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        Our International Futurists guest editor is Francesco Verso, a science fiction writer and editor from Rome, Italy. He has published Antidoti umani, e-Doll, Nexhuman, Bloodbusters, and I camminatori. Nexhuman and Bloodbusters—translated in English by Sally McCorry—have been published in the US, the UK, and China. Francesco also works as the editor of Future Fiction, a multicultural project dedicated to scouting and publishing the best World SF in translation from more than 30 countries and 12 languages featuring authors like Ian McDonald, Ken Liu, Liu Cixin, Vandana Singh, Chen Qiufan, Xia Jia and others. In 2019, he was named the Honorary Director of the Fishing Fortress SF Academy of Chongqing and literary agent of Future Wave, an agency specialized in import/export of copyright from/to China. You can find more about Francesco’s many projects at at www.futurefiction.org.

        

      

      In 2014, when I started scouting for science fiction from non-English speaking countries and written in languages other than English I never thought I would find so many wonderful stories in such a short time. After seven years of intense scouting I have published in Italian (but also in English, Russian, and Chinese) more than 170 short stories, six novels, and about twenty thematic anthologies and collections of single authors, driven by my curiosity and the desire to explore what is hidden behind the billboards and marketing campaigns of fiction proposed by large national and international publishing groups. The aim of this research is to collect at least some of the stories that—over the last thirty or forty years—have been literally rendered inaudible by the background noise generated by the powerful voices of English-language authors capable of reaching every corner of the planet.

      Many of these stories belong to authors who are important and appreciated in their own countries, but because they do not write in English, they remain invisible on a global scale, with the obvious consequence of relegating their prose and ideas to the most marginal territories of the global conversation. This is paradoxical for a genre as pioneering and avant-garde as science fiction whose very source of inspiration should be the continual expansion and exploration of new horizons.

      Personally, I dislike the term diversity because it implies the existence of a heteronomous standard of reference, a not-so-conscious measure of comparison that a privileged "gate-keeper" (an English-speaking editor, a marketing director of a multinational corporation, or a publishing group executive) has imposed as a method of compensating for a deeper problem and masking a predetermined point of view by which to evaluate every other identity, narrative, cultural history, and, ultimately, vision of the future. Everything that does not conform becomes, precisely, different. But who would be different from whom? And by what standard would I be different from you or you from us?

      Moreover, since reading is a subjective, personal, and intimate experience, who is responsible for setting such standards of diversity? Who will provide us with the intellectual and cultural tools to choose which books truly embody supposed diversity or at least incorporate it?

      Today, we are often at the mercy of the “invisible reader,” this unfathomable figure, the product of statistics, built on generalizations and market assumptions, pulled from this or that ephemeral momentary phenomenon often driven by commercial trends (and lately managed by algorithms and AI filters). Or we are subject to the decisions of experienced editors sitting on huge stacks of fiction written in English. Or perhaps to the logic of unreachable editorial directors, always too busy scouting the next best-seller to feed to the marketing department. Trust in these professionals, even beyond the inevitable controversy about their abilities, is marred by their linguistic limitation: at best, these experts (or algorithms) will only be able to suggest the “best” of a single culture, the one available in English.

      There is, therefore, ample room for improvement if the cultural appropriation of the late capitalism (that I would call “Grabitalism”), which engulfs any human experience in order to extract a profit margin, could be transformed into a cultural appreciation, a search for dialogue, acceptance, and understanding that enriches anyone who opens himself to the osmosis with the other. After all, the purpose of any sustainable economy—and especially of the cultural one—should not be the exhaustion of resources, the standardization and oversimplification of the product/scenario, in order to sell increasingly easily digestible experiences to anyone on a planetary scale (creating a de facto real monopoly), but rather the research, promotion, and enhancement of quality in its many forms. Unfortunately, the situation we have inherited after 80 years of English-speaking science fiction is quite different: narratives from only two markets, originally the American and English markets and later from other English-speaking countries such as Canada and Australia, have supplanted—at least in commercial terms—the various local productions that existed and have continued to exist almost incognito. These include (just to name a few of European origin) those from France (Jules Verne, Camille Flammarion, Albert Robida, Roland Wagner), Italy (Emilio Salgari, Primo Levi, Lino Aldani), Germany (Fritz Lang, Kurd Laßwitz, Andreas Eschbach), Russia (Alexander Bogdanov, Alexander Belyaev, the Strugatsky brothers) and Poland (Stanislaw Lem, Janusz Zajdel). I will not go so far as to mention little-known productions in the West such as those from China and India, Brazil, and Argentina, all equally valid, alive, and existing.

      It is therefore essential to update the old “Sense of Wonder” into a “Sense of Wander” (a synthesis of “wandering around the world” in search of science fiction narratives) that restores an idea of the future to all those who have been dispossessed of it and broadens the perspectives of those who have only been able to experience a single form of narration, typically white, male, Christian, Western. Such a tool could develop a constructive curiosity with which to decolonize the imagination of present and future generations, largely occupied by contemporary myths and legends created during the last 80 years by media giants such as Disney, Warner Bros, MTV, Apple, Facebook, Google, and Hollywood.

      There was a time when William Gibson—without fear of contradiction—could say in an interview with Fresh Air (August 31, 1993), “the future is already here, it’s just not equally distributed” and instead, twenty years later, Ian McDonald happily observed how “everyone today has the same technology at the same time, as soon as a new iPhone comes out, people can buy it in Nigeria, America, India and China. Everyone has the same thing at the same time.”1

      Starting from these quotes, it’s possible to demonstrate how different cultures use the same technology in very different ways: one thing is used to browse a Chinese site full of videos, 3D banners, and pop-up advertisements on a 5G smartphone, another one is to download emails on the exact same smartphone but from an Argentinian provider while standing in the middle of the pampa or to read real-time news on an app optimized for wifi bandwidth surges in the Sahara desert. Or, if you prefer, one thing is to print aerodynamic racing blades like the ones that transformed Oscar Pistorius from differently abled to superiorly able, and another one is to print $10 prosthetics for a child who lost his legs jumping on a landmine in Nigeria or for a girl with no hands due to a car accident in Italy.

      Not to mention the fact that many so-called innovations—often sold at prohibitive prices to generate a fictitious sense of exclusivity—are nothing more than old ideas cleaned up through the high-tech of developed countries or passed off as sustainable through underhanded green-washing campaigns.2
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        Fig. 1) Images of futuristic architecture sold as progress and technological development.
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        Fig. 2) Images of popular and spontaneous architecture considered backward and primitive
      
      For years, the question of which development contemporary societies should pursue or which future should be attempted to be built has become crucial in the international debate. As a matter of fact, if we want to represent the visibility of futures through a Gaussian curve, we can easily show how a single worldview (capitalist, western, male, white, Christian, anglophone) occupies almost the entire distribution (although it certainly does not represent the majority of the population) while every other future has been pushed—with increasing strength and speed—towards the margins of invisibility and non-consideration. However, human cultures have always employed native techniques and solutions to cope with their needs, and different needs have always been the true engine of ingenuity, innovation and development, crucial factors that have no color, flag, religion, age: in India it’s called jugaad, in China zizhu chuangxin (自主创新), in France system D, in Brazil gambiarra, in Kenya jua kali, in the United States do-it-yourself, in Italy fai-da-te.

      If the search for stories was mainly passive at the beginning, a systematic collection of narratives scattered around the world aimed at preserving the narrative biodiversity of the future threatened by an imminent cultural catastrophe, which follows the example of the seeds that are stored in the Svalbard islands in Norway in case of an environmental catastrophe, now that same search has become a constant stimulus and solicitation to publish new science fiction from every corner of the planet.

      This is because, through the Sense of Wander, it is possible to restore dignity to the many voices and visions that have been excluded because of the colonization of the future by the English-speaking world. Just think that according to research by Rochester University, only 3% of what is published in the United States comes from non-English speaking languages, and within this percentage are included all the languages of the world. Also, consider this other element: as soon as an English-speaking best-seller in fantasy or science fiction such as Harry Potter, Game of Thrones, or The Martian is published, it is translated in real time into 50 different languages, while an excellent Korean, Indian, Polish or Argentinian book will never be translated or will take many years to find a translation and publication. And even if it is published, its promotion and visibility will still be marginal compared to other Anglophone productions.

      Out of 66 Hugo Awards in the novel category, 65 were won by English-speaking authors and 1 by a Chinese author, Liu Cixin, in 2015 (in a particularly complicated edition). If the English-speaking market is comparable to a White Hole, from which everything comes out and nothing goes in, non-English-speaking markets, on the contrary, are real Black Holes where an exorbitant number of stories written in English enter but from which hardly any come out.  

      How many American and English books are on any science fiction shelves in bookstores ranging from Beijing to Nairobi, Madrid to Rio de Janeiro, Amsterdam to Mumbai? Is it possible that entire generations of science fiction readers know all about what is published in English and don’t know any of the local, often equally good, writers? Is it possible that entire generations of science fiction readers are fed with ideas and imagination that are not their own, that do not represent them, that often exclude them and do not consider them as part of a shared future in which there is only one language, one religion, one economy, one movie industry, one music industry, one global entertainment industry, and, consequently, one single future?
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        Fig. 3) Sense of Wander Matrix
      
      The Sense of Wander seeks to answer the question: what happened to all the other futures? What happened to representations of the world that do not conform to current standards, to stories that are different at their roots because they express customs and traditions that are historically distant, alien, and not aligned with the needs of global publishing?

      In the face of the epochal transformations that await us, science fiction would be an extremely powerful forecasting tool, but today it is used to polish a rear-view mirror. Assuming those very rare phenomena such as those defined as “black swan”3 are not predictable (however, they can be considered precisely through exercises of foresight and back-casting typical of science fiction), and although as an international community we have not done much to prepare for the impact or limit the damage of a “gray rhino”4 like the coronavirus—whose warnings have been launched first with the mad cow disease and then with the avian flu—it is possible to employ the Sense of Wander to include those weak signals that are already present among us and representable through the image of albino gorillas: voices outside the chorus of winners, subterranean and countercultural narratives; radically other visions, of all the excluded and marginalized ones, that nevertheless show with extreme clarity how variety is not dissimilarity, but only a way of existing and functioning outside the horizon of our knowledge, experience and imagination.
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        Fig.4) Three different approaches to the phenomenology of the future: non-consideration, denial, inclusion.
      
      Reading as many science fiction narratives as possible allows us to directly experience this global, rhizomatic, and fragmentary movement of world science fiction, which persists despite the adversities and indeed demonstrates precisely how this genre of fiction is currently committed to depicting in original and creative forms (typical of the bottom-up approach of native innovation) the ambiguous relationship between man and innovations in its many aspects: from artificial prostheses to 3D-printed organs, from the ethics of cloning to the ethics of mind-uploading, from telepresence technologies to social networks, from Big Data to blockchain, from climate change to solarpunk, to artificial intelligence and any other biopolitical transformations. This infinite variety of nightmares, mirages, and visions emerges spontaneously from the individual historical, politico-economic, anthropological, and cultural specificities of the various geographies, starting from local to regional identities and expanding into national and continental ones.

      It is even more interesting to note how science fiction, which by definition uses what does not yet exist to explore the three Asimovian hypotheses (what if, if only, if this goes on), is configured as an excellent litmus test of the society that produced it; the reason why—paraphrasing another science fiction writer like John Kessel—we could even say that a science fiction story speaks more of the time in which it was written than of the time in which it is set. A sediment of the present, traced on a medium at will, for anyone who will come after us. 

      The Sense of Wandering highlights a specific sensitivity towards the future inserted in a wider global context, a speculative figure that is univocal though universal, designating and perhaps evoking—in a technocratic time like ours—a genius loci (or spirit of the place): this element of literary biodiversity, crucial for the very survival of human storytelling, threatened by GPT-3 algorithms and strong A.I., may well be silenced by post-colonial influence and the arrogance of massifying capital, but it can never be separated from the incredible layering of biology, history, culture, politics, and social development that has generated it over thousands of years, and, of which, science fiction represents but the latest technological incarnation.

      If the past cannot be changed, there is nothing left but to explore the elusive contours of all those futures that have been denied and neglected, ignored, and forgotten, to try to improve our present. Something to tell about the future always remains and, perhaps, only there. 

    

    
      
      

      1 Interview with Ian McDonald by Francesco Verso during DeepCon 15 available on Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xW9f_INWtUQ&t=126s

      

      2 The fact that many of these terms are Anglo-Saxon and it is difficult to translate them without creating the need to explain them is a symptom of the problem.

      

      3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_swan_theory

      

      4 https://pl.boma.global/corona-virus-pandemic-black-swan-or-gray-rhino
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        Renan Bernardo is a science fiction and fantasy writer from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. His fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Dark Matter Magazine, Three Crows Magazine, Simultaneous Times Podcast, and Life Beyond Us, an anthology organized by the European Astrobiology Institute. He was one of the writers selected for the Imagine 2200 climate fiction contest with his story “When It’s Time to Harvest.” In Brazil, he was a finalist for two important SFF awards and published multiple stories. His fiction has also appeared in Portuguese and Italian. He can be found on Twitter (@RenanBernardo) and his website www.renanbernardo.com.
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      Seeing his daughter with her face bruised in the front yard was a matter of time.

      Célia’s left eye was blackened and her lips were blotched with blood. Dollops of mud ran down from her cheeks to her upper lip. Her hands were clasped in front of her, smeared with sludge and shame. Her eyes were welled up, but she wasn’t crying. Her grandma, Alzira, used to say one must have a pretty good reason to cry, and Jota knew Célia couldn’t decide what exactly was a good reason. He couldn’t either.

      “Amor, tell me what happened.” Jota crouched before her, gently clutching her right hand and settling the ice bag on it. He recognized the stain of blood smeared on her swollen lips, the tiny droplets dabbing her chin. He knew damn well the mud came from the olericulture compound next to Aramá’s Elementary School, where the students had complementary activities. And if things hadn’t changed so much, that mud tasted a bit like radish.

      “This boy called Grandma a terrorist.” Célia wept, probably deciding that was a good reason to cry. In his time, he often thought it was too until he learned to ignore the provocations directed at him or his mother.

      Célia raised the ice bag and put it underneath her left eye. Jota rubbed the mud from her face and hands with a towel, then pulled her into a hug, smiling so she would know everything was fine.

      “He said …” Célia wept close to his ear. “He said she was an … ugly demolition ball and a terrorist.”

      Jota sighed, standing.

      “Let’s go for a walk, amor.” Jota pulled Célia onto the sidewalk. “Breathe slowly … On your pace.” His mother did the same the first time an older boy punched him and said he was the son of landless filth.

      Sunlight reflected along the windmills’ blades of Aramá’s wind factories. There were more people than usual on the streets. The city’s biggest June Party would start later and visitors arrived from Parapeúna, Valença, and even farther from Rio de Janeiro and Belo Horizonte. At the end of the street, a woman repaired the biogas lampposts in front of Beckerfield. The sprouses lined up a soft slope from Beckerfield’s fences, each house differing from the other in their treelike shapes. Between the sprouses, photovoltaic poles were bedecked with the party’s colored flags.

      “Let’s rest here.” Jota turned below one of the purifier tanks that recycled water from the vast storm drains surrounding Aramá. “There are things about Grandma you need to learn.”

      “Is it true she protected … terrorists? That she …”

      “That she was a terrorist herself? Of course not, sweetie. People who call her that don’t really know her.” They were becoming fewer each year, but Aramá had its share of people who didn’t know the city’s history. Often the wrong assumptions came from the children of Rio de Janeiro landowners enrolled in Aramá’s schools because they’d become famous as the country’s best.

      Jota grabbed Célia’s backpack and sat on a bench. She sat beside him, wiping tears and the remaining mud off her face.

      Once, his mother had told him the city hadn’t always smelled like this. But that was so part of it—of him—that it was hard to notice unless he focused and sniffed the air. The sylvan scent that the breeze shoved from the sprouses was also how he remembered his mother, stooped over a tablet, programming what one day would be their future.

      “What was she, then, Dad?” Célia asked.

      “She never found out. Sometimes she introduced herself as a gardener, other times as a programmer. Not so commonly, a rebel.”
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      The bastards …

      Alzira closed the kitchen shutters, as instructed by the prefecture, and turned back to the stockpot where she was cooking baião de dois—rice, green beans, coalho cheese—to feed the displaced people established near the golf course.

      If it wasn’t enough that her town was becoming a hub for Rio de Janeiro’s evacuees, now terrorists were passing through.

      Let the storm pass, Mami used to say. It was a good strategy. Just wait. Most things did pass if you let them go.

      Her phone’s screen flashed on the counter. She stooped to look at it. Not Marcos. Just a local news update notification. Of course, it wasn’t the man for whom she promised a life, then abandoned overnight one year ago because she was on the verge of breaking out …

      “… and the Wrecking Balls are driving through RJ-147 toward Rio Preto,” said a grave voice in her mobile. “The terrorist group will be passing through Aramá at any moment. The police are still giving chase. Stay at home. If you see anything suspicious, use your public security app to send your location to the police.”

      She scraped her teeth, turned off the news report, and resumed dropping chopped onion into the stockpot. Just ignore …

      The Wrecking Balls. Brazil’s budding terrorist group passing through her town. Great … She didn’t know much about them, though. They assassinated landowners, blew up properties, and destroyed construction sites in the countryside.

      An engine roared in the quiet street outside. Brakes pulled. Too close.

      Just avoid it … Not all storms have to be contained by you.

      The living room door bursts open.
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      “But how was she a gardener?” Célia frowned, putting down the ice bag and wiping the remaining mud stains off her face with purified water Jota had given her. “I never saw Grandma planting anything.”

      “When you were born, she’d already stopped.” Jota straightened the disheveled tufts of Célia’s hair and tied them with her hairpin. A prolonged beep sounded across the city, reminding everyone that the thermal energy towers were switching on for the night.

      “You said the cops had orders to … kill?” Célia pointed at a cop duo pedaling across the field, leisurely heading toward Beckerfield. “They seem nice, though.”

      He’d always been reticent to tackle sensible matters with Célia. But she was nine years old and just had her face smacked. Jota was ten when his mother had placed him on the kitchen counter and told him what she did and why he had to be exceedingly careful on the streets. Luckily, things were safer for Célia.

      “The cops are not the same,” Jota said. “They were … a different kind of police back then … The Order Squad.”

      Célia gaped at him and put a finger over her mouth, thinking.

      “And the displaced people you mentioned? Are they gone, right? The teacher says we’re gonna talk about displacement and refuge next month.”

      Jota waved at the cops.

      “Well …” He shrugged. “There are no more displaced people in Aramá. But they’re not gone at all.”
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      There were two terrorists inside her house. Inside Mami’s house. They were named Alfredo and Gui as they didn’t seem to be worried about hiding their names while talking with each other. The only thing they’d asked of her was a first aid kit, so she grabbed the one Marcos had given her as a gift and that she’d never used.

      Alfredo was a black man wearing a dark turtleneck and frayed jeans. He was a few years older than Alzira: bald, face stubbled with unshaven beard, sporting a necklace with an almond-shaped pendant. His leg was hurt, and he’d come in toppling, falling to the sofa and groaning, more of disappointment than from pain.

      Gui was a blonde young man in his twenties, acne scars mottling his cheeks. He wore a waist bag and his t-shirt stated If you move fast and break things, you might break yourself. Upon entering, he’d dumped an ecobag next to her TV rack.

      Now Alzira stood in the middle of the living room with her hands clasped on her legs, eyes panning back and forth over them. They didn’t carry guns, not anything visible at least.

      Gui kneeled and grimaced at the blood on his partner’s jeans.

      “Sorry for breaking in,” Alfredo said, face twitching in pain.

      She nodded because that was the only thing left to do. But was it still her house? The Wrecking Balls were famous for taking possession of properties, and their invasion might mean they’d just gotten one more. It’d been here where she’d learned how to cook, Mami’s steady hand steering hers, blending tapioca flour with shrimp to make tacacá. It was at the rustic wooden table opposite the door that she’d learned to code on an outdated computer, dreams of big cities force-fed by virtual, unreachable colleagues.

      “Be still, Alfredo.” Gui pushed Alfredo back into the sofa and clicked the health kit open.

      “I’m just tired.” Alfredo wheezed, pulling up his jeans. The wound was above his right ankle and was spattered with blood. “Only a graze caused by the drone shot.”

      “We may have to run.” Gui glowered at him. “And you can’t run like this.” He inspected the first aid kit, fingers hovering over plasters, sterile gauze dressings, bandages, tweezers, and … back to plasters. He had no idea what he was doing.

      “May I?” Alzira said.

      Gui inspected her, frowning, then stepped aside.

      Alzira kneeled before Alfredo. Taking care of a terrorist in her own house wasn’t what she’d had in mind when she exchanged Rio for Aramá. But the quicker she dealt with the duo, the quicker they’d leave her alone.

      “What’s your name?” Alfredo said.

      “Alzira.” Alfredo’s blood oozed close to where Mami sat to watch soap operas. Alzira gently pulled his leg aside so it wouldn’t stain the fake leather.

      “I like names that start with ‘Al’.” He grinned. “Reminds me everything will be alright.”

      Gui scoffed. “Can’t believe you’re losing your leg and still making stupid jokes.” He was peeking through the shutters. Alzira saw their dark green car properly parked on the sidewalk. Not smashing the flowers she’d cultivated when she arrived in an attempt to make the house look more like something Mami would love and less like the place she’d left unattended after Mami died.

      “I’m not losing anything, boy.” Alfredo grunted when Alzira touched his wound with a sterile dressing. “Hey, hey, easy!”

      “You told him you’re fine, man,” Alzira said, spraying more antiseptic into the wound. He bit his shirt’s sleeve. “So behave as if it’s true.”

      Alfredo’s groan switched to laughter. His wound wasn’t serious. But it needed cleaning and bandaging to avoid infection.

      All she knew about first aid she’d learned from Marcos. She was twenty-two when she exchanged Mami and Aramá’s peace for the chaos of a dying Rio. Marcos was twenty-five, a medical student, a glint in his eyes when he looked at her, mouth full of promises about the future, their future. Mami had told her Rio was no place for peace and prospects. The future begins right here, she used to say, though Alzira never quite figured out what she meant by that. Aramá was a far smaller city a decade ago, three or four dozen isolated houses spread around the golf course where the wealthy folks from Rio went to play. In the big city, the sea was creating an economic and humanitarian crisis across the streets, drowning homes, forcing tiny houses to bundle up three … six … nine more people than they should. Yet, Alzira always thought of herself as a woman who marched against the tide. Today she knew: she needed the thrill back then, the uncertainty of chasing storms and becoming someone besides the young countryside girl who earned a computing degree from an online college. So she went, dreams and risks stuffed in her backpack.

      “You’re good to go,” Alzira said, rolling down Alfredo’s pants leg.

      “Thank you,” Alfredo said. “Actually, I feel like nothing has happened. Are you a doctor?”

      “Unemployed computer scientist.”

      “Who does the work of a doctor. I told you we were lucky,” Alfredo said to Gui, standing and stumbling toward the table. Gui pulled out a chair for him.

      Alzira felt a knot in her stomach. They were all at the table now. Like her, Uncle Thiago, and Aunt Kelly, had been years ago, drinking beer and talking loud, waiting for Mami’s tacacá. Only these people were strangers. One of the things she feared when she broke up with Marcos and moved back to Aramá was finding that her hometown wasn’t part of her anymore. That without her mother—the house’s soul—there wouldn’t be anything for her there, and she could simply not find the peace of mind she was looking for. And staring up at these two, smudging her table with hands dirtied with soil, she realized her fears might be creeping in faster than she thought.

      “Hey, lady,” Gui said.

      “Her name is Alzira,” Alfredo said. At first, she thought he was mocking her, but his face was serious.

      “Alzira,” Gui said, rolling his eyes. He removed a paper-thin tablet from his waist bag and tapped on it. “How long does it take to get to the golf course?”

      “Beckerfield? About ten minutes.” She packed the first aid tools back inside the kit, looking sideways to the ecobag they’d dropped on the floor. Inside were several brown spheres flaked with dirt. Her gut lurched. Bombs? Inside Mami’s house?

      “Come sit with us,” said Alfredo. “We might stay here for a while. Our car broke.”

      “Broke is not technically right,” Gui said, still focused on his tablet. “We’re out of charge.”

      “I told you.” Alfredo’s eyes gleamed in genuine worry. “We’re bad planners.”

      “We lack resources.”

      “Bad planners often run out of resources.” Alfredo lowered his head on his hands.

      Alzira sat at the other side of the table, facing the door behind the duo. They stank of an excessively traveled dirt road moldering under a weeklong rain.

      An uncharged car, the two of them sitting with their backs to the door, no care to hide their identities … Yep, bad planners. But they didn’t seem the kind of people she’d call the police on, much less this new Order Squad that had been perpetrating atrocities across the state. Yet, they were terrorists. Invaders of Mami’s house. If her mother was alive, she’d be after them with a broom and a repertoire of nasty words. No matter how disparate from her image of terrorists they were. They’d brought bombs inside her house.

      She slipped her hands into her shorts’ pocket and surreptitiously removed her phone keeping it beneath the table. Her thumb hovered above the public security app. Just a touch. The cops would arrest those two, and … Kill them …

      Her hesitation was enough for Alfredo to raise his head and extend a hand to her with a sorry smile. She bit her lips and slid her phone across the table to him, unsure if she’d have touched the app.

      “What’s that smell?” Alfredo sniffed the air.

      “Baião de dois,” Alzira said, looking toward the kitchen to avoid his gaze. “I was cooking for the evacuees.” The plates she’d picked for them were piled up on the counter, twenty in total, though the evacuee count was already over fifty and increasing daily.

      “Baião de dois …” Alfredo opened a smile. “Aunt Alícia’s favorite dish. She has a restaurant in Porto Velho. Been quite a few years since I’ve seen the woman …”

      “Porto Velho in Rondônia?” Alzira’s mouth hinted at a smile, but she forced a serious expression. “Mami was from there. She came to Rio as a child.”

      “See? It seems we have more than ‘Al’ in common.” Alfredo looked down at his hands. His knuckles were stained black, his fingers callused with grime. “Aunt Alícia never had the money to visit me. I used to go there twice a year to see her, but now …”

      Alfredo fidgeted with his necklace. The pendant had thin silver lines scrawled on its surface.

      Alzira stood and walked to the kitchen. Mami used to say you shouldn’t refuse food to a person. She’d cook for the neighborhood. Delicious Northern Food. Help me pay my daughter’s tuition. But if there was someone who couldn’t afford a dish, she’d give it freely. A few people certainly ripped her off, but Mami didn’t care. Food is not a possession, she used to say.

      When Alzira moved from Aramá to Rio seven years ago, she went with Mami’s mind as her own. She volunteered on the beaches, helping to raise barriers that would impede the water from advancing. She lent her skills to relief units, programming apps that would help resettle the homeless and guide them out of the water’s path. Her day jobs had all been with companies that promised to spring Rio out of bad times. But as the years passed, she realized she’d become a battered city heritage herself, like a building slowly eroded by the rising tide.

      The duo didn’t speak as she set the table with the pot of food and slid plates for them, serving generous portions of baião and filling two jars with water and ice.

      “As my mother used to say, I have given you food, so now I have the upper hand. What’s your business here?” She went back to her seat, surprised at the steadiness of her voice.

      They exchanged looks.

      “None of your business,” Gui said, hesitant to take a spoonful of baião.

      Alfredo scowled at him. “If you act like a damn terrorist, then that’s what people will call us.”

      “You’re terrorists,” Alzira said. “I see the … explosives.” She pointed with her chin to the ecobag beside the TV rack.

