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This novel operates on two levels. First, it is a story concerning the fate of a young 

woman named Raven Adams, who is prompted into journeying westward after witnessing what 

she believes to be an omen. On another level, however, the novel is intended to be a 

philosophical questioning of western modes of “science-based” singular conceptualizations of 

reality, which argue that there is only one “real world” and anyone who deviates from this is 

“crazy,” “stupid,” or “wrong.” Raven as a character sees the world in terms of what might be 

called “magical thinking” in modern psychology; her closest relationship is with a living 

embodiment of a story, the ancient philosopher Diogenes, which she believes is capable of 

possessing others and directing her journey. As the story continues the reader comes to 

understand Raven’s perceptions of her reality, leading to a conceptualization of reality as being 

“multi-layered.” Eventually these layers are collapsed and unified in the final chapters. The 

novel makes use of many reference points including philosophy, classical mythology, folklore, 

religion, and internet social media in order to guide the reader along Raven’s story. 
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I. 

 

 Jimmy Sunday should not have read the Book. 

 He found the Book around six o’clock in the evening of the same day as his name, while 

he was cleaning up the stacks in the basement of Mrs Upthistle’s privately-owned library. At that 

time Jimmy had worked for Mrs Upthistle for close to three years, beginning after he graduated 

high school, in an unnamed position that, if it had possessed a title, would have been something 

like One-of-Three-People-Whose-Job-It-Is-to-Make-Certain-Things-Don’t-Go-More-

Absolutely-Crazy-Than-They-Already-Are, and the perks included, along with free room and 

board and annual wage raises, the nearly unhindered ability to read whatever he wished 

whenever he wished. At nineteen, born a citizen of Sawtooth, Colorado, which had no cell or TV 

reception and Wi-Fi only in a single coffee shop, Jimmy thought this job was paradise. 

 He had stumbled upon the job by accident. It was Mrs Upthistle’s habit to take in strays, 

and so Jimmy had known it was a possibility that she might collect him someday. He had 

resisted this at first, believing himself to be one of the few souls who would escape the pull of 

Sawtooth’s town limit, who would upon high school graduation fly out of the nest on snow-

chained tires to whereabouts unknown, somewhere other in the world where there was 

technology and warm winters. Still, when on his eighteenth birthday his father had turned him 

outside at six in the morning with the announcement of “Good riddance,” Jimmy had known that 

his options were limited once the click of the door’s lock reached his ears. 

 Fortunately for Jimmy, because Sawtooth was a failed ski resort—adjacent to Sawtooth 

Mountain, which was every bit as jagged and dangerous as that name implied—the population 

was clustered together. Jimmy had only a fifteen minute walk in his pajamas to the next house 
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over, which like all the homes in Sawtooth was owned by the descendants of someone who had 

been rich and reclusive. In Jimmy’s case, Mrs Upthistle was his neighbor, and as a stray he was 

promptly adopted. He was given a room on the third floor, one which was only half-filled with 

historical psychology textbooks, and was therefore suitable to sleep in. 

 He was not given the job right away. That came in fits and bursts, as he noticed that he 

shared his good fortune of free room and board with two others—a young woman named Sage 

Nichols and a middle-aged man named either Leighton Bancroft or Bancroft Leighton—who, 

unlike him, were charged with general upkeep of the library. It was simple enough to find 

himself assisting them, occasionally, on those rare times that they worked. Soon he was putting 

books back on the stacks, soon he was being slipped a dollar bill here and there by Mrs 

Upthistle’s gnarled fingers, soon he was no longer thinking of leaving, or at least deciding to put 

off the thought for another time. The way Jimmy saw it, he rather owed Mrs Upthistle for taking 

him in, and he had his entire life to change his mind about exploring the wider world. 

 Yet the Upthistle Library was a world all to itself. Jimmy had already been in love with 

books—having few modern modes of entertainment, almost everyone in Sawtooth was a reader, 

but Jimmy had taken this habit to a further extreme, leading him to be labeled a “sissy boy” by 

his father and a few notable others. Truth be told, the library had always been like a second home 

to him, a place he could go when it looked like he would be in for a bad night, since it was open 

to everyone at all hours. Jimmy remembered his teachers repeatedly telling students to find a job 

doing what they loved. If that was the goal of life, then Jimmy had accidentally succeeded in his 

very first job, for living at the library was a sort of dream come true. 

 Deep inside Jimmy’s mind, in a place where he could not define by words, he had the 

sense that this job was destined to be his. As though the universe, karma, or fate itself had dished 
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out to him all of the bad luck in his life upfront, and so now he could look forward to enjoying 

the rest. His first eighteen years of life were a down payment for this job, in the same way that 

Cinderella earned herself a prince through years of sweeping ash. In his conscious mind, Jimmy 

knew that this could not be the case, but still, sometimes, lost among the library shelves that took 

up every single wall, nook, and chink in the house, Jimmy wondered if this place was not the 

extent of the entire world itself. He wondered if all of life was not a story, or even whether the 

stories on the library shelves were somehow more real than him, who was supposedly a living 

and breathing organism. On those quiet nights, as he stood alone in the stacks with the dim glow 

of his flashlight guiding his steps, Jimmy could almost believe that these dreams of his were true: 

that the stories around him were the only real things that existed. 

 Mrs Upthistle’s idea of work motivation for her employees could be summed up in a 

single word: Guilt. Jimmy, Sage Nichols, and Bancroft Leighton often spent their days doing 

what they wished, only to discover that every hour had fled by, and there was a mountain of 

returned books overflowing the bin which nobody had taken care of, and so at midnight began to 

guiltily place books back into the stacks. The problem with book sorting, however, was that Mrs 

Upthistle did not use any standardized method of categorizing genres, preferring instead for her 

employees to rely on their intuition. It was therefore uncertain whether any given book would be 

placed in the same shelf twice, or be categorized correctly at all. 

 And so thus, a year into his well-earned accidental employment, Jimmy found the Book 

That He Should Not Have Read in a section where it did not belong: women’s erotica. This was 

a section of the library that Mrs Upthistle was adamant should be protected from younger people, 

and her employees had orders to prevent anyone still in high school from being anywhere near it. 

Usually they did not need to patrol, for often middle-aged women lingered there, giggling quietly 
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to themselves as they flipped through a new book, their presence a wonderful deterrent to any 

curious teenagers. But the day that Jimmy found the Book, there was no such woman 

unknowingly standing guard. Two girls attempted to explore the section, so he therefore had to 

take care of the problem himself. 

 “That’s quite enough of that,” he said, sneaking up behind them and doing his best 

impersonation of the middle school math teacher’s I’m-Very-Upset-with-You-and-You-Aren’t-

Getting-a-Good-Grade voice. For good measure he said both their names, and when they fled 

yelled out something about calling their mothers. Then he knelt to pick up what they had left 

behind, and that was when he found it: the Book he should not have read. 

 The Book was bound in a peculiar pale leather, smooth and soft and buttery to the touch. 

The pages were rough and uneven around the edges, as though not cut by a machine. They were 

also soft, gossamer-like leaflets, of a paper quality he had not seen even in high-class Bibles. A 

clasp on the outside kept the cover from falling open, the hinge shaped like teeth, large oversized 

sharp teeth, made of something close to ivory, as if from a real bear or other carnivore. 

 The moment Jimmy saw the Book, he knew it was special. He touched the cover, and 

knew he had to read it. He hurriedly shoved the other titles—Hungry in the Night; Caught in 

Passion’s Trap; and Eat Me, Drink Me: One Catholic Lesbian’s Confessional—onto the nearest 

shelf, then with reverent fingers picked up the Book. He needed to look inside, of course—for 

surely this was not women’s erotica, it had to be in the wrong place, and the only way to 

categorize it properly would be for him to read it. Jimmy had used this excuse many times during 

his three years with Mrs Upthistle, except this time he felt as if this was not just a method to 

justify his reading binge—now the excuse felt necessary. Now the excuse was the truth. 
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 That night, the same night that bore Jimmy Sunday’s name, he read the Book for the first 

time, holed up in his room with the side table lamp and its stained glass shade for company. As 

his eyes latched onto the title, Jimmy knew that it was the perfect book for him: it was called The 

Greatest Escape from Small Mountain Town—which, all right, sounded a little excessive, but any 

fears that Jimmy had about the Book being ridiculous were soon put to rest. He was introduced 

to the intrepid hero no later than seven pages in, and liked both character and plot immediately. 

Jimmy had, since early puberty, been plagued by an author’s syndrome: the incessant need to 

revise what he was reading. It was made all the worse by the fact that Jimmy was not a very 

good writer, had always been disappointed when his teachers handed back his papers with notes 

like “Good try, keep it up and you’ll succeed,” accompanied by a smattering of red marks. 

 But—if Jimmy could have written something, anything, he would have chosen this Book. 

 He continued to read until well past noon of the next day, at which time Leighton 

Bancroft (or Bancroft Leighton) knocked on Jimmy’s door and asked for help moving a 

bookcase from the second to the third floor. At that point Jimmy realized that he had been 

reading for over twenty hours, not even taking a break for the bathroom, leaving him in a 

condition that his body protested and that he hurriedly solved while Bancroft Leighton stood 

outside tapping his foot on the old wood flooring. 

 As they moved the bookshelf, with heaving and grunting that was not unlike the noises 

Jimmy supposed women’s erotica attributed to men, Jimmy told Leighton Bancroft all about his 

new Book. How it was a truly rare, miraculous find, the Book That Did Not Disappoint. Bancroft 

Leighton did not say a word in response, except the occasional reminder like, “Watch out for the 

extra step, there,” or “You’re about to hit the wall.” His lack of enthusiasm did not bother 
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Jimmy, who knew, along with Sage Nichols and Mrs Upthistle, that Leighton Bancroft did not 

actually like books, which made his employment at the library something of a mystery. 

 After that was accomplished, Jimmy returned to the Book, and was overjoyed to 

rediscover that he was only a quarter of the way through. He continued reading until, around six, 

Mrs Upthistle knocked on his door and asked if he wanted to join for supper. He did so, but the 

entire time was twitching and fingering the tablecloth nervously, which had Sage Nichols asking 

if he was feeling well and Bancroft Leighton raising an eyebrow in disdain. Jimmy tried to tell 

them about the Book, more of the plot that he had read, and was halfway to explaining that 

really, truly, “The main character, I swear… there’s something about him. It’s almost like… like 

he’s me! Only of course I don’t have all the good things he has, like heroism and strength and 

hot women, and maybe it’s a little much for me to say that, but even so, I swear something about 

him is me, through and through, you really should read it, I think you’d agree…” 

 Sage Nichols kept smiling politely, while Leighton Bancroft shrugged. 

 Jimmy returned to his room and read again. He collapsed halfway through the night, and 

woke late next morning to find his face smashed among the pages. There was a moment of panic 

as he inspected the Book carefully, to ensure that he had not drooled on or crinkled the leaflets. 

Satisfied, he began to read again, only to be interrupted by dinnertime, once again asked if he 

would like to join. He did so, but this time swiped some of the baked ham on offer and returned 

to his room for more reading. Later, when Sage Nichols stopped by to wish him a good night, he 

yelled at her in frustration for being interrupted, leaving her stumbling off in tears. Leighton 

Bancroft Leighton pounded on his door with a threat that if he ever did that again, Jimmy would 

regret it with every fiber of his being. Jimmy shouted that he did not care, and Bancroft Leighton 
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Bancroft’s response was that he would make certain that Jimmy did care before he was through. 

Mrs Upthistle appeared not long after that, to herd Leighton Bancroft away. 

 Halfway through the night, after he finished nibbling on the last bit of ham, Jimmy had a 

wonderful idea: if they kept bothering him, then he would never be able to finish the story, so he 

would simply go somewhere he could not be bothered. The library, housed in an old mansion 

inherited from Mrs Upthistle’s father, was full of nooks and hidden cubbies and other 

architectural nightmares, having been remodeled dozens of times over the decades by family 

members who were not necessarily sane at the time. Jimmy therefore gathered up the Book and 

fled to a corner unknown, where he was certain not even the customers would find him. 

 He brought his flashlight, for reading during the nighttime hours. He found a place near a 

window, so when the daylight came through he turned the flashlight off. He immersed himself 

into the story. The hero, who was Like-Him-but-Also-Somehow-Not-Because-He-Was-Better, 

was close to solving the mystery when—midsentence—Jimmy’s flashlight died. 

 Blinking in the dark, unable to see the words for the first time in what felt like forever, it 

occurred to Jimmy that the flashlight batteries had been new. He vaguely remembered switching 

the light on and off again repeatedly, as sunlight came and went through the window. 

Understanding came to him slowly: he had been reading. Nonstop. For days. He did not recall 

pausing even for food or water, as his scratchy throat and gurgling stomach now reminded him. 

When was the last time he had eaten? He could not remember. Had it been the ham? 

 Yet, even then, as this wondering came to Jimmy, another impulse began to grow: the 

story. The Book. He had not forgotten it, but he was not able to read it. Not in the dark. He 

decided to go fetch more batteries, but when he tried to uncurl from his crouch on the hidden 

room’s only soft armchair, his body protested with flashes of pain. His throat was so dry that his 
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yelp sounded like a cough instead. He sank back into the cushions, confused, wanting the Book 

but also afraid to move. Maybe he could wait until sunrise to keep reading? 

 In the dark, his hands traced over the leaflets, petting them like a lover’s skin. Jimmy had 

never much spent time physically handling books, had always treated them like pristine objects, 

something to be preserved for the next reader as much as possible. But, as his stomach growled 

like a rabid animal, he began to fantasize—to dream half-deliriously of ripping out the pages and 

devouring them. Then the Book could be with him always—a vital part of him, a central hub in 

his body’s chemistry. You are what you eat, he mouthed, though no sound came out. 

 He was about to do just this—his hand gripped one of the pages, hard, toward the spine—

when the edge caught and sliced neatly into his thumb. With another yelp-cough, Jimmy brought 

the bleeding digit to his mouth. Sensation bloomed on his tongue. 

 He was the best thing he had ever tasted. 

 And so, on the day which bore his name, Jimmy Sunday feasted. 

 The next morning, Bancroft Leighton tried the doorknob to Jimmy’s secret room, and, 

finding it pressed shut by a side table inside, shouted to Mrs Upthistle that he had found “that rat 

bastard” and then repeatedly shouted and pounded at the stuck door, yelling out every threat and 

creative promise of dismemberment he could manage. Yet after thirty minutes of this even 

Leighton Bancroft’s harsh “you little shit” became a softer “Jim,” became “Jimmy,” became 

“I’m breaking the door down, now, so get back.” Wood splintered as he slammed against the 

door, snapping the hinges and pushing the side table away. But inside the room, all that remained 

was a set of dirty clothes and a book, bound in pale leather, clasped shut. 
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II. 

 

 Raven started before dawn. It was her habit to wake early, four or five in the morning, in 

spite of her midnight bedtimes. There was something about sleep that irked her, the monotony of 

slumber, the utter absurdity of lying still for hours on end. She never remembered her dreams; 

there was nothing to remember. Her earliest waking hours were spent on the internet, on Twitter 

or Facebook or some WordPress blog or another. Early morning tweets, which she sent out under 

the handle @MarcoYolo, were always tagged with “#WitchingHour.” 

 Yet this particular morning, the morning she intended to leave, she found herself waking 

at two thirty. As always her dreams were formless and void—and then she felt a hand on her 

shoulder, jostling her awake. Raven opened her eyes, expecting to see her roommate, Jamie, 

breathless with anticipation over her departure. But she was alone in the room. And, if she could 

admit so to herself, she had known the feel of that hand—had identified the touch as the gnarled 

fingers of her father. But the action was not his. The cold hand had been guided by a puppeteer. 

 Such thoughts were too morbid for her big day, Raven decided. 

 She lay still, breathing deeply and staring at the bare walls, letting the eagerness coil in 

her belly. Aside from leaving, she had nothing planned. Not even a destination. For this reason 

she had not informed her brother, Martin, that she was going: inevitably, his question would have 

been, “Where are you headed?” She had no answer, and this would concern him. But secretly, in 

the small space where her skull connected to her spine, Raven thrilled: no destination. No 

expectation. Anywhere she wanted. Anywhere her car could take her. Perhaps further. 

 Martin would be disappointed. Her current apartment was only an hour’s drive from his 

new house. He liked having her close. He liked that she had earned a pay raise at her job, at the 
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electronics department of the Walmart in Kent. He liked that she had stayed in the same 

apartment for a year. But that last fact should have tipped him off, she thought. Her lease was up. 

Naturally she would be moving. That he did not ask about this showed that he did not want to 

broach the subject, for hope that it was moot, that she had settled. But a decade had passed since 

she had turned eighteen and hitchhiked to the next town over. She was not going to settle. 

 Martin would learn soon enough that she had left, anyway. She had forwarded her mail to 

his house. Years ago, at her first move, Raven had been extremely put out that the postal office 

would not simply “turn off” her mail. She must have an address, to change it to another location. 

The idea that she always needed to be tied to a specific place disturbed her. Knowing that credit 

card companies and auto insurance sellers and grocery store coupons and all other forms of junk 

mail always needed to have access to her in some fashion or another. She realized then that she 

was a commodity who did not have a choice about being sold. The next day, she had signed up 

for her first social media accounts, no longer worried about privacy. 

 Raven heaved herself up and, naked, stooped to gather up the sweats nearby. This and the 

mattress were the only items left in her room. She had spent the last three days hauling junk 

outside, more ending up on the curb than squirreled away in her Ford Focus. She had posted 

several Craigslist ads, listing their titles as “Free: bookcase” or “Free: microwave” or “Free: 

bunch of miscellaneous shit.” The last posting had garnered the most replies, and an eight-

member family had arrived with two pickup trucks to lug everything away. She wondered 

whether most of her stuff would simply end up on their curb. Not that it mattered, she did not 

want it anymore, but she still wondered—why take something you didn’t want? 

 Shrugging to herself, Raven crouched and, with some trouble, managed to turn her 

mattress on its side. Her small stature meant the queen size was far too big. She had enlisted the 
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help of her soon-to-be-ex-roommate, Jamie, in carrying out the box spring yesterday, but no such 

help would be found this early. If asked, she would have said that this was understandable and 

she in no way blamed anyone for not jumping to her assistance—but, even so, Raven made no 

effort to keep the noise down as she hauled it down the hall in fits and bursts, grunting and 

occasionally swearing or bopping it against the walls, so that Jamie groaned in the other room. 

 They lived on the fourth story of the apartment complex, and Raven was unwilling to 

drag the mattress down three flights of stairs. Fortunately, the landing and stairwell was open to 

the outer air on both sides, with only a rusted railing on either end, covered in chipped yellowish 

paint, to prevent death by falling. It was not ideal for Raven, who secretly had a fear of heights. 

She always avoided the ends, where she often saw other apartment dwellers gathered together for 

a silent communal smoke, breathing away their lives one puff at a time. 

 Leaning the mattress against the brick, Raven twisted the lock of her now-ex-apartment 

and shut the door, reveling in the final creak of the hinges. She had turned in her keys yesterday. 

The door was now shut to her forever—especially because Jamie was not likely to get up and 

open for her, should she knock. Raven jiggled the handle, knowing it would not budge, did not 

deny the thrill that trembled down her limbs. Gone. Over. Done. Never again would she enter 

that apartment with its ratty stained carpets and grimy window blinds that remained dusty no 

matter how often she cleaned. Chances were that the next apartment would be the same way, 

have cigarette ash caked on the ceilings like the insides of an oven, but she did not care—what 

mattered was that it would be a different ceiling, with different ash. 

 Now there was the mattress to consider. 

 Slowly, half afraid of being caught, Raven edged her way to the landing’s end. She 

lingered close to the brick wall, as though a gust of wind might try to carry her off and her 
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sweatshirt would be able to snag on the rough surface and save her. One hand snuck out and felt 

along the rail, pressed against the grains of the rust and the crackling paint. A few yellow flecks 

dislodged and were swept away, Raven’s eyes following as they winked out of sight, vanished 

into the night air like wisps of breath in winter. Below, after the landing’s concrete sidewalk, was 

the parking lot, the cars of which looked too small to be real. They all appeared clean and 

undamaged under the glow of a single streetlamp. More illusion than car. 

 Terribly long way down, she thought. A slow smile tiptoed over her face. 

 She returned to the mattress and pulled it along; inch by inch it became heavier until she 

reached the rail. The entire time, Raven kept her eyes on the sign that the apartment manager, a 

thick heavyset woman with a mustache crowning her wobbly jowls, had screwed into the brick 

near the rail. In big red letters it read: DO NOT THROW OBJECTS OVER THE SIDE. PEOPLE WALK 

HERE! $200 FINE MINIMUM. The sign had been placed after drunken partiers had tossed beer 

bottles down onto the sidewalk below. Although she had not been a resident during the event, 

Raven did occasionally discover glass shards embedded in her shoes. 

 Placing herself underneath the mattress, she guided the edge onto the top of the railing, 

where it balanced as she crouched underneath and took a rest. This formed an awkward triangle 

and had the effect of trapping her inside, between mattress and rail, only a few centimeters 

between her and the bars, her and the open air, her and the drop. She was breathing heavily, 

unsure whether the cause was the exertion or the fluttering terror in her belly—perhaps both. 

 Her thighs cramped, body sore from overuse in the past three days. Head bowed, Raven 

wondered if she would lose weight from all the work. That probably was not a good thing—she 

would have to eat more, and Raven did not especially enjoy eating any more than sleeping. She 

usually kept to one late meal, and sometimes even only picked at crumbs. When Raven had first 
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moved in a year prior, Jamie had curled thumb and forefinger over Raven’s bicep and peered at 

Raven’s short-cropped hair before announcing, “You look like you came from Auschwitz.” 

Raven had only shrugged, wordlessly, though later she had tweeted: 

 

 

Roommate: you look like you came from Auschwitz. Me: 

you look like you came from Burger King. #ThinShaming 

 

 

 

 It was a good thing Jamie did not tweet, for this was not the only such complaint Raven 

posted to the world as @MarcoYolo. But it was the only time some of her followers had posted 

links to WebMD’s articles on Anorexia and Bulimia, causing Raven to briefly wonder about 

herself. Eventually she had dismissed the concern, though it had spurred her to watch and make 

certain that her weight kept above the danger zone for her diminutive height. 

 Before she could begin to truly panic—the drop was making her giddy, oncoming 

lightheadedness surging through her sinuses—Raven remembered something Martin had told 

her, long ago. Lift with your legs, he had said, not your back. So she straightened her spine, 

pressed it to the underside of the mattress, crouched with her thighs, tense. 

 Raven heaved. 

 There was a moment of strain, as though the mattress was the proverbial immovable 

object, her thighs protesting with that this was impossible. The pain was delicious. Then fabric 

and springs and foam levitated off the ground, Raven feeling every inch of its heft and texture 

and lines of thread that held it together—kept feeling those threads like she was tied to them—

gravity took hold—she was dragged scraped crushed bent over the rail—her fingers caught 

metal. Suspension, midair; then the mattress plummeted. Hit the ground with the single loudest 

whump she had ever heard. Her fingers twisted on the rail, nose and cheek burned. Raw. 
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 For the space of a single breath Raven stared down at the oblong shape that had crashed 

below. Her mind was in vertigo, and she saw the image of herself—falling, falling, falling—not 

landing nearly as well as the mattress. Her head split open like a watermelon, red and gooey 

inside. Fingers twitched in death throes, luring carrion birds like worms. Then, as her eyes swam, 

Raven realized she was leaning out over the rail with her hands snagged on the metal like claws, 

clutching for dear life even if her brain had not yet caught up to the fact that she was one inch 

away from leaning too far forward. She tumbled backwards and landed on her buttocks, only to 

clutch at the bars and peer down at the mattress from the relative safety. 

 There was a very great temptation to yell in triumph. Instead, mindful of the sign and the 

two-hundred-dollar fine, Raven ducked and waited for some angry apartment dweller to come 

out and complain about “keeping it down.” Belatedly, she realized that she had not even thought 

to take out her phone and film what she had done. That would have been a perfect short video for 

her blog, or perhaps a gif that she could create for Tumblr. She would have captioned it, 

“Moving Day time!” Oh well. There would be other mattresses. 

 Nobody appeared to berate her, and slowly Raven uncurled. Wiping her hands on her 

sweatpants, she noticed smears of red. She had cut herself on the jagged edges of the rail. Careful 

with her scuffed-up palms, she crept down the stairs, as she always did, clutching at the central 

railing in order to avoid the open sides. Whatever fever that had possessed her to toss the 

mattress had abated. As she continued she began to feel a chill seeping into her pores—

something deeper than the cold of the damp Ohio night. Wary of eyes watching, she reached the 

bottom landing and stood looking at the still form of the mattress before her. 

 The mattress had burst. At her feet was a slurry of fabric and foam, discarded springs 

slicing through cloth like twirled knives. There was an awkward bend on one side, where the 
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mattress had struck concrete at an angle and the frame had shattered and snapped, the poke of 

wood through fabric like bone through flesh. Raven’s gaze traveled up from the remains and 

across the parking lot to the dumpster, where the mattress and all its attendant parts would need 

to be hauled. But not by me, Raven thought, and smirked. Her hands stung. 

 Lifting one foot, Raven gingerly began tottering over the mess to her car. The springs 

creaked as her weight settled on them—and—was it her imagination—something stirred in the 

mattress itself. I’m shifting things around as I walk, Raven thought, but as she stepped again 

there was another motion, a little flurry as though something was under the springs and 

burrowing its way to birth out of the foam. A frown creased Raven’s forehead. Heaven help her 

if she had dropped the mattress on top of some small animal. There was a cat that lingered 

around the apartment complex—and no small amount of raccoons. But surely not. She reasoned 

that if the mattress had indeed landed on something, then surely it was dead. 

 A harsh cough emerged from the space before Raven’s toes, and she sucked in a breath 

before the foam tore and a gust of feathers slammed into her, almost knocking Raven off her 

feet. She shielded her face with her hands as claws scratched across her forearms and chest, 

wings askew at odd angles flapping and flashing dark feathers over her. Raven shrieked, but the 

bird’s caws were like laughter. Then there were more, welling up from the mattress entrails, 

beaks clacking, childlike screeches, a formless mass of living ink surging upwards. Raven’s 

fingers clenched. The birds swept upon her, croaking reproachfully as if she was the problem. 

And they were gone, hurtling around her like a cyclone and winging into the night. 

 One breath. Two. Three. Raven sank down onto the mattress, springs poking into her hip 

and thighs. She lowered her hands slowly. They were clenched painfully tight, so she gradually 

forced herself to straighten her fingers. There was still scrapes and blood on her palms. Slowly 
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she allowed her hands to wander over herself, checking for damage. She wondered if the funds 

she had squirreled away would be depleted from an emergency room trip. She wondered if 

scratches from wild birds needed medical prevention to stop some rotting disease from taking 

residence in her body. There was only one way for her to learn any of this. Her phone was in her 

pocket: she pulled it out and muttered to herself the search engine terms, “emergency room, 

rabies, tetanus, rav-”—and in that moment, she realized what kind of birds they had been, their 

black feathers and the soft downy beards on their necks making it easy to tell. 

 Her shock turned to anger, knowledge creeping through her and making her skin tighten. 

There had been no birds under the railing when she had checked, and it made no sense for them 

to be there, on the ground, in the first place. The weight from a crushed queen mattress would 

have shattered them to bits. Raven could have tried to talk herself into making the event make 

sense—could have forced herself to believe this was normal, but she had long since learned 

better. Her dream, and the puppeteer hand, recalled to her with such viciousness that she felt bile 

in her throat. Without thinking she threw her head up and shouted into the night sky: 

 “Oh very funny, you bastard! Did you have a good laugh?” 

 Breathing far too heavily and loudly in the dark, Raven waited for a response. 

 None came. Raven felt her rib cage expand and contract, expand and contract. Then 

something hard settled into her gut. Her face twisted. She regained her feet, stumbling through 

the rest of the burst mattress. She stomped to her car, spun her key, and sat down. Set her scraped 

hands firmly on the steering wheel. Her fingers sought out her phone, flipping it over and over in 

her hand, heedless if blood smeared on the screen. Then with a huff, she started the car, turned 

around, and drove to the exit—south—all the while knowing she was haunted. 

~ 
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 Thirty minutes later, something happened that Raven found truly unusual: hunger struck. 

 She pulled off the road into the next fast food place she could see was open—knowing 

that she did not want to wait for food at a bar, her only other option at 4 a.m. She took her time 

studying the drive-thru menu, mostly because she was simply reluctant to speak to the unhappy 

people inside. She steeled herself for human contact before rolling down her window. 

 “Did you count them?” Asked the drive-in speaker. 

 Raven paused. She had been prepared to say, “I’d like a number one, with Sprite,” but 

that did not seem like an appropriate response. So she said, “Count what?” 

 “My gift,” said the speaker. “Did. You. Count. Them.” 

 Understanding bloomed in Raven’s mind, and she hissed: 

 “Diogenes. You bastard.” 

 The speaker replied, “It’s not nice to call names.” 

 “It’s not nice to send birds at people,” Raven said. Her hands strangled the wheel. 

 “I was being nice,” said the speaker. “I’m always nice. You just never appreciate it.” 

 For a brief pause, Raven wondered who was on the other end—not the thing she currently 

spoke to, but rather the owner of the throat making the voice. He sounded young, male, a little 

sleepy. Some witless kid, she thought. Some teenager, a microphone plastered over the side of 

his face, crouched over a register in the window ahead. A puppet. She wondered if his fellow 

employees could see him, if they were overhearing what he was being manipulated into saying, 

if they thought that he was strange for saying this to a customer. Then, as a coldness spread 

under her breastbone, Raven realized that Diogenes would not be inside this boy if it would be 

noticed—it was a crafty thing, like that—and so the boy was alone. 

 “Get out of him,” Raven said. 
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 “Pardon?” said the speaker, managing at once to sound sleepy and offended. 

 “I said get out of him,” said Raven. “Get out of that kid. Now. I’m not talking to you.” 

 “But you are talking to me.” 

 “Just to tell you to get out,” Raven said. “Get out of him, get out of my life, don’t you 

dare mess up this move for me. You were watching with the mattress, right? So that should be 

entertainment enough. Seriously. Go bother someone else. Get out of him!” 

 “I guess you didn’t,” said the speaker. It did not say more. Raven waited for a long 

moment, knowing that whoever was on the other end would wake up as Diogenes left. She had 

yet to encounter someone who had not—and sure enough, the speaker said, “Sorry, but we didn’t 

catch your order. How can I help you?” 

 Taking a deep breath, Raven said her line, “A number one with Sprite, please.” As she 

pulled up to the window, she kept her face averted—habit—while still sneaking hard looks at the 

face of the teenager who took her money and handed her a bag. If he noticed this, then perhaps 

said teenager only thought she knew him, or perhaps just that she was weird. 

 Raven ate in the car. Eating in the restaurant would mean an awkward meal while every 

one of the unfortunate souls employed there stared at her. The thought of eating near someone 

who, minutes ago, had been a living puppet—that was enough to make her squeamish. It was 

still dark outside, but Raven preferred this to the glaring fluorescents near the building, so she 

chose the parking spot furthest from. She managed half of a dubious burger before the specifics 

of what Diogenes had meant came to her, all at once, like a brick upside the skull. She sat up 

straighter, seatbelt cutting into her skin between the shoulder and neck, as she said aloud, 

 “Birds. Counting. Augury. Oh, God.” 
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 Her immediate reaction was to scramble at her phone, but as she typed in her password 

Raven forced herself to calm down. She had done this many times before, and knew that the 

energy she was feeling would be helpful, but only in small quantities. Already she could feel the 

pressure in her brain, the humming of neurons connecting in ways that they normally did not. It’s 

like scrolling through the internet, she had told herself, when she first started interpreting signs in 

ways beyond the ordinary. One page links to another links to another links to another, tangents 

collide and separate and burst. Ideas become fluid, associations of word and thought become 

their own language. This is the language of thought itself: of myth, of story. The idea association 

game. Mind mapping became Myth Mapping. Connection, no matter how faint, was currency. 

