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PROLOGUE

IN THE CITIES, buildings still stood whole. Some new or freshly
renovated, some worse for wear but functional, complete with
floors, walls, ceilings. When a hand turned on a tap, water poured
from it. A flick of a switch, and light flooded a room. The parks
also lay whole, grass stretched uninterrupted. Residents lived and
residents died, in balance. Animals too lived and died in balance,
mostly inside the buildings; those who roamed the streets in
search of their owners were few. Beyond the cities, fields. Yel-
low and brown, pockmarked by farmhouses, sliced by trenches
for irrigation. Beyond the fields, sky. A sturdy, solid blue, like a
freshly painted ceiling. Not much fell from it yet, the occasional
bird. Once, a fragment of comet, catching the breaths of those
who witnessed in terror the flash of light—but when it was over,
they clapped at the miracle,
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NasTasia, THE GIRL called herself. Achingly young—too

voung, thought Yeva, to be taking part in the romance tours.

Yeva would be getting talked at by some bachelor, and from
across the banquet room or yacht deck she’d notice the girl
watching her intently, round blank face trained on her like a tele-
scope dish. That face, normally flat and deadened, as if the girl
had long ago checked out, twitched, tried to wink, send a signal
to Yeva, now that the girl’s handler had loosened her clutches.
Help. Maybe the girl was being trafficked, who knew. Once, the
girl followed her to the parking lot and watched as Yeva got into
her trailer. She was probably longing to get in, too, be whisked
away somewhere safe before her “interpreter” caught up with her,
quick and officious, and yanked her away by the elbow.

Rumor had it the girl was into God. Of course she was, sad
thing. The religious ones made the perfect victims, used to bow-
ing under threat from above. In the past Yeva would have risen
to the rescue, but she was done caring. All those earthly worries
she used to have—mollusk conservation, romantic prospects, the
Russian tanks amassing at the border and how no one believed
anything would come of it except Yeva, who according to her
tamily was always crying wolf and blowing everything out of pro-
portion, prattling on about the collapse of this ecosystein or that,
ruining all the fun, ruining, on behalf of barely there river turtles,
the marriage agency’s balloon release over the Dnipro—blah blah
blah. None of it mattered anymore. Even Yeva was tired of Yeva.
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How Yeva became involved with the romance tours: a blue-eyed
blonde had approached her at a gas station as she was refueling
her mobile lab. The woman had seemingly materialized out of
nowhere. This was on the dusty outskirts of some backwater
town after another expedition (a success: two gastropod survivors
found). As Yeva watched the numbers tick up on the diesel pump
gauge, her tank taking forever to fill, the woman chatted on about
the weather. Then she told Yeva about an “opportunity” to get
free headshots.

When Yeva asked what in hell she’d need headshots for, the
stranger seemed taken aback, like Yeva had just turned down a
free lottery ticket. She recovered quickly. “Pardon me, I hope
you don’t mind my saying so,” the woman said in a low secretive
voice (which surely was part of her script, too), “I just thought you
might be an aspiring model.”

Had Yeva’s family sent the woman, in their latest matchmaking
scheme? Had they stooped as low as that, plotting to send por-
traits of her to any viable suitor?

When the fuel pump clicked off, Yeva tore her credit card from
its slot (the payment authorized, she saw with relief) and began
her usual maintenance check of the mobile lab. Some idiot had
graffitied FREE caNDY on the expanse of white on the trailer’ side.
Yeva swore under her breath, continued the check. Kneeling by
the front wheel, she had already forgotten the woman when a
chirping voice asked from above, “Nice RV. Are you on holiday?”

Yeva saw the way the high-heeled stranger peered at the piles
of clothes strewn over the bench seat of the driver’s cabin, the
crumpled-up sleeping bag, the slimy yellowed mouth retainer on
the dash. The woman’s face sank with pity over Yeva’s itinerant
life.

The woman told her about a party at the hotel in town that
night. Did she want to come?

Yeva climbed into the driver’s seat, about to slam the door on
the stranger.
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“Free entry for the ladies. There’s a thousand-dollar raffle.”
The woman emphasized, “USD.”