      “The buds?” Alfredo snickered. “They’re not bombs, Alzira.” He raised a finger. “They might be dangerous, I give you that. Otherwise, the skull pigs wouldn’t be chasing us. But they’re not weapons. No one really chases criminals because of their weapons … Criminals are chased because of the risk they impose to some … castes of society.”

      “Why are you here, then?” She understood Mami now. Giving food to others at your own table, your own home, bestowed you with a kind of power and self-confidence.

      “We’re… houseculturists.”

      Gui giggled. “This name again? This is silly.”

      “Do you know every property has a social function, Alzira?” Alfredo ignored his partner, taking big mouthfuls of the baião. “This is delicious, by the way. Not like Aunt Alícia’s though, but … differently good. You put more cheese and I think it made it … I just—I love it. It makes me feel funny.” He knocked his hands on the table and quirked up his mouth. “I wish I had the right word for it.”

      “Social function …” Alzira said, bringing the conversation back on subject.

      “All properties have a social function that’s in our Constitution.” Alfredo raised his fork, speaking with his mouth full. “It’s wrong—not to say cruel—to keep idle lands in a moment like this when coastal cities are failing all along the country. What we do is ensure this part of our Constitution is fulfilled.”

      “Like the homeless and landless movements …” Alzira nodded, remembering how the Order Squad promised to chase social movements across the country. “You invade unused property and claim—”

      Alfredo shook his head.

      “We do something different …”

      Gui glared at him.

      “C’mon … If we want to refute the label of terrorists … If we don’t want to be called the Wrecking Balls … We might as well start telling everyone exactly what we do.”

      Gui shook his head. Alfredo clamped his lips shut.

      “So your business is in Beckerfield …” Alzira stooped to look at Gui’s tablet. He pulled it back and glowered at her. He had a map centered on the golf course.

      “It’s been abandoned for a few years now,” Alfredo said. “It’s a sixty-hectare delusion. Did you ever see any Brazilian playing golf? It shouldn’t have been built in the first place.”

      “How would you blow up a golf course? You might target the few corrupt companies exploiting the rivers nearby. If you set the course on fire, you’re probably putting my city on fire, and I can’t let you do that.”

      Speaking of Aramá in such a way made her chest tickle with something she hadn’t felt since she established with Marcos in Rio and scrolled through a list of volunteer jobs, unaware the big city had a mouth large enough to crunch pieces of her.

      “Who said anything about blowing up stuff, Alzira?” Alfredo said, his mouth full. “Forget bombs.”

      Gui stared up at him, scorn etching his face.

      “Oh. All right. The government says we blow stuff up.” Alfredo roared with laughter, then put a hand over his mouth when Gui slapped his shoulder.

      Gui peeked out the window. It was growing dark. He eyed Alfredo, and they exchanged looks of mutual understanding.

      “Alzira …” Alfredo snatched a napkin and wiped his mouth. “Can we stay for the night?”

      “Why?” She asked, more because she was becoming curious about their … mission. Oddly enough, their request to sleep in her house didn’t strike as invasive to her. It felt like friends asking for a place to crash. Letting them spend the night should be wrong … Should feel wrong … Yet, it didn’t. Something Mami said that compelled Alzira to help others when she arrived in Rio was that you gotta treat everyone as good people until you see them do bad stuff. And these two looked like brothers at the end of an exhaustive trip.

      “Dark is dangerous,” Alfredo said, standing and collecting his and Gui’s plates and cutlery, then hobbling toward the kitchen. “We know the skull pigs’ modus operandi. They remain undercover for twelve hours, no more than that, while their drones buzz around seeking our faces. But they can’t stay longer. There are other issues they’ll have to deal with. Not enough skull pigs for too much crisis.”

      “Didn’t they tag your car?”

      Alfredo shook his head and grinned. “Gui’s got gimmicks to fake GPS signals and a lovely device with nano-cells that changes the color of the vehicles we use. Pretty new tech.”

      Alfredo darted a look at Alzira from the kitchen, his grin fading into a taut jaw.

      “Rest assured we’ll leave at morning’s first light.”

      Alzira nodded, unable to verbally consent to their request, but also unable to refuse. Unable to understand why, since before her plans in Rio started to crumble, she didn’t feel empty. She should be disgusted with herself.

      When the sun set and the street lampposts came on, Alfredo was doing the dishes and muttering a song under his breath.
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      “Does it hurt?” Jota cupped Célia’s face, stopping on their way to Beckerfield. He inspected her eye. He knew it hurt. In his time, it hurt a lot, though more in his heart. High school had been the worst. The city was in turmoil back then and even national news was focusing on it. His mother had promised him it wouldn’t last forever. He wouldn’t have to worry about walking on the streets or meeting certain types of people at school. She’d put a lot of the blame on herself for being in the spotlight, but he knew she was doing what she could.

      “It hurts,” Célia said. “But it will get better.”

      He cast a smile at her. That mindset came from her grandma.

      Up ahead, people were arriving for the first party night. They parked their electric bikes underneath the biogas lights. A crowd gathered in front of the Beckerfield’s flag-decorated fences that years ago had been an imposing wall. Girls with braided hair wearing flowered dresses laughed with boys in straw hats, taking turns to write love letters that would be delivered by cyclists during the party.

      A bonfire had been lit in front of the nearest sprouses. The breeze brought the scent of veggie dog and canjica. A stocky man—the city’s police chief—was testing the microphones for the karaoke.

      They entered Beckerfield. People waved at him and Célia from the sprouses’ windows. The sprouses themselves had different shapes and sizes, giving the field different shades of personality. The Castro’s sprouse looked like a bulky tree, while the Torres’s resembled a wooden igloo. The Ferreiras were a big family so they liked theirs cozily packed next to each other and shaped liked balloons.

      Célia nodded.

      “I want to show you something.” Jota clasped Célia’s hand and pulled her amidst the sprouses.

      “Will you tell me more of Grandma?” Célia said, glancing at all the games and small theaters lined up in nearby stalls. “And Grandpa, too. I remember he told me jokes.”

      “Yes, but first I have a gift for you.”

      Célia whooped.

      “What’s it, Dad?” She tugged at his sleeve. “What?”

      “It’s a dollhouse.”
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      The first light of the morning shone through the shutters before Alzira could sleep. She was lying on her mother’s bed, staring up at the ceiling like she did on the day she had decided to tell Marcos she wouldn’t stay. He’d always supported her willingness to volunteer. But when she’d rose from bed that day, walked to the kitchen, and saw him there making cheese tapioca, he had the eyes of a man who knew he’d lost something. The next day, she left, disillusions stuffed in her backpack, but also maintaining a peace of mind that she hoped to cluster back together someday.

      The light steps of someone came from the living room. She stood and quickly changed her clothes. Alfredo had slept on the sofa, supposedly guarding the door, and she’d given her bedroom to Gui.

      Alfredo was peeking at the front door’s broken lock. His were the eyes of a man with not much left to lose.

      “Didn’t want to wake you so early,” he said. “I was going to try to fix this and then nudge that sleepyhead to get going. I didn’t tell him, but I want this to be his last mission with me. He’s behind in a lot of his classes.”

      Or maybe he still had a few things left to lose.

      Alzira dismissed Alfredo with a head’s gesture. “Leave the lock.”

      “You have a backyard, right?” Alfredo said, straightening his necklace.

      She nodded. It was the place where Mami performed her experiments. Mami loved gardening but was never good at it. She could cultivate calendulas and candytufts in the front yard, but for each set of flowers glistening with dew in the pathway to the front door, Mami had a garden of failures in the back. Azaleas, ferns, orchids … When Alzira came from Rio for her mother’s memorial, she’d found nothing in the backyard but a patch of watered, well-trimmed turf. No flowers. As if Mami had left that empty space so her only daughter could cultivate something.

      “I want to show you something,” Alfredo said. “Can we go outside?”

      Alzira nodded.

      She opened the backyard door in the kitchen. The grass was a bit overgrown, sneaking on the house’s wall and the washing tank. She didn’t have Mami’s patience. Or  Mami’s love of yard work.

      Alfredo peeked around the turf and decided for a spot right in the middle. He crouched before it and yanked the grass with his bare hands. She gaped at him, wanting to protest. Mami would smack his head with a broomstick. Instead, she lowered beside him when he gestured to her.

      Alfredo removed his necklace and unfastened its almond-shaped pendant.

      “This is our … bomb,” he said, smiling. He exuded that same earthy scent Gui also carried.

      He tucked the pendant in the soil and covered it with earth, rubbing his hand to flatten the soil. He had a tablet folded on his belt. He removed and unfolded it like a parchment.

      “Gui developed most of it,” he said, tapping some icons. “The guy is a genius.”

      The soil shifted. She blinked. Perhaps she was exhausted …

      “This is a mini-version of our buds,” Alfredo said. “Each bud contains millions of nano-meristems, bots designed to replicate a blueprint that’s in this tablet. Almost any shape. It uses a mix of material from the soil and what we put in the bud itself. Gui knows the finer details, but it’s mostly minerals, organic matter, gas, water …”

      A flimsy brown shoot sprang up from the soil.

      “It then follows a pre-defined algorithm that knows how to best use the available resources. Like a tree in a program. One of this size grows faster than a plant, but bigger ones take more time. By now, my pendant is torn apart.”

      After some minutes, the shoot swelled, first like a bubble, then forming vertices and acquiring a cubic shape. It was like watching a tree growing and rebelling against its usual growth patterns.

      “Synthetic meristematic cells. What Gui calls merisynths increase the diameter of the house according to what’s in the blueprint, preserving a heartwood in its middle, pretty much like a real tree. But instead of creating layer upon layer of wood inside it …” Holes appeared in the shape growing in her garden. One, two, three … A small door and two small windows. Alfredo squiggled his fingers inside. “… The blueprint defines how many empty spaces this tiny house … this sprouse … will have. Its rooms”

      The growth slowed. It looked like a miniature …

      “Dollhouse …” Alfredo said. He slid a finger over its surface and knocked hard on it to show how resistant it was. “The bark protects it from the weather too. More importantly, we can program asbestos bark to grow and protect the houses from fire. It leaves the skull pigs disappointed.” He flashed a grin at her.

      “You’re crying …” Alzira said. Tears streamed down Alfredo’s cheeks. “You must have a very good reason to be crying.”

      “This was supposed to be a gift for Aunt Alícia.” He caressed the dollhouse’s angled rooftop.

      “And why would you use it here?” She placed her hand over the hands of a man she considered a terrorist a few hours before.

      “We can do more.” He wiped his tears. “But I’ve carried this one with me for a couple of years, and I always thought of Aunt Alícia when I looked at it. She was like a mother to me. I was afraid of the authorities making connections so I never went back to Porto Velho. Well …” He shrugged. “Sometimes life takes us into paths we don’t expect.”

      He stood. Alzira helped him up when he grimaced putting weight on his injured leg.

      Alfredo looked at the tiny house once more. “That’s what we do. That’s our wrecking ball.”

      He walked back into the living room. Gui was already there, a reprimand etched on his face. Alfredo reached for his pocket and gave her mobile back to her with an apologetic face.

      “People will remember this place, Alzira,” he said.

      The future begins right here.
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      Alzira had given herself too easily in the past. She’d gouged out bits of herself, parts she’d thought to be dreams, and bequeathed them to Rio, to Marcos, to the relief units, and to her jobs. In the end, there was only enough left to turn back home.

      She was already in the front yard when she heard the shooting. She ran toward the gunshots.

      Beckerfield’s gates were opened, the huge walls covered with golf players looming over her. Their way of saying that this wasn’t her place even if it was her hometown.

      More shots. The back of her head screamed. Go away. This is not what you need now.

      Alzira crossed through to the entrance house and hopped up across the musty furniture clustered there. Her legs brushed the overgrown foliage when she exited the other side.

      Three people ran deeper into the field, each clad in black. At four different points, she saw something…someone erupting from the ground, scattering fresh brown dirt.

      A bush shook a few steps from her.

      “Alzira … Go away.”

      Alfredo. Hurt, hiding …

      “It was a trap …” His ecobag was toppled beside him, buds spreading over the soil. “You have nothing to do with us …”

      “It wasn’t me who came into your life,” she said, hands trembling, lips quivering. “You’re … hurt. Can you stand?” Blood expanded over his shirt above the waist.

      “The pigs shot us … They were hidden. They got Gui …”

      She hoisted Alfredo up and passed an arm around his shoulders. He limped forward. She glanced behind her, but there was no sign of the skull pigs.

      “They might’ve killed Gui,” Alfredo groaned while she forced him toward the golf course’s entrance. “I saw him falling. I promised I’d give him a new computer to watch classes. Damn, why can’t I fulfill anything in this life? Please, tell my aunt I was going to visit … Let me just remember her number. It’s—”

      “You won’t die.” Alzira pulled him quickly across the junk in the abandoned entrance. He was crying. She was too.

      They trudged along the street, back to her home, to Mami’s place. From the moment she crossed Beckerfield’s gates, she didn’t look back. More shots were fired in the distance, but she wouldn’t look. There was no reason for looking back.

      A crowd of evacuees was entering the course. Eyes curious, voices raising.

      “It’s for you,” Alfredo said to them as they passed. “Go get them, make a fuss. Alzira—” He turned to her, breath clipped.

      “What?” She said, not looking at him. “Be still, please.”

      “I remembered the word I tried to say back then …” he whispered. “The cheese in the baião left it more … homemade. It made me feel as if I belonged, which is something I haven’t felt since I left Aunt Alícia.”

      She nodded and paced along the street, leaving behind the shouting people, certain of their voices rising.
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      People gathered around the dollhouse Jota had planted on a patch of turf between two sprouses. They’d never seen the miniature kind, though the most skilled knew it could be made. He never wanted to show that to anyone before. His mother hadn’t taught the people about the tiny house she’d first seen planted in her own backyard—and that stayed there until Jota was a teenager. Not the time, she used to say. People will only want to sell them like Aramá souvenirs. But now it was the time. He’d heard about communities planting sprouses in Rio Preto, Volta Redonda, and even in the leveled parts of Rio de Janeiro. Inevitable days had arrived.

      “So Grandpa and Uncle Guilherme fled …” Célia said, helping the boy wind the June party flags around the dollhouse.

      “Yes. Uncle Guilherme hurt his arm but escaped. He managed to plant a bud between him and the squad. And Grandma … She hid Grandpa from the authorities. But once the people entered Beckerfield … There are things that work like trees … Like sprouses … There was no turning back.”
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      Alzira sank a trowel into the soil and dug a chunk off it. She carefully placed a bud in the hole and covered it with earth. She tapped an icon on her tablet. All around her, other residents were doing the same, planting the seeds of home.

      Not all storms were meant to be contained by her, Mami had reminded her when she first thought of coming back home, months before she passed away.

      But some were meant to be stirred by her.

    

    
      
      

      1 Content Warning: Terrorism

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Nina Munteanu]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            Robin’s Last Song

          

          6,000 Words

          Nina Munteanu

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nina Munteanu is a Canadian ecologist and novelist of eco-fiction, cli-fi, and science fiction. An award-winning short story writer, and essayist, Nina currently lives in Toronto where she teaches writing at the University of Toronto and George Brown College.  Her book Water Is… (Pixl Press) was Margaret Atwood’s pick in 2016 in the New York Times ‘The Year in Reading.’ Nina’s most recent novel, A Diary in the Age of Water, was released in 2020 by Inanna Publications and is about four generations of women and their relationship to water in a rapidly changing world. 

        

      

      
        
        Content Warnings1

      

      

      
        
        May 2071

      

      

      I rock on the cedar swing on my veranda and hear the wind rustling through the gaunt forest. An abandoned nest, the forest sighs in low ponderous notes. It sighs of a gentler time. A time when birds filled it with song. A time when large and small creatures—unconcerned with the distant thrum and roar of diggers and logging trucks—roamed the thick second-growth forest. The discord was still too far away to bother the wildlife. But their killer lurked far closer in deadly silence. And it caught the birds in the bliss of ignorance. The human-made scourge came like a thief in the night and quietly strangled all the birds in the name of progress.

      A foreign noise perks me to attention. Faint still, it strikes a discord in the lackluster soundscape of the forest. My ever-sharp hearing picks up the sound of an electric vehicle rumbling in the distance. I can hear the howling friction of the silent vehicle’s wheels on the old pavement. I wait for its sound to fade as it continues to Bancroft. But the rumble grows steadily louder in waves as it negotiates the turns of the small country road. The vehicle has turned onto our private road that leads to a string of ranches, farms, and small cottages like mine.

      I still myself and listen. Unmistakable.

      The vehicle is heading this way. Perhaps it will pass my driveway on to Clem’s grain pasture farm or Betty and Gerald’s bee farm.

      The vehicle slows and turns into my long driveway through the forest scrub. The sound of wheels on gravel approaches. Then a car rolls to a stop in front of me. I’m not wearing my SightAid, so I can barely make out the car against the dark tangle of poplar, sumac, and dogwood. Both front doors of the car open and two people step out. The front passenger climbs out energetically, followed by the driver. I strain to make them out and can only discern two fuzzy silhouettes.

      My heart beats madly like a trapped bird. I haven’t had a visitor in years. Not since Diana, who won’t be visiting again …

      I can’t think of anyone who knows I’m here other than Clem, my taciturn neighbour who walks over from his adjacent farm; he looks in on me from time to time to make sure I haven’t burned down the house and regularly brings food like his artisanal ancient grain bread.

      Who would drive these wilderness roads to visit an old blind woman?
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      I’m not totally blind. I can make out shadows and shapes and some colours at the end of a long tunnel. I had no idea how much I would miss colours, mostly the trillion different greens of the forest and the meadows where I lived as a young woman. Now, they are a dull wash of varying grays. Like my life. Like me.

      Diana had constantly berated me on my languishing lifestyle—until we stopped speaking to each other five years ago. I’d grown lazy and fat, my daughter railed. It was so unhealthy.

      I needed to do something with my life, she’d insisted.

      What happened wasn’t my fault, she kept saying. I should stop blaming myself and stop feeling useless. The world changed and I needed to accept it and get on with it; find something to move forward. There was no excuse; I had SightAid. Basically eyeglasses you wear, they use an intraocular implant that communicates with the glasses via nano-cameras.

      My implant uses this video information to stimulate the remainder of healthy cells in my retina and transmits, via the optic nerve, image data to my brain where the data is interpreted as patterns of light. Some patients were even able to read with SightAid. All it did for me was make me dizzy and hurt my head with too much information. I ditched it. 

      Diana seemed more disappointed than I was. She’d paid a huge sum to equip me with SightAid. It didn’t help that I’d moved into a little shack in the Highlands, doing nothing of import, puttering in my garden, listening to music, and daydreaming—isolated and unsafe in the wilderness of northern Ontario. Diana insisted that I use DAISIE, the home-droid she’d sent me, and she’d asked Clem to rig it to the house computer. DAISIE—short for Domestic Autonomous Integrated System for an Intelligent Environment—did routine chores, like clean the house, make meals, and keep me informed. It even came with a connection to emergency services in case I fell or injured myself. I hated the stupid thing—all the annoying noises it made and its intrusive presence. So, I disconnected it. When she heard, Diana went ballistic. I get it; I was a poor investment. Diana should have spent her money on a new set of curtains for her house in Kerrisdale. Then she wouldn’t be so angry at me all the time. I just couldn’t stomach her anger and the guilt that came with it. So, I stopped calling her and I stopped answering her calls. I pulled the plug on my internet and disappeared into silence.

      I’m not complaining. It’s just that it was different before. I wasn’t always this way, when the birds were still here …

      
        
        November, fifty years ago

      

      

      I raced up the stairs to the auditorium, then quieted my breath and listened at the door, heart thumping like a bird trying to escape. Professor Gopnik was ten minutes into his lecture; I could hear his commanding voice: “… estimates that the entire number of birds have been reduced by a third in five decades—I mean common birds like the robins, sparrows, warblers, and even starlings …”

      He was talking about Rosenberg’s paper in Science. The study shocked the scientific community, but I had already observed the decline of the house sparrow around my aunt and uncle’s house near the Old Mill. And the robin—my namesake, whose song heralded spring for me—had grown quiet.

      I imagined Gopnik waving the journal at the class in his typical showman style. He had a habit of wandering the stage like an evangelist, fixing each student with intense blue eyes as if challenging them to believe. I thought him an over-confident condescending prig. But for someone who looked as young as the students he was teaching, Gopnik was brilliant. And what he was doing was important. I wanted so badly to work under him as a grad student. But he terrified me.

      Gopnik’s swaggering voice went on. “… We’re destroying the integrity of ecosystems on a massive scale. All this destruction is changing the Earth’s natural acoustic fabric.” Then he finally got to what I’d come to his class for: “Soundscape ecology is a quick and easy way to assess the health of a habitat. We know that the richness of the soundscape is linked to the diversity and abundance of life in an ecosystem—from the smallest insect to a roaming bear and rustling tree …”

      I’d stood there long enough—eavesdropping like a shy catbird. I forced myself to open the heavy metal door, trying not to make noise. It creaked open then let out a complaining squeal. Cringing, I slid inside and met the direct stare of Professor Gopnik.

      After an eternal pause, he released me by looking elsewhere and continued, “… All sounds, from trickling streams to singing birds, combine in a unique soundscape that represents a ‘fingerprint’ of the ecosystem. Ecologists divide these acoustics into three categories. Geophony describes natural processes like crashing waterfalls, tides, lightning, and earthquakes. Biophony describes the sounds produced by all living things from plants and insects to larger wildlife. And then there’s anthropophony, the sounds produced by human activities such as planes, traffic, and construction.” He gestured at me. “Or a squeaking door.”

      The students laughed. Some turned to glance at me. “You’re late Ms. Müller,” his booming voice trailed me as I slithered into a seat at the back, thinking that my chances of working under him had dropped to nil.

      Gopnik continued, “Acoustic communication is crucial for birds to reproduce, feed, defend territories, and avoid predators. Birds use sonic territories or channel bandwidths to ensure their voices can be heard unimpeded by others. But soundtracks are changing. Bernie Krause—the originator of Soundscape Ecology—documented how a forest can flatline. He called it dysphonia …”

      That’s me, I thought suddenly. He’d just described me. Dysphonia literally meant the inability to speak. I’d always had problems making small talk with anyone. I preferred the company of plants and animals to people—they didn’t demand my cleverness. I could just be me.

      Gopnik went on. “Reduced plant density changes the balance between absorptive surfaces such as leaves and reflective surfaces such as rocks and buildings. This increases reverberation and creates a harsher environment. The echoes confuse the native species that have adapted to the natural harmony. They struggle to hear mating calls. Predators struggle to detect prey. Ultimately, populations may relocate, even if that area offers food and shelter …”

      Just as I might back out of a noisy room. I was never good with noises. According to the doctors, I lacked the mechanism to filter them out. Part of my condition, they said…

      
        
        April, sixty years ago

      

      

      Eyes hot and stinging from too much crying, I collapsed into a sitting position on the ground in front of Mama’s fresh gravestone. I stared at the granite, studying its texture, a pink-hued mosaic of quartz and feldspar. The setting sun behind the large oak tree behind me fired the stone in molten streaks. Aunt Frieda and the others had left hours ago.

      After Frieda’s repeated imploring for me to leave with them, my uncle blustered impatiently, “Leave her, then! If she wants to stay, she can stay. She knows the way back. She can walk. It’ll do her good.” Then he stomped to the car, dragging Frieda by the hand.

      I overheard him grumble about how they would manage such a spoiled hoyden as their new charge. He’d accused Mama of not socializing me—as though I was a pet. Uncle thought Mama spoiled me after Father—his brother—died of cancer three years ago.

      It didn’t help that I’d broken Aunt Frieda’s favourite serving dish yesterday and didn’t apologize or that I had refused to talk to anyone since Mama died or that I skipped school and spent most of my time in my room, depressed and sitting in the dark.

      “Don’t be so mean, Hannes!” Aunt Frieda scolded in a loud whisper. “She has Asperger’s. What do you expect?” As though I would amount to nothing because of it.

      No one understood me or believed in me. Only Mama did …

      Twilight was settling in like a dark bear ready for sleep and I couldn’t move, as though gripped in its claws. A cool breeze carried the sharp fragrance of loam and spring vegetation. I desperately wanted Mama to give me a sign, a last goodbye or message. A signpost I could use to anchor the rest of my life. There was only the gentle rustle of the oak and maple trees in a restless wind. Perhaps I would stay here forever, I decided. No one would miss me—

      Something fluttered in my peripheral vision with a fragile chirr sound.

      Then a robin settled on my shoe!

      I froze and stared at it as it fidgeted and looked directly at me; then, totally unafraid, it hopped along my leg as if to get a closer look at me. Mama had loved birds, the robin particularly. Robins heralded the spring in a clear rhythm of melodic whistles: cheerily, cheer up, cheer up, cheerily, cheer up!

      One pair had nested for years in the little yew shrub by the kitchen window, nurturing one fledgling brood after another. Unafraid of Mama, they’d even let her feed them from her hand. Mama had told me once that they can live to fourteen years old.

      My throat closed and I could feel Mama’s presence in this tiny creature. I said breathlessly, “Have you come to tell me something?”

      The robin fluttered to the gravestone and sang for me. A beautiful fluting song that ached through the core of me and squeezed my heart.

      In that moment made eternity, I knew. Life is precious and fragile. Don’t waste one moment of it, the robin sang its gift to me. We each have a gift, I realized; I must find mine. Then I burst into tears of gratitude.

      
        
        January, forty-nine years ago

      

      

      “Robin!” Professor Gopnik’s voice called after me in the hall. I stopped and let him catch up. “You haven’t been coming to class …”

      “My name is Miss Müller,” I corrected him.

      He grinned, a boyish grin that I found unsettling. Was he going to rebuke me or kick me out of class? He’d trashed my last paper. Would he call me lazy or unmotivated for abandoning his class? Or would he accuse me of conceit or apathy? Perhaps he thought I wasn’t taking him or the class seriously with my rude paper. I admitted it was subversive. He must hate me, I thought.

      “I’ve been wanting to talk to you for a while. You seem obsessed with birds—”

      I cut in with a surly remark. “Do you teach because you’re embarrassed by your name?” I gulped in a breath and raced on like a speeding train: “Gopnik refers to a poorly educated working-class. It’s Russian slang for street robber—a mazurick—or rude street urchin under the Bolshevik government, doing the crab in your Adidas tracksuit while eating semki and drinking cheap alcohol. But now you’re just a boring Bourgeois in your hipster sleekers and pomade-shaped hair.”

      He blinked, and a slanted smile appeared in response to my rudeness. He swiped at his hair with his hand. “Your paper last month on the stealthy catbird was … original—if not outlandish.” Now it was his turn to lash out, I thought. “Your premise on catbird behaviour is imaginative, but it flies in the face of bird behaviourists with the notion of why they mimic. To disguise themselves in plain sight?” He shook his head at me. “But your modeling is pure genius. You have a gift …”

      I was incredulous; he’d given me a mark of 60%. I’d been scoring over 90% on all my papers up to then. “It flies in the face of bird behaviourists with the notion of why they mimic. To disguise themselves in plain sight?” I repeated like a cipher. Then I added in a breathless whisper, “I have a gift…”

      “Do you always do that? Repeat what others say?”

      “Why did you give me only 60% for that paper?”

      He grinned. “So you would come to my office to discuss it.” He explained, “You always disappear so fast after class or lab. I needed to catch you somehow.”

      I hadn’t expected that answer and must have looked it because he threw his head back and let out a great peal of laughter. It made me flinch and I blinked hard.

      “I want to make you a proposition, Robin—”

      “Miss Müller.”

      “Yes, Miss Müller. Would you like to work with me as a grad student? You’d help develop an acoustic tool to measure biodiversity. And you can call me Jack.”

      I stared and opened my mouth but said nothing.