And the internet—she knew—was a great starting point, was by its nature also a thought map. 

 Her phone felt at home in her hand, even when moving her fingers pulled at fresh scabs. 

Wincing, Raven typed in “raven crow counting” and was treated to a list of entries that revolved 

around an old British nursery rhyme. As good a place to start as any. She would have been more 

tempted to keep going, in the past; would have tried to discover Greek and Roman connections, 

but Diogenes had more than once mocked her for thinking it so limited. This rhyme was the first 

entry and fit all the necessary components. The first example she found ran: 

 

 

One for sorrow, 

Two for mirth, 

Three for a wedding, 

Four for a death… 

 

 

 Death, Raven thought. Death. Shit. This was one of the big ones, the ones that mattered, 

when it involved high stakes like death. The idea crossed over Asian lines as well: they 
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associated four with death, the words were similar-sounding, not that different from Western 

superstition about the number thirteen, Friday the thirteenth, and all that. 

 But there had been more than four, Raven told herself. Her mind’s eye flashed back to the 

squabble of birds, ravens her mind supplied, pecking at one another and fumbling on the fabric. 

More than four, certainly. More than five, probably more than six—which meant silver and gold, 

respectively, according to the rhyme. A shame. She could use some extra cash. 

 Seven was “a secret, never to be told.” Raven sucked in a breath. “Okay,” she asked 

aloud, “Does that mean that I’m going to hear a secret, and not be allowed to tell anyone, or does 

it mean that the rhyme isn’t telling what seven actually means because that’s a secret?” 

 Ambiguity. It was the annoyance of the internet age, she thought, where vagueness 

created confusion instead of enlightenment. Twitter had trained her well: be as precise as 

possible in one-hundred and forty characters, or else people would interpret the tweet in the 

worst light they could. Raven was only ambiguous on Twitter when she wanted to troll. 

 Eight was a journey. Nine was Hell. Ten was Heaven. Eleven was love and twelve was 

joy. But this was only the first example—clicking further, Raven discovered that the rhyme came 

in so many variations it was difficult to pick which was more accurate. The Wikipedia page 

noted, drolly, that it was impossible to tell how many variants there were. Maybe they all were 

accurate, though contradictory: in some versions, “four” was “birth” instead of “death.” 

 “Jesus Christ,” Raven cursed, then flinched when she recognized the correlating 

symbolism: birth, death, rebirth. Now was not the time for this, she mourned, her half-eaten 

burger lying forgotten on the passenger seat. I was supposed to be able to go where I wanted, 

find a new place. This should be an adventure. The only thing I should need to fear is mattresses. 

Her hand throbbed around the phone, and she added, a bit sadly: And heights. And rusty railings. 
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 Still, it seemed as though Diogenes wanted to be helpful this time. Assuming that he was 

legitimately warning her, rather than just playing around. He was possibly doing both. 

 Clicking through one last page, Raven found the following: 

 

The earliest evidence of this rhyme appears to show that the 

original involved magpies, and only later came to be associated 

with crows or ravens. Magpies were thought to be birds of ill 

omen, heralding misfortunes and sorrows: for instance, a legend 

tells how a magpie rested in the roof of the stable at the birth of 

Christ, foretelling the Virgin Mary’s upcoming mourning. 

 

 “The heck,” Raven muttered. “Diogenes? You sent the wrong birds.” 

 There was no answer, not that she expected there to be. She was alone in the car—and, as 

far as she knew, Diogenes had never appeared through her, always through other people, none of 

whom remembered the experience. Raven recalled one of her previous roommates, Elisabeth, 

who she had recorded speaking and talking when Diogenes was in control. She had showed 

Elisabeth the video, which prompted such a strong panic attack that Raven had considered 

calling the hospital, the image of Elisabeth reaction, gasping and heaving on her knees in the 

kitchen, burned into her mind. After, Elisabeth had blamed Raven, accusing “you got me drunk” 

or “you drugged me” or “you hypnotized me”—increasingly wild claims that showed 

desperation for an easy answer. This had disturbed Raven on more than one level, for she knew 

then that Elisabeth was not going to see the world her way, simply because she did not want to: 

there was no evidence that could change her mind. Rather than opening herself to the Myth 
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Mapping, the possibility of more than what she considered normal, Elisabeth had closed herself. 

And Raven knew that there had been a time when she had nearly done the same thing. 

  Raven never again attempted to reveal Diogenes to anyone. 

 “The wrong birds,” Raven muttered to herself, as she turned the car ignition. “Why the 

wrong birds? A second sign, telling me that something is a little off? I’m not doing something 

quite right? What could I be missing? Or… maybe they were ravens because magpies don’t live 

in Ohio… where’re there magpies?” She raised the phone back up, typed in “magpie America 

range,” and discovered they were located midway through Nebraska all the way to California. 

 “West,” Raven said. Her fingers flexed, twinging, on the wheel. Google maps revealed 

that Ohio State 43 would hit Highway 76 in a little over two miles. Highway 76 tied with 71, 

which tied with 70. Numbers. Like a countdown. Seventy… ten sevens? Could she start counting 

that way—after all she was thinking of augury, not numerology—or was that a natural 

progression, going from counting birds to counting highway numbers? Her head hurt. 

 Forcing herself to continue scrolling on the map, Raven found that 70 led all the way to 

the Rocky Mountains in Colorado, beside Denver, right in the middle of the magpie range. 

Assuming that she was looking for magpies, of course. Assuming that she was on the right 

track—that this was not a warning she was going to be kidnapped and eaten by some cannibal. 

Maybe secret number seven meant “zombie attack.” But… ten and seven. Heaven and secrets, 

the kind that could not be told. She could live with that. Assuming one of those had been the 

correct number of birds. Or assuming that the number of birds mattered that much. 

 What if there were eight, she thought. Eight was a journey. 

 “West,” Raven repeated, louder. She had never been past the Mississippi. Grew up in 

Manteo, North Carolina—lived in Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Maine, Rhode 
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Island, New York. She had half intended to move south, toward Florida, though really what she 

was looking for had been a nice quiet town, location negotiable, where there was a computer 

store hiring that was not Walmart or Best Buy or Radio Shack. Preferably a small business type 

of place, those were the best. But something like that could exist almost anywhere. 

 West, then. The idea gripped her tightly, churned in her belly. Like fire. Like it was 

burning, consuming her previous plans whole—and she found that she did not mind. Pulling out 

onto the road, she took the exit for 76, aimed away from the slowly rising sun. 
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III. 

 

 The further west Raven traveled, the wider the sky yawned. 

 She did not notice this at first. It snuck up on her like a predator. Her phone rattled out 

updates in the voice of a British gentleman, and Raven followed the directions in a haze, lulled 

by her belief in technology. She had once read about the case of a German man who so blindly 

trusted his GPS that he had turned left exactly when commanded, and had crashed into a 

convenience store. Raven found the story hilarious, but did not change her habits in the least. At 

twenty-nine, she was a member of the last generation that had learned to navigate entirely by 

roadmap, but this skill had disappeared after her first smartphone. She had become an expert at 

driving while texting, which she knew made her as annoying to other drivers as a traffic jam. 

 Unfortunately for the other people on the road, Raven did not care for their comfort. 

 The first tweet she sent out was: 

 

 

Moving day! Glad to wake up my roomie early one   

last time! #seeyoulaterbitches #byebyebadroommate 

 

 

 A stream of congratulations poured in from her followers, ranging from an energetic 

“Whoo freedom! #roommateblues” to “lol you solved a #firstworldproblem” to “Way 2 b a bitch 

2 some1 until last sec. #byebyebadroommate for sure.” Granted, the last was actually criticism, 

but Raven had long since started appreciating the ire of a certain sort of person. 

 She was halfway through viewing the daily emails in one of her Gmail addresses, when 

her car passed two signs heralding the state line: THANKS FOR VISITING! and OHIO: SO MUCH TO 

DISCOVER! Raven snorted at them; a small flame war had erupted on Twitter, which prepped her 
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to interpret any such declarations as irony. Surely the signs had to be joking; Ohio had been 

nothing but rain and mud. Then again she had rarely seen any of the state. 

 At her job in Walmart, Raven had once overheard customers browsing in the CD aisle 

talking about a nature trail that had led to a carving of a Native American woman, made over a 

hundred years ago by a white settler. Supposedly the carving had possessed a number of symbols 

with uncertain meaning; this part had caught Raven’s attention, and she had looked it up. But she 

had seen the work through a computer screen: the stone woman swimming through the sky, the 

snake coiled around her, the bird in a corner opposite to a swaddled baby. Squaw Rock, it was 

called. Raven had never contemplated it in person. She had merely interpreted the symbols—

snakes, associated with women, baby, fertility, nature, no male presence in the image yet carved 

by a man, Native American stereotypes—and dismissed the image as relatively inconsequential. 

The pixels on her computer screen had not stirred her in any discernable way. 

 Yet now as she reached the state line, the sign reading WELCOME TO INDIANA, 

CROSSROADS OF AMERICA with the byline LINCOLN’S BOYHOOD HOME, Raven gazed out the 

windshield and forgot her phone entirely. This, she realized, was the Great Plains. 

 Never had the horizon been so straight. She could see how ancient man had debated the 

world’s shape, and wondered herself at the possible curvature of the globe. Corn fields swept to 

the edge of her vision, which at eight o’clock was a clear and level contrast between blue sky and 

brown soil. At mid-October the fields must have been past harvest, for the crops were cut low, 

chopped off at the knees. Only thin greying stalks remained like primitive grave markers 

stabbing the earth. Ohio, for all Raven had seen when she was not looking down at her phone, 

had been rather hilly in comparison, full of soggy marshes and fat trees, heavy-laden with thick 

leaves and wet swollen bark. Once Ohio had been a forest, or so Raven had read, but had been 
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cleared by farmers so that most land was now fields surrounded by pitiful remnants of what once 

had been, the trees struggling to regain their foothold. In contrast, Indiana looked as though it 

had always been farms and would remain so until the end of the world. 

 The scenery did not change, and Raven’s fingers strayed back toward her phone. When 

she flicked it on again, she was surprised to discover the time was now past nine in the morning, 

which meant she must have unknowingly stared at this endless plain for well over an hour. There 

were forty-seven new tweets to look at, twelve new emails to read, four more blog posts. Her 

thumb hovered over these options for a second longer than she would have before, but then she 

moved past the strange reluctance and began to focus on her private world again. 

 Just outside of Indianapolis, halfway through the state, Raven pulled into a gas station 

and ducked into the attached store for the bathroom. After using the toilet she discovered two 

oversized women blocking access to the sinks, their large shapes waving in the mirrors as they 

finger-combed their hair.  

“I’m telling you,” one of them said, “I think he really likes me, but why would he say that 

he’s not ready for a relationship? I mean, we’re totally compatible. I think I’m going to go for 

him.” The other responded with platitudes of encouragement, and Raven grit her teeth.  

Neither appeared to notice her waiting, so she pushed her way between with her elbows, 

being less than half their size yet uncaring of their glares as she rinsed her hands. There were no 

paper towels so she wiped her damp palms on her sweatpants. 

 She halted just before leaving the store, observing the rack of water bottles. She knew 

that her meal earlier in the morning, after Diogenes’s interruptions, had satisfied her for the day, 

but water was still a necessity. Occasionally Raven forgot and would be reminded by dull aches 

in her back when her kidneys began to complain. She had told her brother Martin about this and 
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he had given her a concerned look, had asked if she had seen a doctor. It’s not right, he had said, 

that you should never feel hungry or tired or thirsty. Something is wrong. 

 Nothing is wrong, Raven had replied. I just don’t see these things as important. 

 Well, she conceded to herself, perhaps they were necessary. But that did not make them 

enjoyable. As she compared the relative prices of different water bottles, she recalled the story of 

a Hindu holy man who claimed that he could consume all of his daily energy from bathing in 

sunshine, like a plant. No eating. An agreeable idea to her, but Raven did not believe the story—

or, at least, believed that there was more to the story than what she had heard, simply because of 

Diogenes’s reaction. When she had told it about the holy man, it had become very quiet, and then 

had vanished from its host. Raven had decided that this meant the story was dangerous. 

 Of course, this had happened back when she still talked to Diogenes. 

 As always, the memories of that time set her on edge, so she pushed them from her mind. 

Face averted from the cashier’s eyes, Raven slammed the water bottle onto the counter, shifted 

her weight from foot to foot as the purchase was rung up. Beside her a tall man carrying 

packages of candies came and stood in line, much closer to her than she preferred. He was 

shaking the boxes absentmindedly, rattling them, and Raven felt as though her brains were 

rattling too. She took her prize and left with a mad dash out the door, her gas tank full. 

~ 

 Her GPS was not set to avoid traveling through major cities, but Raven soon learned this 

was a mistake. Indianapolis was a large knot of traffic, a continual stop-lurch-stop-lurch, making 

it impossible for her to use her phone without a collision. Her hands twisted on the wheel, 

stinging as the scabs pulled. The unopened water bottle was forgotten on the passenger seat. Her 

neglected phone burned with impatience where it sat nestled between her thighs. 
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 This had to be rush hour, she supposed. Raven was never on the road this early, since she 

usually worked the evening shift in the electronics department. She mentally noted that whatever 

job she took in Denver ought to have the same late working hours, if only to avoid this relentless 

press of cars. There were simply too many people in the world. 

 The only time Raven had not been overly aggravated by meeting people face-to-face was 

when she had been selling to customers. The layout of the store had made sense, had formed a 

grid in her mind not unlike the navigation of a webpage. Most, if she pointed them in the correct 

direction, went without delay; those that lingered required an explanation of some product or 

another, and Raven rattled off instructions and highlights and personal recommendations with 

almost robotic intensity. Yes, that router was more expensive, but was better, and here was why. 

No, those headphones were only meant to look pretty, not be as functional. Yes, the printer 

would need ink to print, yes we have the ink in stock. No, you can’t use that cover on that phone, 

because it will not fit that size. No, a tablet is not the same as a phone, it can’t make calls. 

 The questions were often repetitive, but so was Twitter. 

 Raven had not truly enjoyed her job—there was always some odd problem or another that 

made things more frustrating—but work had not been particularly hellish, either. She never had 

to deal with the same person twice. Her coworkers had learned to keep their distance after she 

gave them the wrong phone number. The time passed quickly enough, and her boss had not cared 

if Raven was using her phone, so long as no customers were waiting for help. 

 Now, staring out at the other cars, Raven began to observe the people trapped on the road 

with her, began to estimate what they would have come into the store for, back in Kent. A man 

beside her was talking animatedly into thin air, which was less a sign of insanity and more likely 

proof that he had Bluetooth enabled and was making a phone call. On Raven’s other side, a 



 

29 

 

mother with a tense spine was rhythmically massaging her steering wheel as three small children 

squabbled in the back of her car. Clearly she needed a tablet so they would watch movies 

instead. And maybe a stress ball for her, too. 

 A thought intruded Raven’s musing: all these people. All these potential puppets. Each 

one was a chance for Diogenes to appear—she could not know who was susceptible. 

 Raven grimaced. She tapped the radio on button on her dash, but was greeted with static. 

Too much work to search for a station she would like. She never really listened to music. And 

certainly not on the radio, which in her estimation was too primitive a technology to function 

acceptably. Huffing, she turned the noise off, and gave in to considering Diogenes again. 

 It was sending her west, she thought. West. Not that she had any objection to going 

west—she had not designated a specific destination in mind. Denver was fine. But she did not 

understand why it issued such instructions now, and why west, and even questioned why—

though she was loath to admit so to herself—she was playing along. Diogenes had proven before 

that it viewed her as a source of amusement, something to play with when it was bored. Moving 

around the country did nothing but delay its reappearance in her life, as Diogenes seemed 

capable of catching up to her regardless of how far she traveled. At the very least, moving to 

Florida—or wherever—should have given Raven a few months of peace. But instead she was 

following instructions like a dog, brought to heel by a murder of crows. 

 No, not crows, she reminded herself—ravens. Ones that should have been magpies, 

which were in the west. Eight was a journey, she sighed, and leaned back in her seat. Repeating 

the magpie rhyme to herself, she let her thoughts loosen and blend. Considering. Remembering. 

~ 

 When Raven had been a child, her father had told her stories about Diogenes. 
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 There was once a man in Greece who lived in a barrel, her father would say. And it really 

wasn’t a barrel, but people today call it that because it’s easier for us to picture. Actually it was 

an urn, a big round clay pot or jar called a “pithos.” Yes, I know that’s a strange word. 

 Why would he live in a jar? Raven would ask. 

 He liked the simple life, her father would say, and then he would give this story: 

 

Once, Alexander the Great, who had conquered the known world, heard 

that the famous philosopher Diogenes was living in a barrel in Corinth. 

So he went to see him. When he came upon Diogenes, the man was lying 

stretched out on the ground. Alexander stood over him and said, “You 

know who I am, and know also that I will give you any favor you wish.” 

The old philosopher blinked up at Alexander and yawned, “Then stand 

out of my sunshine.” Astounded, the great general moved aside, 

murmuring to himself, “If I were not Alexander, I would be Diogenes.” 

 

 Raven had found this story enjoyable, and never tired of hearing it. She thought that 

Diogenes must have been someone of near infinite wisdom. Sometimes she would stretch out, 

spread-eagled, sunning herself on the back lawn, her vision burning red behind her eyelids. If her 

father’s collie interrupted, she would intone: Get out of my sunshine! But it never obeyed her, 

because it was a dog, and because it liked to lick faces. Her father caught her at this once and 

laughed so hard that she was more enraged than embarrassed. He had told her that the scene was 

even funnier because Diogenes was associated with dogs. They were his symbol. 
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 With this knowledge, the collie’s behavior made sense to her on some other, deeper level. 

She understood then that the dog was not just licking faces, it was following the story, same as 

her. Raven did not contemplate how she came to this conclusion. She knew only that in her 

father’s house the rules of life worked differently: stories were the boundaries of reality. They 

were more real than anything else she knew—the words more vital than the wooden frame of the 

home, than the springy blades of grass in the lawn, than her own soft and warm flesh. 

 This was not the only story her father had told her; he knew so many and told them in 

such variations that to catalogue them all would have been impossible. Raven was his Isaac, the 

child of his old age, the last gift God had given him, and so he had marked her as the receptacle 

of all his accumulated knowledge. Having retired from his job shortly after her birth, he had all 

his free time to dedicate to her. She knew little about his personal life, his parents and siblings 

being long dead or gone, and of his job she knew only that he had taught at Chapel Hill. Not long 

after Raven’s birth her mother had divorced him and remarried, with Martin born a year or so 

after that. But Raven spent half of her childhood separated from her brother, the shared custody 

arrangement meaning that her father had carved out a portion of her life as his own, dedicated to 

his stories. He never censored them for her child-self’s sake, though otherwise he was not so 

concerned in replicating their details. He claimed that variation was a natural part of them, that 

Raven could not, and should not, expect that they would remain the same. 

 After all, her father would say, you aren’t the same person moment to moment, so why 

expect the stories to be the same every time I tell them? There is no one correct way. 

 Despite this, Raven had, upon growing older, found that the versions given to her were 

shocking in their differences from her peers. To her, the wicked sisters of Cinderella had bled to 
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death after having their eyes pecked out. To her, the Little Mermaid had committed suicide. 

Helen of Troy had been kidnapped and raped. Little Red Riding Hood had been eaten. 

 When her mother caught her telling such versions to Martin, she had been punished. Her 

mother called her father and complained endlessly about what he was teaching her, that it was 

not right to tell children such nasty and violent things. Occasionally she would threaten to take 

this matter back to the courts and gain full custody, but this never happened. Still, Raven had 

overheard, and was intelligent enough that she knew to censor herself when she retold the stories 

to Martin, even if her father did not edit them for her. But she could not help despising this, 

could not help feeling as though the stories lost something after that, as if changing them so 

drastically had, in some way, reduced them; despite her father’s assurances that the stories could 

be altered however the teller wished, somehow she knew that she had butchered them. 

 Perhaps the problem was the dishonesty of her alterations, she now thought. The changes 

she brought to the stories had not happened spontaneously or from the need to draw out a new 

theme; instead, she had reworked them simply to suit an audience, betraying them for another’s 

standards. Martin had liked the gory versions best and had initially resisted Raven’s attempts to 

whitewash them, but her mother had held firm. If you tell them, then do it the proper way, her 

mother had said, and that had stuck in Raven’s mind: The Proper Way. That was the refrain of 

her mother’s house, an ever-present chant that stood in the back of her subconscious. As if 

stories could have a proper way—a proper way according to whom? 

 The last story Raven had ever told to Martin was one of Diogenes. In her late teens she 

had noticed her brother toying with a flashlight, and had snatched it up. She had said: Did you 

know that Diogenes used to go around during the day with a lit lantern, and when people would 

ask what he was doing, he would say, ‘I am looking for an honest man.’ But he never stopped 
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looking so I guess that means he never found one. Even as she said this, some deep pity welled 

up in her for the old philosopher’s sake, the thought of searching and searching without relief 

seeming much like torment. She wished that she could go back in time and relieve his suffering. 

 But Martin must not have felt the same, had only snorted and said, That’s weird, now 

gimme that back. She had handed the flashlight over, but as she did so, those words An Honest 

Man had felt larger than before, suddenly swelling up in her thoughts like a tumor; they grew, so 

that colliding with The Proper Way they formed an impenetrable tangle in her mind. Raven had 

stopped storytelling after that; the tangle was too much for her to sort through. It had only 

loosened after her father’s death, and by then she had learned that stories were too dangerous to 

be idly bandied about, especially to little brothers who were only living day to day and expected 

her to settle in a single location, working for Walmart at Kent, Ohio. 

~ 

 The traffic cleared, but the lost hours were gone. For all her moving about, Raven had 

never taken a trip this long before. Her phone informed her there were still fifteen hours of 

driving until Denver. She would have to spend a night in the car. Fortunately, there was only a 

few big boxes in the backseat, and Raven could move them to the front to sleep. She did not 

want to waste money on a hotel room when comfort was even less vital than food. 

 At two, she passed the state line. The sign told her WELCOME TO ILLINOIS, THE LAND OF 

LINCOLN. That brought Raven pause, because she remembered Lincoln on Indiana’s sign as well. 

He too had been someone to move about, and the thought gave her a flash of satisfaction. 

 Her GPS reprogrammed, she skirted St Louis and Kansas City. Missouri’s sign 

proclaimed itself THE SHOW-ME STATE, though Raven did not know what this meant exactly. 
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 By now, the Great Plains had consumed everything. If she squinted at the landscape as 

the car dashed along, Raven saw that the grass here was shorter, the lush wetness from Ohio 

further behind. With every mile marker, the land rose steadily from sea level. The world’s 

slowest climb, Raven thought. She kept playing with her phone, dividing her attention, but the 

lure of the world outside, drab with greys and browns and bleached yellows as it was, began to 

grow as the drive continued. A new tweet proclaimed that one of her followers was inspired and 

looking to move out of his or her own apartment, concluding with the proclamation: “thanks 

@MarcoYolo! #byebyebadroommate ftw!” Raven tweeted back a gif of a prancing pixelated cat 

wearing sunglasses. Then she glanced out the window and spent so long staring at the approach-

and-passing of a white-sided barn that she forgot to check for a reply. 

 By then, she began to notice the sky was larger. The yawning predator became visible to 

her, spreading wider, jaw unhinged around the surface of the earth. The setting sun, burning 

before Raven’s eyes, was the back of the sky’s throat. It was swallowing the world. 

 Soon outside was dark enough to turn on her headlights. Traffic signs began to agree with 

her GPS; Columbia, Missouri, was the next big location. Raven had no desire to reach there 

before stopping, did not want to place her car among a large throng of people prowling in the 

streets, as she imagined any city would be. She took an exit and drove at random, searching for a 

neighborhood. She found a rather deserted-looking cul-de-sac and parked, spending ten minutes 

heaving boxes from the back seats to the front. In the trunk she found a pillow and a blanket, and 

settled down for the night. With no streetlights outside, her phone glowed in the gloom. 

 Shifting on the seats, Raven pressed her feet out, stretching. She was almost small 

enough to lie completely flat across the car’s width, but an inch or two of height necessitated that 

she curl her spine in order to fit. When moving, Raven knew the likelihood of sleeping in her car, 
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how rare to find a good apartment in the first few days after arriving, so she had been sure to 

pack her things accordingly. Anything that could not fit in the trunk was tossed. Also tossed was 

anything that had been deemed not entirely necessary. She recalled the amount of junk she had 

accumulated in a year, remembered the eight-member family and their two pickup trucks when 

they arrived, all of them smelling like stale cigarettes, asking if she was certain that she wanted 

to part with everything. Sure, she said, of course. No I don’t want the blender. No I don’t want 

the microwave. No I don’t want the office chair or the headphones. Take it. Take it all—you’re 

doing me a favor. Nobody needs any of this stuff, it’s your problem now. 

 Her phone beeped, battery low. The charger was in the front seat, an oversight that Raven 

never would have imagined she would make—and yet she had. Absurdly, she had been 

distracted by the non-existent scenery all day. Pinching her nose between her eyelids, she let her 

hand drift to the floor, depositing the phone there. She lay still in the darkness, breathing. 

 In moments like this, Raven’s mind worked double the speed, cataloguing herself. Her 

body did not seem her own; instead it was some kind of parasite. It took up space; it swallowed 

down mucus and clear saliva; it inhaled pollutants and exhaled moist air; its heart fluttered, an 

uncanny thud that Raven could hear in her ears if things were quiet enough, could feel throbbing 

in the meat under her ribs if she was motionless. The mass of this body did all these things to 

keep her alive, but she did not feel a connection to it. She fed it and watered it and let it rest like 

a pet, or at worst a plant, shuffled from one point of the floor to another as the months changed 

so it could receive enough sunshine. Raven would have called it unnecessary, it certainly felt 

so—but that was not true, she knew logic dictated it was more than simply necessary, it was 

practically all of her. She needed it to live. All things had bodies. 

 Well, Raven thought, perhaps not all things. 
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 Twisting, she rolled to her side, and placing her hands before her face she wiggled her 

fingers, testing the scabs. They pulled uncomfortably, reminders of their presence, but held. 

There was no opening, no blood. That was probably a good sign. In the middle of her palm, a 

larger scrape looked as though it had torn sometime in the day, standing out even darker against 

her skin. She had the sudden vision of the scab being limitless—it covered not a superficial hurt, 

but rather a wound deep enough to rend through her entire hand. She shivered. 

 A dull ache in her back prompted her to roll again, to her stomach. She folded her arms 

around the pillow and pressed her face into the cotton, tilted awkwardly at the neck so that she 

still had enough room to breathe. She had little doubt that Diogenes knew where she was, 

wondered if it knew precisely or just had a general sense. Hiding her face like this reminded her 

of a child: I can’t see you, so you can’t see me. That was, if Diogenes could see her at all. 

 How does a living idea see things? How could it experience the world? Raven had 

contemplated the questions, had asked them and received no good answers. The summation of 

Diogenes’s responses was: “You can’t comprehend my existence.” That sounded too much like a 

deity for Raven’s comfort; something beyond time and space, beyond mere human 

comprehension. She remembered the explanation for the Trinity in Sunday School: God is Three 

Persons in One Unity, larger than a human mind’s full understanding but capable of reducing 

Himself to our level in order to communicate with us. Just as a three dimensional object can 

appear as multiple two-dimensional objects, so does a supra-personal entity appear to be multiple 

people to homo sapiens, which, existing in only three spacial and one temporal dimension, could 

be said to be “dimensionally challenged” in the large scheme of things. 

 Too much like story variation, Raven mumbled to herself; one story has multiple 

variations but it’s still the same story, the ‘this-ness’ or Platonic Form of a story remains despite 
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the individual details, thanks for the lesson, Dad. Prompted by another back throb, she twisted to 

her side again, a 270 degree turn. She hid her face into the car seat. More comfortable. 

 You can’t comprehend my existence. Raven blinked, her eyelashes dragging against the 

seat. She could not understand Diogenes except on a basic level—that would have disturbed her, 

were it not equally true for every living soul on the surface of the planet. Nobody really 

understood another person—they just pretended to, their understanding of each other being 

comprised of personal interactions combined with a set of assumptions about the others’ motives. 

Stories. All people knew were the stories they constructed. The same person, the same event—

based on someone’s interpretation, it was a different story. Or variation. 

 Huffing out a breath, Raven tilted her head back and cranked a window open, just barely. 

Having reached equilibrium with her blanket, she settled back down and closed her eyes. The 

time was 10 p.m., two hours before her usual bedtime, but the day had been eventful. Sleep was 

necessary at this point. The pain in her back came again, and realization dawned: water. She had 

not drunk her allotted daily amount. Phone, scenery, people—they had distracted her. 

 Gritting her teeth, she flung the blanket off, and wedged herself between the front seats, 

searching under the boxes for the errant water bottle. Retrieving her prize, she sat up straight and 

sipped, quietly, in the dark. “Do you think he meant it when he said he wasn’t looking for a 

relationship?” she said, high-pitched, sarcastic, imitating the woman hours ago in the gas station 

bathroom. She tipped the bottle in salute: “Why no, dear, men don’t mean it when they say that. 

They just say that at random. In fact, if you walk behind the average man for a day, then you will 

discover that he will stop and randomly announce it at least once an hour. So sure, pursue that 

relationship, it’ll be fine. He’s whoever you want him to be.” And she drank again. 

 “People,” Raven muttered, and slumped back in the seat. 
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 She had not always been this way, she knew. Her dislike of people had been compounded 

over the years. It had begun in late adolescence, as the tangle between those two extremes, An 

Honest Man and The Proper Way had burrowed itself deeper and deeper into her psyche, knotted 

ever tighter until Diogenes had arrived and unraveled the mess. The result was inevitable: Raven 

simply could not look at the world the same way others could, and any prolonged interaction 

showed this to them. She did not bother caring about their opinions any longer. 

 There had been a time, before she stopped caring what other people thought but after she 

had discovered Myth Mapping, when Raven had considered an important question: What if I’m 

crazy? Everyone else seemed to agree on a set of standards for reality, and for the most part 

Raven had once harmonized with them, even if she had at times given reign to her imagination 

when listening to her father’s stories. The appearance of Diogenes, who some inward sense told 

her was something puppeteering her fellow human beings, had challenged these standards. But 

there was no way of knowing whether her senses were deceiving her; she could be hallucinating. 

 That was why Raven had started looking for objective evidence. If she could find proof 

that existed outside of her senses, something that someone else saw or experienced, then perhaps 

she could settle the matter. She had begun to test Diogenes, to ask him questions about the 

people he inhabited—what is her name? Where does she come from? Tell me a secret of hers!—

and to speak with the people afterwards, to discern whether she knew information about them 

without hearing it from these subjects’ conscious selves. In this way, she had more than once 

been accused of being a stalker, and at the least had disturbed and frightened many people. 

 But this had not been enough, she had decided. There were still ways that she could have 

learned this information; perhaps online, perhaps she really was stalking these individuals and 

then forgetting about it afterwards, who knew how a crazy person’s mind was capable of 
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justifying things. And so Raven had gone looking for something more. She had set up an 

experiment with Elisabeth, her then-roommate, through whom Diogenes often appeared—this 

being back when they had still spoken regularly. Raven had hidden the cameras, uncertain if 

Diogenes would agree with being filmed or not, but her patience had succeeded. She showed 

Elisabeth the footage mere seconds after Diogenes had left, resulting in the panic attack that had 

Elisabeth calling her brother and moving out the very same night. You got me drunk, Elisabeth 

had accused; and when that did not suffice, the accusation became You drugged me; and even 

that did not seem enough, for it then became You hypnotized me. She had ended with a 

declaration of voodoo and demons, and her brother had crossed himself when they left. 

