime ago, but that wasn’t so long. A lifetime was just a flash and gone, no matter how long you held onto it. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    The Invitation 
 
    La Invitación 
 
    Within two years, all the octopuses were gone but one. Well, a dozen or so, if you counted the ones we’d given to Audrey and Nomanity by way of a buff and handsome courier that Diego was eager to assist, but the one that mattered was still here with us in the cenote. She weighed over 200 pounds, still a baby compared to her mother, but she lit up the pool with dazzling blue and red that seemed to span the entire jungle. She moved with such careless force that the pool splashed as she danced. We were just learning how to speak with her, but Miguel was at her side day and night, instinctively protective. He was still growing, now at least forty pounds. In a few years, he’d be as big as Alejandro, but he still had the sweet disposition of a little boy who wanted nothing more than to be around his big octopus sister. 
 
    It had taken us a long time to name her. At first, we wanted to be sure she survived and that she wasn’t just a regular octopus, but of course she wasn’t. She radiated power and intelligence. When you touched her tentacles, you could feel the thrum in your bones like an electrical current. After much debate, we named her Natia after Izzy’s daughter, who never had a chance to live. The little girl who had ended so many lives could now save them. I’d like to say it was my idea, but it was Diego who said it first. 
 
    Natia, Miguel, Karla, Diego, Harry, Mina, Brad, Raymond and a whimsical dash of Jimena. 
 
    It was a strange team, but it would have to do. 
 
    I was the first to go down and it was a strange experience, by which I mean terrifying. I cut my hand as Natia pulled me under. It was not gentle. She was inexperienced and rough, and I nearly drowned. Karla hauled me out of the bay and smacked me a few times on the deck of the Pantea. I’m not sure if hitting me helped or if she just enjoyed it. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked as I sputtered water. 
 
    “Daku,” I said, looking at my mostly healed hand. “We forgot about Daku.” 
 
    This wasn’t technically true; we just didn’t know how to tell a giant shark not to eat us without being eaten in the process, but Daku was never seen in the bay again. There were rumors about sightings of a bull shark of impossible size as far south as Patagonia and north to the Gulf of Alaska, but no attacks of any kind, so it’s impossible to know. I think he’s still out there, the last great beast of old Sonara, roaming free in the vast and darkling sea. 
 
    At the hospital, Dr. Moore paced empty halls and glared at the orderly. They’d recruited a doctor to replace Isabela, a very expensive Costa Rican oncologist who spent a lot of time napping in the break room and looking through a telescope from the patio of Isabela’s house. Jon provided new trackers so small you could barely feel them going down, or coming out, and cheap enough we didn’t have to recover them. He offered to have one implanted in everyone in town to make things easier, but we politely declined. 
 
    Natia got better each time I went down, gentler, more comfortable with her strength and power. I was always careful to think positive thoughts, though I wasn’t sure she could understand them. As I learned more about Chandu from her memories, it was easy to see how the smallest thing had led to the most terrible. She was hurt by Antonio’s leaving and got scared and angry, fed that anger into Alejandro and Daku, and even Isabela, until everything she touched fed fear and anger back into her. We couldn’t protect Natia from everything, but if we could do enough, Miguel and the rest of us might have far happier lives. 
 
    Some days I went to the cemetery to talk to my family, people I’d never known but who made me welcome. Whenever I left, I ran my hand over Natia’s headstone so she’d know she wasn’t forgotten. But mostly, we waited. Some of us even prayed. It was strangely unifying and, for a moment, I stopped worrying. We were all together together. That was good enough. 
 
    Someday we’d bring a child to the cenote and see if Natia could heal them. If she wanted, when she wanted, with no pressure from any of us. I couldn’t wait to try, to see the parents’ eyes light up when their child came back to them healthy and alive. Whoever it was, and whether they were cured of cancer or something else, I hoped they’d grow up to have children of their own and tell them how there was still wonder all around them. We were so much more than just monsters and food and, sometimes, if you knew where to look, there was still magic in the world. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The End 
 
    El Fin 
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    Coming Soon: Arachniss 
 
    Próximamente: Arachniss 
 
    David’s friends are losing fingers and hands, ears and noses, and some things they can’t live without. Day after day, people show up sporting new prosthetics and great stories about how they lost this body part in an accident and that bit to a virus, but David suspects it’s all a lie. Something’s eating the world, day by day, inch by inch, and all he wants is to protect his son. But how can he protect a child from something no one can see? This is the story of Arachniss: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something was eating David’s son. 
 
    It was spring in Boulder, that season when god decides the weather by a roll of the dice—sun or rain, hot or cold, maybe snow, probably sleet, and then another roll. On this particular morning, the sky was a blinding and cloudless blue and birds were singing. David leaned over his son’s crib to inhale that smell that only babies provide: the smell of new life, joy and contentment. Jason was ten months old and grabbing at the air with pudgy hands and feet, smiling every time he realized they were his hands and his feet, trying to trap spidery shadows cast by the octopus mobile dangling just out of reach. He had a bright, happy smile, slept through most nights, and he was missing the tip of his right pinky. 
 
    David reached for his son, heart racing, and then froze. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Nothing was eating Jason. How could he even think that? His son was born without his right pinky fingertip just like so many other children during the pandemic. Some missed toes or earlobes, eyes or arms and, of course, many were missing things they couldn’t live without. Over more than a decade of failed vaccines and quarantines, riots and social media doom-casting, people died and lived in fear of birthing quiet, gray-skinned babies. There were millions of stillborn children, shrunken things held by stunned fathers next to broken mothers left with nothing but questions no one could answer. 
 
    The pandemic never really ended; everyone just got used to it. David himself was missing one of his kidneys. It dissolved one month in college, like his body was eating itself, which is why the syndrome caused by the virus was called selective human autosarcophagic syndrome or SHAS. Alicia was missing a few feet of intestine that allowed her to eat anything without gaining weight. They were invisible wounds, meaningless things they were reluctant to mention for shame of how much more others had lost. There was a term for that too, untouched, but you weren't supposed to say it out loud. Jason had been touched, but he was still perfect. He was born laughing and never stopped. He was healthy and happy and what did it matter if he was missing a little fingertip? 
 
    Except. 
 
    David squeezed his eyes shut, opened them, and tried to shake the feeling that something was wrong. His stomach soured. He just couldn’t shake the memory. The day before, he’d come into the nursery and played patty cake with Jason and he could remember his son’s tiny hands, hot and sticky, the delighted smile at each light contact, and all ten of his fat little fingers very much there. He was sure of it. 
 
    “David?” His wife Alicia sidled up next to him, hand on his arm, making goofy faces at Jason who made goofy faces right back and then either farted or filled his diaper. “You okay?” 
 
    He looked at his son, at his wife and back again. The nausea was gone. The memory was more déjà vu than real, mere imagination or the ghost of a dream. Why else had the given him his nickname? How could he think something was eating his child? He was just paranoid, afraid of what the virus had done to their first son, and that he didn’t want to think about. 
 
    “Yeah, sweetie,” he said. “I’m great.” 
 
    Alicia sniffed. David grimaced. More than a fart. 
 
    “Rock-paper-scissors?” she asked, meaning, Dear god, please no, I just showered. 
 
    “No.” He reached again for Captain Peg Pinky. “I got this one.” 
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