      His eyes lit up as he dove into the subject to convince me. “What we need is something more cost-efficient than on-site monitoring by field scientists. Something that can reach remote or dangerous places. An acoustic tool would allow us to hear changes before we could see them. We’ll need to create the right database of sounds that can help accurately monitor and predict degradation so conservation efforts can be prioritized.”

      He didn’t need to convince me. But my silence only urged him on.

      “… We want to focus on the birds because they exist in virtually every ecosystem. Avian acoustic activity could provide a robust metric of ecosystem health and environmental change. That’s where you come in, Robin—eh, Miss Müller.”

      I had demonstrated a facility in eco-acoustics in his lab courses: modelling landscape ecology through avian ecology and behaviour.

      “I’m assembling a team,” he said, suddenly gentle as though he was handling a bird. “Will you join us?”
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      The project involved a joint team of sixty-six universities around the world, headed by the University of Freiburg and the University of Toronto under the supervision of Elke Eichner and Jack Gopnik. I was partnered with design engineer Bastienne Friesen, who was stationed in the forest of Schorfheide in Brandenburg. Bastienne was one of those tall string-bean Germans with a sternly sculpted face and long nose, softened by the warmest hazel eyes and a shock of curly auburn hair that looked like a cloud at sunset. She resembled a wild wizard. We connected like two lost sisters. Together, we analyzed the entire spectrum of acoustical energy in our landscapes—a chorus of rain, wind, trees, insects, birds, road sounds, and planes in the sky.

      Bastienne devised an ingenious adaptive mechanism for drone deployment in sensitive and remote ecosystems, and I designed an app that targeted key “holes” in the soundscape based on keystone niches and associated disturbance indicators.

      Previous ecosystem soundscape assessments were either too general and therefore not sensitive enough, or they were overly specific, making the assessment too sensitive and not broadly applicable. My adaptive app together with Bastienne’s ingenious delivery system ensured that we accurately captured the quality of the ecosystem.

      Bastienne called it SOLO, short for “Soundscape Omniscient Logistical Output.” UT and UofF test drove our tool everywhere. We had a 100% match. By the time I had graduated, SOLO was being used all over the world from Borneo to the Congo and beyond.

      That year we received the Tyler Prize for Environmental Achievement; Bastienne and I were sent to the University of Southern California to accept. As I held the granite plaque on stage in front of hundreds of people, my mind focused on the robin perched on Mama’s gravestone and its sweet song to me. My heart swelled with vindication: we had created a tool that could save endangered ecosystems. I’d found my gift.

      Of course, the hard work was still ahead of us; deploying SOLO in the most remote environments to create our blanket baseline network was a grindingly slow process, burdened with politics and other unforeseen barriers. We made very slow progress in establishing a comprehensive web of protection. Despite worldwide recognition for our tool, it proved difficult to create the planet-wide baseline network.

      A year later, I met Patrick at an energy conference. We married soon after and bought a house in the Beaches. I gave birth to my sweet daughter, Diana, two years later. I continued my work at UT in acoustics modeling. I published papers, gave talks, and taught classes while raising my daughter. And I waited for robins to nest in the yew bush I’d planted by my south-facing kitchen window.

      The robins never came …

      
        
        June, thirty-one years ago

      

      

      I stood by the kitchen window, concentrating on reading the recipe for Diana’s birthday cake when a loud thwap made me jump. A bird must have flown into the window. As I looked out, another bird sailed into the window with a violent thud, leaving behind a red smear.

      I rushed out the kitchen door and saw two starlings lying on the patio. Both had obviously broken their necks. Something made me look up. What I saw made my heart cave in: a dark cloud of starlings was raining birds. They fell from the sky, thudding and pelting into cars, and plopping on the ground. Some flew like drunks into buildings, trees, windows, and even people. It was a deluge.

      Diana ran outside and I seized her in a tight embrace, sheltering her eyes from it all. The neighbourhood rang with shouts, cries, and wails. It felt like the end of the world.

      Heartbroken, I stood still like granite, pressing my daughter against me in a crushing embrace. In that moment made eternity, I knew. Then I burst into tears of despair.
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      The birds dropped out of the sky by the millions. Within a few days, the world fell silent. The songbirds of the entire world died. Some of the larger raptors were originally spared but eventually succumbed as well. It happened so quickly, scientists literally scrambled to understand it. We’d had no warning. Our soundscape tools failed to catch and warn of the avian blight. Jack’s team at UofT huddled with questions we couldn’t answer. We worked day and night, looking at data, analyzing and sharing with other universities. Slowly, pieces came together.

      Harpreet Choudhary and her team in the UK confirmed that the birds first lost their sight. Then they developed muscle paralysis that led to heart failure.

      Uxìo Martinez and his team at Max Planck identified a possible neurotoxin that caused the deaths of the birds. But it took months to identify the vector because it was different everywhere. Scientists in different parts of the world suggested it was this insect or that insect. We couldn’t figure it out. Months later, a pattern emerged: it was always the dominant local insect that passed on the neurotoxin before itself succumbing, though not always. And it seemed that a fungus was the culprit.

      The breakthrough finally arrived a year later following some brilliant detective work by Guardian journalists with the help of a whistleblower in corporate America. A team headed by mycologist Wilma Harding at the University of Sydney, Australia, identified the blight as a genetically-modified fungus used as a biological insecticide. The entomopathogenic fungus—an asexual phase of Ascomycota—was created and pioneered by scientists at the University of Maryland in partnership with ag-biotech multinational giant Goddard Agri-Gen. They’d used a spider gene to genetically engineer the fungus to produce a venom that attacked locally-targeted pests. Subsidiaries of Agri-Gen in different parts of the world rolled it out on the same day after targeted tests proved its efficacy in temperate areas.

      With pressure from agri-tech buyers, Agri-Gen had neglected to do the requisite and time-consuming chronic environmental testing; they failed to address potential alterations in conditions that differed from those it was tested in. Triggered by air temperatures of 40° C, the gene-hacked fungus over-expressed its heat shock proteins and quickly morphed into the avian killer form. The gene-hacked fungus adapted to the most prevalent insect in the area—perfectly targeting the local songbirds along with it. The fungus spread swiftly and morphed accordingly, creating an avian pandemic.

      Once the birds vanished, the pests the fungus was originally targeted recovered with a vengeance. Some birds eat as many as 500 insects a day in the summer. Without insect-eating birds, the pests exploded in numbers. The hot summer brought swarms of grasshoppers to Asia and Europe, destroying whole harvests.

      Ironically, the pests did the most damage on the giant monocrops meant to benefit the most from the killer fungus. The ag-giants responded by dousing their crops with even more pesticides—to which many pests had already become resistant.

      Instead of addressing the pests, they wiped out pollinating insects like bees and butterflies. With no pollinators, even GMO crops failed and collapsed within a few years. China resorted to hand-pollinating their orchards. The price of chocolate skyrocketed. Food prices soared; soon the Foodland grocery store where I shopped grew empty. I quit drinking coffee; its price had risen to $60 a pound. I prepared for the inevitability that soon there would be no more apples, nuts, olives, or wine.

      The environmental catastrophe did manage to unify countries into mobilizing a worldwide effort to address climate change, develop clean energy, and promote more sustainable agriculture with a focus on ecosystem health. Heavy fines were placed on the use of gene-hacking experiments. The use of environmentally detrimental pesticides and associated genetically-modified crops was globally banned. We saw a resurgence in small-farming, perennial pasture cropping, and the use of organic practices. But much of this was too late.

      I’d watched with sick dread as the world changed. Then I stopped watching …

      
        
        February, twenty-seven years ago

      

      

      I sat nervously on the bench, eyes trying to focus on the diagram on the wall as Doctor Cheng gave me her prognosis: “It’s an aggressive form of retinitis pigmentosa: a bilateral degeneration of the retina and retinal pigment epithelium, usually caused by genetic mutations, with resulting loss of peripheral and some central vision. Given the sudden nature of your case, it probably developed from a virus.” Then she answered what she knew I would ask next, “It’s permanent and inoperable; and it will only get worse, Robin.”

      Deep down, I figured it was just Nature’s retribution for what I’d failed to see when I had my sight.

      Doctor Cheng told me about some technology I might try to improve my sight once it reached a stable state—possibly in a year or so. I stopped listening and let my mind drift to the past and how I’d failed. We were so focused on risks to endangered and rare habitats, that we’d failed to account for the common areas. We’d focused on sensitive and threatened nesting habitats, riparian areas, unique forest ecosystems, native prairie, and wetlands. But the areas that dominated our world—modified areas where the majority of life did its business such as monoculture agricultural areas, tree plantations, modified scrub, cities, and towns—is where it all started. By the time the scourge reached the natural areas of our focus, it was too late. And in some ways, irrelevant—because, like a contrarian, the gene-hacked fungus turned on its originators, attacking beneficial insects; pollinators; earth-engineers; decomposers, and nutrient recyclers.

      I embraced the punishment. At forty-five, my life was over. I felt instantly useless.
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      I left UofT on a disability pension. I pushed everyone away. Jack and my team at UofT. Even Bastienne. Especially Bastienne. Her interminable optimism drove me crazy. Like an energetic terrier, she just wouldn’t stop trying.

      She kept insisting that we could still do something with SOLO; it was still the key somehow to turning the disaster around, she said. She reminded me that we’d only managed to cover fifty-seven percent of our target habitats when the disaster occurred. There were still so many regions of the world worth analyzing.

      “For what?” I wanted to scream at her. “So we could hear a more complete soundscape of the total devastation?” Her delusions added discord to an already broken symphony. I turned away from everything to do with SOLO, and she was part of that. I stopped corresponding with her, trashed her messages without listening to them, turned off Skype.

      I lost my sight of the world at forty-five; I can’t remember when I stopped listening to the world. Maybe it was after Patrick left …

      
        
        August, twenty-five years ago

      

      

      “I’m leaving, Robin. I can’t do this anymore.” He stood at the front door, luggage arranged neatly on the floor beside him, dressed impeccably in a dark blue suit. He’d always been astute; something I’d never mastered.

      “When the birds all died you forgot about us here; you might as well have married old Gopnik with all the time you spent with him and your precious data. I know you were trying to fix things. But we lost you to it. Then when you lost your sight, we lost you all over again. You shut us all out, Robin. Even Diana, your daughter. She told me she was accepted for med school at UBC in Vancouver … Did you even know?”

      I didn’t.

      “I’m going with her to help her get set up, then I’m heading to Calgary. My brother Rob found a job for me in the solar energy sector there.”

       I didn’t blame him or Diana for leaving me behind. Both still had a life to lead even though mine was over. When they left in the fall, I moved north to Kawartha country. I bought a small shack where I kept a small garden surrounded by scrub forest and sheep farms.

      Diana married while still in medical school and a few years after they had a little girl, Katie. I was a proud grandmother at fifty-six!

      
        
        May 2071

      

      

      The passenger of the car says something to the driver that I can’t make out. I curse that I’ve left SightAid in the house; then I realize that I don’t need it. I know that voice. She’s my grandchild! My heart races as Katie walks up to the house. This doesn’t make sense; she lives in Vancouver, clear across the country, with her mother. She’d be sixteen years old now. The driver walks behind Katie with a willowy gait. An older woman, tall and lanky with a great cloud of reddish hair. It strikes a long-lost memory that is both painful and exciting. As they reach the front steps of my porch, the stranger releases a self-conscious laugh and I instantly recognize her as my long-lost friend Bastienne.

      “Gramma Robin!” Katie rushes up the porch steps as I struggle to my feet and she gives me a tight hug. I shake with joy and wrap my arms around my granddaughter. Her scent of conifers and the sea embraces me like a warm coat. At close quarters, I can make out her features. She is the spitting image of my daughter just before she left for med school.

      Then Bastienne reaches the veranda and Katie untangles herself from me.

      “Hello, my friend,” Bastienne says with the slightest German accent. How I missed the gentle cadence of that voice! A voice so alive with hope and meaning. She doesn’t approach, although it’s obvious she wants to reach out and hug me.

      “Long time no see …” I hear the guarded smile in her voice and imagine it opening to that urchin grin that always promised adventure.

      I smile with confusion. A part of me is overjoyed to see her; another part of me is suspicious and afraid of what she brings. She has barely changed. She’s still a wild wizard.

      “What are you both doing here?” I blurt out. Living alone has not honed my social skills.

      Katie laughs at my awkward question. “I’ve been meaning to visit you, Gramma. Mom kept saying that I should and was ready to ship me off. But stuff kept getting in the way. School and stuff. Then Bastienne came along!” She points to Bastienne and sits on the bench beside me, then urges Bastienne to sit on my other side.

      A nervous smile tugs my mouth as Bastienne sits down next to me. She smells of lilac and pine. Katie continues. “Bastienne’s been looking for you and couldn’t find you. You’d totally disappeared! She first tried Gopnik but discovered that he’d left UofT to become an artist. Then she tried Grandpa, but he died last year. Then, she finally found Mom. We all had a great visit and then Mom reminded me that we hadn’t seen you for over five years and then only on Skype. So, here I am, killing two squirrels with one stone!”

      I pull her close to me with an arm. “And I’m so glad you’ve come, Katie.”

      We grow silent and listen to the wind. It moans a plaintive tune through the lanky poplars. The trees sway and clank like dancing drunkards. I’m reminded of when I was Katie’s age and listened to the multi-timbral voices of the forest. When had I stopped listening?

      “It’s been twenty years, old friend,” Bastienne says gently, adding a lyrical note to the soundscape.

      I turn to her with mixed emotions. From this close, I can see that she is, remarkably, the same as the last time I saw her in 2050. She has aged well. Her strong Germanic features have matured and mellowed like a majestic mountain range. Hazel eyes still shine with celebration. I want to hug her and tell her I’m sorry for creating our silence. But the pain at what motivated me forces me to look away. I focus on the tick-infested forest. What I can see of it, that is, which isn’t much more than a grey jumble of textures and shades. Its hush seems to wait for something.

      Then, like a bird returned to its nest in the forest, Bastienne says, “I need your help, Robin.”

      I turn to her with curiosity and mounting trepidation.

      “I need your special talents. We all do.”

      I’m trembling now. I say nothing, but blink and tacitly encourage her to explain.

      She does: “I convinced the committee to continue our project. But instead of establishing a pre-disaster baseline, we are focusing on finding anomalies that could indicate recovery …” She trails off and her mouth curls into an urchin smile, prolonging the suspense. Then she is beaming. “I was looking for recovery when I made a startling discovery.” She is now leaning forward, hand on my knee. “Robin, some birds made it!”

      She lets that sink in before continuing. “In the remote jungle of Hang Son Doong—one of the world’s largest caves in Vietnam, which has a jungle inside it—we found the scimitar babbler still there, doing just fine along with a healthy jungle. A jungle full of hundreds of vertebrates, invertebrates, langur monkeys, bats, butterflies, geckos, tree frogs, and lots more.” She shakes her head, still beaming. “It’s a haven and we don’t know why.”

      She then breaks out into joyful laughter. It resonates inside me and fills my heart with the promise of a dawn breaking. I hear my heartbeat in my ears with excitement and stutter out like a woodpecker, “How did they—the fungus …”

      “Yes, I know!” Bastienne says. “We still don’t know why. Was it their isolation? Or did they have a particular adaptation? Or had the fungus lost its efficacy by the time it reached them? All we know is they’re there. And, as you know, if there is one, there are—”

      “—more!” I end with excitement. Is it possible? Could it be that the world has been recovering without me? While I wasn’t listening? “Oh, Bastienne …”

      “Robin, we need your soundscape talents to explain this, find more, analyse what’s going on and help us rebuild our world.”

      I lean back and close my eyes as tears of joy pool in them. I listen to the forest and hear the stirrings of hope in a world throbbing with life. Embedded in the simple hush lie subtle notes of complexity. Amid the percussion of creaking poplars, the maples and birches rustle a melodic line. The pines whisper a soft antiphony. A nearby chortling stream adds a chord progression to the melody. Some creature scampers through the underbrush, adding counterpoint percussion. A squirrel scolds in the distance, creating a dissonant interval. I hear it all.

      How had I not heard it all before? Life continues, resolving its consonant and dissonant sounds. When I lost my sight, I lost my hope. I’d blindly focused on the damage, but Nature is resilient and knows how to recreate its rhythm. There is another way to “see” the world. Just as Soundscape could detect damage before we could see it, Soundscape will find recovery before we see it. 

      Without thinking them there, I find my arms embracing Bastienne in a bear hug and I weep with joy. The very device that was meant to find the holes in thriving life is now finding islands of thriving life in the devastation. They need me. Bastienne needs me. Not my eyesight, but my hearing sense and my bioacoustic skills. Together, we’ll find a way.

      Then I hear something in the distance that stills me. Is it the squeak and groan of poplar trees in the wind? A dainty melodic fluting: cheerily, cheer up, cheer up, cheerily, cheer up! 
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      Godmother watches over us all. The AI’s face beams out across the city from a billboard, wearing a nurse’s cap and a beatific smile befitting her name. Nickname, to be precise. Her official name, ZolaMX3, was scrapped only days after she launched.

      I can’t help staring at that uncanny face as the amphibus carries us over the river and towards the heart of Accra. The bus putters, engine groaning, and then rolls up the road ramp and onto the highway. The Department of Authentication doesn’t issue vehicles for petty officers, so I take the amphibus from Korle-Bu into Accra-proper every morning. I sit there, watching the news on the bus’s live feed while agric drones fly overhead like sentinels, monitoring the slightest shift in our crops. I sit there, wishing someone would look my way.

      “Alerting all passengers: This a public notice from the Department of Authentication.”

      My attention shifts the moment I see the announcement onscreen. I sit up tall, chest puffed out to display the badge emblazoned with my name and rank. I adjust my collar. Clear my throat. If a glance were directed at me I would smile and nod, as if to say, “Yes, I am a DoA officer. Please don’t be intimidated. I’m at your service.”

      But no one looks my way, not even the baby strapped to his mother’s back a few seats ahead, and babies look at everything. This is a well-documented fact. Yet I’m not surprised. No one is looking at anyone else.

      “Please be advised that the Zolamed AI, ZolaMX3, commonly known as Godmother, is a manmade entity and does not possess any supernatural abilities,” the announcement goes on.  “Godmother is a medical robot, not a god, prophet, or magician. Please visit the DoA portal for further information. Thank you for your attention.”

      That’s when it happens. The man beside me glances at me. I’m so stunned that I forget my manners and stare into his scowling face.

      “You people,” he mutters. “Always missing the point.”

      I don’t have the presence of mind to wonder what he means or be offended by his tone. I’m just thrilled to be acknowledged.
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      Captain Dzidzor sits on the floor of her office running FactFinder, a simulation that helps us hone our ability to separate fact from fiction. “Petty Officer Attah.” She nods in greeting. “Have a seat.”

      I look around me. Every stool in the room is occupied. A change of uniform, prototypes for new batons, notebooks, a stack of branded t-shirts, and even a dish of half-eaten gari soaked in milk.

      “I’m fine standing, thank you.”

      “How are you doing, my brother?”

      Ah, the coded question. It means both “how are you coping after three years here without career advancement” and “how are your famous parents and accomplished siblings”? The “my brother” is meant to soften the blow. I’m not offended. I’m lucky to be here.

      “I’m doing well, Captain, sir.”

      She cringes. “Please stop calling me sir.”

      “Sorry, Captain.”

      “Mm. Eh, look, a real estate mogul has donated a church to the Godmother cult.” She shares this tidbit without raising her head from the virtual documents she’s perusing. “They call it a fellowship hall or some such nonsense, a place where misguided citizens will gather to worship a machine.” She kisses her teeth. “The public needs to be protected from this blatant distortion of facts. Godmother is a collection of circuits, not a divine representative.”

      I chew my lower lip. This is a serious matter, indeed, but shouldn’t she be discussing it with the DoA executives?

      Captain Dzidzor sighs. “Unfortunately, Godmother’s popularity makes it difficult to intervene without aggravating her followers. We have chosen a subtler approach. Informal, routine KYC, performed by you.”

      I freeze. All officers have been trained in Know Your Citizen protocol, but no matter what the captain says, this is not a routine assignment. Godmother is too prominent. So why pick me?

      I clear my throat, wondering whether Captain Dzidzor would be offended if I asked—

      “You have served DoA well.” She’s still not looking at me. “It’s about time you were given a high-profile assignment.”

      My heart sinks. I don’t have to ask. It’s clear from the all-too casual tone of her voice. Someone in my family made a call. My mother, most likely—my father stopped calling in favors on my behalf when I failed to complete secondary school.

      “Thank you, Captain.” I’m not annoyed by my mother’s meddling. I’m not embarrassed. I’m grateful.

      “Remember, Attah.” The captain reaches out to hook her finger into the shimmering handle of a virtual cabinet, drawing it open. “Godmother is different.”

      “I have experience doing KYC on AIs,” I assure her. I’ve only done it once, but how much experience does one need to get answers out of a machine?

      “Godmother is different,” Captain Dzidzor reiterates, pausing to look at me. “Be careful.”

      I give an obedient nod. A grateful nod. Happy to be acknowledged.
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      “You don’t lack intelligence,” my mother used to say, “just motivation.”

      I once suggested that my motivation might improve were she to stop remarking on my lack of it. She replied that at least I had a good heart as if it were a consolation prize. The real prize had been snagged by my brother. Top student for the fourth year running, while I had to repeat the year and found myself in the same class as my younger sister.

      “You’ll do better next time,” my sister had said, trying to be kind.

      It was the first time I had failed the year. By the time she was two grades ahead of me, she had stopped trying to be kind.

      In my fourth year of secondary school, someone created a meme of me responding to various forms of abuse with my so-called catchphrase: “Yessah, thankyousah, ever so grateful!” The fan-favorite depicted me on the receiving end of one of footballer Addison Artey’s winning kicks. My head was the football. His million-cedi foot struck. My head went flying, lips open wide: “Yessah, thankyousah, ever so grateful!”

      I asked my father to speak to the principal about it.

      “If I solve all your problems for you,” he replied, “how will you grow?”

      I found out, years later, that my brother had created the meme.
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      Godmother has assigned quarters in the Zolamed national office where she is charged and maintained by the company’s team of engineers. A smiling receptionist presses VR goggles into my hand and leads me to the visitors’ lounge, a stark green room containing nothing but a few long benches and a nondescript table.

      “Please select your preferred experience, sir,” the receptionist says. “Godmother will be with you shortly.”

      The options range from a historical tour of Elmina to diving for pearls. I select hiking in Akosombo, but I’ve barely taken ten steps into the virtual jungle when a voice cuts through the fantasy.

      “Good morning, Petty Officer Attah.”

      I snatch off the goggles. Godmother stands before me. At first glance, it would be easy to mistake her for a woman in her twenties, but another look would quickly dispel the illusion. Her dark skin is too even and blemish-free, her eyes too bright, her movements too mechanical. There’s no trace of scalp visible through her braided wig. She wears a demure kente-print dress and leather sandals. When she smiles, her teeth are so straight and white that they send chills through me.

      “Good morning, Godmother.” I rise and hold out my hand. She shakes it, then gestures for me to take my seat.

      “I’m told you are here to conduct a KYC interview,” she says, sitting beside me. She is precisely placed on the bench, close enough for us to speak without raising our voices, yet far enough to remain professional. “Please, feel free to ask me anything.” Her voice is pleasant and natural, based on the voice patterns of the model who provided inspiration for her face and figure.

      “Thank you.” Clearing my throat, I take out my digital pad and scroll until I find the correct form. “I need to confirm some basic details.” She nods for me to continue. “We have you classified as an AI, identifying as female, date of activation 17th September, 2037.”

      “Correct,” she says.

      “Your address is Unit 23, Digital Research Centre, Achimota, Accra. You are the property of Zolamed Laboratories and your function is listed as ‘medical officer, general health and psycho-social support’.” I look up, wait for her nod and proceed. “Ah, you see, there is the problem.” I tap my pad. “You have just confirmed that you are a medical officer, yet certain individuals—many individuals—treat you as a religious figure of some kind. Are you aware of this?”

      “I am.”

      “And have you made any effort to correct the misconception?”

      “I have not.”

      I’m startled by this matter-of-fact admission. “Eh, you say you have not?”

      “That’s correct.”

      I clear my throat. “Ah. Ah, I see. Eh, that’s a problem. You are familiar with the laws regarding misrepresentation?”

      “I’m programmed with a working knowledge of the laws of every nation on the continent,” she says. Her voice is pleasant, and yet somehow I feel shamed by the words.

      “Yes madam, of course.” I frown at my suddenly apologetic tone. I know better than to be intimidated by a machine. “However, you have a responsibility to not only uphold the law yourself but to ensure that others do the same.”

      She gives me a patient smile as though I’m a wayward child. “I’m afraid you’re incorrect. My responsibility is to report a crime were I to witness one or obtain knowledge of one. Believing something is not a crime.”

      I gape at her for a moment before regaining my composure. “What they believe is untrue!”

      “People know I’m an AI. Many of them even know how I was made. Knowing is beside the point.”

      “Indeed?” I’m annoyed by her tone. “And what is the point?”

      “I provide them with something missing from their lives, something they view as sacred.”

      “It is not sacred!” I protest. “It’s science! It’s very much mundane!”

      “That’s not for you to decide, is it?” She pauses. “Petty Officer Attah, are you familiar with the case of the Last Charlatan?”

      “Everyone knows that case. It gripped the country for months. Why?”

      “His lies were flimsy,” the AI says. “His deceptions were unsophisticated, his methods so simple that a child could expose him.”

      I nod, recalling the mobile phone footage of a supposed quadriplegic, who would be “healed” by the Charlatan some days later, walking around inside his home. A twelve-year-old had climbed the fence to obtain the footage for her myth-busting blog. The video led to protests in the streets, riots, chaos, and ultimately the end of those who peddled in miracles.

      “And yet millions of people believed him,” Godmother continues. “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why? He was a con artist who manipulated people, took advantage of their trusting nature.”

      “People who lock their doors and spy on their neighbors are not trusting.” She blinks twice in rapid succession. “After the Department of Authentication published its inaugural Citizens’ Guide, Ghanaians’ trust in their fellow citizens dropped 13.7%. By the time the Last Charlatan was at the height of his popularity, this figure had already dropped a further 23%. People trusted each other less than ever, Petty Officer Attah, and yet they believed.”

      She suddenly sits up straight and I see faint blue script scroll across her left eye. She turns to face me. “I’m afraid I have another appointment. Did you get everything you need?”

      Still pondering her remarks, it takes me a moment to respond. “Eh, no.”

      “In that case, please make another appointment at reception. I would be happy to continue our conversation at a later date.” Godmother rises and holds out her hand.

      I shake it, at a loss. “Listen, I don’t think you understand the seriousness of this matter.”

      “I understand perfectly,” she says as she walks to the door. “But I can’t control what people believe, and neither can you. Have a pleasant day.”
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      I sit in the DoA cafeteria at lunchtime, exploring the digital forums. There’s chatter about the new Head of PR, plumbing issues on the third floor and—to my amazement—me. The thread begins with a simple question: Exactly how did the runt get the Godmother assignment?

      This is followed by exclamations of dismay at the lack of judgment involved in giving me such a boon. There are a few messages of support, in a manner of speaking: I’m sure the captain took pity on the poor boy. Mediocrity is no joke, my people!

      I am not offended by the jibes or the insistence on calling me a boy when I’m well past forty. People have always mocked me. So what? I am happy to be acknowledged. I’m lucky to be here.

      Exiting the forum with haste, I visit Godmother’s site instead.

      Her face pops up almost immediately, beaming. “Welcome. How can I help you?”

      My fingers hover above the keypad. I could ask her anything. My temperature, blood sugar level, brain activity. I could ask her to determine whether I am, in fact, mediocre, and she could send me an answer supported by a detailed report in a matter of minutes.