 Raven thought she knew the reason for this response: a rejection of Myth Mapping. She 

had spent that night thinking over her first encounter with Diogenes, how strange and wonderful 

that she had reacted with acceptance rather than rejection. This had been the key, she believed: 

acceptance rather than rejection. Once one opened oneself to possibility, then anything could 

happen, anything could be connected to something else. The basis for Myth-Mapping.  

 Raven had read and agreed with plenty of Joseph Campbell’s theories: everything is 

story, united story in infinite variation, and thus everything is possible and interconnected. Story, 

myth, idea, all of it was related in a large map, which when viewed from above allowed the 

viewer to navigate from one element to the next by way of stringing associations together. Myth 

Mapping. The ancient pagans had done it; the Greeks declared their religion to be the same as the 

Egyptians, Herodotus had cited the story of Io to explain the interconnectedness between Zeus 

and Amun, Osiris and Dionysus, Hephaestus and Ptah. Practitioners of modern religion did the 

same every day, linking their identities to the idea of that hypothetical supra-dimensional entity, 

God, and finding proof in the interconnectedness of “nature” and “miracles.” This was nothing 
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but Myth Mapping at its most basic level. But still—still—the trouble was that most people also 

choose to limit themselves to one variation of story, producing an arbitrary boundary on all other 

possibilities. They did this to themselves all day, every day. And they called this “reality.”  

 But, even for how much this conclusion made sense, even with the evidence she had 

already found, and the evidence that she could continue to gather, Raven had not been satisfied. 

Truth be told, everything could be explained away. Elisabeth’s accusations could be true. Maybe 

Raven did know hypnosis, and her insanity prevented her from remembering how she tricked her 

roommate into succumbing. Or maybe the footage Raven had shown Elisabeth was not what she 

thought it was; maybe the video was ordinary, but Raven had unknowingly done something else 

uncanny or strange and spooked Elisabeth, prompting the panic attack for a separate reason, but 

her insanity still attributed everything to the film. Or maybe Elisabeth herself was unreal. Maybe 

Raven was merely imagining someone to fulfill her need for companionship, for evidence, and 

was falling for her own mind’s tricks. She had realized, that night, that no matter what evidence 

she found, the truth was there would never be enough. She could never know for certain. She 

could never know anything for certain—not even her own existence. 

 Cogito, Ergo Sum, Raven had thought, then, on the verge of hysteria herself, and by those 

three words staving off an existential crisis. That, at least, was something she had to comfort 

herself, she could not go further down the rabbit hole by disavowing her own existence. 

Although even that was challenged, she knew; the Buddha would have claimed even existence 

was an illusion, so she was an illusion making up those three words to comfort itself. 

 And another thought had occurred to her, then: even if she did not exist, what did it 

matter? If she was a dream that was dreaming itself into existence, then so what? She was still 

imagining herself, she was still believing that she was feeling and thinking and breathing. She 
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could be illusory but to her the illusion was real. In the same manner, she could be mad but to her 

the insanity was reality; or she could be sane, and all others were merely choosing to go through 

life blind. In the end all this made no difference. What was, was. And wondering about it was 

pointless. The mere arrival of this thought was enough: she had, since that moment, stopped 

questioning herself, stopped looking for evidence, and so on she had lived. 

 A difference that makes no difference is no difference at all, she whispered into the dark 

interior of the car. And she rolled over to her back again, stretching her feet to touch the car door, 

closing her eyes. Wishing for her sleep, for the deep void that consumed her dreams. 
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IV. 

 

 While Raven Adams is driving west toward the Great Plains, on the other side of the 

Rocky Mountains a young woman named Bianca Holloway is driving to visit her grandmother. It 

is a little past one in the morning and dark on the road before her. The slow descent from autumn 

into winter has produced a contrast between the evergreen pines and the aspens, which without 

leaves look like the tall white bones of slain mammoths protruding from the earth. 

 Bianca is from Vegas. She thinks the scenery, illuminated by the dull yellow of her 

headlights, is unnatural and artificial. Unreal, like a painting. She longs for the brighter neon of 

the strip, the blinking lights that tell her you’re home you’re safe you’re free. The full moon that 

lingers above the treetops is a pale disk and hardly serves as an appropriate substitute. 

 Each bend around the road, snaking up the mountainside, is an exercise in her own ability 

to calm herself. The aspen bark is not uniformly white, instead molted with dark slices and 

splotches which, in the brief flash as the headlights travel over them, might look like the faces of 

wild things if Bianca is not careful to remind herself that this is stupid. She turns on the radio but 

it only offers some late eighties country music, or more specifically a man with a twang who 

croons like a howl interspersed with static scraping on a chalkboard. A mistake to try, she thinks, 

and slaps the “off” button with a little more force than necessary. Above the radio, the car’s GPS 

shows a snake of twists and turns, about to reach a fork on the path. 

 Another curve produces a silhouette in her headlights: a dog-shaped form lumbering 

toward the road, dark and bristling. Bianca shrieks, as the British man in her GPS announces, 

“Lost signal.” She jerks the wheel—left, right, she will not remember later—and the car runs off 
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the road. Fortunately for her, the car ends up on the shoulder rather than over the side of the 

mountain. The brakes squall as she comes to a stop. 

 In the headlights, the dog-shape is frozen. One paw is lifted. It does not breathe. 

 Bianca breathes very heavily. 

 She stares for two minutes before realizing that the shape is still motionless. It is and 

always will be motionless. It is not a living thing. It is a wooden cutout, propped against a tree. 

Some enterprising homeowner must have thought it funny to give motorists a start. Just beyond 

the silhouette, Bianca can see the fork in the road, although the GPS is still frozen and she cannot 

now remember which side to take. Her hands tremble inside their gloves. 

 “The path of the pins or the path of the needles,” Bianca whispers to herself, and then 

immediately regrets speaking. She blinks rapidly, trying to hold back tears, but this is not 

working. Finally, she slumps down against the car steering wheel and cries. A deep barb of fear 

wells up in her, cutting against her consciousness, and she scrabbles at herself, hands clawing at 

her own flesh, as though she thinks meat and bone is just a barrier, something she can peel open 

and escape from. The fingertips of her leather gloves are smooth against her skin. 

 Time lapses and returns. She finds herself still and motionless in the driver’s seat, 

breathing loudly, her fingers throbbing like they have been pinched by a door. Her skin has rub 

marks all over, especially on her neck, where she had been scratching as if to rip off a collar or 

chain. She looks at the clock on her dash and cannot recall how long her episode had lasted. This 

is not the first incident when she has lost time. She wonders if she is getting worse, going mad. 

 None of it was real, she reminds herself. You just have to remember that. It was just a 

story. She inhales, deeply, relishes the fullness of air in her lungs, pushing against her ribs from 

the inside. The air is real, breathing is real. Stories are not real. She repeats that: stories are not 
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real. Bianca knows that if she repeats this enough, it will become the truth. Stories are not real. 

Stories are not real. Stories are not real. She tells herself this even as her mind travels back. 

 This had all started with the break-in. The home invasion. 

~ 

 A little more than two months ago, Bianca was home—in Vegas, in the bright lights, in 

her cozy apartment—when a knock had sounded on the door. Three days prior she had hosted a 

party, a large group of coworkers from the casino, and as a result her apartment was still trashed. 

She had no plans of inviting anyone over until everything was back in order, and everyone she 

knew also knew that. Bianca was the sort who told others who she was and what to think about 

her, and if they did not agree then she would simply cut them from her life. Thus, when the 

knock came and a voice called, “Bianca, it’s Dave, let me in,” she was immediately piqued. 

 “Dave?” she called from her office, which had an open doorway directly across from the 

front door. She was trying to place the name. “Which Dave? What are you doing here?” 

 “Does it matter?” the voice asked. “C’mon, Ms Holloway, let me in.” 

 Standing, cracking her knuckles and swiftly checking her bubblegum blonde hair in the 

mirror on the wall—for Bianca was the vainest person she had ever known, and proud of this, 

often choosing to impersonate Marilyn Monroe at Halloween parties—she stepped to the door 

and peered out of the peephole, hoping to both recognize the face outside and find a way to avoid 

letting whoever he was see the messy innards of her apartment. 

 But there was nobody there. The apartment hall was empty. For that matter, she did not 

recall anyone buzzing her to be let into the complex—maybe it was a neighbor, then. She was 

fairly certain that she had a neighbor named David Mitch or Mitchell or something similar. But it 

could also be Dave Champain from the casino’s call department, who had managed to sneak into 
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her party on account that he was the new boyfriend of one of her girlfriends. That made more 

sense, actually, she thought—perhaps he had left something behind at the party. 

 But there was still nobody to be seen from the peephole. Except—scratch that—there was 

something. At the bottom of her vision, she could see a shape crouched, splayed against the door 

itself. Like someone was hiding from being seen by pressing close. 

 A small sticky feeling swelled up at the back of her neck. It made her want to rub the 

irritation away, but instead she called, “Who did you say you were?” 

 “It’s Dave,” said whoever, “Your neighbor. Just let me in, please?” 

 There was something off about his voice; the tone was soothing, melodic, like the voice 

of a practiced singer or actor, someone reciting lines. As far as Bianca could recall, David 

Mitchell-Mitch spoke gruffly, hoarse like an army sergeant from years of smoking. 

 “I don’t think so,” said Bianca, stepping away from her door. “I think you’d better leave.” 

Her hand reached up to her neck and rubbed, then scratched with her manicured nails. Somehow 

this was an old feeling, she found herself thinking, though that made no sense. As though she had 

stumbled onto something that she had once been familiar with, like by chance watching a scene 

from an old film from childhood and having the same swell of emotion cloud over her, shocking 

in its familiarity, but this feeling now was nothing like the thrill from a once-favorite story. 

Instead it was more like dread. An old fear, nameless in origin, primal, and confusing—and all 

the more frightening for that. Something uncontrollable. In the hall mirror, Bianca could see her 

eyes were wide, the whites showing, like the eyes of a frightened animal. 

 “I really think you should let me in,” said the voice. 

 “Go away,” Bianca responded. “I’m serious.” 

 “I’ll only end up coming back,” said the voice. 
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 “Then I’ll call the cops,” Bianca whispered. Somehow, she knew he heard her. 

 The voice said, “I just want to tell you a story.” 

 Perhaps this was intended to be comforting, a reassurance, but to Bianca it had the 

opposite effect. She sucked in a breath to respond, but found that she could not release the air, 

not as sound, not as an exhalation, nothing. The nameless fear had swelled like a seed on a vine, 

fat and oppressive in her chest. Eyes frozen on the front door, she stumbled backwards, into her 

office, intending to snatch up the phone on her desk. With one hand she swiped in the phone’s 

password, and began typing the three-digit number. She realized as she did so that she was 

breathing again, panting, rapid, shallow. On the back of her neck, her fingernails were wet. 

 “Ah,” said the voice, as if understanding. “A smart piglet always recognizes the wolf.” 

 There was a tremendous bang as the door burst open. The deadbolt and chain tore from 

the wall and were flung into the air. Bianca could barely scream before he was on her. 

 She was still screaming as he dragged her from the office, her hands scraping at the 

carpet, fingernails breaking and tearing, but she felt no pain, felt nothing but the brand of his 

warm hand clutched about her ankle. Down the hall into the living room. A tangle of limbs. He 

flung her onto the couch with such violence that her head snapped back and she bit her tongue. 

Blood spurted against her palate but shock held her silent until his hand covered her mouth. 

 He crouched over her and said, “Be quiet, or I will make you quiet.” 

 This close, she could see that there were little flecks of yellow in his irises, like streaks of 

lightning against a muddy backdrop, his eyeballs flush with red veins as if sleep deprived. The 

pits of his eyes were narrow, dotted. He looked wild, focused, sharp, longing. Hungry. 

 When she nodded, slowly, he backed away and she curled up on the couch, trying to sink 

into the cushions and disappear. Trying to be as small and still as possible. Playing dead. 
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 After this whirlwind, she could finally see him, all of him. He was a tall, thin, straw-

haired man who looked grizzled around the edges, as though the wind had chafed and carved 

into his form. His face was long and narrow, nose pointed down and lips thin but dark. 

Underneath his lips the indents of his teeth were visible. His ears were perched high and his eyes 

sunken, but ever so direct. A predator’s eyes. He was long-limbed, not only in height but also in 

arms, wrists dangling far below the hips, making them look almost like he could go down on all 

fours without having his rump sticking up high in the air. His fingers were like pencils, thin, 

extended beyond their natural necessity, a piano-player’s dream. He wore orange khakis and a 

fleece button-up that was plaid in purple and grey, and both were dingy. 

 In all, he looked like the kind of person Bianca would never have spoken to on the street. 

 When she did not start screaming again, he smiled. “Better.” 

 Bianca was not certain what she would do if he decided to come closer. Shouting did not 

do anything in the here-and-now, other than make him angry, and he seemed hellishly strong if 

he could break her door and drag her here. Surely someone would have heard the noise and 

called the police, so that was probably her only option at this point. She could have jumped up 

and run to the bathroom—it was just to her left, beside the door that led to the kitchen—but that 

would not stop him from breaking in there, too. She was caught. 

 “Now,” he said. “About that story. I’m sure you’ve heard of it.” 

 Bianca shook her head. Keep talking, she wanted to say, to try and get him to stall, but 

the idea that a man could be crazy enough to break into her house, and sadistic enough to tell her 

a story before probably inevitably killing her—she had seen his face, after all, she could tell 

anyone what he looked like—was almost too much. She began to beg, the words spilling out in 
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one long pleading wail: please don’t hurt me I didn’t do anything to you I won’t tell anyone oh 

God you can have money you can take whatever you want take it all but please leave me be. 

 He did not tolerate this from her for long. Almost rolling his eyes, as though he was 

dealing with some bratty teenager, he lifted a single finger to his mouth and glared, and this was 

enough of a harsh look to have Bianca fall silent on a sob. His fingernail was sharp and yellow. 

 “Got that out, did you?” He asked. “I really must have a nice, silent audience.” 

 Huddling down further on the floral-patterned couch, which creaked a little in protest, 

Bianca whispered, “Okay, whatever you want. Tell me the story. I’ll listen. Just… please.” 

 A smile flickered across his features, and he settled down onto his haunches, crouched 

with no seeming discomfort. His knuckles dragged on the floor. His teeth flashed from the 

confines of his mouth as he spoke, each word soft and lilting, a true storyteller’s voice. 

 “You’ve heard this one before, but mostly only the revised version. It’s called ‘Little Red 

Cap,’ but most people probably know it as ‘Little Red Riding Hood.’ Yes?” 

 Whining softly, Bianca nodded. He nodded back, salaciously. 

 “The problem is,” he said. “You’ve only heard the correct version once before. If you’ll 

spare a moment to recall, it made quite an impression on you, yes?” 

 Sucking in a breath, Bianca found her mind guttering back even further in time, to 

something she only rarely thought of, had not remembered for more than a decade. A sleepover, 

when one of her friends’ older sisters had told a story, a gruesome story about a little virgin girl 

who had gotten herself eaten up by a big scary wolf. The path of the pins or the path of the 

needles, the older sister had chanted, over and over, like an incantation, until all the younger 

attendees had trembled in their sleeping bags—one path was the way to safety, the other to 

destruction, and the red-hooded girl had chosen wrongly. Bianca remembered her child-self had 
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felt indignant over the story’s changes, that this was not the proper way to tell it, in her mother’s 

versions the little red-hooded girl always survived thanks to a woodcutter. And besides, the red-

hooded girl was an idiot. I’m better than that, Bianca had said, I wouldn’t have fallen for all 

these traps. I wouldn’t have talked to the wolf, I would have seen it was a wolf in my grandma’s 

clothes, I would have run away. I would have escaped because I’m better. 

 Those words—I’m better, I’m better, I’m better—were Bianca’s lifelong motto. 

 All of this passed through her mind in only an instant, and Bianca found the straw-haired 

man was eying her, knowingly, as though he had traveled her thoughts along with her. He said, 

“Yes, you’ve heard the correct version. You’ve got the look of it, my dear. And haven’t you ever 

thought about how stupid the little girl was, how easy it would be for the big bad wolf to be 

bested and killed? Why, it all seems so simple to do, if you think about it.” 

 Bianca found herself unable to answer. But she nodded again anyway. 

 “Well,” said the man, leaning back further onto his ankles. “I’m here to tell you that is 

not at all accurate. For example, the woodcutter was a much later addition to the story, because 

most people don’t want to acknowledge the truth about the general unpleasantness of the world. 

So they just added a woodcutter, who just butts into the story for no reason other than wishful 

thinking. The original had no woodcutter whatsoever. It’s more real that way.” 

 Bianca did not know how to respond to that, and he did not seem to expect a response. 

 “So, just as a reminder,” he said, eyes glimmering against the pale light of the lamps 

coming from her office, looking all the more yellow. “Here is the original.” 

 And he began to speak, words hushed just enough that she found herself unconsciously 

straining to hear, paying closer attention than she otherwise would have. As he continued his 



 

50 

 

hands lifted from the floor and began to weave through the air, making sharp gestures and slow 

smooth glides as if illustrating the tempo of the tale, the rhythm of her own stumbling heart: 

 

A long time ago in a land far away there lived a little girl who always wore a 

bright red cap on her head. It kept her warm on cold nights and chilly days, and had been 

sewn by her grandmother, whom she loved very dearly but who lived on the other side of 

the forest, away from the little girl’s town. Everyone liked to call her “Little Red Cap.” 

One day, when Little Red Cap was eleven years old, her mother called her and 

gave her a loaf of bread and a cup of cream, telling her to go across the woods and to her 

grandmother’s house, because poor grandmother had run out of both and was hungry all 

by herself. “But remember,” said her mother, “stay on the path of the pins, not the path of 

the needles, because there are dangerous creatures abroad and the pins is the safest way.” 

Little Red Cap promised to be safe and set out on her journey. 

As she was traveling, she came to the path of the pins and the path of the needles. 

Being a clever little girl, Little Red Cap followed her mother’s instructions and kept to 

the path of the pins. She always did everything her mother told her. 

 

 As he spoke this last line, a small crinkle made its way across Bianca’s forehead, because 

this statement did not seem at all true to the original. She found herself asking, silently: Isn’t this 

fairy tale meant to be educational? A warning about how children should listen to their parents? 

How can the girl be punished if she did the right thing, and took the path of the pins that her 

mother commanded? It should be the opposite, with her taking the path of the needles. 
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 But she did not dare voice any of this aloud, and besides the straw-haired man continued, 

his voice not at all faltering, as though he knew the story more deeply than anyone else: 

 

As she walked, though, she came upon a solitary wolf in the road. 

“Oh little girl,” said the wolf. “What a pretty cap!” 

“Thank you,” said Little Red Cap. She knew not to talk to strangers, but also to be 

polite. It seemed dangerous to her to be rude to a wolf when he could eat her up. 

“Where are you going, little girl?” asked the wolf. “Are you visiting someone?” 

“I am visiting my grandmother,” said Little Red Cap, reluctantly, because she did 

not know the wolf and did not want to reveal too much to him, but she also thought it was 

probably best to tell him that someone was expecting her. She showed him her bread and 

cream. “She is hungry, so I am bringing her this.” 

“What a good little girl,” said the wolf. “Everyone gets hungry these days.” 

 

 As he said those last words, the straw-haired man paused and grinned, and his teeth 

looked garish in the light of the office lamps. Bianca held herself very still, like a caught rabbit. 

 

And they parted on their separate ways with a polite farewell. But as Little Red 

Cap continued along the path, the wolf ran through the woods ahead of her and came to 

her grandmother’s house first. He came up to the door and called out to the woman 

inside, “Grandmother, it’s me! Please let me in.” 

“Is that my granddaughter?” asked the old woman. “Is it really you?” 
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“Why yes,” said the wolf, in the little girl’s voice. “I am here to bring you some 

bread and cream because you are out of both.” 

“If you really are my granddaughter,” said the old woman, “then tell me what I 

made for you on your birthday.” 

And the wolf said, guessing, “You made me this red cap, remember?” 

“I do remember,” said the grandmother, but she was old and wise, so she asked, 

“And what birthday did I make it for you, my dear?” 

The wolf did not know the answer to this question, so the old woman did not let 

him in. But he broke through the door anyway, entered the house and killed her. 

 

 With this pronouncement, Bianca made a small noise of protest, and the straw-haired 

man paused, giving her a patronizing look as if to silently say: A door did not keep me out, so 

why did you expect one would keep out the wolf? If Bianca had thought to complain about the 

alteration, his look made her silent again. And so he continued: 

 

The wolf hacked her to pieces. He baked her flesh into a meat pie and bottled her 

blood for wine, then he put on her old bedclothes and settled onto her bed, under the 

covers. His eyes glowed in the dark. 

Soon Little Red Cap came to the house and called, “Grandmother, it’s me!” 

“Come in, child,” said the wolf in the grandmother’s voice. “The door is open.” 

Little Red Cap came in and showed the wolf her basket. “I brought you bread and 

cream, Grandmother. I’m hungry, so let’s eat this together.” 

“Thank you, my dear,” said the wolf. “I have baked you a pie. Eat that first.” 
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“Thank you,” said Little Red Cap, and she pulled the pie from the oven. As she 

ate, under the table a cat hissed: “How dare you eat the flesh of your own grandmother!” 

“What was that noise, Grandmother?” asked the little girl. 

“It was the cat, my dear,” said the wolf. “Throw your shoe at it.” 

The little girl did so, and the cat howled and ran away. 

 

 Sometime during the continuation of the stranger’s story, Bianca must have closed her 

eyes—more than likely, at the moment when the girl had started eating the pie. She only realized 

what she had done when something struck her, sharply, on the shin; with a shriek, Bianca jerked, 

her eyes wide as she stared at him. He had thrown one of his shoes at her, she saw; there it was, 

lying before her feet on the floor. Her shin stung, surely bruised. 

 And he was pulling off the other shoe as he spoke: 

 

“Grandmother, I’ve become thirsty,” said Little Red Cap. 

“There is wine on the table,” said the wolf. 

“Thank you, Grandmother,” said Little Red Cap. As she drank, at the window a 

bird cried, “How dare you drink the blood of your own grandmother!” 

“What was that noise, Grandmother?” asked Little Red Cap. 

“It was a bird at the window, my dear,” said the wolf. “Throw your shoe at it.” 

So the little girl threw her other shoe, and the bird shrieked and flew away. 

 

 Only with great determination did Bianca remain silent as he took aim, flinging his other 

shoe at her. She raised her hands, desperate to protect her face, and as the tough rubber sole 
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collided with her elbow she began to feel something like numbness coil in her belly, despair that 

this was the last moments of her life, the humiliation of being told a children’s tale and pelted 

with shoes. From behind her hands she could see his face; he looked pleased with her, somehow. 

 

“I’m tired, Grandmother,” said Little Red Cap. 

“You can rest in bed with me,” said the wolf, still under the sheets. “But first take 

off your dirty clothes.” 

Then Little Red Cap took off her cap. “Where do I put this, Grandmother?” 

“Throw it in the fire, my dear,” said the wolf. “You shan’t need it anymore.” 

So the little girl did so. 

“But what about my coat, Grandmother?” 

“Throw it in the fire, my dear. You shan’t need it anymore.” 

And so the little girl asked the wolf this question many times, and he gave the 

same answer. At last, naked, she came shivering to the bed and crawled under the 

covers… 

 

 At this point, the man paused, regarding Bianca with something like amusement curling 

at the edges of his lips. Bianca realized then that she had begun to whimper, her hands still raised 

in a facsimile of self-defense, for she had guessed what was going to happen. She expected him 

to jump at her, to get straight to the murdering, but he remained still. 

 “This is the part they always get right, no matter the version,” said the man. “I’m sure 

you remember the questions she asks the wolf. Care to tell me what the first one was?” 
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 A wheeze cleared out of Bianca’s throat. When he continued to stare at her, expectantly, 

she somehow found the force of will to answer, “What big… eyes… you have.” 

 “Yes, said the wolf,” intoned the man, “the better to see you with, my dear.” 

 He stopped, and looked at her expectantly. She stared back, for what felt like a short 

eternity, until he made a quick, jerking movement with his hands, as though demanding. And 

Bianca realized that she had become part of the story, falling into the role with barely a prompt. 

When she did not speak again, her throat still closed tight, he tilted his head. 

 “Well?” he asked. 

 Forcing herself to swallow, Bianca said, “What big ears you have.” 

 “The better to hear you with, my dear.” 

 Oh God, Bianca wanted to say. You’re going to kill me, you’re going to re-enact this 

story and kill me. You’re a psycho. Why are you choosing me of all people to do this? 

 But she knew she could not say any of that, that to call him out would be to upset him, to 

make the end come sooner. He was still looking at her intently, so she scrambled through her 

brain, desperate to come up with another question, one more thing to stall him. 

 She stuttered: “What a big nose you have.” 

 His smile this time was knowing, as though he understood what she was trying to do. 

“The better to smell you with, my dear,” he said, and this time he seemed ready to laugh. 

 At that, Bianca found she could not imagine anything else. If she said another body 

part—hands, perhaps, or feet—surely he would just answer and continue, and it did not sound 

like anyone else was coming. There were no sirens, no shouts to come out with their hands up, 

nobody yelling for him to leave her alone. No matter how much she might stall, there were only 

so many more moments until she would have to pick “teeth,” and then it would be over. The only 
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sound she could hear was her own unsteady breaths, the creak of her ribs expanding, and she was 

ready to believe that this would not be the case in a minute or two. 

 “And what do you think happened then?” he asked. 

 Bianca did not want to say it. She felt something snap inside her, some last shred of 

defiance rearing up, a falling away of her need to live and a rise of some other priority. A last 

gasp of fighting spirit, the kind an animal might have in the moments before the hunter fully had 

his prize. A desire to retain something of herself, even at the very end. She was not going to 

speak, refused to play along any longer. If he wanted to kill her for this, then he surely was going 

to kill her anyway—she was not going to cooperate now, at the end of her life. 

 He seemed to recognize this, or perhaps had become impatient, because he added: 

 

“Oh, Grandmother,” said Little Red Cap. “What big teeth you have.” 

“The better to eat you with, my dear,” said the wolf. 

And then he ate her. 

 

 There was a long moment as they stared at each other. Her eyes tracked him as he rose, 

slowly, his tall form looming. She expected him to rush at her and enact some violence. Never, 

in all her life, had she felt as though her skin was so soft, her bones so brittle. So easy to be torn 

apart. He had no weapon but that did not seem to be necessary, not with his strength. She found 

her own hands curling into claws in anticipation, ready to scratch at him in her final moments. 

One hand was still biting into her own skin, scraping against the back of her neck. Bianca knew 

then that she had cut herself with her own nails, that the wetness was blood. 

 He said, “I hope you liked the story.” 
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 Then he turned, and loped toward the door, big long strides that looked assured. 

 And stupidly, impossibly, disbelieving what she had heard and what she was now seeing 

before her, Bianca could not help but ask, whispering: “Aren’t you going to kill me?” 

 The stranger turned to her with a look of disdain, as though this was a stupid question. 

 “I just did,” he said. 

 Then he turned, stepped out the door, and was gone. 

 When the authorities finally came, some twenty minutes later, Bianca told them the story. 

She told them everything. Halfway through her re-retelling of “Little Red Cap,” she began to 

hyperventilate, and as they calmed her the two paramedics on scene looked at one another with 

disbelief on their faces, one asking, “The hell kind of story is this?” and the other responding, “I 

don’t know, you’re the one with the kid, is this the way people tell ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ 

these days?” The first said, “Not to my kid, they don’t. That’s sick, that is.” And Bianca had 

started laughing then, for a reason she could not later remember or explain. 

 In the hospital, as the doctors looked her over, Bianca had dared to think that she was 

free, that she would not need to feel fear or worry ever again, that she was safe and the madman 

was gone. She had no idea that the world was now her enemy; that knowledge would come in the 

ensuing months. It began slowly, but picked up in pace as Bianca’s life continued. 

 The first of it began with an advertisement for a new restaurant that was being installed 

on the street corner. “Fresh bread and sweet whipped cream, daily!” read the sign, and Bianca, 

remembering the details of the story more vividly than ever, had sobbed aloud when she had 

seen this, hurrying past and up to her apartment, where she now left the lights on whether she 

was coming or going, as well as installed a new set of bars in the inside of the door frame, 
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making her once-cozy home look like a prison. She huddled on her bed on the second floor, 

trying to stop shaking. It was just an ad, she told herself. No reason to react like this. 

 The next day, a friend at the office came in wearing a red hat. With a shriek, Bianca had 

pulled it from her head, and flung the offending object across the room. “Don’t wear that, it’s 

dangerous!” she remembered yelling. She lost track of time, then, and when she came to, her 

friend was staring at her like she was possessed. They stopped speaking after that. 

 For little good that had done—Bianca saw red hats daily, now, unsure whether this was a 

new turn in fashion or an old one she had neglected to notice. Red hats and red coats. Red. 

 She began to come to the office late and leave earlier than usual, all to catch the daylight 

when outside. She avoided nights out with her friends, who she realized now were all winos of 

some variety. When, on a date, the man suggested ordering a pie for dessert, Bianca had excused 

herself to the bathroom and not gone back. She found herself researching vegetarianism. 

 One month into this behavior, Bianca’s boss began making overtures of concern, talking 

about accumulated sick and vacation days, leave of absences. The boss explained that she had 

gone through a rough patch of her own, and do you know what helps, therapy, it’s a real life 

saver, and I’ve been doing some research online, it’s called PTSD… 

 Bianca took the eventual offer of paid leave. Then she went straight to her apartment and 

locked the cage door. She slumped on the couch and stared at the spot where the intruder had 

crouched, her mind caught in that undeterminable fear. Now she would have nothing but to think 

of the story, all day, every day. She could not go to a therapist—being asked to tell the story 

again would make her scream. Not just for herself, the knowledge that she was never going to 

forget what she had been told, that she now defined her life by the parameters of a children’s folk 

tale that should not be told to children, but also because she would be spreading the story further. 
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It was a curse, Bianca decided. A curse that spread from that stranger, into her, and had now 

infected every part of her life with one reminder or another. Giving it to another person could 

only make it stronger. She needed to keep it to herself, to stem the flow of the disease. Nobody 

else realized what a danger it was—nobody else could understand how the story was real, true, 

existent in a way that defied categorization. She had to save them from it. 

 More than that, she realized, she needed to escape. The bars on her door were only a 

temporary failsafe; they could not really keep the curse away. That old nameless fear had her 

rubbing her neck again, pulling at her skin with her fingers as though something was wrapped 

around her throat. Like a chained animal. As always the familiarity of the fear was its most 

shocking aspect—Bianca wondered if she had felt it once and then forced herself to forget, had 

managed to find an escape and establish herself here, in Vegas, far from her childhood home in 

Utah. In her late teens she had begun to feel confined at her mother’s house, smothered under the 

pretend affection of a buttery sweet woman who never had any time for her. At eighteen she had 

made her escape, traveling west to Salt Lake City, for university. She had majored in accounting 

and remembered little else but a wave of numbers and alcohol. Where, she asked herself, had this 

fear been? Surely its familiarity was not a mistake. She must have had it, before; but she had 

forgotten it somehow—an amnesia so great, she had even forgotten that she had forgotten.  

 Perhaps her mother would remember, Bianca decided. 

 It was a rare thing for Bianca to call her mother, but the number was still in her phone, 

and took her only a few seconds to press the appropriate buttons. She sat still on the couch and 

waited, wondering if this was a good idea or not. The phone answered, “Hello?” 