That Saturday night was the first time Yeva had ever won anything.
She’d stayed through the entire party, waiting for the winner to be
announced at 2:00 a.m., tipping back free rosé at an empty corner
table as more blue-eyed blondes in tight club dresses and stilet-
tos wriggled around her to the thumping music. The hotel: self-
consciously second-tier, the faded carpet patterned with crowns
and the letters VIP. The wine tasted like acid reflux; back in that
golden time, Yeva was still full of hope and cared what alcohol
tasted like. There were a few men there, foreigners dressed like
they’d just come from a ball game, accompanied by interpreters.
Some of them tried to yell words at Yeva over the crackling loud-
speakers beside her. Their interpreters gestured, urging Yeva to
follow them to a quieter place: Photo booth? Outside? Anywhere
but beside these earsplitting speakers? Yeva stayed in her spot,
ignoring whatever this was—an afterparty of diplomats? A cor-
porate retreat?—eyes on her phone in case of an alarm from her
lab, until at last the hall went silent and a matronly woman in a
powder-blue pantsuit stood at a tippy lectern, introduced herself
by an ancient-sounding name, Efrosinia, and began rattling off
the raffle numbers.

Before the romance tours, Yeva had relied on government and
NGO grants, which had dwindled in recent years, Who wants to
fund the research on functionally extinct species? People like Yeva
are never the stars of environmental summits and galas, prattling
on and on about yet another battle lost, yet another species gone
down the chute. Donors only want to fund winners.

That evening, holding the raffle money in her hands, for the
first time in her life Yeva felt like a winner. Later she suspected
that the raffle was rigged in favor of newcomers to pull them into
more of these weird parties, but winning felt good at'the time.
And one thousand USD got her far: a new multi-stage filtration
and misting system, specialized full-spectrum lighting with auto-
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ated-dimnnag, a sanitization chamber-for soil (secondhand, but
still good), more realistic terrarium landscaping that included live
moss.

Soon Yeva started going on dates with the foreigners. The
work—though she’d never admit it to the whiny interpreters—
was easy. She quickly understood that the marriage agency didn’t
expect her to actually marry any of the men it carted in from
the West. Sure, a few women really were there to find love—
“Needles,” they were unofficially called. But then there was every-
one else, the shining golden hay, just there to populate the parties,
show up for a date or two, keep the bride-to-bachelor ratio high.
Yeva didn’t mind being the agency’s shimmering bait, her head-
shot plastered all over their website. Let these men come here to
look for their Needles in the hay. The hunt must be part of the
thrill, she figured, what kept some men coming back tour after
tour. Meanwhile, women like Yeva—nicknamed “Brides”—could
also return tour after tour and, without bending any rules, make
decent money. In fact, the agency endorsed the practice: any pifts
otdered by bachelors through the agency—gym membership,
cooking class, castomizable charm bracelet—could be redeemed
by the brides for cash from the agency offices. And most reliably,
the hourly interpreter fee had to be split with brides after each
date (this, with a great condescending sigh from the interpreters,
as if they were being charitable, as if they were doing all the work).
Even if the brides spoke English, which Yeva and many others did,
the bachelors were not allowed to converse with the brides with-
out these middle-women present. Translation apps on phones
were also no-nos. What's less romantic than a lady and gentleman
on a date, eyes glued to their phones? Translation apps drained
transnational love of its mystique, Efrosinia and her assistants
lamented. Yeva had heard of brides who went further than receiv-
ing and redeeming gifts, who outright scammed the men through
kickbacks with overpriced restaurants, or through fake medical
procedures they said they needed to fund, but in Yeva’s estimation
this wasn’t worth the effort or the risk. She did fine just by show-
ing up, date after date, racking up hours like in any other job.

Soon Yeva had refurbished her entire lab. New decontamina-
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tion bath for foods introduced to the trailer, a backup generator, a
solar panel for the summer months, upgraded software for alert-
ing her phone whenever humidity, temperature, light levels rose
or fell outside tolerance. She traveled around the country looking
for survivors, knowing that when she ran low on funds she could
dip into one of the many cities and towns that were part of the
romance tours and top up. No more paperwork that ate into field-
work, no more waiting for measly grants while species slipped
through her fingers like sand.