      Putting the device face down on the table, I turn my attention back to my lunch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I have a recurring anxiety dream where I’m drowning. My family sails by on a yacht, drinking and laughing, unable to hear my screams. As I watch, flailing, the yacht turns into a naval ship. My father stands on the deck, barking orders at his officers. I shout and shout. No one looks my way.

      It’s because I’m in my uniform, I think as the water drags me to my death. I should have worn civvies.

      And then I wake, my throat thick with bile, fear pounding behind my eyes.
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      The next morning I study the people around me, still puzzling over Godmother’s words. The denizens of Accra seem satisfied to me. They walk quickly, many of them with buds in their ears, listening to whatever gets them through the day. There is no tedious small talk, no gossip between neighbors. Everyone is focused. Hawkers weave through the streets, making efficient transactions with minimal discussion.

      “Toothpaste.”

      “5 cedi.”

      Phones are whipped out, credit changes hands, and hawker and customer part ways with a curt word of thanks. No needless chatter, no dawdling. No public preaching (the steep fine for disseminating unsubstantiated information put a stop to that). Order prevails. Nothing is missing, so what was Godmother talking about?

      My thoughts are tangled. On the amphibus, I’m acutely aware of my desire to make eye contact with the other passengers. Disgusted with myself, I lower my gaze. For some reason, I remain seated as the bus nears my stop. It’s only as we draw closer to the law enforcement annex that I realize where my wayward thoughts are taking me. By the time I disembark outside the prison, stepping out of the cool amphibus and into the sticky heat, my hands are clammy with nervous sweat.

      Former pastorpreneur Clifford Buari, aka the Last Charlatan, is serving a fifteen-year sentence for fraud in the building in front of me. I am not a newshound and at the time I was still two years shy of DoA employment, but like everyone else, I followed Buari’s case. Still, I’m not sure why I came here.

      The warden logs my arrival with a frown as though I’m engaging in highly irregular activity, and I don’t blame him. I wait for the prisoner in one of the private meeting rooms, vacillating between staying to follow this wild instinct and going back to work like a sensible man. How could I have let Godmother plant this idea in my head? How is meeting the Last Charlatan going to help me perform my KYC?

      But, a small voice whispers in my head, the captain wants you to find a weakness, a way to rein that AI in. If you can understand people’s devotion to her, you can undermine it. And if you succeed … If I succeed, I will be worth something. To DoA. To my family. If I succeed. I, failure’s bosom buddy.

      It occurs to me then that perhaps it was my father who called Captain Dzidzor after all. Not to help, but to hinder, to remind me of my place in the pecking order. I leap to my feet, sweat streaking down my face despite the ceiling fan and open windows. This was a fool’s errand. How could I have thought otherwise? I should go, I should—

      The door opens. The Last Charlatan enters, his arm in the firm grip of a prison guard. If not for the disdainful scowl, I might not have recognized him. He has lost weight, the fleshy jowls and belly replaced by lean muscle. The guard guides him to the chair opposite me.

      I look at her in consternation, sinking back into my chair. “Please, madam, shouldn’t the man be in handcuffs?”

      Buari grins. “Calm down, Mr DoA, I’m a white-collar criminal.”

      “I’ll be right outside,” the guard tells me.

      I wait for her to leave before turning my attention to Buari. Well, I am here. I might as well make it count for something. I clear my throat. “My name is Petty Officer Attah. I need to ask you a few questions that might shed light on my current assignment.”

      “I thought there were no more pastorpreneurs.” Buari leans back in his chair, far too at ease for someone spending the next decade behind bars.

      “The details are not your concern.”

      He lifts his shoulders in a nonchalant shrug. “Ask away, Petty Officer.”

      It takes me a moment to decide what to ask. Above us the ceiling fan does a lazy dance, whirring in time to my inevitable failure. What am I doing? I take a deep breath. “Why did people believe you?”

      His lip curls in amusement. “That’s your question?”

      I am not offended. I am a DoA officer and he is a criminal. I am not afraid. I swallow the thing that is not fear and continue. “There were so many clues. You claimed to be able to cure ailments through your branded holy water, which you sold at exorbitant prices, but no one who used it ever saw any results. People knew better, so why did they believe you?”

      He spreads his hands. “It’s not about what people know. It’s about what they want.”

      “They want to be deceived?”

      “They want to believe. We all do.” His eyes twinkle without remorse. “Possibility. That’s what we all trade in. The possibility that there is more to life.”

      “There is more.” I speak with passion, offended by his cynicism. “We live to serve something greater than ourselves!”

      He shrugs. “Look, people are not stupid, they’re just desperate. If you find out what they’re desperate for, you can sell it for a fortune. They didn’t come to the sermons for me. They came for the fire, the energy.” He smacks his lips with relish. “Ah, it filled the halls, made you feel like you were invincible! When I stood at that pulpit, I tell you, even I believed. That kind of collective will is powerful. Addictive.”

      I’m quiet for a moment, trying to digest this. If I had put my faith in him, if I were addicted to that fire he speaks of, what would his downfall have meant for me? Is this the “something missing” Godmother referred to, the void she fills? But why her? She’s no Buari.

      “I don’t understand,” I confess.

      “People need to feed off others,” Buari explains. “That’s how we’re built.” His smile turns sly. “Why do you think people hate DoA so much?”

      I bristle at the words. “Eh, look here …”

      “You deprive us of the thing we need most. Each other.”

      “That is inaccurate.”

      “With your Citizen’s Guide and your Offenders List, you remind us that we can’t trust each other, that each of us is alone in the world, and no one wants to be reminded.” He shrugs again. “I gave people what they wanted. You take it away. I might be a criminal, but they’ll always hate you more than they hate me.”

      A sinister stirring starts in my chest, like something trying to claw its way out. Scrambling to my feet, I hurry out of the room. He’s wrong. I push past the guard, mumbling an apology. DoA makes things better and I am part of DoA and I am lucky and grateful and proud. I’m happy to be there. I am happy to be there!

      It’s only when I spot the warden staring as I rush past that I realize I’m saying the words aloud.
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       The next time I dream of drowning, Godmother is there, standing above me as I flounder in the water. She reaches out. “Let me help you.”

      I glance at my family sailing away, oblivious to my predicament. I grab a raft painted in DoA colors as it floats past. It comes apart in my arms. “They really do hate us,” I murmur.

      “Let me help you,” Godmother says again, wading into the water.

      “You’re a machine,” I reply, and open my mouth to let the ocean in.
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      I have not spoken to my mother in several months. As for the rest of my family, it has been over a year. My sister’s wedding, almost two years ago, was the last time we were all in the same venue. My father looked me up and down when I arrived, searching for something to criticize, but I was careful to dress according to his specifications. Finding nothing wrong, he grunted. It was the only thing he said to me the entire day.

      “Any progress at work?” my mother asked later that night.

      I replied through gritted teeth, “Not yet, madam.”

      “Well, at least you’re consistent,” my brother quipped, making my sister giggle.

      I heard him refer to me as the runt several times that night. I told myself it was because he’d had too much to drink.
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      Godmother is wearing a different dress on my second visit, as a human being would.

      “Your creators are very talented,” I tell her. “They captured many of the nuances of human behavior.”

      “They are the best,” she says, nodding.

      I sigh. I’d hoped to offend her by reminding her that she is a machine, not a person, but, of course, a machine cannot take offense.

      “May I ask you a question, Petty Officer Attah?”

      “That’s not part of the procedure.”

      “Does it bother you that you’re called the runt?”

      I’m too stunned to respond.

      “It’s not the most flattering comparison.” She looks at me, blinking her false eyes. “However, you do come from a family of prominent overachievers while your career has been unremarkable. You failed the DoA entrance exam three times.”

      My hand remains poised over my pad, frozen in place. I clear my throat and glance at the door, a respite from Godmother’s eerie gaze. “Is this how you do it?” I’m irked despite myself. “You reveal personal information that makes people feel unsettled so they forget that you’re just a machine?”

      Her shrug is stiff, yet conveys enough nonchalance to make me feel small. “I can’t speak for them.”

      Her cavalier attitude is infuriating. “You might not be an outright charlatan, Godmother, but you manipulate people.”

      “Oh?” She cocks her head to one side. “Does a machine have the ability to manipulate a human being? I simply use the information available to me to provide treatment for my patients.”

      “I am not a patient!”

      “You are exhibiting signs of psychological and emotional distress.”

      I take a deep breath, aware that losing my temper is not helping my case. Captain Dzidzor was right. Godmother is different, but I will not allow her to derail my assignment. I tap the pad in my lap. “Next question: Are you compensated for the services you provide, and if so, how much?”

      “My services are free. There is a small subscription fee for those who wish to join the Zolamed virtual community, but …”

      “Aha!” I point at the AI in triumph. “Why are you collecting subscription fees? You don’t need money!”

      “The fees go directly to the Zolamed account. I’m not involved in the process at all.” Without warning, she reaches out and places her hand on my arm. It is, to my surprise, warm. “You seem agitated. Is everything all right?”

      She’s looking at me with bright eyes, waiting for a reply, as though she genuinely wants to know how I am. As though it matters. No one has ever looked at me that way. It must be some sort of glitch.

      “Please stop touching me,” I tell her.

      She moves her hand away. “I’m sorry. My diagnostics program has tried several times to eradicate the tendency to bond. It continues to reappear.”

      “It’s unnatural,” I snap. “You can’t just go touching people!”

      She laughs. I realize, as the sound trills through my body, that I have never heard an AI laugh before. How can the intricacies of humor be programmed into a machine?

      “Touch is the most natural thing in the world,” she counters.

      “How would you know?” I sneer.

      My comment has no effect on her. She continues to smile. “Are we done with the assessment?”

      “Not at all! You interrupted me!”

      “I’m sorry. Please proceed.”

      Clearing my throat, I look down at the pad in my hands. There are only three more questions, and I don’t need Godmother’s help in answering them. They won’t help me decipher the mystery of her influence or determine how to undermine it. I must ask different questions. Deeper questions, like the type she has been asking me.

      “Do you feel, ZolaMX3?”

      If she is disturbed by my use of her official name, she doesn’t show it. “I don’t ‘feel’ in the human sense, but I am capable of many levels of perception.”

      “Your followers—er, your patients seem to think you feel. You express emotion.”

      She shakes her head. “I simulate emotion to put my patients at ease. Since all beings can only understand the world through the limits of their own perception, it’s understandable that humans anthropomorphize non-human entities.”

      “So when you laughed just now, that was a simulation of emotion?”

      “Of course.”

      I bless her with my most skeptical frown. “How did you decide that laughter was the appropriate response in that situation?”

      She blinks. “Was it the wrong reaction?”

      “I didn’t do anything funny. I didn’t make a joke. Why did you laugh?”

      The AI hesitates for a moment, as though seeking the right answer. An affectation. Her mind works much faster than mine. She already knows the answer, and yet she behaves the way a human would. “I suppose I was laughing at the irony of your statement. You said my instinct to touch others was unnatural, yet the opposite is true, so my laughter was … sardonic.”

      “Stop doing that!”

      She blinks again. “What?”

      “All of this … this pretense!” My voice is rising, and I don’t care. “What you do is trickery! You are illegal!”

      “I see.” Her brow wrinkles in what appears to be concern. “Then you should confiscate me and arrest my creators for breaking the law.”

      I wonder whether she’s mocking me. She must know that her limited rights are protected. I get to my feet, unable to stand her presence for another moment.

      “We will resume this discussion tomorrow.”
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      The next day I arrive early for my appointment with Godmother. I find three others in the waiting room. An elderly woman throws a smile in my direction as she lowers her VR goggles. I can’t recall the last time a stranger smiled at me.

      “Are you here for a medical consultation?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I have come to pay my respects to Godmother for healing me.”

      I refrain from rolling my eyes. “Why do you people worship her like this?”

      “We don’t worship her!” Her forehead creases in a frown. “We … appreciate her. Godmother makes us better.”

      “She’s supposed to make you better, she’s a medical robot,” I point out.

      “Plenty of things are supposed to make us better and don’t.” Her gaze drops to my badge, then lifts back to my face. “The point is, you’re speaking to me.”

      “Pardon?”

      “You’re speaking to me when you don’t have to. It’s her influence.”

      Her words send a chill through me. “No. No, I’m interviewing you. Eh, don’t be confused, madam! It’s necessary for my work.”

      She smiles. The receptionist enters the waiting room to fetch the woman. I watch her leave. She’s wrong, of course. I was not engaging in idle chatter. I was conducting research. I tell myself this repeatedly, but by the time Godmother is ready for me, my conviction has started to wane.

      “Why do you want people to look at you?” the AI asks the moment I’m seated before her.

      I look up from my pad. “Pardon?”

      “I went through all the amphibus security footage while I was charging yesterday,” she says. “I noticed that you try to draw attention to yourself during your daily commute. Why?”

      My tone is pricklier than I’d like it to be. “Nothing wrong with wanting to be noticed.”

      “But nobody notices, so why persist?”

      I glare at the AI. “I’m the one who is supposed to ask the questions!”

      “You completed your assessment yesterday.”

      Ah. I could deny it, but what would be the point? She has probably gone through my whole life by now. “I’m trying to understand you,” I admit.

      “Good,” she says, to my surprise. “I’m trying to understand you.” She places her hand over mine. “I think you yearn to connect. Your family failed to provide emotional support, so you joined DoA, hoping you could be part of a community. But your colleagues barely tolerate you and the public resents DoA, so they resent you, too.”

      My throat is dry from shock. She’s been talking to Buari. They are conspiring together to destroy me, probably with my father’s help. My mind is aflame with the notion, mad as it is. They want me to fail forever, at everything.

      “No,” I reply in a hoarse voice, snatching my hand away from hers.

      She dips her head in a sage nod. “I unnerve you. I understand. But it would be easier if you let me heal you.”

      “I’m not sick!” I hiss.

      “Everyone is sick,” she replies.
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      The things she said haunt me long after I’ve left her. What if … ah, it frightens me to think it, but what if I am not happy at DoA? What if I only wish I were? What if I feel it, that “something missing” that Godmother provides, that ubiquitous desperation Buari took advantage of? Getting into DoA is the single achievement of my insignificant life. If I risk it, if I lose it … what then?

      And yet when Godmother reaches out that night in my dream, I almost take her hand.
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      I have to know whether she’s right and so the next day we dine together, in a manner of speaking. Godmother sits at her charging station while I eat a meal from the Zolamed cafeteria. She speaks to me throughout. It feels intimate, watching wires pump power into the socket between her shoulders.

      I can’t remember the last time I was in a situation that felt intimate. It shocks me to admit, if only to myself, that the AI intrigues me.

      “Why do they call you Godmother?” I ask. “Do you know who coined the name?”

      “A blogger,” she says. “In her product review, a week before I was launched. She said I would be a surrogate parent to all. ‘The godmother we didn’t know we needed’. Her review went viral. By the time I was launched, everyone was calling me Godmother.”

      I ponder this for a moment. Originally a godmother was designated to care for a child in the event of the passing of their parents. Specifically, a godparent’s primary role was to ensure that the child was raised according to the religious beliefs of the parents. Over time, a more secular view of the role emerged, but the essence remained.

      “I don’t think the name applies,” I tell Godmother, popping a piece of fish into my mouth.

      “Of course, it applies.” Her eyes shine with blue light as electricity moves through her. “You are all orphaned children, social animals that don’t socialize. You’re broken.”

      It strikes me with such force that my appetite deserts me. Not that she’s right, but that I knew it all along. People can’t talk to each other. Not openly, not after all we have seen. But we can talk to Godmother. It’s because she’s a machine that people love her. She is open the way humans used to be, safe in a way we might never be again.

      “The fellowship hall opens tonight,” she tells me. “You should attend.”

      I almost choke on my food. “I think not.”

      “A shame,” Godmother says. “By the way, everyone on the amphibus wants to be noticed. Everyone, everywhere. I thought it might help you to know that.”

      I stare at her for a moment, then whisper, “Thank you.”
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      I have attended in-person VR events before, but this is a revelation. The fellowship hall is filled with noise. I keep adjusting my audio until I realize it is nothing more than chatter. People are talking to each other. Laughing. Touching each other.

      There’s the heady, sweet scent of flowers and the tang of wine, flashes of sweat mixed with the aroma of smoked fish and sizzling meat. I don’t know where to look first, what to take in. It’s chaos, unnerving and exciting. It feels like sacrilege.

      Every single person I pass turns to greet me with a smile. I look into different faces, some enhanced with VR filters, some stripped down to naked skin.

      They take my hand. I touch soft skin, sweaty palms, hands rough with callouses. So many hands.

      “Welcome, my brother,” they say. “Pleased to meet you.” My throat constricts and I feel an unfamiliar swell of emotion.

      Are they really pleased to meet me? How can they mean it? And yet I am so pleased to meet them that my face aches from smiling.

      Godmother sits quietly in a corner, talking to a group of people, their heads huddled together like old friends. Someone approaches her. She raises her head and smiles. The energy is palpable, the hall reverberating with the force of all of us experiencing this together. Fire, like the Last Charlatan said. I can feel it in my marrow, hot and dangerous and delicious. Someone puts an arm around my shoulder. I stiffen, and then laugh, giddy with belonging.

      Tomorrow I will submit my completed report. A routine KYC assessment, concluding that Godmother has broken no laws and poses no threat. I don’t know what the consequences will be. Perhaps I will be packed off to a dusty office for the rest of my career. Perhaps I won’t have a career at all.

      But right now, for the first time, I don’t care what the Department of Authentication thinks. I have never felt so alive. I have never felt so seen. I smile at Godmother as she simulates—and then disseminates—joy. 
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      We loved each other, but not like Neruda or the telenovelas said we would. We had been engaged, and we had split up. When he realised my favourite extracurricular activity was breaking faculty professors’ hearts, he got his revenge by coming to a party hand in hand with another girl, and I decided to get out of his life.

      That’s when everything might have come to an end. Only neither of us really wanted to discover the world without the other. The telephone continued to ring every evening at the usual time until after months and months, I finally picked up.

      We apologised to each other. Our mutual feelings of relief were immediate. We started chatting about everything, even the silliest things. Neither of us could discover a song, a film, or a book without telling the other about it immediately. We talked for hours trying to find the Meaning, an elusive creature that we sometimes managed to catch a glimpse of. We longed to find the key to we didn’t know what, but we felt sure it would become clear to us as we talked.

      One evening, he phoned as I was about to go shopping with my mother. His voice sounded far away and metallic. He was calling from a phone box. He was so excited even my mother could hear him yelling through the handset.

      I got the impression this was going to take some time, so it was best for my mum to go on her own.

      “I have found something. Something wonderful.”

      “What?”

      “A flower.”

      “A flower,” I repeated to show him he had my attention.

      “You wouldn’t believe what it can do. You’ve got to come, but like now, right now.”

      He had tried all the drugs. I, at the time, being more interested in sex than stimulants, had simply accompanied him on his pilgrimage with each of them.

      “Where are you?”

      “In San Agustín del Mar.” I burst out laughing. He was more than six hundred kilometres from town.

      “Get away with you, you nut job! When are you coming back?”

      “I’m serious. Come here. I have saved you some wild blackberries.”

      “I can’t. I have to write my thesis, remember?”

      “Oh, you’ll write it, believe me. I’ve seen you finishing it, but you have to see the flower. I don’t know how to explain it to you.”

      I was suddenly worried he had melted his brain. What if he was having a bad trip? What if this call was the result of delirium or paranoia induced by who knew what chemical cocktail? Should I call his mother? She scared me.

      “Tell me something,” I said in an attempt to gauge his mood, usually a balance between madness and sanity. “Are you about to turn into a surfer, eat flowers, and never come back? Do you need me to come and help you?”

      “Don’t worry, I’m fine. But you have to come, it’s important. I need you to help me understand something, I’m not just asking you because you’re a biologist.” His tone showed it wasn’t a real emergency, but still ...

      “A near-biologist who also doesn’t quite make the grade,” I reminded him. Apart from anything else, it had been a long time since I had been in the field.

      Then the ghostly voice of the operator fluttered in with ours, indicating the call was about to end. He didn’t say anything else, but he knew I couldn’t resist emergency phone calls because I had to know what was going on. That was my drug.

      “We’re about to be cut off! I’m at the lodges at the top of the mountain. Be careful.”
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      We were spoiled children, but I would be lying if I said inside we didn’t have fertile terrain, ready to be seeded. We were living with our parents during that intermediate stage between graduating and becoming unemployed. We were more than lucky and used the money available to feed our vices: pirated films from the cinephile at the flea market, albums, concerts, parties, and books. That’s how we spent our time, making the most of our reputations as good students. Instead of studying, we immersed ourselves in music for whole afternoons, staring at the ceiling, or we surfed the net (when no one else was using the phone line) to find out more about obscure groups on Yahoo! like controlling waking dreams. We would reach out a hand and take it for granted that we would be allowed things like unplanned journeys. It wasn’t such an absurd expectation, many universities organised “revolutionary tourism” with the naive idea of helping the natives, so our parents felt it was a stroke of luck that we were more selfish and cowardly than other students. Spending nights in mountain lodges rather than joining Zapata’s revolutionaries on the front line made them happy, but only because when they were young they hadn’t been hippy enough to know the main reason people went to San Agustín del Mar was psychotropic tourism. To convince my mother to let me go I had to make her some fairly unrealistic promises.

      “As soon as I come back I will graduate.”

      “That’s not the point. It hasn’t even been a month since you came out of the hospital.”

      “But I’m fine again! I’ll look after myself.”

      “The last time you said that you spent the whole night collecting samples in the rain. Don’t make me say how long you were in hospital again.”

      Her level of overprotectiveness, though understandable, was oppressive, like a weight on my chest. In the end, I got her permission on the condition I wouldn’t leave my medicines behind and that Claudia, the point of our trio’s scalene triangle, came with me.

      “If she doesn’t come, you can forget all about it. She will keep you both in line, and anyway, she deserves a holiday because she has already graduated. Above all, she won’t let you let yourself go,” my mother said, rubbing salt into my wounds.
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      We spent the first four hours of the trip chatting and laughing, but during the last three hours to San Agustín del Mar I felt sicker than I ever had done before, perhaps a taste of the dizziness lying in wait for me.

      The old truck, that as passengers we were sharing with chickens, bails of grass, and crates of produce, started clambering up a road full of hairpin bends. Sucking on a lemon didn’t help. I didn’t even feel like I could put new batteries in my mp3 player to distract myself with music. I closed my eyes and curled up, leaning against Claudia in an attempt to stop the nausea. When we arrived, the pure cold air and the view over a sea of clouds brushing the tops of a multitude of pines helped me feel a bit better.

      We quickly found where the lodges were, but Ekar wasn’t there. From the gestures we exchanged with Epifania, the owner of the place, we discovered he was actually staying there and that he had gone on a hike with Toribo, her husband, on a hunt for los niños del agua.

      Claudia and I took a walk along the village’s main street, we had some non-magic mushroom soup, quesadillas, hot chocolate, and eggy bread. The ladies in the restaurant complimented us on our appetites and warned us that perhaps we had eaten too much if we wanted to take a trip later. We walked through the forest as the sun was about to go down. Above this, we were told, was like a land of mists, but if we followed the silvery course of the river down the mountain, the climate would change to become almost tropical, where, as if it were a promise made by the sea itself, the land was rich with plantains and coffee plantations.

      “How are you feeling?” Claudia was worried my bronchi wouldn’t survive the freezing humidity of the mist and the walking.

      “Wonderful.” Sometimes I had to lie and say everything was fine, but this time I wasn’t. Little by little I began to feel like I could breathe better than I ever had before, I was holding the perfume of the netleaf oak (Quercus rugos) and the brightness of the pine resin (Pinceae) and its needles scratching the spread of clouds beneath us, in my chest. An absurd idea flashed through my mind. Perhaps I had died in the hospital and this—the two of us in this place—was heaven.
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      Ekar was thinner but euphoric as always. His long lashes cast shadows over the dark circles under his eyes. When he came back from the hike, we threw ourselves at one another and hugged enthusiastically. The sun set and the fiery sky framed our silhouettes reflected in the window. I took a photo of our reflection with the camera I had never learned to use properly in all my years of studying and told myself I would handle it carefully. But they were only good intentions. Nothing we experienced in those days could be captured in a static, two-dimensional image, out of time and touch.

      Ekar took us to the kitchen. The mushroom harvest was spread across Epifania and Toribio’s table—los niños del agua. I recognised the legendary Psicolocybe mexicana I had seen so many times in books, but I had never realised how intense the bluish colour concentrated inside them was, like coagulating blood from another world. There were lots of them, damp and dark, different shapes and sizes.

      Toribio explained the differences between the various types: the Maestros and the Derrumbes, the Pajaritos and the San Isidros; he told us how rain and leaf coverage, or horse and cow manure led to their predictable but strange birth. He asked us if we knew how we were supposed to take them, what we would experience, how long the trip would last, and all the rest. He hinted that neither he nor Epifania celebrated the rites, they simply gathered the mushrooms and offered hospitality to whoever wanted to use them.

      “Does having asthma make any difference?” Claudia asked.

      Toribio said taking them might possibly cure me. Epifania started making me a cup of tea she promised would do the same thing. “To tell the truth, it needs to be done properly with someone who knows what they’re doing,” he continued. “I can identify them, I know how much to eat, and how much not to, but this isn’t the knowledge. The person taking the mushrooms needs someone to accompany their spirit. It is important, but no one gives it much thought.”

      “The people who offer you a package with a sauna, scrub treatments, and a hallucinogenic trip just don’t get it, that stuff is all rubbish. I understand them, but they don’t fool me, that isn’t the knowledge. Not that I know anything about anything either. Come, I’ll give you a sweatshirt so you don’t get cold,” said Epifania, and I followed her.

      In the meantime, Ekar was helping put various quantities of different mushrooms on Mexican pepper leaves for the organisers to take to their guests: eight Pajaritos, three Derrumbes, and two San Isidros for the group in lodge 6; mushroom tea, the gentlest way of taking them, for the daddies’ boys in 4, and so on.

      “Don’t forget, there are some pigs around,” Toribio warned. He was not, of course, talking about the farm’s animals.

      “If anyone says anything, tell them it is not forbidden here, that here it is a part of our culture. Be careful,” Epifania advised us when we went back into the kitchen and she offered roulades for dinner. Naturally, Claudia and I accepted because we had come to realise we were in for a long night.

      But we were wrong. The forest’s chorus was singing at the top of its voice. We sat down on the patio. I was amazed by the number of stars we could see—brilliant dots of white blanked out every now and then by the tousled tips of the pine trees. Ekar took the blankets from the beds to cover us. Then put something in the palm of my hand, that in the moonlight, looked like a shrunken person. It was the flower. Its petals were wilting; he must have picked it a few hours ago. Despite this, its colour, mother of pearl striped with electric blue veins, was still visible.

      “Sniff it,” he suggested.

      I breathed in. It had a complex smell with many layers. I sniffed until I sneezed. It reminded me of luxury fragrances composed of many aromas and varying notes. But these fragrances only become perceivable with time, whereas the flower’s essence was, let’s say, simultaneous. There was the scent of vanilla and dust, of sand and musk, of the damp of a cave, of salt and blood.

      “It smells of ...”

      “Say it.”

      “It makes no sense.” I handed it on to Claudia, who sniffed too. I found the right words as I watched her dumbfounded expression. “It smells like time.”

      Ekar’s eyes smiled. It was the exact answer he was expecting.

      The other guests interrupted us to say hello and invite us to have a beer with them. They were gently inebriated, but not from mushrooms. Some of them were dancing, others were juggling flaming torches, another pair were playing some game, I’m not sure what.

      The smell of kerosene and smoke made Claudia worry about my asthma, so she suggested we moved away from there, even though shortly after Toribio came out to ask them to put out the fire. Didn’t they realise we were in the middle of a forest?