 “Mom?” she croaked into the receiver. 
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 “Bianca, darling!” Mrs Holloway’s voice resounded back, a little too cheerfully. Bianca 

winced, recalling why she rarely spoke to this woman, how every sweet endearment rang just a 

little too forcefully, a boldness that almost seemed to hide bitterness underneath, as though the 

woman had no real love for her eldest child and instead was only pretending. All through 

childhood, Bianca had observed her mother with keen eyes, waiting for the moments when that 

mask of love would slip and her scorn would show underneath. They were rare—a few recalled 

instances, a high school football game when her mother had glared at her for no reason, a 

Christmas when she was eight and her mother had forgotten to wake her up early with her two 

younger sisters—but Bianca still could not escape the idea that her mother did not love her. Not 

like how mothers did, in stories she had heard. Unconditionally. Without cause. Bianca had 

always felt as though her mother needed a cause, and in her case it had been missing somehow.  

 “I was wondering if I could talk to you,” she said. “I’ve been having some problems at 

work, and I got a big scare about two months ago…” 

 Her mother made a sympathetic noise, something vaguely like, “Oh, honey,” and Bianca 

found herself suddenly spilling out everything that had happened, telling how she had been 

threatened by a madman in a home invasion, the cold probing questions of the police, the images 

of girl-wolf-bread-cream-red-hat-coat-cat-bird-pie-wine-flesh-blood-red-red-red haunting her 

every step and breath and thought, how she could not sleep, could not eat, could not look outside 

for fear that it was following her, this crushing fear that flooded up through her from some deep 

dark place inside that she could not name. As she did so, she could not help but think this was 

foolish of her, that her mother truly would not care—but maybe that was the reason why she 

found telling everything so necessary. Her mother did not truly care. This made telling 

everything safe. Her mother did not care and so Bianca could talk at length without worrying 
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about spreading the curse. Still, she did not tell the story of “Little Red Cap,” but this was for her 

own sake: because hearing it again, even to tell it, would have been too much to bear. 

 After she had fallen silent, and had been quiet for some minutes, she heard her mother 

say, “I’m so sorry this happened to you, buttercup. What are you going to do for your vacation?” 

 “It’s not a vacation,” Bianca murmured. “It’s a ‘leave of absence.’” 

 “Sounds like a vacation to me,” said Mrs Holloway. “Have you thought about visiting?” 

 “Visiting?” Bianca asked, and the word felt foreign on her tongue. 

 “Well, yes, dear. It’s been years since I’ve seen you.” 

 True, Bianca reflected. She asked, “You want me to come to Utah?” 

 “I suppose we could make a family affair of it,” said her mother. “Next week, I’m going 

to the Rockies for Grandma’s birthday. Both of your sisters wanted to come along but neither of 

them could make it in time, and one of them can come a day or so late. Maybe you’d like to join 

me? I know you are busy with your job so you can never visit, but that’s changed.” 

 I am not that busy with my job, Bianca wanted to say. I just don’t want to visit you and 

watch you fawn over my sisters while you pretend to be nice to me. Don’t pretend as though you 

weren’t happy when I left home, that you were not glad I was gone. 

 Even as she thought this, Bianca found her mind straying back to the story—that awful, 

awful story—and the little girl’s mother with her order: Stay on the path of the pins and off the 

path of the needles, it’s the only way to be safe. But that had been false, Bianca thought. The 

mother in the story had gotten the order wrong. The wolf was waiting on the safe path. Maybe 

she had been mistaken, and there was no safe path. Or maybe she had done this intentionally—

maybe she had been wanting to be rid of Little Red Cap, of the child she did not love. 

 And here her own mother was, offering to meet Bianca at her grandma’s house. 
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 At her grandma’s house. 

 Sucking in a sharp breath, Bianca made a sudden excuse, said that she would think about 

visiting, and hung up so abruptly that surely her mother thought she was rude. She then paced 

her apartment, all the lights on, taking care to avoid the spot where the straw-haired stranger had 

squatted, his hind quarters bunched and tense like an animal about to pounce. There was the door 

with its bars, caging her inside as much as keeping the beasts outside. And that was the great 

problem, Bianca reflected. The beasts were outside. The world was a savage, hungry place. 

Bianca, with her carefully manicured nails and permed blonde hair, was barely able to defend 

herself. Scratch that, she thought—she was completely unable to stop any attacker. Not even the 

bars on the door could do that, not if a monster was determined enough. 

 That was the scariest part of the story, she thought. The wolf had tried to get inside the 

old woman’s house through trickery—it could impersonate voices!—but when that failed, it had 

simply broken in anyway. A door could not hold the monster back. 

 She started to wonder about other stories. The Three Little Pigs—had they also been 

eaten? And the Boy Who Cried Wolf—she suspected that did not end well for him. And the 

werewolf—in all the movies he was killed, tragically, often by people who loved him. All 

because of a wolf. Were all these stories about the Big Bad Wolf, or just wolves in general? The 

question came to her, then, and she began to consider whether the stories could share the same 

character, without her even realizing this truth all this time, whether they took place in the same 

universe like a movie and sequels. Did the wolf start out eating Little Red, and then move on to 

the Pigs, or did he start with animals and work his way up to becoming a man-eater? And the 

werewolf—was the wolf originally a human being, too, and that was why he could talk? 
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 The connections in her mind began to loop, to coil further and then to branch out, stray 

thoughts flying everywhere.  If the story of Little Red Cap was a virus, something that could 

affect her, could affect others, could infect the whole world, then it was real.  Stories were real, 

she thought, and if stories were real then all sorts of impossible things had to be true. Who knows 

what these truths could be. The world as most people knew it was wrong. Stories were 

dangerous—and those who told them equally so. 

 Those who told them, Bianca’s mind echoed with that thought. Stories and those who 

told them. Who told them? Who told her? A stranger, breaking into someone’s house just to tell 

a story. Who was he? The police had nothing, she knew. No name or other identity. Who had 

told her that story? A man with deep yellowy eyes and a strange toothy grin. Who was he? 

 Not who, Bianca thought. What. What had told her that story? It had not been human, the 

thing that had spoken to her, with its enormous strength and its knowledge of a night in her 

childhood, when she had first heard a terrifying version of a fairy tale. What was he? 

 That last thought proved too much. With a sharp noise, deep in her throat, Bianca fled 

past the office, past the apartment kitchen and into her bedroom, where like a small child she 

huddled under the covers. No, she told herself. No. That is becoming too much. There’s no such 

thing as the Big Bad Wolf. Stories simply cannot be real—not that real, in any case. 

 Even as she chanted these words to herself, silently, Bianca knew she was lying.  That 

she was telling herself this to make herself feel better, convincing herself of something that she 

no longer knew was true, denying what she had learned so she could sleep better at night.  But 

this seemed the only way to become sane again.  When everybody else agreed that stories were 

not real, who was Bianca to deny that?  I’ve always followed the latest fashions, she told herself.  
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I’m always keeping up with what everybody else wants and I’m always the best at it.  This is a 

fashion in thought.  Stories are not real.  Stories are not real.  Stories are not real. 

 Her mother wanted her to visit her grandma.  Even thinking this made Bianca tremble all 

over, that primeval fear clutching tight under her ribs.  But before the story, before the break-in, 

a sentence like this would not have sparked such a reaction.  It was normal. And despite her fear, 

maybe that was what she needed now. A reminder of home. Even though her mother’s affection 

was fake—or so she suspected, had always suspected—it was still familiar in a strangely 

comforting way. She never had to fear it becoming something else. 

 Slowly, Bianca made her way back to the living room.  She retrieved her phone, called 

her mother, made the appropriate apologies.  Her mother forgave her just as always, a little too 

quickly, as though she wanted to smooth things over before she said something she regretted.  

Bianca was counting on this, as it gave her the opportunity to bring up the visit again. 

 “You were right,” Bianca said. “It’s been a while since I visited. We can go for a hike.” 

 “That’s the spirit,” praised her mother. “We’ll have ourselves a cookout.” 

~ 

 Now, in the car—when at the same time Raven Adams is making the turn to highway 71, 

sending out a tweet about the joys of moving day and never having to see her roommate again—

Bianca Holloway sits and breathes to herself, telling herself to calm down, that there is no good 

reason to worry this much. She has been on this road before, it has been a few years but roads do 

not really change, she just needs to pull herself together and get to her grandmother’s house, 

where they are waiting for her, and then to find some sleep. She puts her head on the steering 

wheel and closes her eyes, longing for the lights of Vegas. Maybe this is a mistake, coming up 

here, visiting these people she hardly knows any more. Maybe Bianca should go home. 
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 But she knows that returning would not solve anything. The nameless fear would still be 

with her in Vegas, in the Rockies, everywhere. Lifting her head, she glares at the wolf cutout, 

angry at the world for so resembling a story. It’s just a story, she tells herself. Who is afraid of 

the Big Bad Wolf? Not the people who were wearing red, not the ones who sat and ate pies and 

bread and put cream in their coffees. She had once been one of them. She wants to be one of 

them again, to stop fearing every little reminder. She wants to forget and return to normal. 

Admitting this to herself is the same as turning it into a mantra. She will do this, she will recover, 

and she will return to Vegas ready to do her job and live her life. 

 “It’s just a stupid story,” Bianca mutters, and leans forward to tap at her car’s GPS, which 

remains stubborn, continuing to claim “Lost Signal.” At last, with a frustrated sigh, Bianca leans 

back and considers the fork in the road ahead. Left or right, pins or needles. She tries to go back 

in her mind, recalling the turn from childhood visits. Right, she decides. Placing her hand on the 

wheel, she winces as she curls her fingers, their numbness sending pricks up her spine. The car 

rumbles as it climbs from the shoulder to the asphalt again, and she is on her way. 

 Not ten minutes later, Bianca sees a familiar mailbox on the road. A peculiar shape, 

designed to look like a basket. Her grandmother must have thought that it looked cute, but 

Bianca was forever wondering about older people’s taste. Still it is a good sign and she turns into 

the drive, coming upon the outline of the house soon enough, familiar even in the dark. There is 

a light on in the kitchen window, and Bianca wants to laugh from relief. They are waiting up for 

her, she is going to tell them all about the scary dog shape that chased her off the road. Grabbing 

her bag, she steps out and heads to the side door that does not lead into the garage. 

 “Grandma?” Bianca calls, knocking on the door, hoping that she is heard. Her 

grandmother’s muffled voice responds: “In here, dear! Come on inside, the door’s open!” 
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 That is odd, Bianca thinks, twisting the knob. Then again it is the mountains and there 

were very few people who were around to enter without being invited. And her grandmother also 

could only have left the door unlocked in anticipation of her arrival. She shuffles through, 

burdened by her bag of clothes and toiletries, saying, “Is Mom here, too? Or did I get here first?” 

 There is no answer, and when Bianca rounds the corner into the living room she can see 

why. The bag slips from her shoulder, her arms hanging like pendulums, feet rooted to the 

ground when she sees who is there waiting for her. 

 “Not such a smart piglet after all,” says the straw-haired man. 
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V. 

 

 Raven’s embrace of Myth Mapping had truly begun, she knew, with her father’s death. 

 She had been living with her mother. At seventeen she was old enough to choose which 

parent she preferred to live with, and she would have chosen her father except for Martin’s sake. 

In those adolescent years the boy was extremely shy at school, and though he was only thirteen 

months younger she still felt some sort of protectiveness, almost possessiveness, over his 

wellbeing. Their mother hounded the two of them endlessly. Raven’s stepfather was distant at 

best, content to involve himself in their lives as an ever-present intonation of “Listen to your 

mother.” Raven spent the winters with them, and expected to rejoin her father that summer, just 

in time for his eighty-second birthday. They communicated mostly by letter, since phone calls 

were often interrupted by her mother and texting was difficult at the dawn of the millennium. 

Letters were better because they were good for telling stories. Her father would write ones that 

he knew, and Raven would send ones she heard in school, events that happened to her or Martin. 

 That December, her father had mailed her a letter that was weighted on one end; she had 

opened it to discover two coins with Greek lettering taped to the inside. Her father wrote a story 

about Achilles, how he had put these coins over Hector’s eyes before binding his body and 

returning it to Priam, so that the same hand that had taken Hector’s life would give him the 

chance for a new life in the world to come. Raven had showed the coins to Martin, but since 

inside her the collision between An Honest Man and The Proper Way had already occurred, she 

found that she could not relate her father’s story to her brother. 

 She knew that something was wrong when her father’s letters stopped coming. 

 And then came the news that he was dead. 
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 A heart attack, everyone was told. Happened in his sleep. No pain. The perfect death. 

 Raven and Martin were pulled out of school and told to prepare for the funeral. Martin 

had never met her father, to Raven’s knowledge, and she could tell that he was bewildered by all 

this, that he understood on some level his sister would be grieving over someone who was a 

stranger to him, and he therefore wanted to help her, but could not think of any way to do so. 

Raven thought this was rather sweet of him, but Martin was like that. 

 As for Raven herself, she felt numb. As though none of this was real; as though this was a 

story. Even sitting in the pews during the service, while the priest rambled out funeral rites in 

Ecclesiastical Latin—her father’s request—she half expected him to spring up in the coffin, 

declaring himself the second coming. Yet that did not sound like something he would do. 

 The only part of the service that Raven truly remembered, afterward, was also the only 

part in English. The priest, when reading the scripture selections chosen by her father, paused 

just before he began, as if to steel himself against something, some internal objection—and then 

he read out of Genesis from a strip of paper rather than from a Bible: 

 

And Enoch lived sixty and five years, and begat Methuselah: 

And Enoch walked with God after he begat Methuselah three 

hundred years, and begat sons and daughters: 

And all the days of Enoch were three hundred sixty and five years: 

And Enoch walked with God: and he was not; for God took him. 

 

 There was a gasp from a few select members of the assembly, a sound of surprise and 

scorn. Raven turned her head, slightly, to see some people’s mouths open in shock. One woman 
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was shaking her head in disdain. At first Raven did not comprehend the reaction, but as the 

reading ended, the reason occurred to her: this was not from a Catholic-approved translation, like 

the Revised Standard Version or even the Douay-Rheims. It had been from the King James. That 

nasty Protestant version which had been banned for hundreds of years. Despite his upbringing 

and continual devotion to the Roman church, her father had never hesitated to use James’ 

version, though he had warned Raven never to bring this up to his fellow congregants. Now that 

he was dead, it seemed as though that warning was no longer in effect. 

 But he had wanted those specific verses—perhaps that was the most confusing of all. 

They were from the lineage of Adam to Noah, full of strange names and a formulaic “he begat 

him, then had sons and daughters, and died after certain years.” Nestled among them was Enoch, 

the only man who was said to have “walked with God,” and who was not recorded as dying. 

Instead, he was only “not.” Raven had wondered about that passage, when she had encountered it 

once or twice before—how does someone become “not”? What did it mean to be “taken”? She 

sat still and silent in the front row, contemplating these questions, all the while knowing that her 

father had probably planned this, had wanted her to consider the ideas in the passage closely.  

 After the service, everyone filed out of the church nave slowly, but Raven lingered. She 

stood for a long moment in the aisle, looking at the tableau. Her father’s will had been very 

specific, choosing location, decorations, and more; with nobody else to rely on, he had been 

forced to designate her mother as the executor of his estate, and he must have known she would 

try to interfere with the arrangements. The color scheme for his funeral made little sense: purple 

and white. Purple was associated with Lent, Raven knew, pain and suffering and repentance, not 

a good combination for a funeral, where white as a sign of resurrection ought to be prevalent. 

She had overheard the priest talking about this beforehand, and so she gazed over the decorations 
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critically, the violet draperies and candles, the Jesus on the crucifix above the altar, swathed in 

royal purple. But the flowers were white, she noted; lilies, like Easter. 

 She only approached the coffin once everyone else had left. Doubtless they thought she 

needed a moment alone, and they were not wrong. But she was not going to collapse into a 

sobbing mess—rather, she found herself still numb—so instead she was going to do the only 

thing she could think of doing, that was, to pay tribute to her father’s stories. She wore a dress 

with no pockets, but she had tucked the two coins he had sent her into the band of her hose 

around her waist. Slipping a hand up and retrieving them, she smoothed her skirt and turned to 

his corpse, turning the metal disks over in her fingers. Observing his face one last time, the lines 

that marred his cheeks and brow, his thin shape making his cheekbones jut out in an unattractive 

way, Raven sucked in a breath. Carefully, she laid the coins out, one over each eye. 

 She said, “There you go, old man.” 

 “Thanks,” her father said. 

 In retrospect, that must have been the moment. The single, infinite, utterly important 

moment: the point at which Raven’s life could follow only one of two paths available, based on 

her reaction. One solitary second’s worth of choice. More than most people had in all their lives. 

A decision, outside the bounds of destiny and circumstance, in which she had absolute 

autonomy: would she accept this as a real thing, the idea that the man in the coffin was speaking 

to her, or would she reject it, deny the possibility, invent an excuse, and so drive herself mad? 

 “You’re welcome,” said Raven, because she could think of nothing else to say. 

 The man in the coffin—the thing that looked like her father, but which she had the 

definite sense that he was not, since he made no effort to reassure her—reached up and plucked 

the coins from his eyes. When he did so, Raven saw that rather than being human eyes, they 
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were replacements; plastic, tucked underneath the lid so that the eyes would look plump and still 

lifelike. Unable to stop herself, she shuddered, and then regretted doing so. 

 “I’m sorry,” she said, almost expecting the corpse to take offense at her revulsion. 

 “Not a big deal,” he said in response. “I don’t much prefer the cold ones myself.” 

 “You do this often, then?” Raven asked, and her voice was rather high-pitched. 

 “Upon occasion,” said the thing. He blinked, and Raven had the impression that he could 

still see, plastic or no plastic. “Only when the situation is right.” 

 “The situation,” said Raven, slowly. “You mean… you appear at funerals?” 

 “God, no,” he said. “How depressing. Everyone always crying, priests saying the same 

thing over and over. ‘He was a good man,’ they always say, no matter if he was a drinker or a 

wife beater or a what have you. ‘He was a nice person.’ Let me tell you, ‘nice’ is just a code 

word for ‘boring.’ I’d take being called a bastard over being called nice, every time.” 

 “I see,” said Raven. “Well, I happen to like nice people.” 

 He seemed surprised that she would disagree, and briefly his face twisted into something 

that resembled delight, but the expression was gone before Raven could fully examine him. 

 “That’s because you buy into the idea of ‘nice,’” retorted the corpse. He flicked the coins 

in his fingers, trailing them between his joints like a slinky across stairs. Then he paused, and 

held them closer to his face, scrutinizing. “Hey, these are the real thing. Where’d you get them?” 

 “My father sent them to me,” said Raven. 

 That brought him pause. “Oh,” he said, after a moment. “I’m sorry.” 

 And just like that, Raven felt a deep jerk in her belly, as if reality was poking at the numb 

bubble that enveloped her insides, threatening to break through. Perhaps this was simply a step 

too far; being spoken to so gently, by something wearing her father’s face—although it was not 
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his face, only barely resembled him, no matter what the embalmers had done or the funeral 

director claimed about the miracles of modern technique, it was a lie—this was too much. She 

saw something foggy in her eyes and began to blink rapidly, trying to clear them. 

 “Hey now,” said the thing, clearly alarmed. “Hey, calm down. Hey.” 

 “It’s all right,” Raven said, but she was not certain if she was speaking to him or herself.  

 “You humans and emotions,” muttered the man, and then he said, “Hey. Would you like 

me to tell you a story? How about the time I created a man? Would that be nice?” 

 “Don’t speak to me like I’m a child,” said Raven. But she nodded. 

 “Okay, then,” said the man, and he told her this: 

 

 Once, a long time ago, I heard that all the philosophers and persons of importance 

were going to meet together and come up with answers to all of the big questions in the 

world. This sounded so preposterous that I spent nearly a day laughing about it. I knew 

and they all knew that such a thing would be impossible, and besides, who would ever 

want to do that? Questions are life. Still, I knew they had to be serious about it, since they 

even sent me an invitation. So I left my barrel behind and I went to join them. 

 When I arrived I sat quietly and listened to them all. The very first question was 

“What is the definition of Man?” It wasn’t the worst of the questions, which is why they 

started with it, I suppose. They came up with all sorts of nonsense and debated for hours. 

I remember Plato wanted to define humans as “a thing of matter which reflects the Form 

of a human being,” which sounds rather like circular logic to me, but then again there was 

never any reasoning with that man. Alexander’s was rather insulting, too, I think it went 

something like, “two-legged sheep which are designed to look like and obey the gods,” 
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which really was too much, seeing as he knew and we all knew that he likened himself to 

belong more to the latter category than the former. Arrogant son of a bitch. 

 But I remember that was the beginning of their compromise: two legs. Because in 

the end, that was all they could agree on. All the different traits of a man could be 

disputed, except that. They decided: “Man is an animal which walks on two legs.” 

 Now I did not speak up for any of this, I didn’t quite see the point, but when they 

came to that conclusion I simply had to have fun with it. Why else did they invite me? So 

when they called for a lunch break I went out, found a chicken, and presented it to them.  

 “Behold!” I said. “I have found a man!” 

 Never have you heard such an uproar. Aristotle, that old goat, wanted Antisthenes 

to beat me with his stick, but Antisthenes had already learned his lesson about that so I 

was spared for the moment. You see, once you give these people a puzzle, they simply 

have to solve it, and by disproving their assertions I had triggered this instinct. They all 

set about to arguing again.  From what I recall it was much more violent this time, a 

couple of them almost came to blows. All great fun. By dinner they had a second 

announcement, which took them five hours to produce, and which in my opinion is 

therefore further evidence why gatherings of intelligent people are a waste of time. All 

that work, and their second definition was: “Man is an animal that walks on two legs and 

does not have feathers.” After this they called for another break. 

 Really, they were asking for it then, I tell you. 

 They do these things just to aggravate me. But what can someone do when he’s 

challenged to such an easy duel? So I took that chicken and I plucked it, and when they 
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were done with dinner and going to debate which should be the next question, I presented 

it to them. You should have seen their faces when they saw me coming. 

 “Behold!” I said. “I have made a man!” 

  And that was the end of their goodwill. I really was beaten and then cast out, and 

for a while none of them would speak to me. Later I asked about what they settled on, 

and all they would tell me was that I had completely destroyed their ability to maintain a 

consensus, and they had to end their meeting without answering even a single question. 

Except for Plato, of course. He had to revise the definition for himself to: “Man is an 

animal that stands on two legs, has no feathers, and possesses broad flat nails.” Let me 

tell you: that chicken was lucky I was not there when he did that. I was going to eat the 

chicken anyway, so didn’t matter to me what I did to it beforehand. 

 

 When he was done speaking, there was a silence in the church nave, and Raven wondered 

briefly if the people outside were still waiting for her to be finished, and what they would do if 

they came inside to witness her father’s corpse telling that story. For the entity inside had been 

very animated, waving his hands and arms about as though the story could be told by gestures, 

and the performance was so dynamic that Raven could not help but smile. 

 “I know that story,” she said, and her throat was a little swollen, voice a little rough, but 

with the change in their conversation she no longer felt like an over-full cup in danger of spilling 

over. Stories were familiar ground for her, something she could grasp and manipulate. 

 “I know you do,” said the being, and he looked pleased. “I know everyone who knows 

that story. Every single person in the world who knows it; I know them, and more besides.” 

 “And I know who you are,” Raven said. 
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 “You do?” he replied. He sounded curious, but not surprised. 

 “Yes,” said Raven. “You’re Diogenes. You’re my favorite.” 

 “Oh?” he asked, and he seemed flattered. “Do tell.” 

 “It’s the way you told off Alexander,” said Raven. And, in a deep voice, she lowed, 

“‘Then stand out of my sunshine!’” She laughed. “I used to tell that to my father’s collie.” 

 “I remember,” he said, and despite the insinuation, that he had somehow been watching 

her, Raven did not feel disturbed. Instead her smile broadened, and she said, without thinking, 

 “If you want to know the truth, I always felt a little sorry for you, too.” 

 Now this did surprise him, she could tell. He asked, “What do you mean?” 

 “Well,” said Raven, after a moment’s consideration, “it was the way everything seemed 

to bother you. I mean, you were always searching for something but you never were able to find 

it. Or maybe it’s more like you were searching for someone. An honest man? And the story of 

the chicken—clearly, you were looking for truth. You found a bit of it by living the simple life, 

even though people like Alexander kept bothering you. But I don’t think even the simple life was 

enough, or else you would have stopped looking for your honest man. Am I right?” 

 There was a long pause. The plastic eyes were staring at her. The thin, pallid face was 

motionless. And Raven began to feel self-conscious, as though without knowing she had said 

something she should not, something not offensive but rather too private, too dangerous to be 

voiced. Still, the being, or rather Diogenes, did not look angry. Slowly, a pensive look began to 

creep over his borrowed features, and that more than anything made him resemble her father in a 

way she found difficult to articulate. The hairs on her arms began to prickle. She began to 

wonder about this being, this person who could pluck a live chicken, and then there were little 

tingles down her spine, as though she herself were in danger of being plucked and eaten. 
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 “As the man who founded the churches would say: You’re not far from the city of God,” 

said Diogenes, in a strange, lilting tone, and Raven was not sure if he was referring to her view 

of him, or to something more—something ephemeral, which she could not understand because 

she had not followed the progression of his thoughts. 

 Swallowing, she asked, “Can I ask what you’re doing here? How can a philosopher be 

possessing the body of my father, and why at his funeral? Are you a ghost?” 

 “No, my dear,” said Diogenes, and he paused, still looking at her. There was a flash of 

something more underneath his contemplative features, something that felt to Raven oddly 

enough like hunger. He was starved for her, somehow. The expression was hideous on her 

father’s face, but then he closed his eyes and shook his head, as though he was telling himself 

‘no.’ Then he was smiling at her, amicably, as he said, “I am not a ghost. I am an idea.” 

 “An idea,” said Raven, slowly, and she realized that she had, in that moment when his 

face had revealed his hunger, taken a step back. “What do you mean?” 

 “I am a living idea,” he said. “Don’t strain yourself thinking about it too much, I certainly 

don’t. Most people don’t spend too much time contemplating who or what they are, it’s just too 

much effort for no gain. And so, all you need to know—” he leaned forward, and against any 

self-preservation she had, Raven found herself leaning forward as well—“is that I am a story, my 

name is Diogenes, and I’m happy to meet you, though I should probably leave now.” He held up 

the coins. “And may I keep these? Or, rather, may your father be buried with these?” 

 “I was going to leave them anyway,” she said, “I think my father would have liked it.” 

 “I do, too,” said Diogenes, and the smile fell from his face. He began to lie back down, 

pausing only to say, “I will see you sometime again, soon. Goodbye, Raven.” 
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 That he knew her name surprised her somehow, even after everything else. But she did 

not speak. She stood and watched as he replaced the coins onto her father’s eyes, and then the 

body lay still. He was gone, leaving only cold meat behind. She stood there for a long time, until 

Martin peeked his head into the chapel and the sound of the door opening brought her to turn, to 

walk away, and to rejoin the others. 

 As she did so, her footsteps echoing through the brick chamber, a certain truth crept into 

her bones: she knew then that she was not the same person walking out of the church as the 

version of herself who had walked in. Her father had told her the theory of the changing self, the 

self that was different from moment to moment, variation descending upon a person, quantified 

by time until the same person was reincarnated into thousands of individuals in a single whole; 

but this was only a fraction of the change that had been wrought upon her. She could feel those 

tangled impulses, An Honest Man and The Proper Way, always perpetually in conflict, and now 

the conclusion had been decided. The Honest Man was strangling the life out of The Proper 

Way, and she was much happier for that. 
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VI. 

 

 That night, in the car outside of Columbia, Missouri, Raven’s dreams were as always: 

formless and void. She woke at four in the morning, and wished that she had woken the same 

way as the day prior—to the sensation of that hand, pushing on her shoulder, regardless of 

whether Diogenes or her father wielded it. As she fumbled for her phone on the floor, the reality 

of this wish—that she was, in a round-about way, wanting Diogenes to be there with her—struck 

her physically, her body jerking in surprise once her mind realized where her thoughts dwelled. 

She froze like a caught rabbit, still and silent as she considered the desire. 

 Yet this was not altogether a new part of herself, wishing for Diogenes; she had wished 

for him—for it, she reminded herself, for it—almost six months after breaking off contact. 

 Or, rather, after she attempted to break off contact. Diogenes always stalked her. 

 And now what was she doing? She was giving in, following instructions like a good little 

minion, even after she had discovered the truth, had realized what it was up to, that first meeting 

when it possessed her father’s body. I don’t much like the cold ones, myself, it had said; and she 

had seen the hunger in it, but had not drawn the connection. It had even warned her: I was going 

to eat that chicken anyway, so it didn’t matter to me what I did to it beforehand. 

 As she lay there, hand on the floor in search for her battery-drained phone, Raven 

considered a new option. True, Diogenes had sent her something serious. A rhyme that included 

death was not something to be taken lightly, not if stories were real—and everything in Raven’s 

life, in Myth Mapping, told her stories were real. Real enough to look through others’ eyes, to 

talk and walk and gesture, to tell of themselves to others and so leave their mark on people’s 
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most inward selves, marking them a potential puppet. Stories were more real than people. And 

this one, this rhyme of the ravens, included a journey, and a secret. And death. 

 But she still had options. 

 I could turn around, Raven thought, mouthed the words to herself, silently, with no less 

trepidation than a worshipper questioning whether to defy the Almighty. Sure, Diogenes would 

know. But what could it do? Send more birds at her? This was just another level to its game. She 

was the toy, the chicken with feathers plucked, and now Diogenes was trying to play with her a 

little more, to possibly flatten her nails. Maybe the only way to win was not to play. 

 No sooner had she thought this than something struck the window above her head, a loud 

crash that made Raven draw in a sharp breath. The silence afterwards was long, as Raven waited 

for more collisions.  Surely there had to be more, she thought, for she knew that it had to be a 

bird. Diogenes was mocking her, again, re-sending the same message twice just to make sure it 

got through to her.  It was serious this time; it wanted Raven to know that it was listening. 

 Message received, asshole, Raven thought. 

 She thought about turning around anyway.  But still—death.  Surely that was serious.  

She did not have to trust Diogenes in everything, but surely it did not want her to die.  The game 

would be over.  If anything, Diogenes would want her to live as long as possible. 

 After all, it did not prefer the cold ones. 

 Retrieving her phone, Raven sat up and opened the door.  There, at her feet, was the bird 

she had been looking for. A magpie, black-and-white plumage askew, neck twisted. Dead. 

 “How did you get here?” Raven whispered. She remembered what she had discovered 

yesterday, online: the territory of this bird stretched from Nebraska to California, and Missouri 

was a state outside of this border. The animal had to have traveled hundreds of miles out of its 
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range, all to collide with a motionless car window and die there, at Raven’s feet. She knew on 

some level that Diogenes could manipulate animals; had spotted a cat, once or twice, eying her 

with overt intelligence, and obviously the ravens bombarding her a day ago had appeared at 

Diogenes’s behest; but that it, a living idea, could influence a bird to leave home, to wing across 

the Great Plains in pursuit of an unknown objective—this was astounding to her. She did not 

even fully understand how Diogenes controlled people; how an idea could wield power over 

animals was even more outside the bounds of her comprehension. 

 But why should I be surprised, Raven thought to herself, as she moved the boxes in the 

front seats to the back. After all, Diogenes is doing the same to me. And I’m allowing it. What 

are human beings but animals that tell stories, who are moved about by stories like puppets? 

 Putting her key into the ignition, she reminded herself: Magpies are a bird of evil omen. 

But this one was dead. So perhaps that meant the omen was dead, too. An averted crisis. 

 And there was only one bird. One. According to the rhyme, that was ‘sorrow.’ Not a good 

foretelling; but she could not decide whether this was a warning against abandoning her current 

route, or a prediction of her near future. Either way, she aimed the car west. 

 The dark was the best time for driving. Raven took a chance, going through Columbia 

rather than around, and was happy to find no traffic. Five thirty found her at the state border, the 

sign announcing WELCOME TO KANSAS. This struck her as rather lazy and unimaginative. Who 

makes these signs, she wondered—who decided Kansas didn’t deserve a slogan? 

 Past seven thirty, the sunrise greeted her just outside of Junction City. Her phone chimed 

six more hours remained until Denver, and Raven considered whether she ought to stop for food. 