(She should have been more careful, she knew. Should have
waited to raise enough funds to establish a captive rearing lab
with a dedicated staff, a stationary haven for gastropod popula-
tions while she conducted evacuations. She should have endured
the slow grind of bureaucracy: applying for grants, collaborating
with university labs, playing politics, and tiptoeing around the
egos of the older researchers, many of whom still ascribed to an
outdated Soviet-era taxonomy that didn’t even recognize some of
the most endangered species as distinct. If only there had been
time. But she’d had to go rogue, haul the lab with her.)

The greatest challenge for Yeva during her dates with the
bachelors: her phone. The constant pinging, the alarms, drove
the interpreters crazy and drew side-eyes from the administra-
tors during socials, but Yeva told herself that the interruptions
made her look desirable to the men. Like she had a rich social life,
countless friends pulling her in all directions, suitors knocking.
She wanted to believe this herself. Whenever she had to run out
in the middle of a date to adjust humidity levels in the lab or open
another air vent, she’d invent an excuse. A work call from some
normal job a normal person would have. A cousin in need of rela-
tionship advice. A baby—her own! (This last being the nuclear
option: a way to end not only that evening’ date but the possibil-
ity of future ones.) Never would the bachelors suspect what she
was leaving them for: the bottomless needs of 276 snails.

>

Snails! There’d been a time when she would tell anyone who’d
listen how amazing these creatures were,
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How the many. gastropod species'hiave evolved to live any-
where on the planet, from deserts to deep ocean trenches. How
they have gills to live in water, or have lungs to live on land—
some, like the apple snail, possess one of each, to withstand both
monsoons and droughts.

How some species can sutvive extreme temperatures, unsuit-
able for human life, with their highly reflective shells and the
insulating properties of their spirals. How they can create a mucus
seal between shell aperture and rock to minimize water evapora-
tion, and can stay dormant for years before rains wake them up.

How a snail can possess both male and female parts and repro-
duce solo.

How the giant tritons can grow to up to a foot and a half, while
some types of dot snails can fit through the eye of a needle.

How they represented, for the Mesoamericans, joy and rebirth,
the shape of their shells the circle of life.

How some can crawl upside down along the surface of water,
grabbing onto ripples of their own slime, or make rafts out of
bubbles.

How some resemble medieval knights—shells reinforced with
iron, soft flesh armored in thick metal plates—as they edge along
toxic hydrothermal vents,

And yet, what did it matter now?

So what if every hour, another native Hawaiian snail perished
at the jaws of the invasive wolfsnail?

So what if the tiny jelly-mantled Glutinous snail, once one of
the most widespread snails in Europe, had been all but wiped out?

So what if every fifty-three hours, one of the most diverse ani-
mal groups on the planet lost yet another of its species?

Snails weren’t furry or cute. They weren’t interactive with
humans.

Snails weren’t pandas—those oversize bumbling toddlers that
sucked up national conservation budgets—or any of the other
charismatic megafauna, like orcas or gorillas. Snails weren’t
huggy koala bears, which in reality were vicious and riddled with
chlamydia. Nor were snails otters, which looked like plush toys
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made for mascots by aquariums, despite the fact that they lured
dogs from beaches to drown and rape them.

A crunch under the boot. A speck to flick off a lettuce leaf. Not
much better than slugs. The genus name gastropod woefully unin-
spiring: stomach-foot. Dumb and slow. The woodland ones Yeva
had been trying to save were not even colorful.

Snails were just that—snails.

On grant applications, before she self-funded through romance
tours, Yeva wrote about the calcium cycle and the terrestrial mol-
lusk’s pivotal role in regulating it. About turkeys that, during egg
gestation, deliberately sought out snails like vitamin pills. About
the role of gastropods in deadwood decomposition. How, due
to their low mobility and sensitivity to environmental changes,
gastropods served as barometers of a biome’s health. Birds and
insects can fly, unwittingly lay eggs in outlying areas where their
offspring can’t survive, but snails stay in place. It’s the snails that
tell you which ravine to save, which patch of forest lies at the core
of their own species alongside many others,

But that’s not why Yeva loved them, not really. Snails could’ve
been useless, purely ornamental, and she’d still have scoured
every leaf and grass blade for them. She could spend hours watch-
ing them in their terrariums, hours while her own mind slowed,
slowed, emptied. When she lifted her eyes, the world seemed
separate from her, a movie in comical fast motion, something she
could turn off.