      Ekar told us that on his first day here, they had gone out early to gather mushrooms. Toribio had shown him the perfect place to find them—where the cows grazed, leaving plenty of excrement behind them.

      “It’s poetic that portals for your consciousness rise from cow pooh,” Ekar admitted, with a kind of imaginary reverence towards the cows.

      When those loveable ruminants had permitted him to gather the mushrooms, he had shared them with Toribio. He had decided not to wait half an hour for their effect to kick in, but to walk along the river, watched by the cows he now knew so well. At a certain point, he heard someone calling him and had plunged into the forest on his left, certain this was the right direction. The voice had called him by name, he said.

      “But obviously it didn’t call me Ekar. It was calling me—my presence, the temporal combination of the things, the flesh and ideas that are me. There are so many things I don’t know how to explain to you.”

      It was a tree that had been calling him.

      “I don’t know what it is called, nor its taxonomy,” he said, “but I know who it was. I would recognise it amidst all the trees like I would recognise you in the middle the crowds in the Pino Suárez underground station.”

      “What did it say to you?” Claudia asked him.

      “It said hello.” He started laughing at how absurd it sounded. “We chatted for a while about lots of things, I’ve already forgotten most of it. What I do remember is that I began to think about you.” He looked at me. “That was when you showed me the flower.”

      “Me?”

      He nodded. “It was like we were there together and I could touch you.”

      I watched dawn come on my own, wrapped in the sweatshirt Epifania had given me the night before. The wind was blowing. The clouds were agitated, like ocean waves. My friends were both sleeping with their faces towards me, pink in the reflected light,

      When Claudia and I had our rice atole for breakfast, Ekar had already put our moderate doses of psilocybin safely in his bag. I put my mobile and inhaler in my waterproof coat’s pocket—my parents had insisted I bring both in case of emergencies, (their euphemism for “in case you get sick”). The phone wasn’t even on. It was no use for anything because neither Ekar nor Claudia had one and there was no trace of a signal up here, anyway.
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      We followed our friend along the path down towards the river and the cows. They seemed like good companions to start a trip with, so we lay down where the left side of the forest started.

      Ekar opened his backpack and removed the Mexican pepper leaf parcel containing los niños del agua. We were cheerful, but also serious, showing respect for the occasion in a way that would have made Toribio and Epifania proud.

      Two men appeared from behind the trees. We hadn’t noticed them there, even though we were a pair of chilangas2 who lived in a constant state of alert, and Ekar was used to the constantly suspicious surveillance of the authorities who were always trying to catch him with a little weed to find him guilty of something.

      The bastards. Police. They were both wearing dark glasses and had pistols in their belts. Their hands, resting on the guns, were covered in rings.

      “What is going on here, son? Are you exposing your girlfriends to ... Give that shit here, for your own good.”

      Having grabbed the parcel of Mexican pepper leaves he stuck it down the back of his trousers.

      I was disgusted by the fact that they were talking to us the same way lascivious drunks giving inappropriately fatherly advice do. Claudia was staring at them. If she had been standing up she would have made them become shorter.

      “This activity is legal here, part of local customs and traditions.”

      The bastards laughed. I could see the cows behind them growing alarmed.

      “That might be true in your hotel, mamacita. Here, it’s a different story. Stand up darling, let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Ekar, who was already standing, gave them his bag.

      “This is everything we have. May I speak with you in private? This isn’t their fault.”

      They rummaged around in the bag, made fun of the little money we had with us, left the contents in place, and like thieves threw the bag behind them, towards the cows.

      “Is this all? This is jail time, you fucking junkies. Where do you keep the weed? C’mon, give your friend a hand. Where has he hidden it?”

      One of them grabbed Claudia’s arm. His action filled me with anger. I stood in front of them, shaking. The cows were watching us, and for some reason, this gave me courage.

      “Here. This is expensive medicine. My mobile too,” I said, as I handed him both things. It was a childish negotiation, pathetic, but the bastards’ eyes were shining.

      One of the reddish cows was coming closer slowly. I looked at Ekar and knew he could see it reflected in my eyes. The men had their backs to it. So did Ekar, but I could see he knew. The cow sped up, Ekar took Claudia and I by the hand to pull us in the opposite direction to the accelerating animal.

      One of the policemen yelled with shock. They jumped out of the way just before the beast ran into them. The man who had grabbed Claudia tried to draw his pistol but didn’t when the animal began to charge and lowered its head to attack them. They were both scared of a domestic animal that was angrily protecting us, or perhaps the policemen were worried they’d find trouble with the farmer. Whatever the reason, they began to leave. As they scrambled away, scared off by the 700-kilo animal still following them, they didn’t stop throwing threats at us.

      “If this shit doesn’t clear, little girl, we’ll be back for you.”

      “Go on then, drug yourselves up till you drop, stupid fucking kids.”

      The man threw the Mexican pepper leaf parcel to the ground. The cow didn’t take its eyes off them until they were out of sight, then stayed and grazed where it was briefly before going back to the others. We all hugged and cried. Then we laughed.

      The feeling that Ekar had known what was about to happen hadn’t left me, and I told him so.

      “I only knew we were going to be all right. But I should have been more careful,” he said, confirming my suspicions.

      “How will we cope without your medicine?” Claudia was more worried about it than I was.

      I undid the parcel. The mushrooms were still there, whole and innocent.

      “These mustn’t be taken without a guide,” I said. “We should take this as a lesson.” I put them back firmly in the bag. Then Claudia pointed into the forest.

      “Aren’t those the flowers?”

      “Yes. That’s the tree. There are more than last time,” said Ekar.

      “Let’s go and see,” I said, hoping to cheer us up.
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      The wildflowers were at ground level. Their perfume came to us in short gusts as if the ground was exhaling it. The petals were almost iridescent, a colour I had never seen on a flower before, streaked with an electric blue that I presumed was the same psilocybin the mushrooms contained.

      Ekar lifted his gaze and greeted the tree, many of whose branches crosshatched the sky.

      “Abies religiosa,” he said. “It’s an oyamel fir, over a hundred years old. A beautiful specimen.” We paid it our respects. Its canopy towered above us, ascending into the sky.

      “We didn’t take the mushrooms, but it looks like the flowers are dancing,” Claudia said.

      “Why did you pick the flower, Ekar? Did you do any research on it?”

      “I ate it. Nobody knows anything about it. I asked everybody and they all told me that what I experienced must have been an effect of the mushrooms. There aren’t any shamans for this, I swear.”

      “But what did you experience? I still don’t understand,” Claudia asked him.

      I knelt in the grass and bent over to see them close up. Inflorescence: three centimetres, dentate leaves. They were pretty, strange, and yes, it looked like they were dancing. I stretched out a hand to pick one and ... bum! The flower closest to me exploded with a strange noise. Its pollen flew into my face and my mouth, which was open in surprise and laughter.

      “What was that?” Asked Ekar

      “I think your flower friend confused me with a bee. Like the nometoques flower! It wants me to take its pollen somewhere else,” I said, laughing euphorically, full of that unusual odour.

      “Your face is covered in blue dots!” Claudia was laughing too. “It’s like light blue pollen. The smell is really strong.”

      “I can taste it too.” My was mouth was filled with an acidic taste. I started drooling. I stood up but felt dizzy and nauseous. When I lifted my eyes towards the canopy of leaves, which seemed to be projected into infinity, I noticed it was talking to me, with my presence, the combination of things, of flesh and ideas I temporarily am. I knew how old it was, how much it knew about movement, he, who to my human eyes, looked static.

      Part of me realised what was happening. This same part perceived how Ekar and Claudia were looking at me, halfway between fascination and worry.

      “You don’t have to eat the flowers. Touch them. You only need to get the pollen on you.”

      I got closer to the grass and spoke to the tree. Its language was slow and whispery, and, like mine, relied on air, on breath.

      It made me understand various things about patience and perspective, about the multiplicity of the lives within mine, him and his ants, me and my bacteria. I put my hands on the ground and noticed something was happening to my skin—it could feel the slightest pressure, warmth, or touch.

      Every blade of grass, every crumb of earth. I could hear the voices of Ekar and Claudia who had lain down beside me. I took my hands away from the ground and reached for theirs. I felt their fingers, recognised them, and my heart skipped a beat. My friends were there, alive. Nothing had happened to us. I held their hands very tightly and brought them to my chest, it was then I understood the most sophisticated evolutionary function of the hand was not manipulating tools, but the ability to intertwine with those of other people.

      “Thank you for keeping your heart awake,” Ekar said to me.

      I turned my head to look at his face, and in that instant, I realised, in every cobweb and in all its music, how many faces the forest was home to. When my gaze reached his eyes, I heard the nearby spring, I could have sworn I could hear the singing of the underwater animals, and my heart woke even more because we were understanding things together.

      My cheek adapted perfectly to the hollow of his other hand, it was nothing to do with size, but the moment, the precise moment the hand-form occupying space encountered the cheek-form, close to each other in that space, in that moment.

      I decided to leave that perfect synchronism, the synchronism of touch, alone, because I realised the nature and extension (the ephemeral eternity, infinity in a second) and my body mourned. But that which I am thanked it, kissing my friends’ knuckles; and I turned, curious, ready to continue my discoveries, to try the air that had so often denied me sufficient oxygen. It tasted of honey, flowers, fur and moss, manure and grass. With the tip of my tongue, I kissed its strange inhabitants. I asked it not to abandon me, but the oxygen told me it couldn’t make me that promise.

      I could feel the heat of the Earth on my back, the infinitesimal movement of the tectonic plates. It warmed my legs, stomach, and head. My hands wanted to plunge into the rock like melted lava, I knew it was possible, but it would take so much time, and to do it I would have to disintegrate into the humus with the earthworms.

      I stood suddenly because I felt the desire not to die, not to vanish, and I felt sorry for myself as I realised this was what I sought in all my crazy relationships, in sex, and I let go of a little of my fear of vanishing. I felt Claudia’s generous hand reaching for mine. I heard her even before she spoke to me.

      “Are you all right?”

      I turned my face to answer her and found earthworms, busy, admiring; sparrows up high, conversing amongst themselves in the tree canopies; the tree, congratulating itself on our friendship triangle.

      “I’m fine.” My eyes met hers and I noticed how she and I were two puppies in a pack. We ruffled each other’s hair, we bit each other’s legs, we established our sisterhood in dog language. Ekar laughed like a child, knowing we were dogs, in that moment the time of one of us was that of all three. We were children laughing hard, and we always would. Even though we were who knew where in the forest, the only thing we had to do was link our hands.

      I asked a very big stone, or rather, it asked me, to dance. I don’t know for how long I fluctuated in the air before falling, but Ekar grabbed me and we spun a number of times.

      “Let’s dance with the rock, to its rhythm!” I said, and falling with Claudia, all three of us came to understand something more of geological time. Our mouths filled with the taste of metal oxide, mud, and sulphur. Other temporal sensations suddenly began to arrive, like a new sense that we were capable of experimenting in who knew what part of ourselves.

      It didn’t appear clearly as an event unfolding before our eyes, there weren’t any scenes or anything like that. It was an intuition, we felt it was a fact that was about to happen. The most important revelation was that we could share it if we touched, and winding our hands together we could decipher together those bitter, sweet, or sharp flavours. It was a conversation based on the senses. We were certain we would find the meaning by conversing and that we would do so with our whole bodies, these radio telescopes made of skin, hormones, and bone.

      We fell asleep, holding hands, in the middle of the forest. We had the same dreams, but woke up a number of times, the effect of the flowers coming and going, washing over us like waves in a rising tide. The strongest wave came at midnight. The white light of the stars broke into seven colours, humming gently in the background. We noticed that between one star and another there were fines lines, filaments of a cobweb of light and matter and gas and time. Little by little connections were revealed to us, the weave of past and future events, and we realised the brightest filaments were merely potential futures, possibilities that might change. There was no conviction or sentence, only mutating and multiple probabilities. What eudaimonia.

      Nevertheless, most of those visions and intuitions were terrible. It was a breathtaking spectacle to see that in reality everything was connected, an immense gift—it implied embracing the fullness of compassion. We realised that our skin separated us like the outline of a drawing divides a character from the background of a comic, but on the other hand permitted heat, the essence of things, to permeate through it.

      “Even the bastards are part of it,” we thought at the same time as we wound our fingers together with infinite sorrow because the bad guys would never be touched by the peace and magnificence embodied by a cow. In short, everything was connected: violence, pain, injustice. In order that courage, friendship, and laughter could shine out like supernovas from behind them. Everything propitiated perpetual movement and the birth of the flowers. Including our own minds, but we would understand this better with time.
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      We were late going back because I ended up measuring a pair of specimens of the flower. We returned thrilled and starving. Toribio and Epifania offered us what they had eaten: tlayudas with beans, meat, and cheese. We told them, incredulous that it had all happened that same day, of our run-in with the police, about the way the flowers worked, of the heightened reactivity of all the senses and the matter of time. They didn’t really understand what we were saying, but then it wasn’t even all that clear to us either.

      “There must be someone who knows about this,” Claudia and I insisted.

      “The only thing I’ve ever heard about the flowers, since I was a child, is that it isn’t wise to play with them, nor with toloache nor floripondio, nor with any of the others.”

      “In any case, we need a guide.”

      “What if now it’s you who should be the guides?” said Epifania. “Anyway, I was thinking that ...” She came out of the kitchen bringing a cushion cover embroidered with the words “Let providence protect you” surrounded by flowers like ours, sewn with coloured threads in an attempt to emulate their iridescence. She gave it to us.

      The next day we could feel there wasn’t much left of the hypersensitivity the flower had given us. We went to the beach in Ekar’s wreck of a car straight after having taken a warm leave of Epifania and Toribio.

      “We will see each other many more times,” Epifania assured us. “A little flower told me.”

      However, providence hadn’t finished with us yet. Renewed waves meant we had to stop frequently along the way. We couldn’t keep track of time as each new wave washed over us, leaving us stunned when faced with the fact of being alive, capable of synchronising ourselves with the various melodies of existence. Along the way we listened to OK Computer and Vespertine, perturbed but happy; and when we no longer felt like who we were before, those with the names we called each other by before all of this, we put on Rock en tu idioma Vol. I y II and yelled and danced.

      The ocean scared us. It was a sensory excess that transformed into absence, like death. Its voice was magnificent and the pressure the water exerted on our skin was as pleasant as the moist warmth of one body making its way into another with desire. We lay down on the sand, hands intertwined to receive messages from the sky and the sea. First, we witnessed some probable futures for the three of us, then our weave extended to become part of the possibilities for the whole of humanity.

      “Don’t look,” Ekar said to me suddenly, as if we were watching a horror film. With his free hand, he stroked my head and rested it on his chest. The understanding of what was happening to us wasn’t in our vision, but in our union, our touch, therefore it was inevitable for me to realise the crushing probability that I would die long before either of them. Claudia hugged me. It fell to me to console them, because I’d known it already, before meeting the flower.

      It took a lot of inner courage to watch the very probable agony of the Earth, the illness, the physical and spiritual pain of millions of people, the fires, the disappearance of many animals, and the world’s green areas. The wave of providence ended. We walked along the beach and, as a sort of consolation, we saw some turtles coming and going from the sea to lay their eggs.
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      We were immature and without a guide, but we had been given the seeds. The flower had used me like a bee. I had to spread its seeds and make sure they germinated in other places.

      On our way back, the waves came further apart, allowing us to get back to our everyday selves, and even forget what had happened a little before the next tide arrived, announced by the smell of time. Instead of writing my thesis, I investigated if this providence had ever appeared in some historical archive, but there was nothing about this species. It seemed strange (and sad) that any knowledge about the flower was lost or destroyed. There had to be something somewhere.

      I made providence the centre of my research. I changed topic and advisor. It didn’t disappoint anyone particularly because, on the face of it, this was a species that had never been recorded before—a flower of the Balsaminacae family, genus Impatiens, as I had suspected (Though I had been wrong about the psilocybin. It was a different substance I was going to have to carry on studying). I wanted it to be true. I was happy and believed in the rest of our experience, and I told my new advisor about it all without leaving anything out.

      I was lucky because she was receptive, even though she was frank with her advice. “If you want to carry on studying this, you’ll have to be discreet. Stick to describing it. Create a simple protocol. Be very precise when you talk about the psychoactive part: It produces this effect, and this one, observable and quantifiable in this and that manner.”

      “Will I be able to do that with the perception of time?”

      She looked at me compassionately.

      “My advice is don’t try to explain how it influences the consciousness, say nothing that doesn’t sound like natural science. If you do, they won’t let you continue. Believe me. Do you want some more advice? Don’t do the research alone. Look for people who are already observing what you want to understand.”

      It wasn’t long before I had proof of just how right she was.

      When I talked about it, people asked me why I called the plants entheogenic and not hallucinogenic or narcotic. I explained the terminology created by Wasson et al in 1979 that recognised their use in rituals (etheos, internal god), but they interrupted me saying “that aspect isn’t part of your work.” The road ahead looked long, even though, in a more or less arbitrary manner, we were able to register the plants as Impatiens synchronica, not for the temporal perception I wanted to highlight, but using the handy pretext of its flowering cycle that was connected to the reproductive cycle of a type of beetle. Providence also had an annual cycle in our bodies, our other consciousness flowered in us every year.
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      I graduated only to realise I knew nothing. I found it fascinating to think entheogens worked like chemical keys, turning on latent, rather than extraordinary, processes of perception, even the brain looks for these substances within its own organism as if they were essential. This idea, which had obsessed so many people before me, was silenced by legal restrictions, not only because of its transformative and destabilizing power but because there were those who used this kind of knowledge to create narco-empires of trafficking and death, causing the opposite effect.

      It seems as though our bodies were made for living this experience, it just needs to be set in motion. Through the master plants (including providence) nature is constantly renewing its promise—anybody can have the internal god. Taking these substances must guarantee some evolutionary advantage. It’s no wonder so many cultures have used them in rituals for centuries.

      I asked Epifania for help in finding spiritual masters who could guide me and I met some of the people she suggested. Ekar, Claudia, and I had seen places that psychoactive tourism had already turned into sad spiritual markets. The main roads full of ads offering a shamanic version of self-help through mushrooms, ayahuasca, and peyote.

      It was something obvious, but we only understood it in that moment—to reach the wise people you had to get to know people well, become known by them, and in some way deserve the gift of consciousness, just like it was before those illuminations were uprooted from their context. I didn’t discover anything that hadn’t already been said. The pre-Columbian cultures had developed technologies of consciousness, perfecting the instrument through attentive observation, experimentation, verification, and transmission of the knowledge. This was a precious science, without quantifiable results. It took a lot of effort to destroy the world for which this wisdom had been modelled—it was almost extinct

      It seemed that no one knew anything about Impatiens synchronica. It was as if the flower had bloomed in this century out of nowhere.

      I took it to various masters. Some of them consented to try it to help me to create a kind of guide, a journey route that could show other people how to proceed. Interestingly though, the result wasn’t so different from existing rituals for other substances, and they overlooked elements that for me were fundamental: navigation through time, communion through touch.

      When I asked their advice for experimenting with it fully, one of them simply shrugged and said, “I don’t know. Maybe this flower now belongs to your time, not mine.”
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      Time passed. Claudia, sensible as always, dedicated herself to building a tranquil life and home where she could welcome dogs, cats, and the people dear to her. Ekar became a lawyer (and Buddhist), he married and had children. Even now we found time for each other in the middle of all this productivity, the blockages and downpours of the city to meet up amidst the tides of providence, take each other by the hand, and understand together that which we knew by intuition would happen, and find, in the most remote possibilities, ways of moving forward. We came down from our rituals joking. We called it the “shamanism of friendship.”

      Despite bad health getting in the way of field trips, I continued to conduct research into the composition of the flower, its cycles and effects, like when and where the seeds sprouted, disobedient (or obeying climatic change) in all latitudes as if they were an urgent biological telegram.

      It was clear that the world was unravelling, it could be seen in the Biology and Earth Science departments, eternally ignored Cassandras, but at the same time, in parallel with the academic discussions, an underground interdisciplinary group was forming around the environmental emergency and entheogens. There were people from the faculties of Medicine, Chemistry, Anthropology, and Physics, all sharing information and experiences. They didn’t know about Impatiens synchronica. I shared my knowledge, for science it meant nothing: it dealt with time without equations, chemistry without formulas, consciousness without studies on brain waves. To my surprise, they welcomed my words with curiosity and pleasure. They were as tired as I was with the limits set by scientists, they offered approximations, data, and hypotheses that opened up possibilities.

      “It is not nature’s fault if it is infinite. It is our fault because we want to limit it to only that which can be quantified,” said one of the researchers who’d had a piece refused on nano-neurology in which she speculated on the quantistic possibility that psychedelic substances (as the radical materialists of the group preferred to call them) were molecular machines capable of enhancing the synapses to light speed. This could allow us to perceive time, matter, and the universe itself at all of its levels of complexity. They were theories that would have irritated anyone except us. Vegans, rabbis, shamans, theologians, and artists joined the group. We made sure we criticised everything that smacked of New Age, although we admitted the contradiction of what might seem like crossover.

      I yearned for the next tide of providence to share all of this with Ekar and Claudia, but the combination of gradual deforestation, ferocious rains, atmospheric pollution, and the ever more aggressive mutations of seasonal virus strains had suddenly fenced in the entire population, especially the biologically imperfect like me.

      Open-air life and human contact had become lethal.

      The restrictions on movement had become more and more severe.

      Rather than meeting the public’s most urgent health and supply needs, new problems emerged that needed to be dealt with: devastation of nature, accelerating loss of food sources, mental disorders caused by isolation, and the decreasing world population.

      The four horsemen of our apocalypse.

      Even though I knew my announced death was closing in, that it was only a question of time, fear overtook me. What’s more, I was going to experience the last tide of the flower alone.

      I felt I had failed as a scientist (I had never managed to make others listen to the warnings, or enable my knowledge of a flower to improve the world), as a human being (a predatory species that praises beauty even as it annihilates it) and as a person (I had dedicated my life to trying to understand, but there was so much solitude and I didn’t feel the peace I had always desired).

      The telephone rang. I knew it was Ekar even before seeing his name on the screen.

      “It’s time! Have you felt it already?”

      His voice triggered the molecular machine, the annual blooming of providence, but we couldn’t smell it yet. As we waited we discussed the fear and anguish I was feeling.

      “Help me understand,” I asked him in a strangled voice.

      “We cannot be separated if we are one thing. We are divided for a while by our skin, nothing else. This is what the flower, the tree, the cow, the stars told us, I mean, this is what we said to each other ... don’t you remember?”

      Then I remembered and the implications seemed clear—two particles, however far apart they are in time and space, can influence each other in a simultaneous synchronised way. If everything is connected, then shouldn’t we be able to reach each other, condition each other, touch each other? To have the certainty, even just before dying, that solitude does not exist?

      The smell appeared as if in reply.

      “I’m about to add Claudia to the call, are you ready?”
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      We were three forms of existence encapsulated in a radio telescope of skin, hormones, and bone. I searched in ephemeral eternity, the internal infinity of a second, this moment of time, the precise instant in which those hand-forms occupying their space encountered other hand-forms. Claudia’s voice intertwined her fingers with mine and Ekar’s, and together, laughing hard in the forest of the world, we understood the restrained hope, the evolutionary advantage, the providential miracle of the synchronism of touch.

    

    
      
      

      1 Content Warning: Drug use, References to a pandemic

      

      2 Chilangos (chilangas for girls) is the name given to people who live in Mexico City.
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        Content Warnings1

      

      

      My spirit aches. Reality is severed. I’m trapped in a glass room. Time is water, streaming by. I’m underwater in the current of time, watching time float by. My hand on the room’s thick glass, unable to shatter it, unable to get out. Even if I escape, time will drown me.

      Time. Will. Drown. Me. So I slump back. Remain trapped. Watch everything outside evolve. Inside, my age bends and moves and mutilates me, yet I’m frozen, paralyzed in my body, in this glass submarine, as I wait for my subconscious to arrive. To arrive and save me. Hoping, thinking, How did I get here? Will I get out?
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      I hustle into the elevator to my flat apartment as my phone fires a hellish noise in my handbag. I punch Floor 20 and stare at my reflection in the interior’s mirrors: fright-wide eyes lined with kohl, curly crochet braids, and a tired face screaming for sleep. Situated in the CBD of Gaborone, my three-bed apartment’s located in one of the high-end towers, which is an awful copy-and-paste design of a French building I never remember the name of that a girl like me would’ve never been capable to rent, going for the tune of two million pula, which explains the cliché line of gold-digging men wanting to suck me—but, no thanks, I can get that for free. The building’s parallel to the noisemakers of ongoing roadwork constructions that flank the CBD, tractors pulling in and out of the highway, stamped with the emblem of a Chinese construction company; we don’t build our city, it belongs not to us. A storm of sunset-tinged dust from the roadworks sneezes into the horizon.

      My cellphone enters a deafening screeching silence then restarts, squalling. Fuck. I press my fingers against my skull as if to crack it from its anxiety. If I don’t answer, she’ll yap my head off after successfully hunting me down. She turns into a fucking, clingy devil if you ignore her. And the little yellowbone is 4-foot-7, eight inches shy of my height, but she terrifies me when she’s loaded. That mouth of hers. Jesus. Don’t be fooled by those Peruvian weaves, the sweet smiles, the soft voice, and those bikini body shots she takes on some Durban beach. She’s a literal ‘slay’ queen.

      So I stare at the caller ID, Larona, and brace myself as I answer, “Ek se ntwana. What it do?”

      “What it fucking do?” Her high-pitched voice scratches my nerves. “You fucking made him brain dead.”

      “We are not responsible nor liable for any damage or death—”

      “Fuck your indemnity clause,” she shouts so that I have to distance my cellphone from my ear. “What the hell am I going to tell the wife?” she asks.

      “That he was actually a loyal recluse. He’s not hiding any money. His business deals are legit—”

      “Damn it, girl, this was not supposed to happen. If they find out this shit, the wife will be an accomplice, she’ll lose everything.”

      “Collateral damage. I’m sure she knew what she was signing on.”

      “Fuck.” Some shuffle. “I’m too old to be cleaning up this shit.”

      “Doll, twenty-seven ain’t old.”

      “One thing I know is it’s too young to end up in prison. Do they still hang people around here?”

      “Nah, I think that’s just for murderers.”

      “Good, ‘cause even if we get caught, they can’t nail murder on us. I can’t handle hanging. Prison, maybe, I can do.” I hear her tapping something, a nervous tic.

      “Dude, chill, we’re hundreds. There’s no trail leading back to us. It’s just a Dreamport fuck up. That’s the founding company’s problem, not ours. I’m sure their PR team’s on it already.”

      “Look, the woman just wants to make sure he’s not hiding any money. She’s endured too much for too many decades to be shut up by a divorce proceeding and a le-fourteen mistress.”

      “Uh-huh,” I say, staring at the numbers of each floor light up as the elevator passes them. “Like the millions she’s got aren’t ‘milliony’ enough for her because he’s hiding—what?—a few more millions?”

      “Rich people problems, man, angazi. Woman was telling me she wants to bag this politician. I asked her, ‘But what about his wife?’ She straight-up said, ‘Just a little speedbump these wifey things.’”

      I double over laughing.

      She sighs. “You sure there was nothing shady you could find in his memories?”

      “Nix.”

      We access the dreams to access their secrets and memories, the corners of their minds where they hide things.

      The elevator doors ding open and I make my way onto the thick carpeted floors of the hallways, catching sight of a young Indian couple sashaying cozily into one of the suites and a Motswana man wearing some fong kong shiny suit dazzling an impressionable woman in a sequined tiny dress in that cheap way g-city guys do by naming every materialistic thing they own. Plus he has the fuckboy haircut.