She did not feel hungry, did not feel thirsty, but she knew that the absence of these markers did 

not necessarily mean that food and water was unnecessary for her body. At last, on a whim, she 
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pulled into a burger joint and bought a hash brown for breakfast. The first bite left a slimy film 

on her lips, and, disgusted, she set the food down to wipe at her mouth with a sleeve. She forgot 

to pick the meal up again, tossing it out the window some four hours later when, filling up with 

gas, she rediscovered the potato lying cold against the passenger seat. 

 Along the way, Raven found that the internet had less and less sway over her attention. 

First, despite picking her phone up from the backseat floor, she forgot to plug it in and only did 

so a little after the border crossing into Kansas. Then she allowed it to lie next to the hash brown 

for over an hour, before her hand strayed over and checked up on one of her email accounts. She 

was shocked to see the fifty-eight messages waiting for her—three times the normal amount. But 

then again, she had been neglecting the internet. She sought to correct this by paging through 

most of the mail quickly, shooting off a half-dozen tweets, and scrolling over a blog post—but 

halfway through this last endeavor, a herd of cows outside caught her eye, and she pushed the 

phone between her thighs for a better look. She did not pick it up again. Instead of the GPS, a 

sign proclaiming WELCOME TO COLORFUL COLORADO told her of the route’s progress. 

 If there was a chance she might have returned to the online world, this was destroyed 

when she spotted the clouds. At least that was what she thought they were. Vague, shadowy 

purple shapes on the horizon ahead, contrasting with the sharp blue of the sky above. For a long 

time they hovered in Raven’s vision like a gnat, bothersome but not something that could be 

ignored or pushed away. An hour later they began to take more definite shape. 

 Not clouds, Raven realized. Mountains. 

 But they did not look precisely like mountains, either. Their liminal nature—air? sky? 

land? purple? grey?—continued for so long that she began to think they would never fully 

materialize, would always be just far enough ahead in her vision that she could never grasp what 
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they were in truth. She found herself recalling her thoughts the last night, her summary of 

Diogenes’s claim about itself: You can’t comprehend my existence. These shapes now were 

beyond her in a way that her limited cognition could not catch, could only reach for and stumble 

in the trying. Too large. Too grand. Stretching across the western horizon, they disappeared into 

eternity and left behind only a spectral imprint of their true nature for her to view, like shadows 

flickering on the granite walls of Plato’s cavern. And still Raven stared out, longing. 

 Time passed slowly and she could not say, precisely, when this initial impression of the 

Rockies began to fade—mostly because the impression did not. She traveled closer and their 

lines grew darker and more obvious, their colors switching over from purple to greens and 

browns. But they remained as imposing as before, rearing up ahead, tearing through the level 

horizontal plane of mother earth and cutting sharp and jagged against the sky. 

 Teeth, she thought. She had gotten the relationship between earth and sky reversed: the 

sky was not swallowing the land, but rather the earth was chewing the atmosphere. Or perhaps 

they were both working in concert; like Ouroboros, the consumed was also consuming, sky and 

earth melding together by devouring one another until they united as one. When this thought 

came to her, she knew that her destination was not Denver—and how could it be, how could she 

be expected to stop when the city was only the cliffhanger, and the next and final chapter was 

laid out before her so magnificently? Still, to go up into the mountains, she knew that she would 

need to drive along steep roads, curves and turns that did not exist on the plains, on the wooded 

thickets and hills of Ohio. Heights. Raven always feared heights; she always found her name 

ironic, marking her as a black bird that was afraid to fly. 

 This last thought was amusing and she snorted with humor, one hand sliding to her lap 

and the phone held there, certain that she could send out a tweet, or perhaps snap a picture of the 
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mountains stained red with the bare beginnings of sunset. But as she did so she began to wonder 

at the point of this—for surely 144 characters could not capture this moment. To truly share it 

she would need someone riding in the car with her. But glancing to the passenger seat, where she 

had left one of the boxes out of laziness, since nobody would sit there—proved this wish futile. 

 Raven realized: she was lonely. 

 Diogenes, she thought, and after that stray moment was so surprised and disgusted with 

herself that she had to pull over.  The border of the road was scored with little divots so her car’s 

wheels jolted and bumped, a loud hum setting her teeth rattling against her gums.  Behind her a 

couple other motorists carried on past, a passenger craning his head to peer to at her.  Though she 

doubted that Diogenes was inside of him, Raven still kept her face averted. 

 You fool, she told herself, and laid her head down against the top of the steering wheel. If 

it didn’t know you were upset before, surely it knows now. Somehow the idea that Diogenes 

knew she missed it was unbearable. She clenched her hands against the wheel, tighter, and felt 

the scabs pull. Something wet ran across her wrists, but she knew this was only sweat. 

 Twelve years, she thought. She had known of Diogenes since she was a small child—and 

had personally known him, known it, since age seventeen. Twelve years was a long time to know 

someone. But for over half of that she had been welcoming. They had been close. Diogenes was 

always appearing to her in some fashion or another, had been the one to urge her to leave home 

when she became an adult. She had agreed, because he made travel sound exciting. 

 She had not needed to fear, hitchhiking along the road, an eighteen year old getting into 

the cabs of truck drivers, the backseats of cars full of shady men, spending the nights in close 

quarters with strangers. Why should she fear? She had the best bodyguard in the world. 
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Remember my story, Diogenes had told her. Tell my story to everyone you meet, and it will 

protect you. My story will summon me. I will be there with you. I will look after you. 

 When she had started finding her own apartments, she saved money by having 

roommates and never had to worry about violent thugs, druggies, or thieves. She never much 

cared whom she roomed with because she rarely interacted with the people who signed the lease 

with her—instead most of her time was spent online in her room, or at work, or with Diogenes 

the puppeteer. The people he controlled never seemed to be harmed, did not seem aware of gaps 

in their memories, times when their bodies had moved without them, when the being inside had 

joked and chatted and played games with her. They spent so much time together that sometimes 

Raven forgot to eat, forgot to sleep, and so had these habits stuck to the present. She recalled 

workdays when people had asked for difficult help or confusing information, and she took to 

peering closely at them, wondering if they were customers or were Diogenes testing her. More 

than once he had not been able to keep a straight face, had given himself away with a smirk in 

her direction, and when she called him on interrupting her work, he would playfully tell her to 

call her manager and then would gush about Raven’s excellent job performance. 

 She had thought him safe. She had thought him harmless, if a bit eccentric, if a bit 

inhuman and inexplicable. Her own personal invisible friend. After Elisabeth, she had never tried 

to reveal him to anyone, but that was because she knew doing so was useless. She had never 

feared being found out and locked up in the crazy bin; she knew that Diogenes would never 

allow this, would happily break her out if need be. She had thought he was her friend. 

 More fool her. 

 All those years, being blind. Not realizing what she was doing. She had told his stories, 

often. She had told of him over and over until she could mutter the tales in her sleep. Diogenes 
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and the chicken. Diogenes and his lamp, searching. Diogenes and Alexander. Diogenes and the 

beating he received from Antisthenes. Diogenes, captured by pirates. Diogenes, the citizen of the 

world, spitting into the face of a man who invited him for dinner. These and more brought her 

delight. And she had regarded them as nothing more than good luck charms. 

 She did not realize that she was opening the people to him. Did not understand that she 

was laying down the pavement of his personal roadway into others’ synapses. Did not 

comprehend that, in lieu of controlling others, he had once intended to control her. 

 The truth came three years ago, on the cusp of her twenty-sixth birthday. She had moved 

again, and her newest roommate was, if possible, even more reclusive than her. She rarely saw 

the man, except out her window as he went to and from the apartment. His door was always shut 

and he never ate at home. She had therefore failed to tell him any of Diogenes’s stories; and why 

would she? She had not fully comprehended what telling the story did. Or, rather, Raven now 

believed that she had known in some way, understood what she was doing when she spread the 

tales, but did not want to acknowledge this truth to herself. Just because she knew of Myth 

Mapping did not mean that she was not also human, and humans lied to themselves. 

 On the eve of her birthday, she had been feeling rather put out. Diogenes had not 

appeared for weeks, ever since she had moved into the new apartment with the new roommate. 

She had not caught the correlation: him missing and his story untold. All she knew was that 

evening, her roommate had arrived home, and she had seen in his eyes that he was not himself. 

 “Diogenes,” she breathed his name, relieved—and he had smiled. 

 Then he had kissed her. 

 He had never done this before. She stared at him, at the roommate’s gangly and thin face. 

She had asked, “What was that for?” Her voice had been very small, like a child. 
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 “I missed you,” he said, and the tone was joking. He became serious. “You didn’t hold up 

your end of the deal, dear.” He self-gestured to the roommate he wore like a costume. “I had to 

get this young lad all by myself. Took me a bit to find someone to tell my story to him.” 

 And just like that, Raven had put the pieces together. Her mind had collided with what 

she already knew: Diogenes was like a virus. His story was the illness, and she had been 

spreading him across the world like patient zero. Because she too was infected. Her father had 

been the one to give her the sickness, in childhood—and, at his funeral, Diogenes had arrived not 

by accident, not to introduce himself, but instead to collect on his investment. To collect her. He 

had intended to possess her, for who knew what reason. As far as she knew, he had never 

actually done so, and until then she had never feared that he would—but, at the realization, she 

felt the tremble of fingers plucking down her spine, had understood that she was unclean. 

 Hypocrite, her mind had supplied. It’s okay when he possesses others, but not okay if he 

does the same to you? With an attitude like that, how can you face yourself in a mirror? 

 “Hypocrite,” Raven murmured aloud, her face pressed firmly against the wheel. She 

lifted her head and gingerly inspected her fingers. A few of the scabs had torn, but were already 

solidifying again. She flexed her wrists, checked her rearview mirror to see if the highway was 

clear and she could pull out. It would do her no good to think of that night, of the terrible 

argument, of how she had screamed and yelled every hurtful and wicked thing she could think of 

in his—in its—direction. She had despaired with her new knowledge—what had she been doing? 

how had she allowed herself to do this to others, to offer them up as unknowing sacrifices to an 

unseen trickster god?—and taken out her hatred on him. On it. 

 Never talk to me again, she had said. Of course, Diogenes had not listened. 
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 Three years of running, Raven thought, grimly, as her car began to speed up on the 

asphalt, began to lurch once more in the directions of the mountains. Three years of running 

away, and now with one rhyme I’m running toward. This had better be worth it, Diogenes. 

~ 

 The sun was setting as Raven met the mountains, and that was a saving grace, since the 

dim light made the steep slopes difficult to see. She had taken Route 70 through Denver, 

uncaring of traffic jams, and emerged on the other side to the rise of the foothills, the rock and 

crust of the earth merging with each other into towers and turrets of stone. A day’s worth of 

driving had tired her, but she felt energized as she began to follow the sweeping curves of the 

mountainside roads. Light diluted and dimmed, until the sunset sputtered out like a candle. 

Slowly, despite her newfound enthusiasm, Raven understood that she needed to leave the 

highway, to find a side road somewhere that she could park and sleep. 

 She made a turn at random, pausing only to check her phone and ensure that the GPS was 

still working in the Rockies. The glow of the screen was harsh, even compared to her yellowish 

high beams. Satisfied that the satellites still knew where she was, Raven continued onward. It 

was perhaps a little foolish to drive at random, in the mountains, in the dark, but she found 

herself hesitant to stop. The buzz from seeing the purple hazes in the distance, hours ago, was 

still inside her, poking and prodding her forward. Soon the road narrowed, the branches of the 

pines on either side looking more and more like arms and fingers, reaching out to her. 

 Raven contemplated stopping. There were nice shoulders on this road, she considered, 

more than enough room to place her car and avoid being hit by any careless drivers. She did not 

know the name of the road but that did not matter; with the internet it was impossible to be lost. 

And besides, the shoulder of the road was opposite to the drop, so she would not need to fear 
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waking to vertigo. She could do the same as the prior night; move boxes up front, then sleep. 

Maybe tweet a little before this buzzing energy ran out and she fell into her dreamless stupor. 

 Once she decided this, a splintered shape fluttered in front of her windshield. Raven 

nearly swerved off the road in an effort not to strike the living motion, but it was already gone. A 

flash of feathers imprinted on her mind—black and white. Another magpie. Solitary. 

 That’s ‘one for sorrow,’ Raven thought, taking her foot off the gas and coasting. 

Lingering, just in case more appeared. But as she rounded the next turn no more arrived. There 

was only one. Or, she wondered, does that count as two? Two magpies, at different times. 

Granted, one had died, but the number did not change with death. Two magpies was ‘mirth.’ 

 But who is happy? She questioned. Me, or Diogenes? Or someone else? 

 No sooner had she thought these words then something else moved in the road ahead; 

something much larger than a bird and connected to the ground. In the glare of the headlights, at 

first glance Raven thought it was an animal. But then, as she brought the car to a complete stop, 

she realized it was a person. A woman. On all fours, crawling along the asphalt. Her scraggly 

blonde hair hung over her face. Her head lifted as the beams of light struck her, and her eyes 

glittered in their sockets. In the yellow high beams, her skin was sallow and greasy. 

 The most immediate reaction was to open the car door and rush to help, but as Raven 

reached for the handle a coldness prickled in the back of her mind. Instinct. A warning. 

Something about the woman—a strange nonchalance, even as she was surely tearing her knees 

on the road, the way her limbs moved so fluidly and her sharp, reflective, piercing eyes—these 

were the actions of someone used to crawling, prowling alone along the highway at night, in the 

mountains. As Raven watched, the woman cocked her head, blonde curls tilting to the side like a 

wild dog evaluating its prey, and then she rose to her feet. But, in contrast to her crawling, this 
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action was stilted, awkward and stiff, and as she lumbered toward Raven’s door, she did so while 

twisting her limbs, as though ironing out kinks and relearning the upright use of her muscles. 

 Her face, once she was close enough to see properly in the dark, was startlingly like that 

of Marilyn Monroe. She wore a t-shirt, with the phrase WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS emblazoned on 

the front, but the fabric was torn and muddy. She lifted a hand and tapped tentatively and gently 

on the window, and in that instant Raven saw that her fingers were long, unnaturally so. 

 Raven reached for the knob and rolled down the window, just a peek. 

 “Hey,” she said. “You get in a wreck? Need to make a call?” 

 “Yes,” said the woman, with a sigh. “You’d know all about it. Your fault.” 

 The accusation was stated with no more anger than commenting on the weather; and this 

measured delivery, as much as the words themselves, was what brought Raven up short. Her 

hand paused as she held her phone, ready to dial nine-one-one. “Wait—what?” 

 “Don’t pretend,” said the woman, lazily. She rolled her head, stretching her neck. “The 

water was foul—you’re the one who fouled it, by drinking from it with me.” 

 “Water?” Raven asked, and the woman paused, the eyes that stared at Raven through the 

window now focusing sharper, as if she had to peer more closely to see Raven through the 

reflective glass. The woman blinked, her eyes unnaturally yellow and bloodshot, then said, 

 “Sorry. My apologies. It’s late and I’m off script. I didn’t mean water, I meant wreck.” 

 “Script,” said Raven, slowly. Scabs on her hand pulled as she gripped the phone tight. 

 “Yes,” said the woman. “I was in a wreck. You caused it. I saw this very car.”  

 This was spoken with more confidence, and that prompted Raven to shake her head. 

 “You must be mistaken,” she countered, keeping her voice even, “You’re coming from 

up the road, and I’ve not driven that far yet. So it couldn’t have been me who hit you.” Even as 
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she said this, a trembling flutter settled over her limbs, which she held still with effort. Instinct 

told her to be very still indeed; even assuming that this woman was not a puppet of Diogenes, 

she still sounded very much like someone confused and potentially dangerous. 

 The woman outside pursed her lips in contemplation. She squinted theatrically, as though 

she wanted Raven to notice that she was looking even more closely at her face. Then she said, 

with excited tones that had boredom lurking underneath, “Oh, wait. You’re right. But I still know 

you. You’re the one who insulted me and told all those lies last year.” 

 “Last year,” said Raven, dully. Suspicion dug deeper inside her. “I wasn’t here last year.” 

 “Then it was your father,” said the woman, impatiently, raising her long-fingered hand 

with chipped nails to tap more at the window, as though testing the durability. Raven had little 

doubt that the woman could have broken through the glass easily, and so put her foot on the gas, 

ready at a moment’s notice to bolt with squealing tires. She could not help but think of the 

woman’s attitude like that of a customer at a restaurant, ordering from the menu. 

 But the suspicion in Raven’s mind had blossomed, like a seed. She recognized this 

pattern. A chance meeting, followed by an accusation of fouling drinking water; then, when that 

was denied, a further accusation of slander; then, when that too was denied, a continuation to her 

relatives or friends. The last line of this story came to her: ‘Any excuse will serve a tyrant.’ 

 Thus, before the woman could continue, Raven interrupted: 

 “I’m sorry, but this conversation is following the script of Aesop’s ‘The Wolf and the 

Lamb.’ I suppose if I tell you my father is dead, then you accuse my uncle, or brother, or other. 

Then if I deny that, you’ll snap me up anyway. I don’t think so. I’ll just cut to the chase—” And 

Raven said, with as much force as she could muster: “What are you?” 
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 Despite having known Diogenes since she was seventeen—that was, well over a third of 

her life—Raven had never met another living idea before. She had asked Diogenes, back when 

they still spoke, and its answer had been that of course there were more living ideas, how could 

there not be, when there were so many stories in the world? But despite what must have been 

enormous numbers of ideas traveling around her, Raven had never spoken to any of them aside 

from Diogenes. Or, at least, never spoken to them and received an answer. As a result, after 

calling out this creature’s true nature, she had no idea what its reaction would be. 

 That was, of course, if she had indeed guessed correctly and had met another idea. Was 

this what Diogenes wanted, Raven pondered? But that was something to question another time. 

When she was not facing down a strange entity in the woods at night. 

 Outside her window—their faces being less than two feet apart—the woman blinked, 

slowly, deliberately, as though stalling for time, and she stared at Raven with a face that despite 

her obviously human features still looked entirely alien. Surely a human being did not crinkle her 

nose like that, or stare with eyes that had pupils so very wide. Hungry eyes; the black circles in 

their centers were like open mouths, like the being nestled inside this stranger was ravenous for 

Raven, would happily consume her by sight alone if such a thing were possible. 

 After what felt like a short eternity, the woman leaned back. 

 “You’re not one of mine,” she said, and there was such disappointment in her voice that 

Raven felt a sudden upswing of sympathy for her, simply due to how much pathos inflected 

those words. As though the creature in front of her were devastated. A death row inmate denied a 

last meal. Still, at the same time, a curious sense of relief spread under Raven’s skin, a contrast to 

that discontent: now that the other was no longer invested in her, Raven felt safer. 



 

92 

 

 Not safe. Just safer. Raven doubted that she could feel safe with a being that prompted 

such a visceral, intuitive fear in her, the lizard part of her brain continuing to warn her of danger. 

 Yet, the woman’s statement also invoked curiosity. Raven could not resist probing a 

little, even as she cautioned herself about what inquisitiveness did to cats. 

 Rather than directly asking what the idea meant, Raven said: “Can you tell whose I am?” 

 The woman let her eyes un-focus, looking away from Raven, like a small child who was 

avoiding gazing at candy. A deliberate attempt to stave off desire for the unreachable. Without 

looking back, she said, “What kind of question is that? How could I know?” 

 Raven found that she already had a close suspicion of ‘whose’ she was: Diogenes. He’s 

my favorite story, she thought, or he was. Or… or perhaps he is simply the story who influenced 

me the most. Impossible for him not to be, considering how often he bothers me. Or maybe it’s 

something else that determines the hold a story has on a person. And why should I assume that 

she means a story is connected to a person in the way that I suppose?  

 Instead of voicing any of this, she asked, “Then can you tell me who you are?” 

 With that question, the woman’s eyes snapped back to Raven’s form so quickly that, 

startled, Raven jerked back. A rictus grin crackled over the stranger’s face, as though the 

question was equal parts amusing and dangerous. Her lips were very red. 

 “Why?” The woman asked. “You want to be mine, instead?” 

 Aware that she had essentially opened up another line of attack, Raven asked, as politely 

and carefully as she could, “Will knowing what you are mean that I become yours?” 

 She did not expect that question to be answered satisfactorily, and was not disappointed. 

The woman tilted her head, almost playfully, and said, “Maybe. Or maybe not.” 
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 “That’s helpful,” Raven said, almost as though chiding the entity before her for not being 

more explicit. She knew she was taking a risk in sounding reproachful, but the living idea did not 

react badly, except to dim the smile a bit. Her head tilted again, blonde hair lifting away from her 

forehead, which was revealed to be streaked with blood. Raven tried not to stare. 

 “You’re feisty,” said the stranger, and this was almost a complement. “You scared?” 

 “Should I be?” said Raven. 

 “Depends,” the woman said. She leaned her weight against the door, rested her fingertips 

more firmly against the window. “Sometimes a red ribbon might help you. Got one in there?” 

 Red ribbon. Raven sucked in a breath. Red ribbon. What stories had red ribbons? Jewish 

folklore had red ribbons on baby cradles for luck. Chinese had the red string of fate, in which 

lovers were connected by unbreakable bonds. Red ribbon. Red string? What could one do with a 

ribbon? Tie things. Bind them. Seal them away, make them less dangerous? Red. Blood. She 

tried to dig deeper into herself, would have reached for her phone for the internet, for assistance 

in the Myth Mapping, but did not dare take her eyes off the being outside her window. 

 The connection only came when Raven applied the previous story to the concept. Red 

ribbon. The wolf and the lamb. In their exchange, Raven had taken the part of the lamb. And the 

stranger was the wolf. Red ribbon. Red ribbon and wolves? What a connection, Raven thought, a 

bit angry at how obscure the hint was, and then everything fell into place at once: red ribbon and 

Fenrir, the wolf, bound by the gods until the end of the world. No wonder the hint was so 

obscure; there should have been no need for a hint in the first place, the woman’s identity was 

obvious from the very start. She was simply toying with Raven with that symbol. Misdirection, 

while still being completely honest. A half-lie—the most destructive kind. 
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 “You’re the Wolf,” Raven whispered. Every fiber of her body was taut with terror. The 

Wolf. A primeval fear of man. Fenrir the killer of the Allfather; Garmr, blood-soaked guardian of 

the underworld, correlated to three-headed Cerberus; the Big Bad Wolf, huffing and puffing and 

devouring little girls alive. Skoll and Hati, who chased sun and moon and swallowed them in 

eclipses, only to be hounded away by men on earth desperately banging pots and pans whenever 

the midday sky went dark. But that was not enough; it would never be enough. Wolves lurked 

around the campfire night after night, until the time when they were not satisfied by lurking. 

They were always hungry. Craving. Hate. Chaos. Darkness. Death. Entropy itself. Gobbling 

down all matter and energy until the heat death of the universe. Eating, eating, eating— 

 Raven’s foot smashed the gas pedal. The car lurched forward like a frightened deer, 

engine whining in protest and wheels squalling like stampeding pigs; but Raven heard none of 

this, could only think of the smile that the Wolf had spread across the woman’s face when Raven 

had whispered its identity, her own face stark white when she understood the truth; could only 

stare up into the rearview mirror at the silhouette she left behind, the blonde-haired stranger with 

her head tilted to the side, observing quietly as Raven fled away from her slavering jaws. 

~ 

 Raven had no idea how much time passed before she slowed the car again. She knew that 

she had not left the Wolf behind any more than she had escaped Diogenes. If anything she 

expected that the former was even more dogged a pursuer than the latter, simply because it was a 

hunting animal rather than a troublemaking philosopher. In short, she was in trouble. 

 “You’re fucked,” Raven whispered to herself. “You’re so fucked.” 

 Little Red Riding Hood. She considered the tale, how the wolf had appeared on the path, 

introduced itself to its prey before running ahead and setting up a trap. That was the part that 
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Raven did not like, in the original story—the most terrifying aspect: the wolf planned ahead. It 

tried to worm its way into catching a meal through trickery, and when that did not work it used 

force. The old grandma in the story had barred her door, but nothing could keep the monster out. 

 Red ribbon. Apparently she would need some. Although, Raven reflected, even that 

would not be enough; Fenrir might have been bound by a ribbon, one forged by dwarves, but the 

ties would not hold forever. At Ragnarok, the great wolf broke free and ate Odin himself, the 

king of the gods. Nothing would be a permanent solution, it seemed. The only ways to stop the 

wolf were only temporary. The predator always caught its prize. 

 “Diogenes,” said Raven. “What were you thinking? Did you send me here to meet that 

thing? Are you trying to get rid of me?” The silence after she spoke was stifling. She added, 

spitefully, “I hope you realize that if I die, I’ll be cursing you. It’ll be your fault.” 

 And she could very well die—this very night. Even leaving aside the two solitary 

magpies—which meant either two signs of sorrow, or one sign of mirth, and did not even need to 

be Raven’s mirth, it could be the monster’s instead—wolves too were bad omens, and this one 

had caught her scent. It might be prowling down the road right now, following her trail on all 

fours, the same way she had found it. An idea, hunting its victim. Its victim. The woman’s face 

flashed in Raven’s internal eye, and her hands trembled. She whispered, “Oh.” 

 Who were you? She mouthed, to the quiet air. The woman with the blonde hair and the 

features of a famous actress. ‘What Happens in Vegas.’ Raven did not even know her name, but 

she felt in that moment a great sorrow crushing through her ribs. Whoever the woman had been, 

surely that was over now. Diogenes might have possessed people, but he—it—seemed mobile 

enough, moving from person to person. But the Wolf would not be that way, Raven knew. It was 

the sort of thing that caught its meal and devoured the unfortunate soul whole. The woman was 
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as good as dead. Raven would likely share the same fate, unless she could figure something out. 

There had to be a story out there where the Wolf lost. A way to escape her fate. 

 She was so consumed with these thoughts, so worried about the potential of the hunter 

following her, that she kept checking her mirrors—and did not once glance at the road ahead. 

Raven did not notice that she had parked in the middle of the asphalt, over the yellow line, right 

at the cusp of a turn. Had she kept more of her wits on what lay before her, perhaps she would 

have remembered that bad omens tended to manifest sooner as well as later, and that regardless 

of evil hungry beasts behind her, she should be aware of other drivers too. 

 When she thought back to the event later, Raven did not recall the exact moment of the 

crash. All she knew was a tremendous jolt—even the sound of the collision escaped her, the 

thunderous crunch and the screech of rubber erased in favor of her mind processing motion; she 

was in flight, and then she was looking down, understanding her destination. Her car was flung 

up and to the side, where the mountain’s slope was waiting for her. 

 Over the ledge. 

 A moment of suspension, midair. Raven’s mind went back to the mattress, days ago, to 

the sight of it falling, falling, falling, and then to the image of her own head splattering open on 

the pavement. It had burst. Except this was not pavement before her—what lay under her was 

pine trees. Rapidly approaching pine trees, or rather, pine trees being rapidly approached. 

 Well, Raven thought, wasn’t this a stupid way to die. 

 Somehow, that thought gave her comfort. She knew then that she would survive this. 

Stories never ended stupidly—they might end happily, might end sadly, but never stupidly. She 

would live because—in that moment—she knew that she was in a story. She had to be. Because 

stories were the only thing that was real in the world. Everything was story. 
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VII. 

 

 Half a continent away, Jamie Sadoski of Kent, Ohio, has finally succeeded in finding a 

roommate replacement. Her apartment is fairly priced and allows her to save a good two hundred 

dollars of her paycheck every month, so she is loath to leave it behind. She was tempted to leave, 

when her former roommate had been in residence, but she soon learned that the other woman 

was inconsequential as long as she was left alone. Though for someone who is as extroverted and 

party-friendly as Jamie, that had been difficult. 

 I’m so happy you’re coming to live with me, she says to her new roommate, an old friend 

from college. The Skype session has been going for over forty minutes and still they are both 

reluctant to hang up. Her friend is nodding and smiling and saying all the right things, makes 

appropriate shocked faces when Jamie explains all the times she invited her previous roommate 

to go out with her, to bars or eat, each time being rebuffed, and how she punished Jamie for 

throwing parties in their apartment. She was so passive-aggressive, Jamie bemoans. 

 What was her name, anyway, asks her friend, and Jamie has to pause to remember. I 

think it was Raven, but don’t quote me on that, she and I literally said like ten words to each 

other in the last six months. It was all good riddance, I’m ready for a change. We’ll party like the 

sun don’t shine. You only live once! YOLO, my friend, YOLO. 

~ 

 One hour away from Jamie’s apartment, Martin Rowe is fast asleep, curled around his 

wife like she is a teddy bear. His job as a store manager for Enterprise keeps him on his toes 

constantly, and today a car had mysteriously gone missing. After an eight hour search it was 

found, having been involved in an automobile accident, and the resultant paperwork was going to 
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be dealt with for weeks to come. Martin is the youngest of the three managers at this location, 

and as a consequence he knows that he is going to be the one drafted for that particular grunt 

work. This is not something that can be handed down to the associates or secretaries. 

 Still, despite the occasional headache, the pay was more than worth it, he thinks, or rather 

he thought when he was settling down for bed. His wife is talking about having a baby, which 

would mean her quitting or at least taking a long break from adjuncting at the local community 

college. They have had this conversation before, have had it silently for some years now. The 

original consensus was that they were not in a place for children at the moment. 

 Not that Martin does not want a child—he does. He wants children, as many as his wife 

will agree to have. Growing up he had been rather lonely, his older sister being gone for half the 

year, living with her birth father as part of a custody arrangement. Even when she had been in the 

same household, she had been rather distant, always fanciful, though she had tried to share her 

big imagination with him and he had appreciated it. He still did, though he suspected that she had 

withdrawn from him, somehow, even though she usually answered his calls and texts. He 

dreams, sometimes, about calling her with news she was going to be an aunt. Maybe she can be 

the cool aunt, he thinks, the one who would tell her nieces and nephews all those stories. 

 But until now he had not thought it the responsible thing to do, having children. He and 

his wife purchased their house only a year ago, and with a mortgage, auto bills, and other 

assortments it seemed rather reckless to include a child or two or three as well. But in the last 

months, things have begun to change. Martin’s supervisor is making overtures about opening up 

a second location in this area, something about competing with Uber, Martin had only gotten a 

general gist. But he knows that all his extra work has been noticed. Even if he is not the one 

chosen to head the new location, he would still get a promotion in his current one, which 
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naturally came with a raise. A raise means money for a baby, enough to replace his wife’s salary 

though perhaps not all of it. He would have to compare the numbers. 

 Perhaps he would indeed get to give Raven that call, soon. He wonders if he can convince 

her to come to his home, to tell her in person. His mother and father, living over in New York, 

would certainly have to be convinced to visit, one simply does not break out news of the first 

grandchild over the phone. Raven did not usually like to see them, she was if possible even more 

distant to them than to Martin. Maybe he could arrange something, though, a larger family 

gathering. It would be nice to have everyone together. Family was important, after all. 

 In his sleep, Martin shifts and rolls to his back. He does not know that he will be too busy 

to call his sister tomorrow, or the day after that, or after that. Then he will start receiving her mail 

at his address, and the disappointment will lead him to complain loudly to his wife, but this too 

will be forgotten after he gives Raven a phone call and leaves a terse but sincere message where 

he tells her that he wishes she would talk to him more and that she really should have told him 

she was planning on moving. It is a real shame, he will say, because Susan and I have finally 

decided to have a baby. You’re going to be an aunt, he tells her, probably by this time next year. 

I hope you pick a new place that’s close. And he will hang up and feel much better, will have a 

movie marathon with his wife, will wake up the next day and go to work, return home, go to 

work, return home, continue on with the rhythm of his life. He will be confused, next week, 

when his sister has still not responded. He will leave her another message. And he will wait 

again, for a response that will never come. He will never know what happened to her. 