During Yeva’s first year working the romance tours, when bach-
elors asked about her day job and she was in a rare mood to
divulge, she’d frame what she did as a rescue mission. She was
plucking endangered snails from their shrinking habitats and
reviving their populations in captivity. One day, she’d rgintroduce
them into ecologically protected zones (of which there were few,
but Rome wasn’t built in a day). She toured all around the coun-
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try, including.the self-proclaimed People’s Republics of Donetsk
and Luhansk, where the war puttered on. She evacuated survivors
even if she didn’t have room for them. (She had vowed never to
repeat one of her early mistakes: once, she’d chosen not to rescue
the dozen Annilika severus from their ravine at the base of the
Carpathians, but by the time she came back for them, new ter-
rarium at the ready, the ravine had been filled by a mudslide. She
never saw another A. severus snail again.) And she witnessed just
enough miracles to blind her with hope: two rare Tordionus bazi-
Jikae on an onion stalk sticking out of a dumpster, when she wasn’t
looking for them. Another time, a cluster of newborns at the edge
of a military range. These early successes had to be signs—she
was destined for this rescue mission. She and her charges would
outpace environmental destruction. It wasn’t impossible, after all.
She’d steer her Noah’s Ark to every nook and cranny of the coun-
try, no leaf unturned.

“A dangerous thing, early success,” a bachelor told her during
one date, describing his own investment ventures. A jackpot in his
early twenties had led him to believe in his own so-called instincts
until he hit financial ruin. But Yeva was hardly listening. Her
interpreter had long ago wilted into her martini, and Yeva’s eyes
were glued to the terrarium cam on her phone (agency rules be
damned). Two Pacillum dulcis, the only known surviving members
of their kind, had been circling each other for the past six hours
in courtship, and at last, one had stabbed the other with its cal-
careous dart. The other counterstabbed with its own dart. Any
moment now, they would finally copulate. Within two weeks their
population might balloon to fifty. Yeva would need more supplies.

Yeva needed to keep going on dates.

Sometimes, to the wrath of the interpreters and boredom of
the bachelors, she felt inspired to talk about the minutiae of her
work, the metrics she had to keep steady.

Once, a bachelor asked over dinner, “Ever tried eating them?
Escargot?”

Yeva almost bit through her tongue.

A year into the romance tours, after the mobile lab was fully
refurbished, Yeva had a little money to spare. She hired a teenager
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she’d spied grafhitiing a bridge to paint a logo on the side of the
vehicle: a green cross (like a red cross of an ambulance) and below
it, two hands cupping a clump of dirt with a two-leaved sprout.
The hands were cliché, she knew. They screamed environmental.
Who, in real life, held dirt and a sprout in their hands like that?
Any individual or nonprofit claiming the thinnest allegiance with
the planet used that stupid picture. But she hadn’t been able to
think of an alternative. What was she going to ask the teenager
to paint instead—a snail? She’d been ridiculed enough, by old lab
mates at the university with loftier pursuits, by her family, who
considered her homeless, by the internet at large (well, not per-
sonally, but she couldn’t help but take it as such).

The internet ridicule had started with a question by Grass-
Toucher89 on an online English-language forum: What do you call
a snail expert?

The upvoted answers:

1 thought this was the beginning of 4 joke.

A little disappointed it isn’t.

Same beve!

A Frenchman? .

It’s Steve, but bis full name is Steven.

Here’s a better question: What do you call 4 radio show about
snails? A gastropodeast!

So-nailed it.