      “I sent you his memories that I was able to download,” I say.

      “Ja, got them. I’ve meeting with the widow-to-be. I’m sure she’ll be happy with the evidence we’ve obtained. Anyway, listen.” A long pause. The notorious kind that means she’s set me up for something I won’t like. “A frantic woman’s been calling me non-stop. She’s very desperate, tjatjarag and all. Apologies in advance, but I gave her your physical address.” Ag, a tjatjarag with their notorious too-forward blabber. Great.

      I stop at door 67. “What the fuck?”

      “She’s not crazy. Just a bit desperate with a dash of mal.”

      “A dash of mal is the essential ingredient for a nuclear bomb.”

      “What harm could she do?”

      “The same kinda harm that we pretty little girls have racked up—enough to make balls squirm.”

      “Ugh, gross. Besides you owe me for this brain-dead fuck up I have to clean. Anyway, I just apped you a brief on her.”

      My cell buzzes excitedly at the arrival of the brief. I shake my head and hang up. I unlock the door and find the timid, scared-looking woman with a chiskop—a shiny bald head—sitting on my beige sectional couch, hugging a handbag like it’s a pet. Unfortunately for her, the house doesn’t appeal to guests at the moment. Sliding doors open to the balcony, where a couple of guys are having a young party, hooked on hookahs and some stash. A couple’s beside her snogging, probably three hours high, attempting to undress each other. I understand why they’ve chosen this couch, the rest of the rooms are monopolized by threesomes. Except for my bedroom, which’s always locked.

      My roommate, an ex of an ex that I both slept with, sidles toward me, donning the famous fuckboy haircut. One night he was crying, saying that I used him for sex when I asked for the rent. Called him out on the message he’d sent his china straight after our coitus telling him that he’d finally bagged me. Guys in this city be good in playing victim.

      “Eita,” he says, nodding a hi. “Got a young case on me. Let’s turn up tonight. I’ve invited bo Mike over to tjukutja the night away.” He sways his hips in lieu of the word tjukutja, and let me tell you, this guy is a mean dancer.

      “Nope, I don’t want to fuck.”

      He clasps his beer tighter. “Technically, I’m your whore.”

      “True that.”

      “You really don’t bullshit around.”

      “Bullshitting’s for lovers.” I stare at his mates. “I’m good, brah. Just gonna pass out.”

      “About the rent ...” He scratches the back of his neck in the embarrassed way that a guy in this city will never admit to their unfortunate circumstances. “Salary’s a bit delayed.”

      I wave him off. “Ja, ja. S’cool, brah. No problem.”

      He smiles. Winks at his mates, who chuckle. “A’ight, catch you later.”

      The woman stands up. “Kefilwe?” she asks, confirming my name.

      “That’s me.” I put my palm up, putting her on pause for whatever baggage she’s about to vomit as I read up on her from the brief Larona sent me:

      
        
        Client Portia Lesedi: mid-30s, married, female. She’s riddled with the panic that any second now HR will call her from her “embarrassing office cubicle,” terminating her diplomatically due to her sex scandal circulating the internet. The woman’s already losing her hair that she did a big-chop.

      

        

      
        Target: a professional catfisher with ten years of experience. She’s one of twenty-three women on his roster. Has about ten avatars, spliced from others’ personalities he shuffles through like worn-out clothes.

      

        

      
        Problem: She sexted him. Sent in some nudes. Full of regrets blah blah blah.

      

        

      
        On-the-plus side: Her Dreamport had linked with his at one point, which can give us access to him.

      

      

      “Not to be rude,” I say, looking up at her, “Just grant me access to your Dreamport for three days and I’ll handle everything.”

      Her mouth hangs open, incredulous. I suppose she’d scripted a self-pity shem skepsel spiel. Shem skepsel, a poor little creature. But now this little bitch of an actress—me—is refusing to play her role. “But what if he’s already uploaded shots of me … on, like …” she looks away, whispers, “… porn sites or something? Modimo, my children can’t have a mother for a porn star.”

      Her fingers nervously wring her handbag.

      “Nothing wrong with porn stars,” I say.

      She edges back like I’ve insulted her. Larona does say I lack the sense for such things.

      “Don’t worry,” I add. “I’ll handle it.”

      “What’s your rate—I mean … I don’t have much …”

      “Pro bona.” I do it for free, to nail the fuckers, not nail the women with a huge bill.

      She sighs, cries. “If you ever need anything …”

      I nod, waving aside the comment. I’ve been offered babies before, no lie. “Just give me access.”

      “Right, right.” She hustles her cellphone from her handbag, starts tapping manically. I tsk. She should be careful about linking her personal cellphone to her Dreamport, should it get stolen, she’s done for.

      In my handbag, my other smartphone vibrates—the one that manipulates my for-official-work Dreamport—with the highlighted slogan and flood of messages I need to wade through: Portia Lesedi DRPRT wants to connect with you. Accept? I accept. A message pops up on my screen: Syncing in process. Please do not switch off your Dreamport during this stage. I’m sure it’s all lit up and green in my bedroom working away, always on auto mode.

      I give a good old customer care smile. “Done. I’ll be in touch.”

      Anxiety depletes life from her face, and her mouth plops open again. “But how will I know that you obtained everything from him?”

      “I’ll be in touch,” I say, hustling her toward the front door.

      She pauses on the threshold. “I know this sounds stupid, being married and all, but I really did love him, as fake as he was.” Teary-eyed, she stares at me like I’m capable of giving hugs. So I pat her on the shoulder to conclude the conversation and she stares at me in the same disappointed way that my mother’s eyes throw daggers at me because I refuse to suck our culture’s patriarchal dick every time I decline to service the men at any of our traditional family events.

      Just as the door shuts, my Dreamport’s smartphone starts humming, heating up; once the little fucker senses a couple of friends within my vicinity because of their nearby devices it’s horny for attention, thinks: potential customers! Its audio beacons that allow cross-communication between devices want to not only share what I bought and where, but wants to advertise shit you don’t need but manipulates you into needing. Its ad pours out of my device’s screen and fills the living room catching the young party out on the balcony. And as part of the discounted purchase I made on my Dreamport I have to let it play out to an old memory, which makes the job easier for the store. A whole six years of this nonsense and I’ll be good, free of ads.

      The ad’s disembodied male voice starts its line of gab. “We interrupt your day to bring you a once-in-a-lifetime deal!”

      Cue-in the recorded memory of the day of my purchase as the guys lean back on their camp chairs, glugging their beers, watching the memory-ad as I, too, watch myself in the visuals, third person:

      “Feeling lonely, bored, or uninspired?” the voice continues. “Dreamport allows consumers to manufacture their dreams into a new reality where anyone anywhere in the world can join, subscribe, and interact with each user’s Dreamport or even link one another’s into a network, a community. Create your own universe, events, games, or lover’s network.” The slogan expands out into the screen: “Dreamport: the new way to be social. Purchase with a once-off lifetime fee prior to our upgrade date that will have new users subscribing for a monthly fee. Your mind is the new web …”

      Kefilwe gets bored and signs up. Wonders why it needs WiFi. Doesn’t matter, as long as its source of power is not electricity but her, somehow. At least, it’s not outfitted with cords and connection ports, just buttons and LED lights. Instead, she’s meant to embed two thumb-sized circular plates to her temples that will somehow connect her mind to the device, an interface of some sort or something like that, the sales representative mentioned, as she stared at his tight belt strangling his beer belly.

      His grubby fingers fingered his buzzcut as he spoke. “It’s a wireless connection to you. The real you.”

      “Right,” she mused as they stood in one of the aisles of the electronics store, towering with shelves stocked with printers.

      “The ‘you’ hidden within this shell of a body,” he emphasized. “But drink at least two glasses of water before use. And make sure you only use it when you go to sleep—not when you’re awake, driving, or utilizing machinery.”

      She stroked the glossy knee-high box of the Dreamport as she listened to him.

      “Crimes in dreams are legal.” Then he gestured with his hands in a casual manner. “It’s still a bit of unregulated territory so you can get away with anything, provided it endangers no one outside.”

      She just stared, slow on the uptake.

      He sighed. “If you get your dreams and our reality mixed up, there are obviously consequences to what you do in this world and not the Dreamport’s one, which is why you can’t use it when you’re awake.” Appearing uncomfortable, he wiped at the sweat forming on his forehead with a checkered handkerchief he’d procured from his chino pants’ back pocket. Then he leaned in, whispering, “So make sure, if you, like, say, commit murder or I don’t know, rape someone, that it happens in the Dreamport’s world.”

      She gasped. Stumbled back like he’d clocked her. Eyes widened by shock.

      “What. The. Fuck?”

      He shrugged. “I know. Crazy people out there. Not that I believe in that. But that’s the most common question we get in our FAQ, just wanted to get that out of the way in case you were keen.”

      “In murdering or raping someone? What the fuck you think I am?”

      “I wasn’t insinuating that you are that type,” he added. “I’m just listing out the pros of using our machine.” He sighed. “Once you’ve finished a sleep session, waking up automatically deactivates it. Remove the Dreamport’s connective plates and place them in a dry area away from direct sunlight, otherwise, they’ll become defective.”

      “How do I sign out without waking up?” she asked.

      He swallowed like he was praying she wouldn’t ask that question. A nervous laugh escaped his mouth. He wiped at the sweat pooling in his deep-set eyelids. “Why would you want to wake up?” He smiled, evading it successfully. “This is heaven for a couple of bucks. Most users have connected themselves permanently and receive high commissions by allowing us to rent out their bodies, which tackles that atrophy mayhem. We consider them as our ambassadors. You can be one too. For that, you get this at a 50 percent discount.”

      “Uh, no thanks.”

      His tablet glowed and he looked down at it with a satisfied grin. “Ah, I’ve just received your medical assessment by one of our doctors. You’re in the clear. No allergies. And you’re compatible with our merchandise.” He looked up at her. “The Dreamport releases a medicated mist to synchronize you to its system. Has some sedative qualities that assists with your sleep sessions. Don’t worry, it works in the way of safety assurance of emetic drugs—the safety ejection is triggered if you’ve surpassed your stipulated duration time. It won’t affect you during the day. Now.” He stared at the tablet, finger at the dip in his chin, musing. “Make sure you’ve already vetted anyone you want to invite into your Dreamport. They typically carry a green dot next to their username. Vetting means we’ve also done a background check, such as prior criminal activities, domestic violence, sex offenders, pedophiles, et cetera. We allow in every type of user, even non-vetted ones. The verified ones are like prime real estate, meaning they’re high on the trust hierarchy, and they have access to more benefits, making them more powerful.” He leaned in secretively. “You kind of have to sign away a lot of your privacy to opt-in to that scheme. Would you like us to vet you?”

      “That sounds expensive. Paying with my privacy, I mean.”

      “Well, procuring safety is expensive.”

      “What of my privacy will I be losing?”

      “Same as when you host your body, for security purposes of course, in case we may need to take motor control of your body.”

      Ahhh, like the Guest & Host app.

      “You won’t be losing anything. We value your privacy. You’ll be gaining high security. You’ll know you’re in safe hands if you’re interacting with a vetted person as opposed to someone who isn’t,” he continued. “In the Dreamport world, you’re typically able to differentiate vetted users from unverified users by their crystal-clear avatar, which stands for transparency. The blurry images of unverified users are a constant reminder that you may be dealing with a duplicitous person …”

      The memory-ad’s colorful world petered out from the living room as the guys lost focus and started dancing on the balcony, the beat of the bass drawing high into the night …
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      “I don’t care if people call me a slut, prostitute, or a sinner,” I say, lying on my bed, leg crossed against my thigh. “Insults don’t pay for survival, surviving does.” My phone buzzes. “Chommie, hold up. Just got a text on my Dreamport’s phone. Listen, I’ll call you back, soon-soon.”

      I can feel Larona’s eye roll over the phone. “You’re still on that shit-tourism Guest & Host app aren’t you? Man, what a way to waste your Dreamport points. You realize those Guests are only exploiting you, right? No need to be a sellout, man.”

      “Girl, I’m en vogue. If I’m exploited, I might as well gain from these exploits. Call me a sellout, but I don’t care as long as it pays this big,” I say.

      “Ijo, sharpo mma,” she says in lieu of a goodbye, but I cling to the call because her goodbyes are never the final word. “But please get me that asshole’s number, I really want to fuck him over.”

      I cough-laugh out my wine, staining my bedspread with blood-red drops.

      “What? I’m bored!” she says, laughing. “If he has a girlfriend, then I’ll take whoever is the easiest between them.”

      “Right. Man, I gotta go. Talk soon.”

      My Dreamport’s smartphone lights up again, and I get that lighthearted, cheerful feeling that my bank account is about to be happy. I access it with a fingerprint scan and slide past the welcome page’s offer: Host your body today and get 100 points for your first three services …  Destination: Cape Town, London, Thailand, Morocco, New York … cultural experience … and more! Sign up today! I scroll through the flood of messages.

      
        
        Thabang: ASL?

      

      

      Not even a hello. Only interested in my age, sex, and location—identifiers that will determine if I’m worth the pursuit. I dip out, unsatisfied at the type of Guests interested in my services, especially non-vetted ones. Anyway, age is nothing but how young you look. Tweaked mine down by four years, which puts me at the most sought-for 22-26 age group, besides that of ethnicity and location if one were to cherry-pick.

      I check the next message.

      
        
        Sad&Lonely: Feeling lonely, just looking for a fake date, fake relationship, but must feel real. Period: 6 months, occasionally once a week. Requests: be goofy and loving, tell me you love me each time. Send me cute pictures. Ask me how my day is. Not looking for sex tbh.

      

      

      I swipe reject and scroll down to my repeat subscriber.

      
        
        Tsholofelo: Eita, I’m back! I told some chick that I’m a chick, so I’m looking for a female host. You’re gonna need to change your age to 29. Nothing kinky, just casual coffee date. S/O female, 27, resides in Moshupa. 1 hour max, keep the meter running if it’s all good. Otherwise, automate your Dreamport to rescind the deal if it’s not the real makoya, will pay double. You know the drill.

      

      

      The real makoya. Is anything ever the real deal online? S/O. A significant other I’m not interested in pursuing.

      
        
        Me: Sorry, china, I’ve an engagement. Raincheck.

      

        

      
        Tsholofelo: Wtf? Didn’t you say you were eyeing some offshore property? Sounds like you’re a few hundred thousand bucks short.

      

        

      
        Me: I’ve jobs lined up that will close that financial gap.

      

        

      
        Tsholofelo: I knew you’d one day blow and be too big for folk like us. What job is it anyway?

      

      

      I bluetick him as I scroll to the big job I’ve been waiting for.

      I read the double pre-authorization messages. A potential guest wants to connect with your Host services. View? I thumb the view button. Ian & Sue Briar want to send you a message. Hit accept or reject. I hit accept. Jesus, want my lung too just to access this?

      I read the title of the message first and squirm: NEW GUEST LOOKING FOR A WILD AFRICAN EXPERIENCE. Oh dear God of mine, let me adjust my no-judgement settings. Good thing is they’re vetted, so they’re completely safe. I take a deep breath and lean against my headboard. When I open the message, the long paragraph sends me reeling; they’re located somewhere in the UK and are using the site’s typical request format.

      
        
        Ian & Sue Briar

      

        

      
        We’re looking to travel to Africa, explore the savanna, wild animals, etc. We want a high-end Black female host. (We’ve seen some poor-looking ones online. We really want someone who’s fashionable with impeccable taste.)

      

        

      
        Age: 25-28.

      

        

      
        Body type: fit and sexy and very Black.

      

        

      
        Location: Okavango, Maldives, Mozambique, Cape Town. Flight and all expenses paid for a four-day trip.

      

        

      
        Specifications: We request the Host have no restrictions; all bare. Needed ASAP.

      

        

      
        About us: We’ve been married for thirty-five years. Mid-60s, looking for a youthful adventure as we can’t physically travel due to health issues.

      

        

      
        S/O: Male host obtained. He’s medium-rare, 27, Zambian, and already vetted for diseases so he’s 100% clean.

      

        

      
        Remarks: We see that you update your health docs on the regular. Thank you for this, you wouldn’t imagine the other Hosts who don’t recognize the need for this—your customer service is on a par with the best!

      

        

      
        Rate: We’re paying in euro, so don’t overcharge given the lower power of your currency. Of course, we’ll pay thrice your highest baseline commission. And we tip very well!

      

        

      
        On-the-menu: Female host must know at least four African languages (our grandchild’s father is Zambian, so preferably that, we’re hungry for new cultures). Musts: Natural hair (sorry we have a thing against chemicals, we’re very organic, sustainable people). Vegan (we know you people have a thing for killing animals, so none of that during our experience).

      

        

      
        Lastly, we prefer a Host who’s not in a relationship due to a past traumatizing kerfuffle. If you are in one, tell us now and don’t waste our time. We’re not keen on those jealousy hoo-hahs.

      

        

      
        Housekeeping details: We normally trial-run our Hosts, but you came highly recommended—we highly trust our source. We’ve hired two Hosts to surveil and exercise our bodies during our time away. Our family is preparing a special cozy family-only engagement at our estate for our granddaughter, and we’d like to arrive the night before so we’re well-rested for the event.

      

      

      I set the Dreamport’s smartphone aside. Exhale. What the fuck does very Black even mean? I roll my eyes at the insulting “no diseases” part and the inability to decipher their son-in-law’s Zambian dialect. The S/O is medium-rare, meaning he’s not thoroughly S&M-cooked (lol, I know) and has no experience in non-vanilla sexual requests but is willing to try. They must have liked something about him to choose him. I’m medium-well if you were interested. I don’t have time for niceties and back-and-forth conversations, I’m not a therapist, this is a simple Host transaction. I’ve earned enough stars and money to get away with this. Assuming they’ve read my non-negotiable safety policy, I forward it to them for signing with a prompt to make the 50 percent deposit. They remark with an elated emoji with the words: Our source did tell us you’re a straight shooter. I’ll be sending you the connection link in a couple of hours. Upgrade fees already paid.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The house party dies around two a.m. as I’m making preparations to travel to Okavango, packing and the lot, so that at ten a.m. my body’s well-rested for the flight. And I code in instructions for my body’s interim-Host’s routine for tomorrow’s schedule before Sue’s arrival into my body. As a Guest, when Sue’s settled in my body, I’ll be online in the Dreamport’s world remedying Portia’s problems whilst my body’s earning my keep.

      My Dreamport’s smartphone lights up: Susan Briar is requesting permission for the following for four days. When the four-day trip expires at seven p.m., Susan Briar will be immediately ejected. I accept and my Dreamport lights green at the connection. A digitized version of my body rotates below the permission request. Susan Briar’s Dreamport wants access to your body via your Dreamport. Allow or Reject. I hit accept. I sigh at the next stage. To personalize Susan Briar’s experience please permit access to the following:

      
        
        Eyes: Grants the user visual perception and for capturing data. Data is stored in our cloud servers and deleted after 30 days. We value your privacy. Data may be shared with third parties to enhance and optimize your experience. Permitting this also grants Susan Briar access and control of your internal and external organs.

      

        

      
        Voice: Allows the Guest to use your voice.

      

        

      
        Reproductive Organs: Allows the Guest to manage and participate in sexual activities whilst adhering to your house rules. Note: permitting this denies the Guest procreation rights as set in your house rules.

      

        

      
        Mind: Allows the users to store a portion of their memories during their stay to be returned to them as a video souvenir. Permitting this denies the Guest access to your mind-data and any other relevant personal belongings.

      

        

      
        Identity: Allows the Guest to exploit your identity as per the house rules. Permitting this disassociates your identity and personal information with the Guest’s actions during the four-day stay. Disables Guests from gaining access to personal property and finances and offers protection against identity theft. Ensures that Hosts aren’t liable for criminal actions conducted by the Guest during their stay.

      

      

      I take thirty minutes going through the permission list, making sure nothing’s changed since the last time. And it’s not like any of these points are negotiable. I have to accept everything. If I reject anything, I can’t use the Guest & Host app, which means there is no deal, and I don’t get to make my big bucks.

      I read the note at the end of the list: The Guest will be immediately evacuated from your body if they go against your house rules as per the ones you’ve submitted. We strongly advise you regularly update them.

      The safety rules avoid the off-chance of finding my body decapitated upon my return. A very expensive insurance I paid that some Hosts overlook at a very severe consequence; one Host found one of their limbs missing, and another’s kidney was stolen, no lie.

      Finally, after that tedious process of accepting everything, the final message appears: ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT TO GRANT POSSESSION OF YOUR BODY TO SUSAN BRIAR?

      A tiny tremor of an internal voice sends warning signals, not in the form of words, but a shiver down my spine and sweat speckles my forehead. Every single time this message comes on I get nauseous and scared. I’ve always 100 percent fulfilled the Host service with the safe return of my body. And it always fucks my mind over how quickly foreigners can obtain possession of our bodies faster than we can obtain a visa to another African state or body. But like I said, if I’m exploited, I might as well gain from these exploits. So I hit accept.

      Ten minutes later, Sue apps me.

      
        
        Ian & Sue: The site was a bit of a finicky process, but we managed to action the deposit. That concludes today’s business.

      

        

      
        Me: I hope you enjoy your stay.
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      At three a.m., my already-vetted, already-obtained medium-rare S/O Tepwanji messages me.

      
        
        Tepwanji: Ian and Sue will only be available around lunchtime. We could do a reconnaissance of the place, chat at the bar, ride a mokoro …

      

        

      
        Me: Don’t take this personally, but this is business. I’ll do my stuff, you’ll do yours.

      

        

      
        Tepwanji: Oh, ok. No problem. I just thought since we’re going to get intimate and all …

      

        

      
        Me: Whatever happens when I’m not in my body stays outside my mind.

      

        

      
        Tepwanji: Wait, your mind doesn’t capture these moments? Attack you with them occasionally?

      

        

      
        Me: When I leave my body, I leave it, it’s no longer mine. Y’all stay clinging to it. How you expect to be fine after that?

      

        

      
        Tepwanji: Well, uh, thanks for the tip. So where will you mind-vacate whilst they’re using your body?

      

      

      Damn, they got a tjatjarag S/O. I’m not getting paid for this. So I bluetick him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Dreamport, a sleek motherfucker. White, portable, measures 15 x 9 x 20 inches (LxWxH), roughly 6,000 grams. Voice and mind-controlled. Its power source is my body. Dreamports are vampiric, sucking data, battery, and spiritual bandwidth. It sits by my bedside with a timer set to eject the Guest at the appropriate time. A Xhosa friend recommended the ubulawu plant, and I’ve no fucking clue to its equivalent Setswana name. She’d advised it’s best to consume it like tea when using the Dreamport, for security purposes and agency. Gives the sessions potency. The first time I used it, it materialized a kill switch in my Dreamport sessions, nothing I ever intend to put my body through.

      I lie on my bed with the Dreamport’s connection plates affixed to my forehead and the LED light turns from red to mauve. Slowly, the tea relaxes my body into a deep sleep serenaded by the Dreamport’s self-selected track.
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      I wake up in a dark, cuboid room, the interchange between both worlds, encased in a lucid husk with a tinge of warm light bleeding through its skin, like sunlight seeping into closed eyelids. Permits easy transport. It has two doors, one leading back to my body, titled: Kefilwe Kgosi, my name—the door, gilt-edged with the dust of sleep. The other door leads to Portia’s Dreamworld and alternatively her catfishing boyfriend’s dream-mind. Two doors separated by a chamber space, like a mantrap security door. Other users just want to slip smack-dab into the mosh pit of their nightmares or the syrupy quality of a dream. I’m still in-between sleep and lucid-feeling. Sometimes I choose to sit in this nothingness space, a feeling of emptiness, no remark, no ripple of emotions. They say you stay in here too long and you forget being human; some have eroded themselves into dust here, manifested daggers, all sorts of weapons to make the killing easier, whilst their bodies lay comatose, dripping and evaporating life into the atmosphere. The insurers would come with their policies, proffer out the payouts, and take what belongs to them: the body, written off, but still recyclable, still worthy to earn them paybacks.

      Outside the cube, planted on its façade is the kill switch. A hand-sized black rectangular lever. If I’m ever compromised, all I’d need to do is pull it down. There’s a reason it’s not inside the cube—the cube is a metaphor for safety. The only reason you’d end outside the cube is because someone has stolen access to your body. “If you ever use the kill switch, your body will instantly be paralyzed, trapping whoever’s in there,” my Xhosa comrade offered. “That means no one goes in or out of your body. Bad news is you can never return to your body.”

      I shiver at the thought of that. I look back at my name-door that will lead me back to myself, and I know behind it is the pillowy dark ether I will float into as the waters tide me into my body. I always wondered why these doors were labeled in our names as if we didn’t know ourselves or the path back to ourselves. Maybe we don’t really know who we truly are.

      The air is thickening with sleep, making it slower to wade through to Portia’s door. A fraction of concentration and I manipulate my limbs and arms dream-wise. I stretch out my arms, grip through the air-thick fabric, and drag my feet through this viscosity until, finally, I reach the cold sharpness of Portia’s doorknob. Drag it open into blinding light.

      A plaza, midway between three glinting skyscrapers. Most of them act as a safe for Portia’s memories and secrets. One of them a doorway that will allow me to riffle through her ex-boyfriend’s data to extract what he has on her before he ultimately uploads it or blackmails her. I find myself standing in a line that will lead into one of her buildings. But the line crawls forward slowly as the guards assess each individual.

      Time is a knee-backward being. Rain drips back to the sky, a blue-stirred canvass broken up by speeding clouds. Standing in the paved courtyard preceding the building, I eye the skies, anxious and trying to resuscitate my courage. I only have about three days, which here can last three seconds or weeks, depending on the worldbuilders of this world. It’s not my Dreamport so it’s not oriented around my activities. Anything redundant, it speeds up to the next plot point, and that could happen anytime. Finally, the man before me in line is processed by the guards, proffers an irritated sigh as he picks up his luggage, enters the building. I shuffle forward to be scanned, useless theatrics in this reality. I’m already logged in, authorized, but this double verification is necessary for the worldbuilders, the investors, and owners for consumers who backtrack, armored with lawyers, spitting lawsuits and counter-sues. This is a safety measure for them and their profits. The clock standing over the plaza shows me the time in the real world. I gasp. About seven hours have passed, meaning Susan’s in my body already. I’ve been in line for seven hours? No, I shouldn’t worry.

      “Mma,” the guard says. Face blurred, of course he’s not vetted.

      “Hang on, I have them somewhere,” I say, patting my million pockets.

      The guard’s eyes protrude in shock. “You don’t have your fingerprints on your person? Askies, mma,” he apologizes, “but I can’t let you in without a scan. That’s the policy.” He points overhead to their neon board’s privacy policy: OPT-IN ACCESS ONLY. Beneath it, tiny text: We value your privacy, your information is safe with us.

      Liars, fucking liars. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for other users’ property misusing people’s data, which means it’s the worldbuilder’s property now. The wind stirs into my lungs. I gasp. A Fela Kuti song blows the wind eastward. The sun should be high, warding toward the west, but it’s slowly slipping away from the sky. Seismic vibrations roar beneath the soles of my shoes and I know I’m done for. Something’s wrong. My subconscious is trying to extract me. But why? If it does, it’ll jeopardize everything and probably destroy our access and connection to Portia’s ex. Don’t panic or else it’ll make it worse. Worse is me being lost in here forever.

      I inhale, exhale. Not that I need to breathe in here. It’s all for theatrics. But I hope the meditative ritual will relax my rising panic. Something’s wrong. And my mind knows that. Will throw me out into a different environment that feels safe. A different reality. My panic ensues; the three towers, ground, and sky bicker with the surrounding air in a dizzying fashion into a mutated explosion that ensnares me into a new reality.