 In a year, when Martin has his son and his promotion and finally, finally finishes paying 

off his student loans, as he is checking his email for the night he will casually glance out the 

window. In that moment he will see a big black bird on the trees at the edge of his neighbor’s 
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property, but he does not know the difference between black birds so he will think, mistakenly, 

that it is a crow. He will keep seeing that bird, or some variant of it, for the rest of his life. He 

will not think twice about it. But his son and then later his daughters will regard it as a good luck 

charm, despite the three of them learning that ravens are a sign of death and the underworld. 

~ 

 Elisabeth Dinapoli, of Baltimore, Maryland, does not think of her prior roommate at all. 

She has more concerning matters. She lies still and silent under the light of the October moon, 

quietly contemplating the end of the world underneath the stone that bears her name. 

~ 

 Bianca Holloway thinks only of the wolf. 

~ 

 Online, in the nebulous web of cyberspace, the Twitter-verse is all a-flutter. It is always 

a-fluttering over something or another, numerous controversies and arguments and collisions of 

personalities uniting to make the site a sea of faceless voices yammering at high decibels. A 

popular blogger—ten thousand subscribers on WordPress! Twenty thousand followers on 

Twitter!—is doing a series on the hashtag firstworldproblems. “Been a couple years since its 

debut,” she writes, “so let’s see how #firstworldproblems is doing.” A tweet referring to 

@MarcoYolo’s complaint—“Moving day! Glad to wake up my roomie early one last time! 

#seeyoulaterbitches #byebyebadroommate”—is among the suggestions offered up to her, and 

behold it is one of the dozen that gets a personal response. The blogger comments: 

 

  Wow I love bitchy white people :) You go girl. 

@MarcoYolo #byebyebadroommate #firstworldproblems 
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 Among the numerous interpretations of this tweet, a hailstorm of bitter commentary 

erupts. Some of @MarcoYolo’s followers begin to complain: Where is she? Doesn’t she know 

that this is serious? Life changing, follower-numbers altering? Why isn’t she responding? 

Several grumble that @MarcoYolo’s sense of humor would make this exchange well worth 

watching unfold, but still there is no response from the account in question. At last, after a period 

of intense questioning from those few who are truly dedicated, the entire conversation moves on, 

leaving @MarcoYolo behind. The great ocean of the blue-bird community is still tweeting, after 

all, and a 144 character limit is useless when someone is absent from their post. Despite spending 

the last ten years with @MarcoYolo, none of her Twitter followers will risk being left behind in 

the conversation. None of them even know her real name. 

~ 

 But in the Colorado Rockies, on a road branched out from Route 70, between 

Silverthorne (further west) and Sawtooth (further north) and Denver (east), one person does 

know about Raven Adams, though she too does not know her name. Sage Nichols, citizen of 

Sawtooth and employee of one Mrs Elma Upthistle, is still strapped in her pickup truck. The 

seatbelt slices a deeper bruise into her shoulder, but she stays motionless because she feels as 

though this moment is made of glass, and movement will shatter her. Has she really just been in 

a collision? She was simply going for a drive, just a joyride, trying to get her mind off the fact 

that Jimmy is missing and Bancroft-or-Leighton, Mr. BL or LB, is stalking the halls like a wild 

animal, and Mrs Upthistle is being even more quiet and pensive. Oh, and the Book. The Book 

that seems to call to Sage in the quiet hours, which Bancroft Leighton had yelled at her not to 

touch, which he had shoved behind a bookcase, out of sight but not of mind. 
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 The bruise on Sage’s shoulder twinges, bringing her back to the present and the possible 

crash. The pain against her collarbone attests: yes, you had a collision. And she remembers the 

sight of the other car—red? it had been colored red? a little car with a woman driver?—and how 

it had fallen over the mountainside. That’s a surefire way to die, Sage thinks, and then tells 

herself: maybe I should go check. I don’t know if I can do anything, but I did take that first aid 

class a while ago. This is followed by wondering whether she is in shock—the airbag had hit her 

forehead rather forcefully—but her limbs function, and though her seatbelt refuses to unlatch her 

bruised body still wiggles out of the restraint. Later she will not be able to remember how she 

had contorted herself to do this. She pops open the driver’s door. 

 Shaking, Sage manages to stand, propping herself against the truck. Aside from some 

damage to the grill and scrapes on the paint, everything looks fine. Aside from her bruise, she 

feels relatively unhurt. She stops short of calling this a miracle, however, since she remembers 

the other driver, and she staggers to the edge of the mountain and peers into the darkness with 

something resembling the tremors of a worshipper, unsure if she is about to be greeted by deity 

or devil. She can see the shape of a red sedan braced atop some pines, which creak and strain to 

hold the weight. That does not look good, she thinks. That looks like it’s going to fall further. 

 The dark makes it almost impossible to see beyond, but Sage’s addled mind thinks she 

knows this spot. She has driven by many times, and knows that it ends in a treeless ridge, a 

plunge to the bottom. Her truck’s headlights still shine over the ledge, making true sight 

impossible because of the mountain’s shadow; beyond the red wreck the earth looks as though it 

caves into a bottomless abyss. One part of Sage tells herself not to approach, to drive searching 

for a nearby house and make the call. Hand the problem away to the professionals, there is no 

sense in risking her life when a single trip could send her down to Hell, too. 
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 Instead, Sage calls: “Hello? Can you hear me? Are you alive down there?” 

 A very loud silence, then an enraged voice from the inside of the car yells, 

 “What the fuck were you doing? Are you crazy? You crashed my car!” 

 Sounds like a woman, Sage thinks, but she is too focused on the circumstances to be 

angry about the specific words hurled her way. Instead, with terrible practicality, she says: 

 “I’m going to try and get you out, okay? Your car looks like it could fall.” 

 Curiously, the person in the car does not respond to that. Sage wonders about this a little 

as she picks her way slowly, painfully cautious, down to the car. The front window is smashed 

open, and that alone is how she can peer down into the vehicle and see the young woman there, 

thin and small-statured and looking even smaller since she has curled up into a ball like a kitten. 

 “Hey,” Sage says, softly. “You okay?” 

 There is no immediate response, but the person-ball trembles a little. Sage is about to 

repeat her question when the other person says, soft enough that she is nearly silent, “I fell.” 

 “Yeah,” Sage says back. “Sorry about that. I’m pretty sure I was on my side of the yellow 

line, but who knows. It’s easy to get mixed up on the mountains. You hurt?” 

 Uncurling just a little, the woman reveals her eyes, and the white specks flash in the dark 

as she blinks at Sage. She says, “I… don’t think so? Not yet.” 

 Those last two words—“not yet”—bring Sage pause, because they don’t quite make 

sense, but Sage supposes that someone is normally confused in this sort of situation. Certainly 

her own head is not clear. She says, with as much kindness as she can muster—and, being herself 

a people pleaser by nature, with a lifetime of practice, this is a good deal of kindness indeed: 

“That’s good. I’ve heard about people getting into huge crashes and just walking away afterward. 
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You could be one of them. But I’ve also heard that adrenaline can make someone forget if 

they’re hurting, so we’ll still have to call the hospital, okay?” 

 “No,” says the woman, with such force that Sage finds she can only agree. 

 “Okay,” Sage says, feeling as though repeating that word over and over will make it true 

about everything in this situation. “Let’s try to get you out of there. Can you pull yourself out?” 

 “I’m afraid of heights,” says the woman, and she does not move. 

 Sage only responds: “Okay.” And then again, as if for good luck: “Okay.” 

 She edges closer to the wreck, trying not to lean her own weight on the frame, the trees 

propping the car up now bent at an absurd, ninety-degree angle, away from the mountain. There 

is broken glass but Sage is wearing a coat, this is October after all and the weather can become 

nippy. She sidles close enough to reach in and grab for the stranger’s shoulders. Sage pulls 

carefully, gently, then with more force, waiting for the woman to object, but she does not make a 

single sound. It is as though she has become nothing but a limp fabric of blood and bone. 

 All the while Sage imagines the trees under the car giving way, the both of them 

tumbling to their deaths. Sage does not fear heights but she does think, absurdly, that perhaps she 

ought to, tells herself she will make a note to start doing so after this is done. She repeats those 

words in her mind: this one thing needs to be done. This one task that has become her entire 

world: retrieve this person, lift her, and carry her back to the top of the mountain, to the road 

where the paramedics will arrive after being summoned, in forty minutes’ time, where they find 

Sage wrapped around the stranger with her big ski coat, trying to keep them both warm. 

 The stranger, who introduces herself as Raven, looks keenly unhappy about going to the 

hospital, and Sage will remember later that the woman says something about not being able to 

afford an overnight stay, especially if she is not actually all that hurt. And she has lost her wallet 
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in the car—the car that, now, is gone, had fallen sometime during the forty minute wait, the 

enormous boom causing both Sage and Raven to jolt together while they huddled in the truck. 

So, sans money, sans I.D., sans phone, the traveler is without options even for a hotel. 

 Trying to be helpful, and knowing that Mrs Upthistle would be proud of her for adopting 

another stray into their fold, Sage asks, “Would you like to spend the night at my place? It’s a 

library. One of our employees recently left, so we have a free room.” 
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VIII. 

 

 Raven later recalled the rest of the night in a blur. Sage, as her catastrophe-slash-rescuer 

had named herself, bundled Raven into the passenger seat of her pickup—which, Raven noted, 

had only some scraping on the hood and a broken grille, in contrast to her vanished car—and 

drove them both deeper into the mountains. Raven lost track of the turns, the length of time 

stretching and condensing, undulating like a snake until she felt as though she had spent the 

entire trip from Ohio to the Rockies inside of Sage’s truck. And yet, as they pulled into a parking 

lot, Raven felt the opposite, as if she had barely sat down before getting up again. 

 Still, shell-shocked and disoriented as she was, Raven was brought to a halt when she 

saw their destination. They were just outside of what looked like an enormous colonial-style 

mansion. The building stood out from the pines and craggy moon-lit mountainside like 

something from another land scooped up and delivered by a titan. Prominent Corinthian columns 

framed the front entrance, glistening in the truck’s headlight beams like pale giant bones, 

sprouting from the earth—and, as she stumbled from the car, Raven felt as though she had just 

stepped out of time itself, into some form of existence that had no temporal equivalent. The 

building was four stories tall, and rather than presenting a united, square shape, it was instead 

comprised of innumerable juts and ledges, as if the owners, unsatisfied with a four-story 

colonial, had over time instructed the titan to collect other homes and sew them to the original. 

 Her fingers twitched toward her sweatpants pocket, and Raven realized for the third or 

fourth time: her phone was gone. Disappeared in the crash. She wondered if Diogenes was 

involved in the accident, if it had set her up somehow, and whether her phone or identification 

would ever be found. She did not have Martin’s phone number memorized, so the only way to 
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contact him would be through email. Which was only possible with a computer—and she 

vaguely recalled her disaster-slash-rescuer, Sage, rambling something about not having internet 

in Sawtooth, whatever that was, and that therefore her missing phone was of little consequence. 

She was cut off from the rest of the world, either way. 

 “You okay?” Came Sage’s voice, as she rounded the other side of the truck. 

 “This is a library?” Raven responded, hearing Sage’s question but unsure how to answer. 

 “Yeah,” said Sage, with a bit of a laugh. “I forget sometimes, when people don’t grow up 

here it can seem a little odd. But you get used to it. Just be careful not to wander around in here, 

we’ve had people get lost. Oh, and definitely don’t go too far out into the backyard, neither.” She 

started to herd Raven toward the building, and Raven went with little protest. 

 Yet Sage, Raven had quickly learned, was the overly friendly sort that did not understand 

how annoying that could be. She was still talking. As they walked up the steps to the front 

entrance, she said, “I know the library looks huge and you bet that you can see it from the moon, 

but once you get into the trees you’re a goner. You’d be surprised how it blends in.” 

 “I see,” said Raven, mostly just to interrupt Sage in an effort to silence her, but she had 

little hope this tactic would work. She followed Sage inside, placing one foot and then another 

before herself until they had passed the columns and entered the building. 

 If possible, the inside was even stranger than the outside. Books. Books everywhere. The 

walls had been remodeled, turned into bookcases—all the walls, every nook and cranny Raven 

could see in the entryway, which opened to an atrium with a very large set of staircases looped 

around tall and imposing bookshelves. Even the steps had their front-facing surfaces as 

bookcases. To Raven’s left, in the weak beam of the flashlight Sage was carrying, she could see 
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a sign that read BOOK RETURNS ROOM hanging over a doorway, inside which was further 

disorder, with large piles of books forming miniature mountains. A fire hazard. 

 No, Raven thought, a story hazard. 

 And suddenly she found herself very much afraid. This had not been her best night. 

Indeed, she could hardly recall a worse evening, except perhaps the night that she had discovered 

Diogenes’s true intent and had attempted, through screaming and yelling, to essentially break up 

with him. With it. But even in that case, she had not nearly died. Twice. 

 There was a Wolf out there, a living embodiment of chaos itself, and it had expressed 

interest in her. She half expected Sage to turn and gaze at her with yellow eyes—after all, 

everyone knew the story of the Big Bad Wolf, which meant that it was a much worse enemy than 

Diogenes. The Wolf could appear inside anyone. More than this, Raven had received two 

magpies, meaning sorrow or mirth, and she considered that neither of these things boded well for 

her. And even further, she had come here at the behest of an omen brought to her by Diogenes, 

who had initially wanted to puppet her senseless form rather than enjoy her company, and she 

still did not know the number of birds in that original omen, did not know whether she was 

expected to know a secret, or go on a journey, or perhaps even end up in Heaven or Hell. 

 Now she was in a library. A library. Story central. If stories were real, then a place like 

this certainly had to be like their version of a buffet. How many books contained stories? How 

many people came here to consume them every day, not realizing that in this process it was the 

readers who were devoured, rather than the other way around? Raven was aware of the danger of 

stories, ever since the manner of Diogenes’s puppeteering had been revealed, but she had never 

truly feared them. Now she almost expected the books on the shelves to come alive, their 

characters popping out like serpents from eggs, hatching into the world to come for her soul. 
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 And Sage—she was still talking. 

 “The library is open twenty-four hours a day, but so few people come here after dark that 

the hours of operation don’t really matter. There’s just the four of us—” and Sage faltered, just a 

bit, but then continued on—“Um. I mean the three of us. There’s me, Sage in case you don’t 

remember my name, I have trouble with other people’s names so don’t worry; and then there’s 

Mrs Upthistle, she owns the place. Her father was a brewer during Prohibition and that’s how he 

could afford to build this house, but she was the one who decided to turn it into a library; and 

then there’s Bancroft Leighton. Or Leighton Bancroft. Nobody really knows which, so we just 

call him either Bancroft or Leighton, though sometimes I call him BL or LB and he doesn’t seem 

to mind. You’d think that we’d of figured out which is his name by now, but he’s rather 

imposing, most people don’t want to ask him too many questions. But really I think he’s a 

sweetheart, deep down.” She paused again. “Don’t tell him I said that.” 

 “Okay,” said Raven, agreeing for the sake of getting a word in, hoping that this would 

stop Sage from continuing to monologue. But the reprieve was only temporary. 

 “This way,” she said, leading Raven to the left staircase. “The whole house was 

converted into shelves, I’m sure you can see—but there are a couple rooms where the books 

haven’t quite taken over. That’s where we sleep. They’re all in the west wing.” 

 “The West Wing,” Raven interrupted, halting on the steps. As tired as she was, her brain 

still caught the connection, fried synapses trying to Myth Map and warn her of any conceivable 

danger. “Like, in Beauty and the Beast. Or Bluebeard. The forbidden place, where the monster’s 

secrets are, where women are warned that they shouldn’t go.” 

 “Huh?” said Sage, clearly uncomprehending of Raven’s thought process. She turned to 

peer down at Raven’s pale face, tilting her flashlight to see. Raven squinted in the beam, and 
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Sage must have realized that what she was doing, because she lowered her light. “What do you 

mean, women shouldn’t go? And what’s Bluebeard? As in the pirate?” 

 “No, that’s Blackbeard. Bluebeard was a nobleman,” said Raven. She almost added that 

he was a serial killer, but that strayed too close to telling a story for her taste, surrounded by all 

these books. She felt almost as though the stories around her had ears, were paying attention, 

waiting to be summoned—and Raven did not want to call forth anything unpleasant. 

 “Oh,” said Sage, and although she clearly was still confused and expected Raven to say 

more, Raven did not continue. After waiting a beat too long, Sage smoothed over the awkward 

silence by a shy shrug and turned to continue climbing the staircase. Raven spared a thought for 

how accommodating her new companion was, and then followed after her. 

 “You’ll have to stay in Jimmy’s room,” said Sage, “it’s free at the moment.”  

 There was that strange pause in Sage’s speech again, Raven considered, and so, now 

suspicious, she asked: “Why? Where’s this Jimmy gone off to?” 

 Sage was clearly not expecting the question, and all she could say in reply was: “We… 

well. We don’t quite know, to be honest.” She led Raven down a hall, the walls here also 

converted to shelving, crammed with books. The flashlight cast strange shadows on them, their 

variant sizes making the little stripes of shadow and colored spines look like a jungle pattern. 

 “You don’t know?” said Raven. They halted before a room, and Sage shrugged again, 

bashful. She gestured to the open door—through which, Raven saw, there was a neatly tucked 

bed. Even that room was not spared, walls covered with books. By this point, Raven found this 

detail did not surprise her, that she would have been more suspicious had the walls been plain. 

 “He kind of disappeared,” Sage confessed, lines appearing on her face, something like 

sorrow and confusion. “I mean, personally I think he had enough of us and just decided to go to 
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the city, you know? He was always talking about someday leaving town and seeing the world. 

And he read this book, just before he left. Kept rambling on about how it made him think of 

himself, about this hero who went out and had adventures. He was starting to sound pretty 

obsessed with it, actually, maybe too much? It must have inspired him, I think.” 

 “You think,” repeated Raven, ignoring the way her toes clenched in her shoes at the 

mention of a book obsession. “Is there someone who thinks otherwise?” 

 “Well,” said Sage, slowly, and her voice lowered, as though she did not want to let the 

books know she was gossiping—and the moment Raven thought this, she almost shook herself, 

tried to remind herself that Sage probably did not know a thing about Myth Mapping or living 

ideas—as Sage said: “The thing is, after he went missing, Mrs Upthistle and Mr LB went a little 

nuts looking for him. I mean, I was worried too. He would have had to hitchhike, that’s not good, 

I’ve heard bad stories. But we also thought maybe he got lost somewhere, so we looked around a 

bit, just in case he’d had a heart attack and had died in a corner or something. Then Mr BL found 

a door that was locked, a couple days ago. He thought that maybe Jimmy was inside, so he broke 

it down, and he found that Book—the one Jimmy was reading, I mean—in the room. But—” and 

her voice lowered more, so that it was difficult to hear—“there was no Jimmy.” 

 Raven, who had leaned in close to hear properly, leaned back. She half expected Sage to 

yell “April Fools!” despite the month being October; or for Sage to move the flashlight so that 

the beam showed up over her face from underneath, like a ghost story around a campfire. But 

Sage looked very serious, and Raven felt her annoyance seep into her face. 

 “That’s ridiculous,” she said. “How could the door be locked if he wasn’t in there?” 

 “I know,” said Sage, “Mr BL was really freaked out about it. He started saying it was the 

Book’s fault, that it was evil. Like a curse or something. He told us not to touch it, then he stuck 
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it behind one of the big bookshelves in the basement. I mean, the really big ones—I’ll show you 

tomorrow, if you like. They can’t be moved without maybe three people pushing, and Jimmy and 

Bancroft were the only ones who had the strength to move the furniture around, I mean, Mrs 

Upthistle’s old, and I can do some of that but I’m actually not that strong—” 

 “Sage,” said Raven, interrupting again. The other paused, expectantly, as though she 

wanted Raven to say something important about her story. The look of disappointment on her 

face was almost comical when Raven only announced: “Goodnight.” 

 But the unhappy look passed quickly. With a chimed agreement—“Oh, you’re right, it’s 

past three, I’m sorry for rambling, have a good night. Don’t worry, the sheets are washed”—

Sage turned and walked away, leaving Raven the flashlight. Raven stared at her back, wondering 

how Sage intended to move around in the dark, but then realized that she did not much care. Her 

body was beginning to protest as much as her exhausted mind; aches swelled in her joints, and 

she was having trouble turning her head properly. Whiplash, she thought, as she closed the 

room’s door behind her. Trapping herself in this book-filled, story-filled, overly quiet bedroom. 

 “At least the sheets are washed,” Raven mumbled, and she paused to sniff herself, 

knowing that she had not bathed since the night before she left Ohio. The bed was probably 

cleaner than her, at this point. She wondered if she could take off her sweats, could dare sleep 

semi-nude in such a strange place, but as she cast the flashlight’s beam over the book spines, she 

decided against this. She crawled over the mattress and enveloped herself under the covers. 

 Someone slept here before me, she thought. And he disappeared. His name was Jimmy. 

 It was more than she knew about the woman under the thrall of the Wolf. A name. 

 “What’s this about a book,” she whispered, barely letting sound through her lips. “A 

book that made him obsessed. That can make someone disappear?” 
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 She had heard stories of books that could do something similar—it was a trope in fiction, 

a symbol of an author who recognized the interplay between story and reality. Stories are real, so 

people in stories can vanish into books or movies or what have you. The idea in fiction was to 

metaphorically do what stories did in real life: the reader or the viewer was consumed by the 

read or the viewed. Heaving a deep breath, letting her lungs expand with air, Raven considered 

the possibility of a living story that took the form of a Book. She had never seen such a thing, but 

then again she only had two prior examples to go upon. Diogenes and the Wolf both needed 

people to puppet. But Diogenes also interacted with animals somehow, and who knew whether 

the Wolf could do the same. An object was not impossible. Different medium, same result. 

 Stories, Raven thought. You are all hungry bastards. 

 Eventually she slept. Her last thought was to wonder whether Diogenes had brought her 

here, for this—to meet other such living ideas, for whatever bigger reason. 

~ 

 A little past six—though without her phone, Raven had no true way of knowing the 

time—she was woken by a visitor. She almost missed him; but the door to the room, as it 

opened, let in the flicker of a flashlight landing on her ceiling. Raven jolted from sleep to see a 

man’s face poke through the opening to peer at her. He looked to be in his mid-forties, though 

the lines on his face were scored deep, giving the sign that he had endured a rather rough life in 

his four decades. When he saw that he had disturbed her sleep, he did not apologize. Instead he 

snorted, and with an expression like contempt, withdrew. 

 Raven stared at the still-open door with something like bewilderment. She was 

sometimes rude herself, she knew, and did not much care about what people thought of that fact; 

but when faced with someone even more uncouth, she was briefly appalled. 
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 He must be that double-named man, she thought. Leighton. Or Bancroft. The man who, 

according to Sage, had thought that the mysterious Book was at fault for Jimmy’s disappearance. 

 She stumbled out of the bed in a flurry of blankets, glad that her sweats were still clothing 

her body, and dashed to the doorway. She called out: “Hey, wait!” 

 He was walking down the hallway, clad in jeans and a black t-shirt. When he turned to 

face her, she saw a large belt buckle glisten in the light of his flashlight, and she realized that it 

was still dark outside. He turned and regarded her with boredom, saying a gruff, “What?” 

 “You’re Bancroft Leighton,” said Raven. “I’m Raven, Sage invited me.” 

 “I know,” he replied. “Damn girl talks too much, woke me up to tell me about you.” Then 

he turned and continued around a corner before Raven could ask him about the Book. With a 

huff, Raven considered her options; she could go after him right now, and hope that she could 

see his flashlight in the dark, or she could retrieve her own and head out with control over her 

own sight. It was already too difficult for her to see, so she groped until she found the elongated 

metal body clutched between her fingers. She missed her phone, then, suddenly, fiercely, the 

way a child misses a favorite blanket or other comforting companion. But she knew that such a 

desire was useless. Thus armed with sight, Raven pursued the double-named man. 

 As she continued after him, however, Raven quickly discovered that she did not need the 

flashlight after all. There was a room around another corner with the lights turned on, and the 

knowledge that the house was wired for at least some electricity was welcome—though, if that 

was the case, why Sage had not used the house lights earlier that morning only confused Raven 

further. Switching off her own light, Raven lurked in the doorway to observe. 

 Leighton Bancroft Leighton was seated in what looked like a reading room, though here 

as everywhere else there were bookshelves instead of walls. He had a table and chair, and the 



 

115 

 

surface of the table was covered in books. As she watched, he picked up one selection from one 

stack, opened it, scanned the first page, and then placed it in another stack. He did this several 

times until he noticed Raven standing there, and he said, testily: “What?” 

 “Nothing,” said Raven, and she saw in that moment why Sage claimed that nobody knew 

his real name—nobody wanted to ask. She did not want to ask, either. He was singularly 

unpleasant. When he heard her reply, the man turned back to his sorting. Raven might as well 

have been invisible, for all the attention he paid her. Now here is a man, she thought, who acts as 

though stories are more real than people, indeed. But I need him to talk. 

 He was the only one who knew about the Book. He was the witness to finding it, and he 

knew where it was located, down in a basement she had not yet seen. 

 Yet, all the same, Raven did not know if the Book was truly important—after all, she 

only had an omen with the wrong birds, and the insistence on Diogenes’s part that she continue 

traveling west. For all she knew, the omen had only concerned the Wolf; or it concerned the 

Book; or it concerned something else. Or all of these at once. Or none of these. The possibilities 

were too numerous, and Raven was still tired and sore. She needed another sign. 

 Diogenes, Raven thought. It’s time to explain yourself. 

 Still sorting books at the table, Bancroft Leighton showed no sign that he could hear her 

thinking—nor that something inside of him was listening, either. 

 Heaving a breath, Raven thought again: Diogenes. I need you. 

 And this was a very strange thing to think, she considered, but nonetheless it remained 

true: I need you, Raven thought, and this time the words were softer, whispered almost like a 

prayer. Diogenes. I need you to tell me what I’m here for. What to do. Why here? Why now? 

What is it that you want from me? I’ve followed orders, I’m here asking what next. 
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 There was no response from the man before her, but that mattered little. Raven knew only 

one method to speak to a living idea. Only one way Diogenes could appear. He needed a puppet. 

 She considered Bancroft Leighton—assuming that was his real name—and then 

considered the potential harm she could cause. Could she truly do this, again? She had not told 

the story for years, had done her best to avoid doing so, had scorned herself for daring to spread 

it so widely for such a long time. All those people she had opened to being puppets. And here 

she was, thinking about doing the same to another person. Could she live with that? Do unto 

others, she thought—but I’ve done onto others many times, and I can’t stomach the thought of 

being a puppet myself. But necessary times, necessary measures. Diogenes doesn’t hurt them. 

And besides, if I don’t, then it’ll be me instead—only I don’t think the Wolf will be as nice about 

it. I’ve been selfish before and I’ll be selfish again. He’s not the sort of person to feel bad for. 

Hell, he won’t even know it was happening, and won’t be the worse for wear. 

 Even as she thought this, she knew on some level that she had talked herself into doing 

something that she found repugnant, and the tiniest sliver of a thought wound its way up through 

her cortex—if only, the tiny thought whispered, if only you could talk to Diogenes without using 

a body, were not limited by space and time and the three-dimensions of homo sapiens, then all of 

this moral wrangling could be avoided—but she did not fully catch the tiny thought, mostly 

because she was too busy trying to avoid talking herself away from her decision. Leaning back 

against the bookshelf-wall, as though to brace herself for what she had planned, Raven asked:  

 “Have you ever heard the story of how the philosopher Diogenes created a man?” 

 Bancroft Leighton looked up from the table, brows furrowed. “No.” 
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 He did not look particularly interested, but Raven had her opening. Now that she had his 

attention, he would at least pay her story some mind, even subconsciously. Inhaling sharply, and 

speaking quickly so that she lost neither his attention nor her own nerve, she told him: 

 

 Once, a long time ago, all the philosophers and great thinkers in the world decided 

to gather together to determine the answer to all the biggest questions of existence. They 

invited the cynic, Diogenes, simply because he was an outlier, a great thinker who would 

not conform to the rest of them. At first Diogenes thought he might not go, but then he 

was persuaded by the fact that everyone else would be there, so he left his barrel—at that 

time, he was living in a wooden barrel—and went to join them. 

 The first question the philosophers and great thinkers talked about was this: What 

is the definition of Man? This was a terrible question because the answer was different 

for each thinker. Many solutions were proposed: abstract thinkers tried to define Man 

abstractly, conquerors saw Man as the being of conquest, scientists saw him as the being 

to experiment with, and lovers as the being to love. Eventually, with all their 

disagreements, they could come up with only a single unified answer, and that was: 

MAN IS AN ANIMAL THAT WALKS ON TWO LEGS. 

 Now Diogenes the philosopher listened through all of this, and this seemed to him 

to not be quite right. Surely Man was more than that. And, to demonstrate how ridiculous 

their definition was, he went out and found a chicken, and presented it to them, declaring: 

 “Behold, I have found a man!” 

 Naturally, they saw this was ridiculous, so they revised the definition to: 

MAN IS AN ANIMAL THAT WALKS ON TWO LEGS  

AND HAS NO FEATHERS. 
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 This was not satisfying to Diogenes, either, and so he took that same chicken, 

plucked it, and set it before them once again. This time he announced: 

 “Behold, I have made a man!” 

 The other thinkers were of course very upset with him after this… 

 

 As she reached this point, Raven knew that this was the part where, in Diogenes’s 

original telling of the story, he had been beaten and cast out like a leper from their midst, his joke 

about their simplicity and arrogance having struck too close to home. Raven knew she had 

abridged some of the tale, but never worried about that, her father’s words about a single story in 

infinite variation still holding strong in her mind. Thus she had altered it and was familiar with 

doing so: she had, after all, told it in some variation to all of her roommates, before she had 

stopped, when she had learned what Diogenes had originally planned to do with her. 

 You betrayed me, she thought to him, suddenly; you were my friend, and here this entire 

time, when you first met me, you were going to gobble me up. Just like the Wolf did to that poor 

woman on the road, whoever she was. Just like this terrible Book did to poor Jimmy. Like I hope 

you’ll do to this man. You would do it to me, Diogenes. I know you were going to. And I hate 

you for it. I want to be myself, Diogenes. People should be able to be themselves. 

 But then came a deeper thought, welling up into her: something had stopped him. She 

had not considered that before. He had arrived in her father’s body, had told her his story to 

refresh it in her mind. She had been ripe for the plucking. Fresh from the oven. And still, he had 

stayed his hand. A small act of mercy. One that she did not fully understand. She saw then that 

he had spared her. What the cost was to himself, she did not know; he had looked hungry, behind 

those plastic eyes, had looked ravenous. But he had pulled away. Had saved her from himself. 
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 This sent her, briefly, into turmoil. She paused in her story, froze under Leighton 

Bancroft’s quizzical stare, and considered the possibilities inside herself. Something about their 

first interaction, she knew, that had to be the reason: something she had done, or said, or implied, 

that had made him change his mind, had caused him to not only spare her but to reappear later, 

again and again, as the years progressed appearing inside her roommates when she was alone 

with them; alone with him, really, the two of them talking and chitchatting about things of little 

consequence, things that a supra-dimensional entity surely did not care about. But still he had 

visited her, had not left her alone, had chased her across the country for years. 

 All that time, she thought. All those years and visits, investing in me. Why me? 

 The memory of her own voice came to her, and she remembered saying:  

 

“Or maybe it’s more like you were searching for someone. An honest 

man? … you were looking for truth. You found a bit of it by living the 

simple life… But I don’t think even the simple life was enough, or else 

you would have stopped looking for your honest man. Am I right?” 

 

 Oh, Raven thought, softly. The truth was so simple. She had known it all along. 

 Diogenes, she whispered inside herself. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. 