Of course Yeva had to get in there, give these clowns her five
cents, slip in a comment about the term “gastropodologist”—how
it was the most accurate but only the sticklers adopted it, while
most experts preferred the broader term “malacologist” despite its
inclusion of mollusks without backbones (clams, octopi, et cetera);
“malacologist” was also the term endorsed by the Estuarine Mol-
lusk Alliance, who, in their annual Musseling in on Biodiversity
conference, pledged to be more inclusive of land snails, To which
MadamePeanutButter responded: This is fucking adorable—which
enraged her further, powering her five-hundred-word counter on
the history of the (now outdated) term “helicologist” (He/ix being
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4 predominant genus for shelled land snail), concluding with the
statement that, really, snail experts were a pacifist crew and you
could call them many names, just not “conchologist,” amateurs
who collected shells on beaches in white linen pants and formed
drum circles and disturbed the peace (and the calcium cycle).
Yeva’s comment kept being upvoted, overtaking all others—and
that was when she began to suspect they were still making fun
of her.

After that, she had the logo of the hands cradling a sprout
painted on the side of her lab. From the outside, not a whiff of the
malacological.

Begrudgingly, she also had a collapsible outdoor shower in-
stalled at the back of the lab after a diva interpreter refused to
work with her, claiming she stank. Yeva justified the expense as
an investment in more bachelor dates, which meant more money
for snailing.

Two hundred and seventy-six specimens. Thirteen species, six
of which were already considered extinct in the wild. Those were
the numbers at the height of the mission. To think back on those
numbers now! To remember what it felt like, to see populations
stabilizing instead of shrinking! To shed the sad, humdrum man-
tle of eclipsazoologist!

(Eclipsazoology: the study of extinct animals, with “eclipse”
originally meaning abandonment or downfall. Now that’s what
you call a snail expert, she wanted to add to the online fray—her
last word—but held herself back.)

(Eclipsazoology: nov a widely accepted term, some smart-ass would
surely comment. What you mean is paleontology. But the latter con-
noted ancient life, fossils, mass extinction events humans had
nothing to do with.)

Her lofty long-ago conservation mission made her laugh now.

Her new mission was whittled down to a simple checklist:

1. Earn one more paycheck

2. Procure one canister of hydrogen cyanide and a
wedding dress for burial

3. Climb into trailer, never wake up
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It was a conservationist in Hawaili, extinction capital of the world,
who’d helped her set up her lab. She’d reached out to him online
after reading a profile in a malacological journal describing how
he’d built a mobile rearing lab for three hundred native snail spe-
cies. The article boasted double-page spreads of his charges—
arresting glossy shells, their designs like blown-glass Christmas
ornaments, so much better suited for public sympathy than
Yeva’s drab grayish specimens. There was a clear villain to the
story: the invasive rosy wolfsnail—originally introduced by the
Hawaii Department of Agriculture to control another previously
introduced invasive snail-—which followed native snails’ slime
and yanked them out of their shells with its jagged jaws. Yeva
had marveled at the conservationist’s tireless efforts, the decades
he’d spent caring for his charges in his trailer, the exclosures he’d
designed: patches of forest protected by special walls (too slippery
for lizards and chameleons, too deep for rats to burrow, and at
their tops, to ward off the final contenders, rosy wolfsnails, a spiny
copper mesh and electric charge.)

Yeva and the conservationist texted back and forth for years. In
English peppered with Latin (why not also resurrect a dead lan-
guage while they were at it?), they shared data and snail care tips.
Though they’d never admit to having favorites, two snails domi-
nated their exchange: His, an eighteen-year-old Achatinella spirita
named Jonah, a school tour celebrity who not only survived being
eaten by a rat (he had the telltale gashes on his shell) but was
found, in poetic justice, atop the carcasses of two rosy wolfsnails
that had tried to eat each other; hers, a tree snail, preternaturally
social, whose scraggly conical shell spiraled to the left instead of
the right, rendering breeding impossible with 99 percent of his
species. To an already decimated population Lefty was, biologi-
cally speaking, useless. She loved him all the more.

From the usual pings of her phone, which she coulds’ turn off
even when she slept, the conservationist’s texts were a reprieve,
A warm rock to lie on. The one soul, across hemispheres, who
took her mission seriously but could also rib her about it. They