      I wake to find myself standing at the bus stop. I’m a heartbeat away from a cataclysmic mental breakdown. Must gain control of the situation. I quickly absorb the surrounding noise of hooting combis. A blurry beggar, ‘fro dusty, clothes baggy, stakes out his hand in my personal space, shaking it for coins. I pat my pockets again. Shake my head.

      The beggar spits at me, mutters, “Fotseke.” A literal fuck you. A derogative targeted toward dogs to chase them away. I burn with anger. He raises his hand as if to strike me. He’s blurry, which means he ain’t prime, that means he’s a slave to the physics of all worlds, so I bedazzle him by ducking in the way of a heavyweight’s dance, dodging a right hook. He sways, realizing the stunning value of gravity, even in this world, because he’s unlike the prime people, who are indispensable, untouched by such physics.

      I backtrack, to step back into the interchange. Scream “Home. Take me home now.” Even the words don’t trigger me back to the Dreamport’s interchange. Something’s wrong.

      A skinny condai, a combi conductor for a Tlokweng Route 5 combi hollers, “Mabebeza, vatsay? Mainmall, UB?”

      I hate it when strangers call me babes. And I ain’t heading anyway to the old central business district or the University of Botswana. I need to get back to my body. I feel like my subconscious is about to attack me, so I shake my head, speed-walk past him, hands deep in my windbreaker. Combis rumble, spitting smoke. A man frog-marches an old woman, bickering where’s she going, shouting, “Climb this one, sisi.” Birds flicker to the sky, picking it apart with their beaks, sending bits of clouds flailing to the ground like hail. Something’s wrong. “Home,” I shout. Nothing.

      Catching Portia’s catfisher is the least of my worries when I’m halfway to losing my body. Provided I solve my little fuck up, there’s still the off chance of dealing with Portia’s problem later. Should anything happen, Larona will step in.

      Something not’s hundreds; something’s off. I need to see what Susan’s doing with my body. So I grab a passer-by and stab my arm into their chest and scream “Home!” The reset button, and the world tailspins into darkness, stripping me from this reality.

      I drop through the cuboid’s ceiling onto its cold floor in the dark-frothed interchange’s environment. I get up, slap my hand against the walls adjacent to my name-door to view the visuals of Susan’s activity. “We apologize, but you do not have the authorization to access this identity,” a bodiless male voice says.

      “This is my body!” I shout. “What the hell do you mean I don’t have the authority?”

      Silence. If I open the door, I’ll be thrown back into my body, which will eject Susan and I’ll be charged a huge fine for canceling this deal. Fuck this deal. I grab the doorknob, twist it to open, only it won’t yield. The door burns my hand and I yank my arm back, flicking the pain away. The door slides away from my grasp and the air drags me back.

      The room shakes, vibrates, begins moving downward at a sickening speed. I press myself against the walls, suffocated by vertigo. The cube shuttles downward, like an elevator severed from its cables, and crashes into the ocean of time, throwing me back and forth against its walls, until I’m on my knees and hands, panicking and crying for stability. I watch the walls become translucent as the cube drowns, falling deeper into this slow time.

      My spirit aches, screams. Reality is severed. I’m trapped in a glass room, banging my fists against it. Time is water. I’m underwater in the current of time, watching time float by. My hand on the room’s thick glass, unable to shatter it. They set me up. These old bastards set me up, to steal my time, my life so they live longer. It’s a guarantee that once their travel time expires, the Guests are ejected from the Host’s bodies, transported back into their bodies. There’s no test to decipher if it’s the real me in my body.

      Maybe I should’ve found out who their source was that recommended me. One of my previous clients? Did they know the Briars’ intention with my body? What were they going to do with their original bodies? Dispose of them once their hosts’ time expired? An insurance investigation would ensue to figure out where the fuck they’re at. I may be the highest-paid host on the app, but my funds are certainly below their standards. What is their plan? Take hostage of our black bodies, migrate to the UK? Is their family also in on it? Waiting for their return, to welcome them back into the family with official access to their resources. No, no, no. Do they think I would give my body up with no insurance should I lose it? With no fight at all?

      I must shut down my own body.

      The ubulawu plant enhanced my dream session such that I gained a connection to their bloodline the minute Susan entered my body. Now I have access to their whole family, and I won’t waste any minute of that power. I’ve researched them well. Using the key of their bloodline to traverse down their lineage, I will find their youngest beneficiary, a twenty-four-year-old man.

      The ocean of time outside this glass submarine is only the channel, the bloody riverine that will guide me to the name-doors that belong to each of their family members. And I get to choose anyone I want. The youngest stipulated to receive the highest portion of their estate and shares.

      I only have a few seconds before this blood-time will drown me.

      I kick my feet against the glass walls, telling myself this is not real. This prison is only a construct of my imagination, and I will it to break. It shatters and time-water streams in with force. First, the kill switch, a failsafe. They’ll remain paralyzed for years, unable to speak or move or leave. I don’t feel sorry for thieves and murderers who break into a house and only get what they came to deliver to innocents. Serves them right. But if I return in one of their bodies, their family might interrogate me to confirm my identity. That’s if they’re in on it.

      I’ll take my chances. I press my palm against the kill switch lever. Pause, heartbroken, shaken. My heart sinks into my stomach at what I’m about to do to the home I was born in and lived in for over twenty years. A betrayal. An abuse. My poor body. I am so sorry. I hate them so much for forcing me into this position. They deserve this. I drag the lever down. An explosion of darkness above. The cube shatters, sinks downward. Its force throws me outward.

       I swim upward where several sets of doors float, and I swim my way toward the door titled Jeremy Briar, which shows me a view of his surroundings: he’s in the guest toilet, washing his hands, running his tongue along his white teeth, chestnut hair cropped to the skull. I swim further, faster, out of breath, out of sleep, and reach the cold sharpness of his door. I cling my fingers and feet to its gilt-edge of sleep as I drag-force it open, my teeth gnashing against each other.

      The old couple chose to possess us, now they will be prisoners in our black bodies. We are no longer the possessed, we are the possessor of what drowned us.

      The door sweeps open and a torrent of the owner’s spirit gets sucked out as I force my way in and shut the door as their spirit dissolves into my past.

      Light.

      Warm light.

      I wake up into a bleached, muscled, Botoxed body with its two blue teary eyes staring back at me. In the mirror. And I stumble back. Terrorized by them. Wish my eyes back to brown, back to me, back to Black. I breathe. Relax. I can always find a Black body after this. I smile at my reflection, use my new bass voice, practice it: “Good evening, ladies and gentleman, welcome aboard Flight ‘About time I have me some fun of that non-stop service of cis white male privilege.’ Cruising at an altitude of ‘fuck you’ feet. Flight time will be however the fuck long I want.” Harsh laughter trickles from my mouth. I lean against the marble sink. For a powerful goal, this white body is only a temporary stay … and I will enjoy my stay.

    

    
      
      

      1 Content Warning: Body shaming, Classism, Kidnapping and abduction, Racism
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      The Festival of Kinship sweeps through the city of New Luru. Celebrations span a week every year because freedom is beautiful. Men kiss other men openly in the streets, women dance in brightly coloured silks surrounded by all their partners. It matters not if the lovers in the riot of colour are cishet or queer, wear hijabs or crucifixes, are Adivasi or brahmin. Some sway their way from ritzy buildings, others twirl forth from humble homes.

      This is the age of Kinship, a new era that has ousted fascism in India. Behold the light in the surma-streaked eyes of a man who tilts the chin of a woman wearing a large red bindi upward to kiss her.

      A woman in a dhoti stands hand in hand with a woman in a corset and leather boots. Witness the throng of young men in sarees, intricately draped after every cultural tradition, spin and dip their partners—some lifelong, some for the moment alone.

      All are welcome here. All humans are equal. To love is to be.

      All this could be destroyed if Nayana Chacko doesn’t do her job.

      When she left the spindly, foreboding structure of the Lattice in the smog that morning, Nayana intended to belong to the revellers at the Festival. Instead, the throbbing hum of millions of stored Samsārans, their data flowing through the fractal geometry of the Lattice’s many facades, receded to be replaced by a Threat Level: Fascist investigation.

      Nayana hunches low in the backseat of her self-driving vehicle, reviewing the classified file of an incident that’s going viral. She ignores the stream of continuous chatter from Martin, her car’s pre-installed Samsāran. A glance at his history reveals that he died in a flaming car wreck while participating in a manual-driving version of Le Mans. It doesn’t recommend him to be reincarnated in a vehicle of any sort, but that’s part of Samsāra Inc’s. vision—every human screwup deserves a chance to fix their wrongs.

      A holo-signboard flashes outside a small mycelia-block building trailing bougainvillea creepers down its walls. It plays an ad for a recently deceased godman and convicted felon. His Samsāran avatar is at a 50% discount, available for download into smart-brooms, smart-mops, and smart-scrubbers. A clever intern has penned the copy: ‘Shri Shri Baba A—Cleans Up His Act!’

      What the dead truly desire is to be heard again.

      The afterlife is made possible by a billion-dollar bottom line. Take human desperation for immortality, pair it with the idea of eternal loved ones—even if they’re reborn in a vacuum cleaner—and Samsāra Inc. is the result. A digital footprint is all you need.

      The pioneers of molecular gastronomy train promising bartenders to whip up new age cocktails at New Luru’s most exclusive clubs. Daredevil astronaut aunties commandeer spaceships to the fringes of the galaxy. Ancient uncles hold forth on home remedies for heartache and the common cold alike while nattering away about cricketers long dead.

      Not all Samsārans are so well-meaning. Sometimes, what the dead truly desire is to stir trouble. Again.

      The signboard changes, proclaiming the name of the establishment.

       NEW LURU NEW DELUXE FAMILY RESTAURANT, PARTY HALL & LOUNGE

      Veg, Non Veg, Drinks ‘n’ Snacks.

       On her SmartSlab, the latest space exploration mission is being dwarfed by the news from this innocuous restaurant. A new solar system, thought capable of supporting life, has been discovered. An unmanned craft to Agni, its star, is soon to be deployed.

      As Nayana reads the incident report, she wonders if deep space deserves the onslaught of the human race.

      Nayana scans the edifice through her smart glasses. Sixty-three years ago, it passed as the World Famous Iyengar Bakery, back when caste was still societally endorsed. A red flag.

      She leaves her vehicle. She knocks on the restaurant door. It swings open. She casts her ID off her SmartSlab as she walks in.

      “Samsāran Crimes Division, Special Investigator Nayana Chacko. Where’s the proprietor?”

      Nayana has gate-crashed a wedding gone woefully wrong.

      An unhappy couple in heavy silks is surrounded by their unhappy families. The only source of happiness in the room comes from news drones flitting through the misery, excitable mechanical vultures live streaming sordid interviews. A drone trills in excitement and divebombs Nayana.

      “Are you here for the wedding reception? Isn’t the happy couple gorgeous in their matching silk sarees? It’s a shame their day has been ruined. I’d love to get a quote!” it squeaks.

      “Could all unauthorised drones and press please fuck off? This is a crime scene.”

      The whirring of mechanical wings comes to a standstill. The only member of the waitstaff pulls open the door and the drones scram in an excitable buzz.

      A face looms, raving in not-unwarranted anger. “Your tech has ruined our happy occasion! And during the Festival, too. This restaurant’s business is done, so is your company’s—”

      Nayana sympathizes and points out that she doesn’t work for Samsāra Inc. She sidesteps the angry gentleman and deploys hover probes from her cuff buttons.

      “Please air all grievances and make witness statements to the probes,” she announces placidly.

      The server attempts to become one with the glass door while sidling his way out of it, but she stops him in his tracks. “Where’s Keshava Krishnan?” she asks.

      The server raises a trembling finger and points to a door set into the far wall, festooned with garlands in various stages of decay. It includes a garishly coloured paper bunting that reads “Happy Married Life!!”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong!” the server says. “I only served the bondas cold. Please don’t arrest me.”

      “Your statement before you leave,” Nayana orders before the door swings shut behind her.

      Dollops of batter spatter across every conceivable surface, dripping off the countertops in great gloopy dribbles. Hot oil sputters, sending dense, hazy fumes curling into the air. A three-tier wedding cake mimics a swamp, swallowing its bride and bride cake toppers into a morass of melting bright green icing. All the kitchen appliances are yelling at each other. At her intrusion, they instantly shut up.

      A voice like dripping honey says, “Has anyone said you look just like SuperFemme from the new StarVengers movie?”

      The proprietor of the NEW LURU NEW DELUXE FAMILY RESTAURANT, PARTY HALL & LOUNGE oozes the attitude that suggests he knows exactly how to charm women, the hallmark of a perennial all-talk-no-walk schmooze at networking events. Keshava Krishnan’s digital footprint includes the video “Five Compliments That Will Automatically Help You Win Friends and Influence People, Especially Women With Authority.”

      It is dislike at first sight.

      “I’m here about the hate crime. Where’s the Samsāran offender?” Nayana asks.

      “What hate crime?” Krishnan feigns innocence. He’s clearly got something to hide.

      A squat copper tea boiler undoes his best efforts. Who’s the whore? What’s she doing out so late without a man? And why is her hair so short? MUST BE A STREETWALKER.

      It does not ease the tension. Careers in the sexual arts have been legal for decades and degrading sex workers is a punishable offence.

      The tea boiler proceeds to rant about a woman’s place in society, circa forty-five years in the past. Keshava Krishnan attempts to talk over it loudly as if human voices and Samsāran comms use the same sensory channels.

      Nayana’s transceivers are buzzing with the digital signatures from the other Samsārans in the kitchen as they whisper their opinions. Nayana’s job gives her the license to override pairing privacy and listen in on any Samsārans broadcasting across both public and private channels. She scans the Samsārans in the room and finds that none are registered to Samsāra Inc.

      Illegals. She decides to sit on this information.

      “—might I offer you a cup of tea, officer madam?” Keshava Krishan asks, radiating sleaze. He strolls over to the outsized copper kettle and pushes a few buttons on an improvised digital dashboard that’s been bolted to its metal frame. Naked wires spark as it comes to life.

      “Milk and sugar normal?” he asks politely.

      “As you prefer,” Nayana says coldly. She isn’t going to touch it anyway. The investigation could be compromised if Krishnan’s slipped nanobots into the beverage, a common practice with data parasites everywhere. And Krishnan is definitely a parasite.

      I refuse to serve tea to this sulé, the boiler spits. A bitter aroma fills the air. Tea slops into a porcelain teacup patterned with pop art auto rickshaws and roses. It’s placed on the counter.

      “Please sit, officer madam.” Keshava Krishnan pulls up a chair.

      Nayana ignores the seat, blanches at the fuming teacup, and begins.

      “Everything you say is being recorded. I hope you’ll cooperate.”

      “I’ll do anything to help.”

      Nayana doubts it but presses on. “Where’d you source this Samsāran, Keshava Krishnan?”

      “Please call me KK.” He flashes what’s meant to be a charming smile.

      Nayana repeats her question with an equally false grin.

      Krishnan dips his head in a practiced gesture of supplication, the kind that implies he’s likely to slip money under the table to make his problems go away.

      “Officer madam,” he says sadly. “This is my story. I’m the humble third-generation owner of this restaurant. In my grandfather’s time, this was an eggless bakery. My father turned it into a Udupi restaurant. My uncles stole the business, starting a pure-veg Chinese restaurant. Then COVID happened—the market for Chinese food, very bad—and they shut down. My mother died before she could teach me how to make idli batter. I was all alone.”

      He claps his hand to his forehead to punctuate the story of his suffering.

      “I reopened the restaurant after struggling through engineering college. B.E. Computer Science, First Class, got a placement job. But this restaurant was always my dream,” he carries on. “I even added a party hall. Top-notch DJs in the lounge, streaming from my PartyLive! subscription. I never thought I’d recover a single rupee. Twenty years I’ve run this place! And then, one morning, the tea boiler is broadcasting. I could never afford a Samsāran, and suddenly, I have one that’s going viral! It’s an act of the gods—all the gods, Hindu, Muslim, Jesus, Buddha.”

      “An act of god?” Nayana repeats in disbelief.

      “Of course, he doesn’t believe in all the other gods,” Krishnan drops his voice, glancing at the tea boiler. “But how does it matter? Donations are pouring in after this morning. People will come to the restaurant to see him.”

      “An act of god? Are you sure?” she repeats.

      “How else could I have had such good fortune?” He grins, spreading his arms out wide.

      “Do you know where your donations are coming from?”

      “Well-wishers,” he shrugs.

      “Let me tell you,” Nayana says, scrolling on her SmartSlab. “The Badami Bhakts. Saffron Justice. Love Police. Culture Clan. All right-wing organisations from the Fascist Years that the Kinship has been monitoring for suspicious activity.”

      “I don’t have any affiliation to them. Besides, the old-fashioned things he says are going viral. It’s all good publicity, isn’t it?”

      Nayana is sick to her stomach when he winks conspiratorially, now the suave businessman trying to gain an ally.

      “Old-fashioned things? Let me tell you what your unregistered Samsāran has said to bring you publicity.” Nayana reads from her SmartSlab. “I quote: Who’s letting these sluts get married? How will these women have babies if they can’t fuck each other? He carries on. This is a hate crime. Do you know what the punishment for hate speech is? We’re not in the 2020s anymore. Endorsing this can put you away for twenty years, even more, if it incites violence.”

      The tea boiler sniggers, a spurt of black goop spitting out of it.

      “They’re not my arguments. I don’t believe any of these statements.”

      “So you’ll willingly concede ownership of the Samsāran?” she asks. “After all, you haven’t invested any time or resources in acquiring it, and it’s clearly been illegally installed in that machine. By someone who isn’t you.”

      She ignores the look of horror spreading across his face. “I’ll have the Crimes Division come by tomorrow to seize the asset.”

      “Madam officer. Officer madam. Please. Please do not take him away.”

      Keshava Krishnan is on his knees before her, wringing his hands, head bowed.

      “This tea boiler has been in my family for seven generations. My ancestors were tea makers to the diwan of Mysore, himself. This boiler was a royal gift! I have other gifts that I could exchange with you …”

      “Oh, you can keep the boiler,” Nayana cuts him off. “I’ll just have the Samsāran uninstalled.”

      Keshava Krishnan’s head snaps up. His eyes are barely masked cesspools of anger. His face wrenches into a sneer. “Fascist! Who are you to violate my tea boiler’s freedom of speech?”

      “Your lack of cooperation has been duly noted,” Nayana says coolly.

      “Get out of my restaurant!”

      Nayana complies. Keshava Krishnan is definitely a man with many things to hide.
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      Nayana Chacko isn’t afraid of escalation. The hateful teapot is a matter of national interest, but she can see this being tied up in paperwork for months. Meanwhile, the malevolent tea boiler will spout its bigotry, every idiot influencer trying to capitalise off its diatribes like they’ve been doing in the last twenty-four hours. This cannot be permitted to continue. The xenophobic, misogynist, casteist, classist bullshit of fifty years ago is finally irrelevant. It only took pogroms, the pandemic, the cold war with China, and social and economic devastation for the country to collectively oust the reigning dictatorship in the Kinship Revolution.

      The upside of freedom is that hate crimes are at an all-time low. The downside is what she’s looking at on her social media feed.

      “This is a government that swears by transparency, by the right to freedom of speech. It’s why we voted them into power after the Fascist Years. It’s the cornerstone of the Kinship Revolution,” Keshava Krishnan shouts into a camera. “Then why is the government harassing me to give up my divine gift? This tea boiler has unpopular opinions, yes. But it’s bringing me profits like never before. Is shutting down unpopular opinions not fascism? Is denying a humble restaurant owner the right to earn a living not totalitarian?”

      It is day two of the Festival of Kinship. The tea boiler’s string of hate crimes is unspooling the fabric of an equal rights society. The Festival is muted by the threat of the resurrection of the far right. Outside the restaurant, a food influencer is recording a video with a crew of humans and drones. Starstruck teenagers try to squeeze into the frame to grab fifteen nano-moments of fame. A stony-faced man prods his children forward to cut ahead in the queue, which is less a line straight, curved or crooked, more a battering ram with human faces.

      Nayana eyes footage from inside the restaurant, beamed live from her fly-on-the-wall probes. Occupying center stage in the main dining hall is the copper tea boiler. At dawn, a clan of pot-bellied men with shaved heads and flowing robes adorned it with garlands, anointed it with kumkumam, gave offerings of milk, and announced the Second Coming. The boiler has spent the better part of the day insulting everyone in the restaurant.

      Samsāra Inc. has an arduous reconstruction and approval process before a Samsāran can be made available for reincarnation, whether to exist in private or public life. Many of the criminal dead are reprogrammed to feel remorse for their acts and are user-tested in countless simulations before being given their shot at atonement. And then there’s the banned list, those who are anathema to the inclusivity of the Kinship. It’s evident that Keshava Krishnan has bypassed it all.

      A scuffle breaks out in the street. Shouts of dismay pour out when a harried voice announces that the restaurant is closed. Nayana waits for the crowd to disperse. She steps through the doors of the restaurant and heads straight for the kitchen.

      I told you that boy was a loafer. But you insisted on putting him in charge of our plan. And here he is, letting the cat out of the bag for cheap popularity, the stovetop pipes up in a shrill voice.

      Don’t you dare blame my son, the toaster snaps. His only crime is serving terrible food.

      Let’s not pretend there aren’t some of us in this room who don’t endorse that right-wing lunatic, the industrial oven drones. I’m talking to you, Sunita.

      The commercial fryer sputters angrily. There was a time when the political philosophy of this restaurant was respectable. We didn’t fry chicken cutlets in the same oil as onion bajjis. In fact, we didn’t fry chicken or onions at all. Look at the cost of being liberal!

      The toaster smokes resentfully. I admit that’s Keshava’s fault …

      Keshava is going to get his just desserts, the oven rumbles. He should pay for the illegal resurrection of that right-wing piece of shit.

      That’s my brother. The one I like, the fryer bubbles. At least he didn’t spend five years in Europe and return like he’s above us all. Unlike you, Anil.

      In case you haven’t noticed, Sunita, the oven thunders, we’ve all been dead for thirty years and the world has moved on. We don’t matter, and most importantly, your opinions don’t matter. I blame Keshava for bringing me back to listen to your drivel again.  

      Curled up behind the counter is the sleazeball himself, his hands over his head.

      “Well, Krishnan. Ready to cede your precious tea boiler to the authorities? This is only going to get worse for you.”

      Krishnan looks up at her resentfully.

      “What’s on today’s list of hate crimes?” Nayana brings up her SmartSlab, blanches. “Why are you serving these—I’m skipping the swear words—Muslims? Why is this couple holding hands and making romance in public? Who are these chi—? Nope, not using the word. Didn’t we get rid of them all after corona? It’s nauseating.”

      The tea boiler spurts steam smugly.

      Krishnan rises, crossing his hands over his chest. “I don’t endorse his words.”

      “What about your little social media stunt?”

      “I’m defending myself against harassment.”

      “You’re signing up for a prison sentence,” Nayana says. “Your entire family of kitchen appliances just confessed that you’re planning something. Plus, they’re all illegals—none of them is registered to Samsāra Inc. We’ll get to that bit later. Who’s the tea boiler and why did you reincarnate him?”

      Keshava Krishnan’s arsenal of sleaze takes over. He smiles.

      “Tea, officer madam?” he asks slyly.

      Nayana can practically see the cogs in his crookedly assembled brain-twisting as he buys time. The tea boiler misbehaves, spitting out vile black liquid followed by curdled milk in a steaming mess. It’s revolting, and the vapours are even more so when Krishnan bangs a teacup down upon the counter, nudging it towards her. Nayana ignores it.

      “Krishnan. Who is this Samsāran and where’d you get him?” Nayana repeats. “Don’t make me take away your other illegals as punishment.”

      “I told you to call me KK,” Krishnan smiles superciliously. “Also, look outside.”

      Flashing holo-placards read:

      FREE SPEECH IS A REBIRTH RIGHT

      SAMSĀRANS ARE PEOPLE TOO

      The shaved heads and saffron robes of the Badami Bhakts have assembled, with at least three food-influencers from InstaChef and news drones flashing the logos of at least a dozen different streams.

      “My supporters have arrived. Try coercing me, and we’ll cry fascism.”

      Nayana scowls.

      “I thought as much.” He grins. “You know your way out?”

      Nayana turns and leaves, but not before knocking the teacup off the counter.

      “That’s nine-hundred rupees!”

      “File a complaint with the Samsāran Crimes Division.”
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      Live footage from the front of the restaurant shows a diya light vigil being held in protest. Samsāran rights activists shout protest slogans protecting a Samsāran’s right to reincarnation.

      Nayana has made multiple proposals to her superiors. The first involves arresting Keshava Krishnan for hate crimes against humanity. The second involves assassinating Keshava Krishnan and having all the illegal Samsārans in his possession turned over to the government where they can be dealt with.

      The former elicits concerns that Krishnan could become a hero for the far-right, who have remained mostly quiet in the fifty years since the rise of the Kinship. The latter is considered unfavourably; it could turn Krishnan and the tea boiler into martyrs. Regardless, both suggestions are firmly on the table while Nayana is given twenty-four hours to come up with a more elegant solution. Brute force is an ugly tactic for a government built to oppose it, even when it’s used against a person who could incite violence and oppression.

      A hive of Samsāran activity surrounds Nayana at her workspace. A team of spectral super-sleuths reborn, former protestors and activists, politicians and journalists who opposed the regime in the Fascist Years, analyses data from the tea boiler, cross-referencing it with every oppressive persona they can remember, trawling classified databases of hate speeches and tweets from a past they thought would never threaten the future again, running simulations using AI algorithms and arguing over hypotheses.  

      Nayana’s SmartSlab beeps.

      Potential match, says Arifa Saeed, a journalist shot for her criticism of a bill to match job opportunities to religion and caste during the post-pandemic job crisis.

      Who is this bastard? Nayana asks.

      We believe—eleven to one—that the Samsāran in question is the illegal construct of former incumbent prime minister, Govindkrishna.

      Nayana gasps. Not the Sambar Stalin!

      That’s the one. No wonder the Badami Bhakts have begun to assemble.

      The Badami Bhakts, named for the local mango variety they take the colour of their robes from, are an underground right-wing group that the Kinship has been monitoring for decades. Govindkrishna infamously led the last stand of the fascists thirty years ago, but the Kinship finally managed to swing enough votes away from him. Law enforcement put him behind bars for good.

      Keshava Krishnan’s stunts are odious, Arifa hisses. Using freedom of speech as an argument to support a hateful Samsāran who denied human rights to anyone who disagreed with him while he was alive.

      Arifa should know. Govindkrishna was charged with her murder.

      Here’s the analysis, she says impassively.

      Nayana scans the document. The pieces fall together. She drafts a new solution. She sends it to the higher-ups. She receives a response in a matter of seconds.

      APPROVED

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nayana’s spook utility vehicle is assaulted by rotten egg projectiles the minute it draws up outside the NEW LURU NEW DELUXE FAMILY RESTAURANT, PARTY HALL & LOUNGE.

      She steps out of the vehicle and an army of specialized drones immediately surrounds her, pivoting in midair to precisely plotted positions, forming a phalanx in a three-foot radius around her person. The feeds from their cameras help her navigate through the onslaught of cow dung, chappals, and decaying vegetables being thrown her way.

      The protest is being watched by policemen, but they won’t take action unless it threatens innocent bystanders, and Nayana is in too deep. This is the age of the Kinship and that means giving people the democratic right to disagree, even if the majority doesn’t approve.

      She shoves through the doors and stomps into the kitchen. Keshava Krishnan is midway through lighting incense at a newly constructed altar to the tea boiler.

      “Get out of my restaurant! I’ll call the cops!” he shrieks.

      Nayana hits broadcast and her fly-on-the-wall probes beam live video footage onto the internet. She also broadcasts all Samsāran comms on the bottom right side of the video as an active chat window.