 Her lungs emptied themselves. The steady drum under her ribs ceased. Time, which had 

felt so fluid and undulating, ceased to waiver and wobble; instead it stopped completely. The air 

was gone and her life, too, was gone with it: she recalled the Hebrew ruach, the breath of life, 

from which all living beings moved and lived. She felt it was fled from her as she admitted: 

 Diogenes. You were lonely, too. 
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 Her vision was blurry, and she blinked to clear her eyes. As she inhaled she felt life being 

pulled back into her, the world come rushing back into her body, a heady throbbing in her ribs, 

along with something more, even more fundamental. She felt her mouth open again. New words 

began to spill out, words that she had not been told, that were coming from inside her rather than 

being regurgitated from previously consumed material. She found her hands lifting, the gestures 

waving through the air as though guided by strings, but whether they moved due to herself or 

some other invisible puppeteer, she could not say. She continued the story: 

 

 And so the thinkers, deciding to revise the definition yet again, came upon 

another solution, which they hoped would be the end of the question: 

MAN IS AN ANIMAL THAT WALKS ON TWO LEGS 

AND HAS NO FEATHERS 

AND POSSESSES BROAD FLAT NAILS. 

 But Diogenes would not be deterred. He took the same nude chicken and, 

ignoring its struggles and cries of pain, held its feet in place as he smashed and smoothed 

each toe with a hammer. Thus, presenting the injured animal, he repeated his claim: 

 “Behold, I have made a man, again!” 

 At this point the other thinkers were quite put out. Still, they saw Diogenes’s 

mockery for the challenge it was, and they decided to meet him head on. They added: 

AND ALSO HAS FINGERS. 

 So he mutilated its wings with a knife, and repeated his exclamation. They added: 

AND HAS LIPS. 

 The beak was removed, and the announcement made again. And so on did they 

continue: they called for a pointed nose, and behold it was given a nose. They declared a 
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range of heights, and so it was stretched until it met that minimum. Teeth were fashioned 

once they noted their lack. A waist was added, a barreled chest, two wiggly thumbs. They 

demanded that it should cry, but it had already done this, being so tortured. 

 At last they could think of no more differences between Man-the-Animal and the 

thing that now stood before them, coated in blood and gore. Sometime in the ensuing 

carnage the thinkers had begun to forget about their original goal, that is, to answer the 

question “What is Man?” Instead, they had begun to think only in terms of how, as 

Diogenes claimed in his declarations, they might together make a man. But still, despite a 

day’s worth of alterations, something in the being before them still lacked Man-ness. 

 This continued to confound them for a long time. After all, this new being shared 

the shape of Man in every way, but still they had only to look into its eyes and find it 

lacking something, something more important even than shape, something vital at the 

heart. Finally, seeing that they were fully and utterly stumped, Diogenes smiled. 

 As they watched, he turned to this new being and lifted his lips to its ear, where 

he whispered: “Here is the story of how you were made…” But that was all they could 

make out, although he continued to whisper to it for some time. When Diogenes was 

done, he pulled back to look his creation in the face. The new being smiled back at him—

and there came a collective gasp, for the thinkers saw then that it was indeed a Man. 

 With this realization also came outrage. They were immediately appalled to see 

what they had done, what they had goaded themselves into doing, and they saw that 

Diogenes was the worst offender of all. To make a man? What could be more horrifying? 

They glared at the blood-soaked Diogenes and his man, and so the thinkers beat the both 

of them, before tossing them out into the world. The gathering of thinkers was called to a 
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halt, all of them now knowing what they were doing was far too dangerous to continue, 

and so the world’s many questions remain unanswered to this very day. 

 

 Raven stopped speaking, and waited for Bancroft Leighton to say something—or, rather, 

for Diogenes to speak using Leighton Bancroft’s mouth. Doubtless he would have a complaint to 

voice, some comment about her alteration to the story, and Raven found that she was anticipating 

this, surprised herself to discover that she missed the living idea’s jests. 

 But rather than a sarcastic remark, Bancroft Leighton said: “That’s not how it goes.” 

 This was not the reaction Raven was expecting, to say the least; and she felt those words 

coil tight in her ears, like a rebuke. There were a dozen responses she could have attempted, 

could have fought back by trying to explain her father’s ideas about stories and variation, how 

Myth Mapping meant all things were interconnected, how one could generate a story a million 

ways with a million ideas and still have it remain the same at its core, in the pure state of its 

This-ness, of its Form, its Universal unhindered by the particulars. But she knew that all these 

arguments were useless. Had learned, through trial and error, that these lines of thought were not 

something that could be passed on to a mind that did not want them, that refused to Map the 

Myths present throughout life in such infinite variation all day, every day. 

 Defeated and bewildered at her failure, she remained silent. 

 But Leighton Bancroft was not finished. He said: “It actually ends like this… 

 

 And so Diogenes and his man went out into the world, sore and nursing their 

hurts. First, Diogenes thought to let his man go free, but when he tried to shoo the new 

man away it only followed him. Diogenes tried to reason with his man, telling it that 
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now, since it was finally created, it should go forth and find its own way in the world, 

that he had bestowed upon it the total freedom to do as it wished.  

 But its response was: “Where will I go? You have given me life.” 

 Diogenes found that he could not much dispute this line of reasoning, and so he 

told it that, if it indeed wanted to live with him, then it would need to understand the real 

world. But, in order for it to do this, first it would need to learn to do things the wrong 

way. His man seemed rather confused at this idea, but it agreed to do as it was bid. 

 So Diogenes went and found a hedonist and gave his man to this pleasure-glutton. 

The hedonist told the new man all about the pleasures of life, taught it to drink and to 

gorge itself on food both good and bad, even to return to its own vomit after a hearty 

meal. The hedonist told it all sorts of stories, pleasurable tales where men bedded women 

and gained riches and ended with the phrase ‘and they lived happily ever after.’ The new 

man learned all of this, but soon found itself unsatisfied. No matter what it ate or drank or 

slated its thirsts upon, it still thirsted more. Satisfaction was unsatisfying. 

 So when Diogenes fetched it and brought the new man to an ascetic, his man was 

happy to learn the opposite. From the self-sufferer, it learned to avoid all things. It 

learned all about the pains of life, was taught to deny food and drink, to gouge its flesh 

and rend its heart by wailing sorrows. The sufferer told it all sorts of stories, tales where 

men, greedy and lustful, overindulged and so fell to ruin in this life or the next, stories 

that ended with ‘And so he learned his lesson.’ The new man learned all of this, but it 

soon found itself disturbed. No matter what it denied itself and its body, still it found no 

peace. Un-satisfaction was not the answer to anything, and pain guided it nowhere. 
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 Fed up with both extremes, the new man did not wait for Diogenes to come fetch 

it, and instead it went out into the desert by itself and sat among the dunes under the 

shade of a single tree. There it waited for a long time, thinking to itself how to find a 

middle path, a way of discovering for itself its own nature and Diogenes’s way of 

thinking. But in the end all it could determine was that perhaps its problem lay in desires 

themselves; that the act of wanting produced impossible necessities, and therefore the 

only way to gain peace was to not desire for anything. But even as it thought this, the new 

man realized that it had discovered something even more terrible: for to decide against 

desire, to deny itself the chance to feel or think or love or hear another story about 

anything at all, to seek for absolute nothingness until it, too, was nothing—this was to 

unmake itself. The very worst outcome of all. With horror, the new man abandoned the 

desert and rushed back to civilization, where it laid forlornly at the rim of Diogenes’s 

barrel, waiting for the philosopher to wake and come out. 

 But Diogenes was not in the barrel. He had been up and about with his lantern, 

seeking for an honest man in broad daylight. After a busy day of searching he found the 

new man huddled on the ground. He was very surprised. But he sat and listened as his 

new man told him everything it had done, and how it believed that it was no closer now 

to discovering Diogenes’s way of thinking than the beginning. And it begged Diogenes to 

please tell it the secret, the special way that would lead to understanding. 

 “What?” Diogenes said, “What secret? There is no secret.” 

 “You told me to do things the wrong way,” said the new man. “And so I have. 

I’ve searched and learned pleasure, and pain, and even considered nothing. But none of 

that works. Surely there is a secret, then—a secret that explains your thinking!” 
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 And Diogenes, who was always bewildered by how men, both new and old, were 

so clueless, asked his man: “What did they all have in common? The pleasure-seeker and 

the pain-endurer both did it. Even the nothing did it. And they were so busy doing 

whatever they wanted that none of them realized they were doing it.” 

 The new man said that it did not know, so Diogenes just explained: 

 “Stories, of course. All is story. The pleasure man gets his pleasure by story. The 

pain man gets his pain by story. Even the nothing was a story—for how can one truly be 

nothing as long as one is acknowledged? ‘Nothing’ is a something. All is story.” 

 And so the new man, realizing that he had understood this all along, felt quite 

foolish. Now that he understood this very obvious idea, the new man asked what 

Diogenes thought it should do now. Should it remain with its maker or go forth? 

 “It doesn’t matter much,” said Diogenes. “You should do whatever you want. 

You’re your own man, I can’t make decisions for you. Decide for yourself. I’ll be around 

either way, after all you know me and I know you. Together, we are story.” 

 So the new man went out and made a life for itself. It enjoyed pleasures and pains, 

desires and denials. It found a job that allowed it to learn and tell stories. It found a lover 

and although she left it after only a year, she did so after giving the new man a gift: a 

little bird of its own, a little black bird that was born without wings, just as the new man, 

who had once been a bird itself, now lacked them. The new man told the little black bird 

all its stories and all the things it had learned in its time, until the new man ran out of time 

and began to worry about the fate of its little black bird, that perhaps she too would not 

be able to discover what she was seeking. So it called Diogenes and told him how it 

worried about its little black bird, what would become of her when it was gone… 
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 “…And so Diogenes told the man,” said Bancroft Leighton, “I promise I will look after 

the little black bird. Just as I have made you, so will I make her. She will see story.”  

 He stopped talking, then, and Raven stared at him. He stared back. His expression was 

blank—just a little too perfect imitation of a poker face. And Raven understood. 

 “Diogenes,” she said, softly. He smiled at her. 

 “Hello, my dear. I know you’ve had a rough time of it. But you’re finally here.” 
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IX. 

 

 “Did you mean it?” Raven asked, as Diogenes led her down to the basement. “That story. 

Did you make my father out of a chicken, after being challenged by the thinkers?” 

 The staircase was dark and narrow, and Diogenes had not secured his own flashlight—

only Raven’s was there, and in the beam of light he looked otherworldly, as though the worn 

wrinkles on Bancroft Leighton’s features had been smoothed out like porcelain. He moved in the 

man’s body like a penguin skimming through water, smooth and sleek in a way that belied his 

awkwardness elsewhere. She found herself distracted by his fluidity. 

 He was responding to her question, though: “Does it matter?” 

 “Some would say it does,” said Raven, but even as she said this, she knew that she had 

made a classic blunder, although she was unsure what blunder it specifically was. 

 “Do you say so?” Diogenes asked, and, though he turned to keep walking down, the 

angle of his head gave her notice that he was still watching her from the corner of his borrowed 

eyes. She had his attention, and this knowledge comforted her in a way she could not fully 

articulate. She realized then that she wanted his interest, had always wanted it in some twisted 

way. Even when she ran for those years, she had done so secretly hoping that he would follow in 

her wake, not unlike a mythical nymph fleeing from Zeus in order to tell whether her pursuer 

was the real deity.  This new understanding of herself was shocking, so contrary to what she had 

always believed, and she stumbled a bit on the next step. When she regained her footing she 

realized that he had stuck out an arm, as if ready to catch her should she have actually fallen, but 

he did not look back at her directly—as though sparing her dignity. He did not ask if she was all 

right; and she knew then that he knew her better than she knew herself. 
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 I am a terrible liar to myself, she thought, how human of me. The recognition of her own 

self-delusions was something she had felt before, when she had understood how she held two 

standards: that it was acceptable for Diogenes to possess others, but not acceptable for him to 

possess her. When she had realized this hypocrisy, she had taken out her despair on him—when 

really she should have looked harder at herself. And now, with how her world had flipped in 

only an instant’s worth of realization, how she had gone from believing her one true friend was a 

traitor and devourer to acknowledging him, Raven knew that she was open to exploring herself. 

 The world is not only strange, it is even stranger than I knew, she thought, and then 

revised: I am not only strange, but I see now that I am even stranger than I knew. Anything is 

possible. Anything at all. I am also something of infinite variation. 

 She refocused on the question Diogenes had just asked her: Did it matter to her whether 

or not the story of her father, created from a chicken by Diogenes himself, was real? 

 And she answered: “I… guess so? It would matter to me if the story was real or not. I 

mean, it’s a rather big thing, to be the daughter of a bird. Even if the bird became a man.” 

 Diogenes sighed. He sounded exasperated. She knew then that her answer was wrong. 

 They were walking down a hall, now, and if possible it was even darker in the library’s 

basement. Raven’s eyes kept catching on book titles, her brain trying to focus on the Roman 

typefaces, but her attention was so deeply divided—between Diogenes in front, and her confused 

thoughts within—that the English words were unstable, warping and dividing into lettered 

gibberish. She blinked and tried to clear her vision, but this did not help. At length, they came to 

a stop in front of a bookcase, a tall wooden structure that covered a wide portion of the wall. If 

Raven had stood in front and stretched her arms out, her fingers would not have touched either 

side. She looked at Diogenes, questioning, but he merely shrugged. 
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 “What do you think, then: real or not?” he asked. 

 It took her a moment to realize that he was not referring to the bookcase, but rather 

continuing their conversation about the story of her father the chicken. Raven sucked in a breath, 

held the air, and then let it seep out her nose, nostrils flaring like a horse. She tried to reason, to 

employ her Myth Mapping on the problem set before her. 

 The story originated in my life with my father, Raven thought. It could have come to him 

either through history, or through having actually lived the event. If it came through history then 

it was warped, so that my father was not included in the variation most people know. But that 

could be a reason why he was so insistent that variation doesn’t matter. 

 Diogenes was watching her, closely, but still expressionless, and she knew that he was 

listening to her think, so she tried to dig deeper. Factually, she thought, Diogenes the philosopher 

lived in Greece contemporary with Alexander the Great. That’s thousands of years ago. But my 

father was born in the USA only ninety years ago. That means either the story’s reality is false—

and as she thought this, Diogenes twitched, but only a hair—or it means that my father was 

extremely long-lived and had constructed a false identity. 

 Even as she considered all of this, Raven began to feel a familiar sense of hopelessness 

welling up from inside her. She was falling into the same old deadly trap: what was real, and 

what was not? Was she crazy—or was the rest of the world simply massively ignorant? There 

was no way to solve this problem, she knew. Even if she went and looked for physical proof, for 

documentation like a birth certificate, that could be a forgery. And her father’s body was surely 

rotten in the ground. Maybe she could test her own DNA, to see if she was part bird—but that 

was ludicrous, for if her father was fully transformed then he could have different genes. 
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 “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Diogenes interrupted, with a sigh. He lifted Bancroft Leighton’s 

fingers, pinched the bridge of Leighton Bancroft’s nose. “You’re thinking too hard for nothing.” 

 And Raven realized: A difference that makes no difference is no difference at all. 

 “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Whether the story is real or not. It’s good enough.” 

 Diogenes let the hand drop. He gave her a look that was both admonishing and approving 

in turn. “Only half true. If you’re still this far away, maybe I should call this whole thing off.” 

 What ‘thing,’ Raven wanted to demand. What are you planning? But she did not dare ask 

aloud, knew that he would dodge the question, that this was something she would have to discern 

for herself. She refocused on his statement—‘Only half true’—and considered her previous 

declaration, ‘It’s good enough.’ She flipped the words around, pushed them further—into ‘It’s 

best if the story is real,’ or ‘It’s bad if the story is real’—but as she was doing so, a creeping 

unease began to flit across her psyche, as if she was being watched. She did her best to push the 

sensation away, told herself that of course she was being observed, Diogenes was listening to her 

think for goodness’ sake, but still the sensation became stronger with acknowledgement. It was a 

cold empty feeling in her belly, not unlike hunger, but she knew that she was not hungry. 

 Something else was. 

 With alarm, Raven felt her awareness snap outward, and her head jerked against the still-

sore muscles of her neck as she glanced around, dreading the possibility that the Wolf was in the 

basement with them. But Diogenes did not look perturbed, and no matter how she cast her 

flashlight’s beam there was nobody else nearby. Bringing a hand to soothe her own stomach, she 

glanced questioningly at the living idea in front of her. Diogenes jerked his head at the bookcase. 

 And Raven understood. 

 “The cursed Book,” she whispered. “It’s back there? It’s also a living idea?” 
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 “Yes,” said the philosopher, simply. “It can hear you thinking.” 

 “What story is it?” Raven asked. She readied her mental library, guessing that for the 

Book’s story to sense her, she must have heard it before. At least, that was how Diogenes and the 

Wolf worked—although in the Wolf’s case, it had admitted that she was off limits; that she was 

not ‘one of mine,’ as it had said. Raven suspected that Diogenes was the reason behind that 

declaration, and that he would equally protect her from whatever story was in the Book. 

 Diogenes did not look away from her. He said, “It’s not like that. It’s different.” 

 “How?” Raven said. 

 Leighton’s eyebrows shifted on the surface of his skull; inside him, Diogenes turned and 

regarded the bookshelf, clearly contemplating the other idea trapped there. Then he said: “It’s 

complicated, of course. I’m having trouble using English to explain it to you, the languages of 

mankind simply don’t have enough words available. I suppose I should try anyway. 

 “You’re aware of story and variation, your father made certain of that. The Universal of a 

story is unbound to any one or given set of its particulars. Little Red Riding Hood, for instance, 

remains the same story regardless of whether or not there is a woodcutter at the end, just as my 

story of the man-chicken remains the same regardless of what happens to the chicken.”  

 And Raven was about to object, to bring the conversation back to their original topic on 

the realness of her father as she knew him versus the potential of him once having been a bird, 

but Diogenes did not pause to let her interrupt. He continued, “Now, the further up the totem 

pole one goes, the more a Universal relies less and less on particulars. A story becomes stripped 

of all unnecessary objects and is whittled down to its core. And even the core—I say that, as 

though a story has just one core, rather than an infinite variation of them—can be peeled back 

into something beyond human ability to compute. Suffice to say, an idea moves beyond the state 
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of individual-ness, and into something more like complete-ness. All ideas become one idea. All 

stories become one story. The Form, to use that silly man’s concept of story, becomes non-

discrete, so that all Forms blur into a single, larger Form.” 

 Lifting a boot-fitted foot, Diogenes kicked at the lowest shelf. “And this little fellow 

behind there,” he said, “is something on a different level of the totem pole than myself. It has 

only a core-within-a-core, and all its particulars are variable. Can you guess what that means, 

should two different human beings read this little busybody of a cursed Book?” 

 Raven felt herself go a little cross-eyed as she considered: all particulars are variable. 

Core-within-a-core. What was a core? A moral or theme within a story. Each story had dozens of 

them: Little Red Riding Hood was a story about trusting one’s parents and distrusting strangers 

and the dangers of the world and losing one’s virginity and a girl being eaten alive. What would 

a core within those cores be like? And to not have any of those cores—what would that story be? 

 “It…” Raven struggled, “doesn’t have a set story? It’s completely different for each 

person? The individual pieces of the story, the events and characters, are all different, and the 

morals or messages are just as different. But they’re still united somehow.” 

 “Aha,” said Diogenes, and he sounded very pleased. 

 “But how does it change?” Raven asked. “If the story inside varies, how?” 

 “Oh, that’s simple,” said Diogenes. “It just shows you the perfect world. Whatever you 

desire out of life, your deepest darkest wants and dreams, it makes that into your story, about a 

version of yourself who you would like to be. Anyone who is close enough, it can see into them 

and construct what they want, so wonderfully that it catches hold and takes over. For Jimmy 

Sunday, who wanted to escape the boundaries of his hometown, that was a story about a 

swashbuckling youth who hitchhiked away and found himself in a sea of villains and attractive 
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women. I’ve seen it take others. Most of the stories are the same: a tale just outside the 

boundaries of a person’s current state, attaining wealth and love and acclaim. All standard.” 

 And Diogenes leaned closer, asking:  “Now, my dear: What do you dream of?” 

 Raven’s immediate reply was to take the question literally, to answer: Nothing. I sleep, I 

wake. There’s nothing. I’ve never dreamed and I don’t want to, since stories are real who knows 

what kind of insanity a sleeping mind can conjure. But then she began to move beyond that 

obviousness, into the question of what she hoped from life. And she found that, for the most part, 

the answer there was also: Nothing. I move from place to place because I don’t see the point in 

remaining stable. A nine-to-five job is the height of boredom for me. I don’t want friends or 

marriage, I can barely stand my own family, my brother who I love but with whom I have 

nothing in common. I don’t care about money. I like people but only abstractly, I don’t want 

anything on their behalf. I enjoy the internet. I connect with people on there, but Twitter isn’t a 

relationship, it’s distraction. And I understand Diogenes, now, so I don’t need to want him—or 

companionship, since he satisfies that, I suppose. What do I want? 

 And she frowned at herself, her hands curling into fists, scabs stinging in reminder. 

 “I don’t know,” she said. 

 “Well, you’d better think of something,” said Diogenes. He moved close to the bookcase, 

and gripped the shelf at shoulder-height, advising: “I’d back away, if I were you.” 

 She scrambled to obey as he lifted—without any sign of strain on Bancroft Leighton’s 

part—and the bookcase, complete with all its contents, was shifted to the side. Underneath was a 

layer of dust, a sight that Raven would have found almost comically ordinary, except that her 

attention was focused on the Book underneath. As Diogenes set the case down with hardly a 
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thud, Raven shone the flashlight on it. And—was it just her imagination?—the teeth on its clasp 

seemed to gleam with fresh saliva, as a wild animal regards its next meal. 

 The leather cover was oddly pale, she thought. She decided not to ask which kind of hide 

it had come from. As she approached, slowly, the hunger in her belly began to grow, to shift and 

expand as though something was inside her, gnawing away at her stomach lining and intestines. 

Her gut shifted as though on reflex, trying to avoid pain. She grimaced with nausea. 

 “Careful,” said Diogenes. His voice pulled her back to herself, and she realized that 

despite her queasiness she had somehow been advancing in its direction, as though lured by a 

wiggling worm on a hook. Blinking, Raven stumbled back again. 

 “It’s dangerous,” she said. “It… it did something to that Jimmy person. And others.” 

 “Indeed,” said Diogenes, and he was watching her closely, as though ready to bolt in-

between her and the Book, should she start toward it again. “It ate them.” 

 “It… it…” Raven stuttered, caught on that concept, “It’s a monster.” 

 “Indeed,” repeated Diogenes. “What do you want to do about it?” 

 “We have to destroy it,” said Raven. “We have to stop it from hurting anyone else.” 

 “Not a bad policy,” said Diogenes. “Considering that you now are its target, since you 

came a little too close and saw it for yourself. And that Sage woman—” Raven jerked at the 

name—“I don’t imagine you got along swimmingly with her, but I suppose you’d be upset to 

know that she comes down here, sometimes, in the middle of the night, without a flashlight. She 

sits and stares at this bookcase until sunrise, not even aware what she’s doing. If Bancroft hadn’t 

shoved the Book back there, she would not be around to guide you here.” 

 Swallowing, Raven tried to plot how to destroy the pale Book before her. Fire? That 

would work on most books, but she knew it would be a long process. Leather might not burn 
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easily, and paper was surprisingly resilient when bound together in a lump. She would have to 

stir the fire repeatedly to make certain she got every last bit incinerated. 

 Even as this plan came to her, she realized that she was going about everything wrong: 

the book, pages and binding, the physical presence—that was only the host. The problem was not 

paper and leather, the problem was the idea that was currently contained there. Glancing in 

Diogenes’s direction, Raven doubted very much that he would be killed if Leighton Bancroft 

was executed; doubtless he would simply transfer to another puppet. The Book was the same. 

 How do you kill an idea? She wondered. She stared at Diogenes for a second too long, 

causing him to quirk an eyebrow at her, inquiring. And she reached a conclusion. 

 “Let me guess,” she said, “Only an idea can kill another idea.” 

 “Reasonable,” said Diogenes, sounding entertained. And he pulled what looked like a red 

bandana from Bancroft Leighton’s pocket. “Don’t touch it directly. Use this.” 

 Taking the proffered cloth, Raven paused at the color. Red. And the bandana was often 

used as a head covering or miniature scarf all around the world, she remembered. With what 

could potentially be lurking outside, on her trail, Raven did not want anything red-hood related 

on her person, and she knew that certainly Diogenes knew this. 

 “Wait,” she said, “you wouldn’t happen to have a red ribbon, would you?” 

 Diogenes’s gaze turned patronizing. “That’s the opposite of what we want.” 

 With that, an open acknowledgement that they were baiting the destroyer, Raven turned 

to him sharply and glared, her features stone. “You can’t be serious. It’s too dangerous.” 

 “Why would I joke about that?” he responded. 

 “Because it doesn’t make any sense,” said Raven. “Why do we need the Wolf?” 

 “Indeed,” said Diogenes, sounding as though she had said something obvious. 
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 “We have an idea with us already,” Raven said, forcefully. She jabbed her finger at the 

Book. “An idea that can destroy this thing for us, so we don’t need to look for the Wolf.” 

 “I fail to follow,” said Diogenes, and his deliberate obtuseness set her teeth on edge. 

 “If only we had a living idea around,” said Raven. “Someone who can control human 

beings, influence animals, read minds, send omens, and turn chickens into people.” 

 “Sounds like a fabulous guy,” said Diogenes. 

 “You,” said Raven. “You, you moron. You can destroy the Book.” 

 “Raven,” Diogenes said, and the sound of her name was the only thing that prevented her 

from devolving into a temper tantrum. “What makes you think I’m capable of doing that?” 

 “You destroy all sorts of things,” said Raven. “You demolish other philosophers’ ideas 

like it’s a hobby of yours. That’s killing ideas. You plucked a chicken, that’s destructive.” 

 “I plucked the chicken to create a man. I demolish ideas to leave space behind, space that 

generates more ideas. Everything I touch, I destroy and build bigger in the process,” Diogenes 

said, and Raven froze at his statement. He crossed his arms, like an adult lecturing a child. “Do 

you really want to combine me with that thing?” 

 “I…” Raven stuttered, and then backtracked. “I wasn’t thinking.” 

 He’s procreative, she told herself. Evolutionary, natural selection, capitalism. Creation 

through destruction. He weeds out the bad ideas and leaves the good or worthy in place, giving 

them room to expand. Winnows the chaff from the seeds, sorts the sheep from the goats. Add 

Diogenes to that Book… add Diogenes to anything… and… 

 “Nevermind,” she said, hoarsely, and she clutched the red bandana tighter, curling the 

fabric around her hands so that it became a pair of handcuffs. “Oh, God damn it.” 



 

137 

 

 “Indeed,” Diogenes said, and Raven could not be annoyed with him for his repetition. 

She stared at him for a short moment that seemed much longer, words half-formed in her mind, 

caught between her brain and her tongue, unformed and aborted—words that would have been 

something like ‘Please don’t make me do this,’ had they been allowed to gestate. But he did not 

say anything more—his purpose was plain, and, now that she understood his plan, she knew he 

was not going to clarify further. At last, he seemed to grow bored with waiting, and he tilted his 

borrowed head toward the small square of the Book. 

 Thus prompted, Raven approached and cradled the Book in the red bandana, all while 

knowing: she was out of time. 

~ 

 He led her outside. 

 The moon was a sliver of a disk half-consumed by the ridge of a nearby mountain, and 

there was no sign of sunrise in the east. The flashlight had been steady enough as they walked 

through the library, but here, in the open air, Raven saw that the beam of light she relied on for 

sight was weak and hardly worth keeping. Rather than casting around light, she was instead only 

generating shadows, the beam converting gloomy ink into sharp silhouettes, strange shapes that 

her mind had to latch onto and decipher in order to force sense upon them. 

 Thus, it took Raven a few minutes to gain her bearings, to realize that the scattered heaps 

upon the ground were seedlings, and she and Diogenes were standing in a garden located behind 

the building. Beyond, just after a little fence, she could see the straight tall poles of pine trees 

waiting in the dark. This is the last bit of civilization, she thought, before the wild begins. 

 And she knew what was lurking out there, in the woods. 
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 Shifting her weight, one hand full with flashlight, the other with holding the bandana-

encased Book to her hip, Raven found she needed to ask: “This thing… out there. The Wolf.” 

She took a breath, and the night air stabbed her ribs. “It doesn’t really follow rules, does it?” 

 “And I do?” said Diogenes, and he sounded truly curious. 

 “Well, sort of,” said Raven. “I mean… yes, you tend to flout the rules of any given 

situation. But that’s like your own personal rule.” She thought back to his stories: if the other 

philosophers wanted to debate the questions of existence, then Diogenes would work to frustrate 

them. If the rules of the forum banned eating in public, then Diogenes would feast there. If 

someone was supposed to use lanterns to seek for people at night, Diogenes used them in 

daylight. He inverted and subverted rules, and that in itself was a sort of pattern. 

 Clearly following her thoughts, Diogenes’s head was nodding. 

 “But the Wolf… it doesn’t follow rules,” Raven continued. 

 Diogenes gave her a hard look. Disappointed. 

 Wrong again, Raven thought. That’s twice already I’ve been wrong, three times if I count 

not recognizing Diogenes was inside Bancroft right away. What am I missing? 

 “Or…” she said, slowly, “Or the Wolf does follow rules. In its own way.” 

 “And that way is?” prompted Diogenes. Raven thought back to all the Wolf stories she 

knew: Fenrir and Garmr and the sun-devourer and moon-gobbler, the Big Bad from Little Red’s 

story, from the Boy who cried, from the story of the Lamb… the Lamb. The Aesop’s tale, which 

like always ended with a simple proclamation: ‘Any excuse will serve a tyrant.’ A little lamb is 

spotted drinking by a wolf, and then the wolf, seeking a reason to kill and eat the lamb, accuses it 

of fouling the water. When this is disproven, the wolf shifts his accusation again and again, until 
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at last he gives up and eats the lamb anyway. And in Little Red’s story, the grandmother barred 

her door, and after his trickery failed, the wolf simply broke into the cottage. 

 “It marks a victim,” Raven said. “Then it attempts to talk its way into success. If that 

works, then fine. But if the victim outsmarts it, then the wolf just uses force to win. It has no 

sense of honor. It just does whatever it deems necessary to have a meal.” 

 “Sounds about right,” said Diogenes. 

 “But that’s crazy,” said Raven, and she felt a small upswing of hysteria expand under her 

breastbone. “How can I possibly get out of this alive? If I go out there, and try to talk it into 

destroying this thing—” and she shifted a bit, redistributing her hold on the Book; which, with 

her words, had suddenly become unreasonably heavy, as though the entity inside had heard her 

statement and was showing disapproval—“then, best case scenario, the Wolf will destroy it as 

asked, and then eat me too. Worst case, it just eats me and leaves the Book.” 

 “It’s a real Catch-22,” said Diogenes. 

 “You’re not helping,” said Raven, and just like that her fear became anger. “I need more, 

you fool. I need more help than just knowing this bare bones plan of yours. How would you 

guess that I get through this in one piece? Or do you not want me to survive this?” 

 Diogenes’s nose crinkled, making the shape of Leighton’s face distorted in the faint light. 

He looked—or rather, Raven imagined that he looked—rather put out by her suggestion against 

his motives. Then, with surprising patience, he sighed and shrugged. 

 “I’d tell you the solution, but then the solution wouldn’t work.” 

 “Don’t give me that,” snapped Raven. 

 “It’s obvious,” said Diogenes, and damn him, Raven thought, but he sounded like he was 

trying to be helpful. “It’s so obvious, you’ll kick yourself for not realizing it sooner.” 
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 “If it’s so obvious, then I probably know already,” Raven said, trying to wheedle the 

answer from him. “So just tell me, and we can put this all behind us.” 

 “If you really did understand it,” said Diogenes, “then we wouldn’t need the Wolf.” 

 That caught Raven’s attention—being so close to what she wanted—and she was about to 

object again, except Diogenes interrupted: “This conversation is going in circles, you know.” 

 Raven knew this, and he knew it too. She would not get anything more from him. 

 “Damn you,” she whispered. And, half-turning away from him, she considered the path 

before her; a row of stepping stones that led out, splitting the garden in two, until they met with 

the fence and open gate, the trees standing guard out beyond. The Book was growing steadily 

heavier, and Raven’s arm began to ache. She knew that she did not dare put the cursed thing 

down, had a sense that if she was to do so then she would not pick it up again. But if it got much 

heavier, she reflected, then perhaps her best solution would be to feed it to the Wolf; with the 

destroyer weighed down, perhaps she could make a run for the library and succeed. 

 From the corner of her eye, Raven thought that she saw something strange on Diogenes’s 

face—something like hurt. Like her muttered words had struck him. But she dismissed this as a 

trick of the dampened light; she knew that she was making excuses for herself, but given what 

lay ahead she decided that she deserved an excuse or two. After all, she had barely come to 

realize Diogenes was not an enemy before he was sending her into the Wolf’s jaws. 

 I could call this off, she thought. I could throw the Book down and leave. 

 Even as she thought this, the object in her arms throbbed, but the hunger in her belly 

pulsed along too. She knew then that quitting was not an option, not if she wanted to get out of 

this situation intact. Perhaps there was a way out. She could destroy the Book and be free herself. 
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 That’s what I want, she realized, suddenly. I want a way out of this. I want to live. She 

wondered then what the Book would say, what story it would write for her. Perhaps it knew the 

way out of this problem, would even be forced, due to its own modus operandi, to reveal to her 

how it ought to be destroyed. If that’s what I want, she thought to it, then you have to show me; 

you have to give me the way out. I want to be free, to have my life. 

 And not just any life, she continued, A life of choices. I want to be myself. 

 This was not all that different from the reason why she had reacted so strongly against the 

knowledge that Diogenes had once intended to control her, she knew. This hope—this desire—

this dream was hers. Understanding this felt like donning a suit of armor. She knew then that her 

life had been in pursuit of this objective, that she had always been striving to be herself. 

 Now she just had to figure out what—who—that self was. 

 “Okay,” she breathed. Lifted one foot, stepped down onto the stone pathway. One stride. 

Two. Then she paused, just for a moment, and glanced back at the entity standing by the library’s 

door, watching her with keen eyes as she moved away from him. 

 “Will you at least tell me…” she paused, gathered her thoughts together, “how many?” 

 “Pardon?” asked Diogenes. 

 “The birds. The ravens, back in Kent,” said Raven. “How many were there?” 

 She reviewed the first version of the poem in her head: 

 One for sorrow, 

 Two for mirth, 

 Three for a wedding, 

 Four for a death. 

 Five for silver, 

 Six for gold, 

 Seven for a secret, 

 never to be told. 

 Eight’s a journey, 

 Nine to Hell, 
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 Ten to Heaven. 

 But eleven for love, 

 And twelve for joy. 

 “Oh,” said Diogenes. He seemed pleased and surprised at once, and Raven spared a 

moment to consider how, even though he could read her mind, had proven so time and again, he 

never seemed to be fully able to predict what she would do or say or think. 

 But the equal and opposite was also true on her part, for he said: “Fifteen.” 

 Raven sucked in a breath, held it, all in an effort to stop from screaming at him. Her 

immediate thought was that she had been wrong, this entire time—that the poem, and its 

connection to magpies, had been completely unrelated to everything, all a mistake on her part, 

and that therefore everything that had happened until this point was all random chaos. But the 

coincidence of meeting two more living ideas—after so long with only knowing Diogenes—and 

his propensity to send two magpies at her over the last two days; this showed Raven that she had 

been correct. She let her air out slowly, and decided: this was another layer of the game. 

 “All right, then,” she said, and turned to continue walking. The stones under her feet were 

rough and grainy—and, looking down, she realized that she had forgotten to put on her shoes. 

She was barefoot, in sweats, alone in the dark with two monsters, one of which was propped on 

her hip and the other of which was surely quite hungry by now. 

 “Raven,” Diogenes said, and she paused at the edge of the garden. When she turned to 

glance back at him, she saw him as though he was from a further distance than she expected, and 

his shape was so unformed that he almost blended with the sides of the library, a single blip in 

the structure that housed so many clamoring stories. She lingered, waiting. 

 “You’re very close,” said Diogenes. “I just have one hint.” 

 “Oh?” she said, softly, too softly for him to hear, but of course he heard anyway. 
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 “Just try to remember the story of the chicken and your father,” said Diogenes. 

 “I get it. Variation,” she said, mind going back to his question: Does it matter whether the 

story of your father the chicken was true or not? She let the pale light at hand drop from 

Diogenes’s form, slowly, to focus on the ground—and startled, when she saw the shriveled and 

splattered form lying there. It took her a few moments to recognize the object before her bare 

toes; its outline was so distorted, that the flashlight was very little help, showing only dark and 

paleness. But that was what ultimately gave it away: black and white. Feathers. 

 Another magpie, Raven thought. That’s… three. A wedding. Makes no sense. She 

glanced at Diogenes, who was looking at her with his blurry-outlined face. 

 But everything can make sense, she told herself, if you map enough, all will make sense.  

 As she stepped through the gate, she heard Diogenes say behind her: 

 “But the person who told that story wasn’t me. It was you.” 
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 Fifteen, Raven thought, as the trees enclosed her, more surrounding even than the fence 

and the walls of the library had been. She did not look back at the library, suspected that what 

Sage had said earlier was now true: the trees were too thick to see through, and she was lost. 

 Fifteen, she repeated to herself. That’s a combination of numbers. 

 It was actually quite clever of Diogenes, she decided. Frustrating. But clever. 

 Under her feet, the pine needles prickled, but aside from the occasional sharp poke that 

had her wincing, she instead found the sensation to be ticklish. A pins and needles sensation. 

 Fifteen. The highest number in the poem was twelve. So, first option: twelve and three, 

joy and marriage. Makes sense, but not really applicable. Second option: eleven and four, love 

and death. Rather ominous sounding. Third: ten and five, Heaven and silver, nonsensical. Fourth: 

nine and six, Hell and gold, even less sense. Fifth, and last: eight and seven. A journey and a 

secret. Then there were the three magpies, a wedding. A joining. Combination. 

 Clever bastard, Raven thought. A journey and a secret, together. 

 “What is the secret?” she whispered to herself, and just as quickly her mind lit upon the 

similarity: her father the chicken, in Diogenes’s revised ending to the story, begging for an 

answer to that same question. Diogenes had answered: There is no secret. 

 “What am I missing?” she asked, but the trees did not answer her. They stood like silent 

sentinels as she took step after step, the gloom growing darker, the light ever paler on their 

wooden bones. Her hip ached, her feet itched, her scabbed hands throbbed with her heart. 

~ 

 The Wolf did not wait long to find her. 
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 Raven kept walking, clutching the Book close, keeping it wrapped in the bandana. She 

knew that this was nothing short of a dinner bell: come and get me, look how I have a red hood, 

just for you; I even know what I’m doing so I can’t complain. Yet, as she directed the soft glow 

of the flashlight—was it her imagination, or was it fading, becoming even dimmer?—and the 

haze settled on a distinctly non-tree silhouette, Raven wanted to turn tail and run. She resisted, 

because she knew that running was perhaps to make this meeting even worse—for surely a 

predator took pleasure from seeing its prey flee—and besides, she could not run anyway. Her 

knees had locked tight. The Book was far too heavy to run with. 

 At first, Raven thought maybe the shape approaching was a real wolf. Or, rather, was a 

non-story wolf. It was on all fours, prowling as it had in the road, but with such liquid motion 

that it did not look like flesh. As it advanced, however, it heaved up onto two feet, and lurched 

forward, at first with the same awkward and stiff locomotion, twitching its limbs to remove the 

kinks, then with a rapid return to fluidity. The closer it came, the more Raven could pick out the 

details of its borrowed human puppet; the woman it wore like a suit was much worse for wear. 

Her knees were torn and bloody, and red was also smeared across her face. Even in the dimness 

of the flashlight the crimson shone fresh and glittery, beautiful and strange like tears of water on 

a fountain statue’s face. Raven wondered if the blood belonged to the Wolf’s puppet or to 

someone else, some previous prey hunted and feasted while it waited for Raven to come. 

 My father was a chicken, thought Raven, and the absurdity of this idea, whether true or 

not-true, made her want to laugh. My father was a chicken. And what do you do with chickens? 

 You eat them, her mind supplied, and she shivered from nonexistent wind. 

 When it was close enough, the Wolf spoke: “Pleasant greetings.” 

 “Hi,” said Raven, and then, grasping that this was perhaps impolite, revised: “Hello.” 
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 If it noticed Raven’s faux pas, the Wolf gave no sign. It looked instead bored, and lifted a 

hand to scratch at its neck, which even in the shadowy outline cast by the dull flashlight, Raven 

could see was smeared with more blood. It said, “And where are you going this fine evening?” 

 I suppose I’m supposed to say, ‘To Grandma’s house,’ Raven thought, and with that, her 

patience for this farce was gone. She surprised herself by announcing: 

 “Let’s just get down to it.” 

 The Wolf blinked, and the woman’s head, in the socket of her neck, rolled to the side, as 

though Raven had struck her with a verbal blow. Those hungry yellow eyes peered out through 

the fringe of her tangled blond hair, and once—just once—her breasts and chest lifted, the words 

WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS expanding wide as the being inside her took a gulp of air. Scenting 

me, Raven realized, and just as quickly she understood that the woman before her did not usually 

appear to breathe; perhaps the Wolf, as an idea, found that such an obviously biological function 

was unnecessary. Raven wondered if this meant the woman before her was dead, whether the 

Wolf was animating a soulless corpse, or whether she was still inside herself somehow. 

 It could do this to me, Raven thought, and the shiver this produced was enough to loosen 

her grip on the Book. She caught herself just in time—noticing the way the Wolf’s eyes strayed 

down to the Book on her hip—and she thought then how being a puppet was quite possibly the 

worst of all outcomes. I’ve just figured out what I want from life, she thought, to make life mine, 

to make myself mine, and here I am gambling that, and for what?—for people I don’t even 

know, who might be eaten by this Book someday. Awful terrible risk for little gain. 

 Still, as she thought this, she considered: but when I heard what the Book was doing, I 

wanted to destroy it immediately. I didn’t even pause to consider. So this has to be a part of me, 

to want to help. I may not like people, but I don’t want them to die. She allowed her eyes to 
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travel over the woman before her, wondered at her name, her life, her dreams. You were cut 

short, Raven thought at her; If I could, I would get you out of this, whoever you are. If I can 

show sympathy for Diogenes, and he’s an annoying bastard, then I can spare some for you. 

 The Wolf’s eyebrows crept up on its borrowed forehead. But it did not speak. Just 

watched her, waiting, eyes sharp. Calculating. And ravenous. Always. 

 “Okay,” said Raven, slowly. “Here’s the problem. This thing—” and she indicated the 

Book, now a heavy brick—“I don’t like it. I want it to be destroyed.” 

 The Wolf was motionless, except its eyes; they flickered, but this perhaps was the light. 

 “And you’re destructive,” Raven tried to reason. “I know you’re probably hungry. You 

could eat this Book.” It throbbed against her arm, as though plaintive, trying to beg without 

words. “It’s another idea, I mean, surely that’s better than people. We’re only flesh and bone.” 

 The Wolf pursed its lips. It said, “Have you ever eaten people?” 

 Raven faltered, then answered, “No.” 

 The woman’s expression twisted, half grin and half snarl. “Then don’t tell me what is 

more delicious, men or ideas. You haven’t the faintest conception.” 

 Oh come on, Raven wanted to say. Don’t tell me you’re going to refuse because ideas 

taste bad. She did not voice this, concerned that the rudeness would bring the entity before her to 

attack. But as she considered the Wolf’s question—‘do you eat people,’ it had asked, not ‘do you 

eat ideas,’ as though it assumed that she ate ideas already—and considered that perhaps the 

Wolf’s reluctance made sense. After all, some ideas were not pleasant, not to be willingly 

contemplated or taken into oneself. And this Book would surely try to make itself unappetizing. 

 That was, if it could, Raven realized. The Book was bound by its rules. It had to show or 

be the story that the victim wanted. And if the Wolf was hungry, dreaming of a good tasty meal, 
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then the Book would have no choice but to fulfill that dream. Even as she thought this, she 

realized that the weight in her arms was probably of her own doing: because she knew the story 

inside was vicious, she had conceived the idea that the Book would resist its own destruction, 

had concluded that it gaining pounds was defensive. There was no way the Book could do this 

without her assistance, she supposed; it needed her to believe or think that it was growing heavy, 

in order to do so; and just like that, the load in her arms became light. 

 There was a moment of astonishment, as Raven was surprised that she had discovered 

something so quickly and easily for herself. Then she glanced up at the Wolf, who—was it her 

imagination?—had gotten quite a bit closer in the meantime, was barely an arm’s length away. 

 Raven told herself that she was not shaking as she held the Book out. 

 “Look,” she said, “I know you know more about eating than me. That’s a given, seeing as 

you are who you are.” The Wolf smiled at this, tight-lipped, and rotated its stolen shoulders, 

flexing its piano-player fingers to crack its knuckles; as it did so, Raven glanced at those clawed 

hands, and noticed the way that one of the woman’s arms was not just bloody. The limb was 

mangled, torn and gashed. Teeth marks. The redness of her lips made sense then. 

 My God, Raven wanted to say. What are you doing to her, you freak? Are you… 

gnawing on her from the inside out? Eating her one piece at a time, savoring each bite? Bile rose 

in Raven’s throat, but she swallowed to clear her voice. 

 “This thing,” she indicated the Book, “it operates by fulfilling wishes. So you just have to 

wish that it will be a good meal, and then bam, your wish will come true. It’s perfect for you.” 

 As she said this, Raven felt like an infomercial. The being before her was no more moved 

by her words than the average potential customer, however, for the Wolf did not reach out and 

snatch up the Book. Instead it regarded her quietly, as though sizing Raven up, and shrugged.  
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 “You’re strange,” it said. “You want to destroy this thing? Why do you need me?” 

 “I,” Raven began, then her throat closed. She had no idea what to say. 

 The Wolf gave her a patronizing look—one that echoed Diogenes, the same look he had 

possessed when Raven had attempted to ask him for a red ribbon. Raven was struck by the 

similarity—“all ideas become one idea,” echoed Diogenes’s voice in her head—but she barely 

had a moment to consider what this could mean before the Wolf said, 

 “I’m not touching that thing.” 

 You’re afraid, thought Raven, and she almost said this aloud, before she decided that the 

being in front of her might regard the words as an insult. Instead, she turned to questioning why 

the Wolf might be hesitant to involve itself—and, while she knew that its reasons were surely its 

own, she could guess that it had much the same concerns as Diogenes. If Diogenes was 

procreative, capable of having some reaction with the story in the Book, then perhaps the Wolf 

too had a cause to worry about an interaction with the ever-changing story as well. A Book that 

invented stories—and a creature that symbolized destruction—perhaps it was a bad combination. 

 But the Wolf, like Diogenes, had told Raven the same conclusion: that it was unable to 

destroy the Book. That Raven could somehow do so herself. Lifting her gaze to the beast’s eyes, 

Raven considered her next words very carefully: “If you won’t destroy it, then I guess I have to.” 

 The Wolf responded: “Open it, then.” 

 The directness of its statement surprised Raven, and she realized that the devourer was 

merely responding in kind: she had been blunt to it, and therefore it had license to be blunt to 

her. Raven brought the Book back to herself, cradled the bandana against her chest, and thought 

about unwrapping the fabric, like a Christmas present, to see the teeth-clasp within. But as she 
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moved her hands into position, hesitating one last time to spare a thought for self-preservation, 

she saw that the Wolf had leaned closer, and that its eyes were lit with a new emotion. 

 Curiosity, Raven thought. You’re interested to see what will happen. 

 That was a bargaining chip, she decided. She stilled her hands. In stories, the Wolf may 

have lied and tricked, but it had never promised clemency to anyone. Perhaps asking it for a 

reprieve now would give her a way out: she could entertain for the cost of her life. 

 “If I do this,” Raven said, “what will you do? Will you spare me if it’s interesting?” 

 The Wolf let out a laugh like a bark, the throat of WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS flexing, and 

shook its head. As if it did not even consider Raven’s offer worthy of a verbal response. 

 “Then I might change my mind,” Raven tried, feeling a small uptick in the steady 

throbbing under her ribs as she said so. She was aware that challenging the devourer in this 

manner was probably not a good idea, but seeing as it was threatening to dismember or possess 

her—and in this case, those likely were the same danger—she decided that she had little to lose. 

At the very least, she figured that she could use the Book as protection. If the Wolf attacked her, 

then she might be able to fend it off, hoping that contact with the Book was a bigger threat to the 

destroyer than its own desire to consume her, or at most for it to consume her right now. 

 “I don’t think you understand how this goes,” said the Wolf. As it spoke, the woman’s 

teeth were bloody—and Raven realized that it had bitten her tongue. “I stalk. I see my target. I 

persuade my target. My target resists. I attack my target. I kill. I eat. I stalk again.” 

 “Surely there’s a time you gave up,” said Raven. “Someone you liked, decided to spare.” 

The Wolf snorted, and Raven continued, “I mean, I have an idea friend who thinks I’m fun.” 
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 “I’m going to eat you anyway,” the Wolf stated, with the same voice that one uses with a 

rebellious child who has decided the world is not fair. “That is always what happens. I revel in 

every kill, but it’s not even up to me. This is the way of things.” 

 “But there has to be an exception,” said Raven. “Wolves in the wild don’t always catch 

their prey. Plenty of deer and other animals escape. And big things like bears fight wolves off.” 

 The Wolf paused at that, its mouth open, and the garish sight of the reddened teeth was 

almost enough to make Raven turn her head away—had she not been aware that doing so would 

take her eyes off the present danger. Then the Wolf shut its mouth with a sharp click of incisors, 

as though Raven had said something surprising. A look of consternation appeared on its face, 

and for a moment Raven felt a small thrill curl through her trembling flesh. 

 “That’s it, isn’t it?” she said. “You can’t hunt and kill something that’s too much like 

you. Another big bad. You’d be risking too much, you could get eaten yourself.” 

 And—for the first time—something like anger appeared on the Wolf’s face. The features 

of Marilyn Monroe contorted, snout-like, nose contouring with ridges and small flecks of bloody 

foam appearing at the corner of her lips. The yellow eyes dilated, pupils fluttering in the soft 

glow of the flashlight, which had dimmed to something like a candle. Nostrils flared. 

 Raven held very still, as the Wolf uttered: “Open it.” 

 There would be no arguing with that, thought Raven, as she watched the devourer visibly 

bring itself and its stolen body back under control. The being shook itself, blonde hair whipping, 

not unlike a dog that was attempting to dry off. Raven glanced down at the Book in her hand, 

and realized that she had tied the bandana around it. Slowly, hands moving in exaggerated 

gestures to show her compliance, she knelt down and placed the flashlight, end-up, on the 

ground, trying to preserve what little light she had. With numb fingers—her hands were 



 

152 

 

shaking—Raven yanked at the cloth, the knot, and when this did not untie she yanked harder 

with increasing force. Her scabs pulled open with the harsh motion. 

 The first touch of the Book was soothing. The texture was supple, buttery soft, and Raven 

watched with horrified fascination, as the bloody flecks from her cut hands soaked into the pale 

cover, creamy leather seeming almost to lap at her wounds. She reminded herself: I know what I 

want. I want to be myself. And then she revised the thought: I know that I want to be myself. 

Now I need only to discover who that self is, how to be me beyond others’ influences upon me. 

 And Raven opened the Book and read aloud: 

 

 Jimmy Sunday should not have read the Book. 

 He found the Book around six o’clock in the evening of the same day as his name, 

while he was cleaning up the stacks in the basement of Mrs Upthistle’s privately-owned 

library. At that time Jimmy had worked for Mrs Upthistle for close to three years, 

beginning after he graduated high school, in an unnamed position that, if it had possessed 

a title, would have been something like One of Three People Whose Job It Is to Make 

Certain Things Don’t Go More Absolutely Crazy Than They Already Are, and the perks 

included, along with free room and board and annual wage raises, the nearly unhindered 

ability to read whatever he wished whenever he wished… 

 

 At that point she paused, for when she began reading a peculiar feeling had started to 

tremble over her, starting behind her eyes and tip-toeing across her brow and down to the base of 

her skull, which swept down into her spine. When she spoke the last word, ‘wished,’ the feeling 
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ended at her toes and left her, and she stopped reading, glanced up to the Wolf—which was 

leaning over her, eyes peering at her face rather than the page, looking perplexed. 

 “This isn’t my story,” said Raven, slowly. Her brain tried to compute what was 

happening, why the story in the Book was talking about someone named Jimmy Sunday—did 

this mean Sage’s Jimmy, the one who had disappeared? She did not know his surname. But who 

else could the Jimmy in the Book be, other than its last known victim? 

 “This isn’t right,” she said, more forcefully. The question of why the Book was 

concerning itself with another person—when Diogenes had clearly explained that its purpose 

was to show people their better selves, or, rather, to seduce others by showing them their dreams. 

That meant that Raven should have a story about what she wanted most: discovering herself. 

 “This is…” and she paused, staring up at the Wolf, who said nothing. Gently, carefully, 

Raven lifted a hand and fluttered the pages with her fingers, seeing the next chapter, which read: 

 

 Raven started before dawn. It was her habit to wake early, four or five in the 

morning, in spite of her midnight bedtimes. There was something about sleep that irked 

her, the monotony of slumber, the utter absurdity of lying still for hours on end. She 

never remembered her dreams; there was nothing to remember… 

 

 Drawing a breath that stabbed at her ribs, Raven seized the Book and pushed its spine 

against her bent knees, using both hands to scrawl through the pages rapidly. She flipped through 

them with such force that she half expected them to tear, but they held under her questing grip. 

Words flew through the pages, danced in midair and hovered in her sight, all of them familiar to 

her. At last, seizing a chunk, she flipped it open to a new page, and there were Diogenes’s words: 

THERE IS NO SECRET. 
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 Directly below that, she read the words out loud: “Stories, of course. All is story.” 

 But if all is story, she thought, then I am in a story. If all is story, then I am… I am… 

 “I’m a story?” Raven said, and the Wolf’s face was stone, but its eyes flickered again in 

their sockets, as though distracted. It made no move to correct her, and that had Raven repeating: 

 “I’m a story.” 

 “So you’ve said,” said the Wolf. It yawned; its teeth, now, were very white. Raven was 

distracted by this, wondered how the shift in colors had occurred. When the Wolf finished 

yawning—and it yawned for a good long time—then it made a small, contented noise, and 

averted its eyes to the trees behind Raven, avoiding looking directly at her. This was so similar to 

what it had done before, beside her car on the road, that Raven realized: I’m no longer prey. 

 But if I’m not prey, then, Raven thought, and she asked: “So then what am I?” 

 The Wolf blinked at her question, and trawled, “How should I know? You act so 

strangely, I hardly even know you’re a story in the first place, let alone what kind.” 

 “No,” said Raven, and she rose to her feet, halfway to blurting out I’ve had just about 

enough of you, give me a proper answer. Instead, she said, “You know something. You were 

about to eat me, but now you’re acting as though I don’t matter. You’re trying too hard to act 

aloof. It’s almost like…” and she faltered, “You’re afraid of me.” 

 That certainly regained the Wolf’s attention. The devourer’s eyes snapped back to 

Raven’s face so quickly that she jerked back, her buttocks falling hard against the pine-covered 

dirt. Teeth bared, the entity snarled, “Say that again. Even think it again, and then you’ll see.” 

 “I’m sorry,” Raven said, carefully. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I just want some help.” 

 “Help,” repeated the animal, and it shook its head with derision. “From me.” 
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 “Point taken,” Raven said, and she scrambled to her feet. She thought about returning to 

Diogenes; he, at least, would debate her in a less hostile way, perhaps could play with words 

enough that she could figure things out for herself. But the problem still remained: the Book. 

Raven glanced down at the object in her arms, the living story that changed according to its 

owner’s wishes, and winced when she thought about returning to Diogenes with it undestroyed, 

her objective unfulfilled. He would joke about her failure, maybe, but she knew that he would be 

disappointed. Clearly he had supported her decision to kill this hungry story. 

 How does one destroy a story? She thought. With another story. 

 If you really did understand, Diogenes had said, then we wouldn’t need the Wolf. 

 Me, she realized. Something about me. I am a story, too. And I don’t know what kind, 

but I am something that can destroy. A smile crept over her face. I’m something that can destroy, 

and quite effectively, something that can eliminate other stories better than Diogenes can, that 

can make even the Wolf, the great sun-devourer, afraid of me. I can do this. 

 Cautiously, she glanced up at the Wolf, which was now regarding her with confusion. 

Something about her decision must have shown on her face, then, because when she asked, “Are 

you sure that you don’t want it for yourself?” then the Wolf’s eyes flickered. 

 “Bon appetit,” said the devourer, voice colored with curiosity. 

 Carefully, balancing the Book in her hands like a plate, Raven sank back to her knees on 

the ground. The pine needles pricked at her skin through the sweatpants, and the leather of the 

Book was warm, like flesh. She opened it, just a sliver, unable to contain her own nosiness about 

the ending. She read the words there and for a moment panic descended upon her, but then she 

steeled herself. The Book would not show her something that she did not dream, she knew. Even 
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so, she glanced at the Wolf to see what it was doing, and it stood there still, gazing steadily at 

her, expressionless. Tilting her head in acknowledgement, she gripped the last page. 

 The pages were gossamer-thin, but tougher than they looked, and when Raven finally 

removed it she noted that her cuts had reopened yet again, and small flecks of blood dotted the 

leaflet now in her hand. Some part of her doubted that this was her own blood, however. 

 She brought the paper to her mouth. When she bit down, she discovered it was wet and 

swollen, for her teeth sunk into the page like a steak. Yet although she chewed and pulped the 

material, it did not snag her molars, did not crinkle or try to slice papercuts at the tender insides 

of her mouth. She gulped and it did not fill her throat on the way down. Like swallowing air. The 

next page she tore was difficult; but the one after that, less so. She lost count of the sound of 

paper ripping, consumed by the feast as she consumed what lay before her. Words spilled out 

over her tongue like blood, and the sides of her lips felt coated with hemorrhaged ink. At first the 

taste was bitter, sharp and tangy like acid, but the next bite was sweeter, and her belly rumbled. 

 It was the best thing she had ever tasted. 

~ 

 Time did not stop. Raven knew this, though she knew that perhaps someone might 

explain her shift in perspective that way. Time did not stop because time had never been in 

motion. Rather, people were the ones in motion; time was a landscape, a plane of existence no 

different than the surface of a map. People moved through time and thought that it was flowing, 

the same way that children on a train believed that the trees were running backwards past their 

window. And so, in the instant she came to herself, Raven knew that time had not stopped; she 

was the one who had stopped. The understanding of herself had stopped her. 
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 Even as she stilled, Raven made the decision to move again, and so she continued to 

flow, continued her motion along that temporal plane, but she knew then that this was less 

because she herself needed to do this and more because the body she was inside needed time like 

a color needed sight. The Wolf before her was also in motion, she understood, and was moving 

because he was inhabiting a body of a woman named Bianca Holloway, the latest in a long string 

of hunts that kept the Wolf powered and running like a battery. Bianca was food. 

 We eat to live, the Wolf told Raven, and me?—I live to eat. 

 But Raven disagreed. She responded: Get out of her. 

 She’s mine, argued the Wolf, will you starve me so she can live? What purpose would 

that serve? She’s just a human, will die soon anyway, and not altogether is even a very good 

person according to their own cultural restrictions. She’s vain and arrogant and unpleasant, and 

been missing for a week and a half without incident. Her own mother doesn’t love her. 

 Raven thought about responding that she, too, had once been a human being, and that 

what the Wolf had just claimed was true for most of the population in some form or another, but 

she realized that this was a fruitless argument. She was trying to gain the assistance of an 

iconoclast in preserving a work of art; or convert a hungry lion to vegetarianism. When people 

go out for an evening’s walk, she thought, they don’t bother sweeping the road for ants. 

 She would need to speak to him on another level; to relate to him in his own way. 

 Pulling her attention back to herself, Raven took note of the form she now inhabited. It 

was a fine instrument; bone carved into a skeletal core, swathes of flesh and sinew strung into a 

human shape. Thin, from neglect, but still functional. A soft patter was chugging along under the 

cage of ribs. The lungs were forced to open, close, open, each puff of air shifting the organs in its 

belly, where fluid pulsed and gushed from one end of a long, snake-like intestine to another. Her 
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body. Her puppet. She could truly comprehend, now, how it was nothing more than a lump of 

clotted blood. She had been gifted it, but it was not necessary for herself to live. To be. 

 Not all things need bodies, she reminded herself. 

 Raven told the Wolf: I’ll trade you. 

 That certainly had his attention; Bianca Holloway’s eyes dilated, pupils widening and 

narrowing, as her lungs took short, quick heaves. The flashlight had gone out, but Raven could 

see these fine details with much sharper precision than even in broad daylight. She considered 

her new sensory perception, and decided that this was one of many questions and concepts that 

she and Diogenes would have to discuss, in the coming future. 

 Follow me, Raven told the Wolf, and she turned to return the way she had come. She 

could not hear the Wolf shadowing her steps, his own footfalls much too soft for that, but she 

knew that he was there in the same way that someone in a dream knows the monster is trailing 

behind. He maintained a respectful distance, though, and Raven took note of this. 

 You are afraid of me, she thought, but this time the Wolf did not respond, except to glare. 

 As she walked Raven noticed the trees began to thin, and the air grew lighter, more 

vibrant. The garden and the gate were ahead of her, now, but she approached with her hands 

empty, her self-ness ordering first one limb and then another to motion her closer and closer. It 

was a heavy thing, this body, she reflected, and she decided then that she would be happy to be 

free. Within arm’s reach of the gate she paused, and stared out at the library before her. 

 The form and shape of the building was the same as when she had left, but all the same 

everything about the place had changed. She saw now that it was full to bursting, crammed with 

a world’s population of her kin, a civilization consisting of nonhuman entities that fed upon the 

mortals in their midst. The windows had dark shapes within, peering out to take a look at her. 
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She gazed up at them, equally curious, wondered whether they traveled from place to place by 

human hosts, too. She wondered how many she would meet before the day was over. 

 Because it was day. The dawn had broken over the side of the mountains, and in the dark 

silhouette cast beyond the sun, the ridges and ledges of the cliffs looked like sharp teeth. 

 And—as her vision focused on her destination—she saw who was waiting for her beside 

the library’s door. Bancroft Leighton was no longer there; in his place was simply Diogenes. He 

shone like a second sun. Her eyes hurt to look at him. Beside him sat a small squat bird, and 

when it saw Raven was looking, it fluffed black-and-white feathers and chirped, as if impatient. 

 Diogenes said nothing. He was gazing out at her, and when he held out his hand she 

wanted nothing more than to reach out and take hold of him, even as far away as they were. 

Beside her she heard the Wolf ask, “Did you really mean it? I can have you?” 

 “This isn’t me,” said Raven, aloud, but she nodded. 

 Still Diogenes’s hand held out, beckoning—and she knew the first thing that she was 

going to tell him. I was wrong, she would say. About the story of my father the chicken. The 

truth isn’t that ‘it doesn’t matter if the story is real.’ The truth is that it is real. Because it was a 

story, and stories are real. She did not try to predict his reaction; doubtless he would be pleased, 

but why waste time thinking of his response when she could experience it here and now. The last 

thing Raven heard through her human ears was Bianca Holloway’s gasp—and then she was not, 

for she spread her wings and flew, her clawed feet touching fingers. 