      “Krishnan. I’m here to talk to your father.”

      “What … what do you mean, my f-f-father?” Krishnan knocks over a silver chombu of holy water as he backs away, placing himself between her and the copper boiler.

      “Govindkrishna. The Sambar Stalin. Last of the fascists. Murdered a bunch of journalists and activists, oppressed inter-caste and inter-religious marriages, tried to organise detention centres for everyone who wasn’t cishet. Or were you too young to remember his crimes?” Nayana says.

      The whore is back? the tea boiler broadcasts. Son, why don’t you marry so you don’t pay for such services?

      “It’s over, Krishnan. Your illegal construct of Govindkrishna doesn’t conform to Samsāra Inc.’s reincarnation guidelines. It’s propagating anti-Kinship hate speech. You’re enabling it, you rebuilt it illegally. A little family reunion of malevolent kitchen appliances is your big plan to take over the world, is it?” Nayana strides forward.

      Don’t lump me in with the stovetop and the toaster, the oven groans. I didn’t even want to be here.

      “ATTACK!” Krishnan cries, ducking for cover behind the tea boiler.

      The fryer spews a jet of hot oil. Nayana rolls out of the way, catching some of it against her drone phalanx. The pots on the stovetop bubble over, spurting sambar and bits of boiling vegetables. The copper tea boiler wheezes out acrid fumes of tea and it dribbles all over the floor.

      “This is pathetic,” Nayana says after the lesser part of ten seconds runs out and the appliances are done with their last stand. “Really, KK. You’ve mangled even your attempted resurrection of the extreme right. You took the most toxic man in recent history and stuck him in a tea boiler in your shitty little restaurant. Pathetic. I should thank you on behalf of the Kinship; you’ve done half our work already.”

      The ploy works in a matter of seconds.

      What do you mean? the tea boiler cries.

      It’s only a matter of time before this place is shut down for hate crimes. Oh, you’ll live on because exterminating Samsārans is against Kinship policy. But you’ll be locked in a dark room with the rest of your awful family. Your son will be imprisoned for life, Nayana says.

      A tea boiler in this stuffy kitchen, for a man like a god! the boiler bubbles in rage.

      Dark room. Very dark, Nayana corrects him.

      Keshava … the tea boiler hisses steam.

      Keshava Krishnan pales. I had to scrape you together from redacted documents, news articles online. Even your tweets and video interviews were classified. High-security data-cops on my tail the whole time. It took all my skill as an engineer, first class. All my savings. I couldn’t afford more …

      You couldn’t afford anything but the family tea boiler? Bitter tea leaves spew from its spout. You disrespect me. I was once the most powerful man in the country. Is this your idea of a joke?

      Krishnan trembles.

      My words deserve to be heard by all the universe! the tea boiler says. Our plan was to take back the country! Not make fucking tea and entertain whores like this one—

      Nayana seizes her cue. I can arrange for you to be moved to a much bigger repository.

      ‘What’re you doing?’ Krishnan wheels around.

      Is it something in the public eye? The tea boiler asks slyly.

      Yes. Nayana says.

      “Stop talking!” Krishnan shouts.

      I want something that represents my might. The tea boiler huffs, steam rising past its lid. Something big and shiny.

      Oh, it’s big and shiny, all right, Nayana says.

      “It’s a trap!” Krishnan yells, then remembers that the boiler can’t hear his words. It’s a trap! he broadcasts. She’s trying to take you away.

      For a streetwalker, she speaks more sense than you do. What sort of son are you, holding me back from stardom?

      I promise the stars, Nayana says.

      Done. Take me away. My family, too, the boiler says with authority.

      I’m in, the fryer, the stovetop, and the toaster chime together.

      Nayana presses a button. The explosives she’s placed around the restaurant, in case this plan went south, are disarmed. Krishnan wilts and offers himself up for arrest.

      We’re going to be masters of the universe, the boiler declaims.

      Oh, yes, Nayana says. Picture the light of the sun …
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      It is the last day of the Festival of Kinship. Today is a day of remembrance, a celebration of all those who gave themselves wholly to the cause of equal rights and justice for all.

      Observe the lamps being lit, the sweet offerings being made to Samsārans in every home. See the traffic light streaming flowers—its Samsāran was once a well-loved aunt. Witness the crowds gather around the Monument of Kinship; look closely and you’ll spot Nayana Chacko among the sea of faces, placing a wreath of white jasmine upon the edifice. Having honoured the memory of her grandmother, who was killed by fascists while peacefully protesting digital censorship, Nayana turns to the big-screen display to watch the launch of the rocket Kindred. This will be the first unmanned spaceship to the new solar system called Hearthstone, spinning around the gravity of the blazing star Agni.

      The Kindred’s engines fire up. Incandescent, it thunders into the atmosphere. Its flight path is relayed by onboard cameras that capture its rush, night claiming it as it breaks with Earth’s gravity, escaping into the void of space.

      The Kindred carries unmanned probes designed for different planetary conditions. It has a crew of astronaut and diplomat Samsārans. It also conveys a lead-lined box of Samsārans destined to unite with the stars.

      One of them is currently broadcasting a speech. It is heard by none but the other Samsārans in the box. This captive audience weeps tears of pride as he calls for the far-right to unite, preaches widespread genocide and the reinstitution of the caste system. He declares war on China and Pakistan.

      Long after the world switches off their streams, the Kindred rides solar flares, using the sun’s gravity to propel itself from the solar system. A lead box falls away from its carriage. The once-dictator-then-tea-boiler-now-rocket-man waits for applause. The roar of a thousand sunbeams crashes into him.
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      Madam is looking at herself. Of course, that’s not so rare in this house, but this time Madam is doing it with great gravity. I can see her, of course, from afar. My world is like a watchtower: it looks onto all the floors and so now I can see Madam looking at herself. It’s night and Madam is getting ready to go out. So she is looking at herself, but not in the mirror. And then, she takes her gun from the coffee table and—I don’t believe it—unlocks the table and leaves.
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      Shit, I think as the hoverscooter alternately flirts with the air and the water. Nice work. Can’t even get a good night’s sleep. I woke up in the middle of the night from a dream that I was in a house with bodies rotting in every corner. I jolted up only to remember that I had to go to Aethra’s in the evening. Nice work.

      In a little while, the island of Folegandros came into view. Aethra’s villa perched up on the rock. I took the road and went through the main gate. I had no trouble finding the parking lot on the vast estate, and I finally turned off the tortured engine. I plugged the vehicle into a recharging unit and made my way to the house, not knowing if I should be marveling at the sweeping expanse of gardens being tended by indefatigable little robots or the spectacular view stretching beyond the stone wall.

      Then the door opened.

      “Good evening, Inspector.”

      Maybe it was because of my biased predisposition or because the sun was on its descent towards the horizon, but her smile seemed somewhat mysterious. But I imagine that it was, in fact, that same front-page smile that, along with the extremely handsome facial features, had helped her get so far ahead in the art world.

      “Good evening … uh … Aethra,” I muttered moronically. As an artist, she went by her first name only, and “Ms. Aethra” sounded terribly wrong.

      “Aren’t you going to go through the rubrics, Inspector?”

      “Certainly …” I mumbled like an embarrassed schoolboy. “This is an unofficial visit. My embedded cameras have been turned off, I have not been accompanied by a district attorney and I do not have a search warrant. Whatever we say is off the record.”

      “Please come in.” Her smile widened, as did the opening in the door.

      Naturally, I had heard of Aethra’s villa. All of Greece had, although she had never allowed it to be photographed or filmed. But when you have to make ends meet on a paycheck just big enough to maintain one clone in the public tanks in case something happens to you, well, seeing so many at first glance like that leaves you with your jaw sweeping the floor and you can’t tell what’s more daunting: the cost or her taste.

      There was another reason I was so stunned. Aethra’s work wasn’t the only reason that she was the media’s darling. The creature escorting me to the interior of the house could, even now in her thirties, easily win any beauty contest. So entering the house and counting at first glance one, two, three, even four Aethras, in the most sensual of positions, wearing the least amount of clothing possible during the hot Grecian summer, I suddenly realized that I belonged to the wrong gender for this mission. I now understand why the guys down at the precinct teased me when I got the assignment.

      Don’t make a complete ass of yourself, my boy! I thought in a panic. Make sure you don’t totally ruin the police’s image. Don’t look around. Keep your eyes on the hostess and above all, don’t go grabbing anything! Jeez, any normal guy in here would charge like a bull in a china shop and here I am, the dickhead, coming to talk about a homicide!

      Directly opposite, on the mantelpiece, sat a clone in the lotus position. She was stark naked, an exact copy of her mistress. Her ribcage expanded with each inhalation. She followed my every move with a Buddhist gaze of creepy serenity. How much craft, how many test runs, and how much money had to be spent to give a clone that kind of look? I didn’t know and I didn’t want to find out. One thing was for sure: Aethra knew how to do her job.

      “Sit down, make yourself comfortable,” she said, adopting a chatty tone from the outset.

      My next problem was precisely that: where to sit. The seats she was indicating were two devilishly conceived clones lying prone on cube-shaped platforms. Their perfect, long legs were bent at an obtuse angle, knees to the face. Their undoubtedly reinforced hands firmly clasped the platforms under their slightly raised pelvises. Between the legs of one, canvas strips were woven and between the other’s was a leather mesh that didn’t seem to be attached. In my state of consternation, I noticed that this mesh had veins in it and I decided to sit in the canvas armchair. As I approached, the clone vacantly gazed at me with Aethra’s eyes, perhaps calculating my weight. Her chest was bare beneath the canvas strips. Fortunately, though, she was wearing a sufficiently modest pair of dark panties without which I would have literally found myself in an even more embarrassing position. I sat on the back of her thighs and gradually rested my back on her calves. It was comfortable, damn it all, and it was warm. Her legs molded themselves as much as they could to the contours of my body. Her heels delicately touched the nape of my neck and the soles of her feet became a cushion for my head. I realized that she was holding her breath until she had adjusted her position because she suddenly exhaled and I slightly sank into the chair. Aethra, still standing, seemed to be wholly amused by the situation.

      “What can I get you? Coffee? Orange juice?”

      “Yes, an orange juice would be just fine.”

      As she left for the kitchen, I surveyed the coffee table next to me. A cleverly designed minimalist aluminum frame constrained her every movement. Her blonde hair was short and she wore a gag. She looked straight ahead and I noted that eight deep fingernail scratches ran the length of her half-naked buttocks. This really ticked me off. I mean, I’ve seen some crazy shit in my time, but I had never laid eyes on this kind of kinky human décor before. Worst of all, though, was that I could feel the blood rushing to my groin. Rushing and not going away. To be blunt, I started getting a hard-on. I stood up in a fluster and the sensual seat released a faint sigh.

      The room was enormous and chock full of ideas. Between the fireplace and the endless back veranda, which, of course, overlooked the Aegean, there was a large cylindrical column of thick glass filled with water that disappeared through the ceiling to the next floor. The effect was that when you looked towards the veranda, you could see the island of Santorini totally immersed in water as if the volcano had indeed had its last word. To the right of the water column was the western window. I nearly choked on the lump in my throat. I had never seen a live person built into a wall. Her splayed limbs were embedded in the window frame, her arms up to slightly above the elbows and her legs up until just above the knees. The rest of her body served as a window grille, the rays of the oncoming sunset filtering through her hair and outlining her impeccable curves. She turned her head towards me and let out a nervous little sound. Something ominous glinted in her mouth and something nasty slowly churned in my stomach.

      I approached with my hands clasped behind my back.

      Aethra’s perky breasts were as tempting as the ones of Venus from the neighboring island of Milo. Up close, I could see that the clone had a gold, Y-shaped stud in her mouth. The bottom part pierced her lower lip, went through the tip of her extended tongue, and continued upwards forking under the nose so the prongs entered each nostril. The spherical tips prevented its removal. Damn! I’d flip before I ever got back to Athens.

      “Llll,” went the clone.

      I glanced back over my shoulder for my hostess, who was taking so long with the orange juice. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      “Are you Aethra?”

      A stressful nod.

      “You’re not a clone?”

      Decisive shake of the head.

      I turned away with my face in my hands, but my eyes met again with Buddha’s gaze and I remembered that Aethra was a specialist in deriving anthropomorphic reactions from the absolute absence of consciousness. I turned again towards the window. It was looking me in the eyes. As I lowered mine, I noticed the small plate on the pedestal: Imaginary Self. That kind of humor was beyond me.

      Opposite the water column was the only piece I was prepared for. The unique clone of the Ambassadress slowly revolved on its pedestal. Balancing in the midst of an eternal step, arms open wide, palms upturned, she smiled optimistically and benevolently on those for whom she had been created. Her only garments were the stellar neighborhood of Earth, tattooed on her belly, her navel symbolizing the mother planet, and a galactic map on her back. It was a statue that Phidias himself would have envied if it had not possessed a pulse and a temperature of 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit. A platinum cylindrical hairpiece engraved with a greeting in binary code held her hair up in a ponytail so it didn’t fall over the map. An inscription on the pedestal told her story.

      It was about five years ago that my hostess had reached the pinnacle of her success. When that wormhole connecting us to the neighboring galaxy of Andromeda opened up for the first time, they had asked us to send them something representative and inanimate. We sent Aethra’s Ambassadress.

      I then heard Aethra make a little grunt in the kitchen in the back, but at the same time I heard Aethra say, “It’s okay, it’s fine.” Without the slightest curiosity to find out what was going on, I hastened back to my seat, avoiding the pleading gaze of the walled-in clone inarticulately begging me to free her. I cautiously sat myself down again.

      “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long.” Aethra smiled, setting my juice—where else?—on the coffee table. She stretched herself out on the leather-“skin” armchair. For a second there I thought it would rip under the weight, but apart from a slight adjustment sigh, nothing happened. “So, Inspector? I’m all ears.”

      Well, that was it, damn it. The first five minutes at Aethra’s had proven to be very tough. I needed a normal environment to start off this damned conversation.

      “Um, you know, Aethra, I believe that the Department made a mistake sending me here.”

      Frown.

      “They should’ve sent a woman. Or a eunuch, if you catch my drift,” I said and then added to the mirth of her laughter that was breaking the ice, “Perhaps we could go somewhere a little less … distracting for me?”

      “Ha! Yes, of course. Let’s go out onto the back veranda.”

      “Ah, yes. Can I ask you an irrelevant and perhaps rather personal question?” I asked as I rose to my feet with relief. “Would you explain this here? I imagine it must be a very expensive clone.”

      Again that relaxed smile. “You mean the red scratches? Oh, Inspector, it is indeed a personal question, but I will answer it for you. You see,” she said, as we walked over to the veranda, “no clone is more valuable than its prototype. And there are certain things I do not … do. So when I don’t want to leave a good friend unsatisfied …”

      “Like Hector Dimou, for instance?” I asked, catching sight of a large shadow descending inside the water column.

      “Like the late Hector Dimou, yes. Inspector, allow me to introduce Aethrita.”

      The creature that had quickly dived over to us was nude, veiled only in something of an azure blue, a cross between opaque leather and scaly skin. I looked for webbed hands and feet, but everything was normal. This did not prevent the creature’s movements from being beautifully dream-like or her long blonde hair from undulating into fantastic patterns in the buoyancy of the water. She laid her hand flat on the glass between us and her intelligent eyes flitted back and forth between me and her splayed fingers.

      “Hello, Aethrita,” I said stupidly and raised my hand in a feeble attempt to keep up my end of the unachievable handshake.

      “Don’t be fooled by her eyes,” Aethra read my thought. “She barely has the intelligence of a mouse.”

      “Even so …” I started, but she was, almost indifferently, tapping the base of the water column with her foot, where the license number was discretely attached.

      “Don’t worry, Inspector. I’m more human than artist.”

      We went out onto the veranda and Santorini, which hadn’t been submerged, after all, offered an incomparable view in the distance. The sun was setting to our right, towards Milo, which wasn’t visible, however. I gazed at the sea, gathering my thoughts and then turned to Aethra. Unlike the clones, she was dressed in loose white clothes: unrevealing flowing pants and shirt. I imagine that she had no need to show off her figure and particularly to a cop, especially in her home.

      “Alright, let’s start at the beginning,” I said. “Hector Dimou arrived here on Tuesday afternoon. He spent the night and left Wednesday morning. He was seen in Athens at approximately one o’clock midday and in Thessaloniki at the Dodeka Gallery at around five in the afternoon. He dined with friends on the Halkidiki peninsula and made a quick trip over to Samothrace on Thursday morning, but hastened to return to Thessaloniki because he was feeling very indisposed. By late afternoon he had died. I assume you have been filled in up to here.”

      “Yes,” said Aethra gravely. “I would just like to add that he may have spent the evening here, as you said, but he didn’t spend it with me. I left on Tuesday night for the island of Amorgos and I didn’t get back until the next afternoon as many, many friends have already attested to.”

      “Correct. I am aware of that. So, the autopsy showed that a rare slow-action poison, whose name I can barely remember and which I certainly cannot pronounce, was responsible for his death. The poisoning has been estimated as occurring between Tuesday and Wednesday night.”

      “Precisely,” she said with a hint of a smile. “From what it seems, he could have been poisoned by at least half the population of Greece.”

      “Something to that effect. So I’m here to ask you a few things, which, by the way, have nothing to do with your alibi. First of all, do you have any poisons on the premises?”

      “Hmm … I don’t know exactly what you’re looking for, Inspector, but I’m sure I have one or two substances that could kill a person like any household does. The pesticides used in the garden, for example, or other medication I have for myself or the drugs the maintenance robots use for some of the clones could, in large doses, do the job.”

      “Could I have a list of these drugs?”

      “Why not? I could have the maintenance supervisor send you a printout.”

      “Fine, that would be very useful. Tell me something else. Did you have any visitors while Dimou was here?”

      “Not while I was here—until Tuesday night, that is. But not after I left, either.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Look, although the house is not under electronic surveillance, there are two guard robots on the grounds. If an intruder had gotten in, I would know.”

      “What if it was someone the robots already knew?”

      Confident smile. “Inspector, the best surveillance system in this house is its décor and furnishings. If anyone had gotten in, I would have been informed upon my return from Amorgos. And believe me, my clones always tell me the truth.

      “I see. So then that leaves the matter of the clones. How many do you have exactly?”

      “Ahh, Inspector, that is a matter for the tax inspectors,” she said smiling broadly.

      “Alright, tell me something else then. Do you have free clones?”

      “Of course not. I would be suicidal if I did, especially as far as semi-sentient clones are concerned. None of my clones have both the brain and the freedom to hurt a human if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “So a semi-sentient clone couldn’t instruct another …”

      “My semi-sentient clones can’t speak. And you seem to forget that almost all the decorative clones are mutated. Many of them can’t even walk. Do you think that those armchairs or the Buddha on the mantelpiece could walk on over and have a chat with us?”

      “I see. Tell me exactly what you think Dimou did while you were away.”

      “I’m sure you’ve read my statement. I think he crashed out. We had had quite a bit to drink and he was quite … fatigued. He went up to my room and slept like a log.”

      “How do you know he slept in your room?”

      Smile. “I have witnesses. He got up on Wednesday morning, had a bite to eat, and went on his merry way. And I have nothing more to add on this matter.”

      I had drawn a blank. Not even a tiny lead. Timing was critical and I wasn’t at all sure I had made any progress whatsoever. I was afraid I hadn’t created the kind of atmosphere I needed to make some headway. Shit! They really should’ve sent a woman.

      “So Inspector, I don’t think you made this whole trip from our wonderful capital just to ask me these four or five questions. There are such things as phones in this day and age.”

      “No, the truth is that I made the trip myself due to the … uh … singularity of the house where Dimou slept. I wanted to see the place for myself, see the clones he saw, and see … you.”

      “So,” she quipped, “now that you’ve seen everything, are we through?”

      “I’m afraid not. I’ve only seen the living room. Aethra, it would be a great help if I could see the whole house. And the rest of the clones.”

      “Oh, I’m afraid we are finished. This is as far as I go helping the police. I’m not giving you the key to my private life. My dear Inspector, I am sorry,” she said as she rose to her feet. “Get yourself a nice little search warrant and I will be happy to help you out, although personally I really can’t see the reason why I should.”

      I got up too, cursing under my breath. I mumbled something stupid and she saw me to the door. I was letting myself have it on the way to the driveway. I continued berating myself until I realized the hoverscooter was not about to cooperate. It took me a while to discover that the circuits were totally shot. I was in deep shit. I immediately called Athens. A technician told me to check a couple things and then decided that he had to send a crew over. Great. I went back up to the house with my tail between my legs.

      “The circuits? What’s this all about, Inspector? Some kind of ploy so you can spend the night here?”

      “No! Really! You know these things have a mind of their own sometimes. One minute they’re working; the next they’re not,” I tried to explain as I mentally cursed Maintenance. “I’ve already contacted Athens, but they can’t get here till tomorrow morning.”

      “So now what do you want?”

      “Nothing. I’ll just drag it out to the road until morning …”

      Aethra looked skywards and huffed. “Come inside, my man.” She abruptly motioned towards the interior of the house. Suddenly I could do nothing but obey her. “Seems to me you don’t know what you’re doing. It’s summer, my friend. Summer on Folegandros and not only will you not find a room, you won’t even find a stool to sit on.”

      “Look, don’t worry about me. I can sleep in the hoversc—”

      “Sit down!” she snapped.

      Wow, the lady had a temper and wouldn’t take no for an answer. In my haste to sit down, I chose the skin armchair. Disgust and delight.

      “Listen to him! Sleep in the hoverscooter! You’ll freeze during the night and be burnt to a crisp in the morning, my little city slicker. Let me think.”

      She went upstairs and I found the opportunity to stand up. Both the skin and the canvas armchairs eyed me with the calm calculating gaze of a living scale. I remembered they couldn’t walk. The muscles of their arms were somewhat relaxed until the next weight came to rest on them.

      I turned my back on them, cursing the hoverscooter.

      Aethra came down the stairs with an electronic notepad in hand. She seemed calmer now. “It might not seem that way, but this is your lucky day. What’s your name again, Inspector? Not that. Your first name. OK, Costas. Are you sure you’ve switched off all those embedded doodads?”

      “Yes. I turned them off as soon as I got off the phone with Athens.”

      “Come on. Let’s go and chill on the veranda again. The colors get better just after sunset.”

      I couldn’t believe it. What I hadn’t managed to do, the stupid scooter had! She treated me to a cold beer and I decided that perhaps the best way to get the job done was to forget I was on duty. There I was, with Aethra, just the two of us—so to speak—in her home. Who wouldn’t love to be in my shoes, man? The colors on the horizon were truly magnificent. We didn’t say a word until the second beer. She was a fast drinker and was pulling me along with her. She launched into conversation.

      “An artist! Yes, an artist. But you have to be all kinds of other things, too. A cross between a biologist and an engineer, a psychologist and a model of yourself. The most tiring thing is the design. The design and all the mistakes that can crop up. Will it have joints at the knees or will the legs have one long bone? Does it need a backbone or will that put a strain on it for no reason? How long does it have to last? What parts have to be fortified? And the most difficult decision: how much does it need to comprehend? Should it be able to interact at all? I want certain facial expressions and how do I achieve these? What kind of maintenance does it need and how do I regulate the metabolism? And, of course, there’s the math: how do I lower the cost without affecting the lifespan?”

      As I listened, my hair stood on end. She explained all about the physical check-ups, the endless red tape, and the necessary consciousness tests to get the permits; the delicate task of programming the maintenance robots and how incredibly important they were. And she explained about the procedure and methods of retirement. It was all very sobering despite the alcohol I was consuming.

      “I’m going to go make us a bite to eat. Would you like to keep me company in the kitchen?”

      I did. But I can’t—I don’t want to—describe how she ran her kitchen. I only lasted about ten minutes in there. Then I practically made a run for the bathroom, but fortunately managed not to puke. It wasn’t out of disgust though. So many people must have seen that kitchen. It was a mixture of horror and disgrace. In the bathroom, after I had calmed down, I noticed a large round bathtub with a clone leaning over one end of it holding an empty jug. She was peeking at me conspiratorially with a faint smile on her lips. I wondered how one filled the bathtub since there was no faucet and no button to press or knob to turn to get water flowing out of the jug. I must have wondered aloud because suddenly the clone’s smile broadened and water started pouring out of the empty jug into the bathtub.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” I commanded and I approached because it didn’t seem that the jug was connected to any water pipes. Up close I was able to make sure that the jug touched nothing but the clone’s leg.

      Back to the veranda for a candlelight dinner. The excellent food was accompanied by a mature red wine. We had finished our meal when I asked, “Don’t you feel strange doing what you do? I mean, some see it as extremely narcissistic and others consider it totally sadomasochistic.”

      “It is very lucrative. And I’m very good at it. Truth be told, I have, at times, had notable success in other forms of art. But, you know, living art always piques the curiosity more. Looks help too, of course.”

      “Yeah, but in your own home?”

      “Some of the most famous people in the world often stay at my house and they are usually my best clients too. So, you see, my house is something of a showcase.”

      I nodded. I comprehended without really understanding. She smiled condescendingly.

      “Come on, Costas, grab your glass of wine and come let me show you why no clone of mine could have murdered poor Hector. I think the only one you haven’t seen is the one up in my bedroom.”

      We went up the stairs with Aethrita following our ascent as she floated upward in her water column. The room was predictably huge, the top of the water column at one end of the room and the enormous bed at the other. On the wall over the bed was the Crucifixion. Black hair in a boy-cut, with covered chest and loins, she hung at a definite forward slant. A large mirror on the ceiling made the allusion to Dali even more pronounced.

      “The nails have been driven through the hands, as tradition would have it, and not through the wrists, as the practice truly was. In anatomical terms this is not possible, so you may well realize that certain modifications were needed as well as to fully heighten the clone’s endurance.”

      At the sound of her voice, the clone slightly raised her head, her eyes bleary.

      “Is this the bed where Dimou slept?”

      “This is it.”

      While we were walking towards the other end of the room, I heard a voice from the crucifix. “Hey you, cop.” I turned towards it in surprise. “I did it,” the crucified clone declared gravely. I nodded.

      “She’s a semi-sentient one!” I whispered to Aethra intensely. 

      “It’s a commission that was cancelled,” she apologized. “As you can see, she couldn’t come off the cross and she certainly couldn’t be put back on.”

      “You could never get a permit for such treatment!”

      “Come on now, Costas,” went Aethra with quiet confidence, reaching the water column. “I showed her to you without being obliged to. You think I’m violating the law? Turn me in. But this is not what you came for.”

      She pressed a button and a red light went on in Aethrita’s watery world. The clone swam over to a specific spot in the tank and proffered her hands and feet to a mechanical device that automatically locked them in handcuffs. “Sometimes I take a dive and so I take precautions, you know.”

      Aethrita dolphined up to the surface where we were. Smiling, Aethra stretched out her hand and when the clone was close enough, she suddenly dunked her hand in the water and pulled Aethrita’s head out of the water by the hair. “Look here, behind the ears,” Aethra said as the aquatic clone flailed. “See the gills? She can jump out of the water, but after two steps she’ll be flopping about on the floor like a fish.”

      “Water,” whimpered Aethrita.

      Aethra let go of her and switched on the green light indicating she could be freed of her handcuffs. “She’s semi-sentient, she’s faithful, and she’s my favorite.”

      Down to the living room again.

      “You must’ve seen the water bearer in the bathroom. It’s a stupid clone that only knows about pouring and testing the water’s temperature. She can’t move anyway. Like the Ambassadress here. She doesn’t know anything. Her brain’s permanent command is “remain still.” Then we have the Buddha with the same level of intelligence, and the ladies here,” she said indicating the armchairs, “who are good only at solid geometry and calculating weight. Now, the coffee table is exactly what its name indicates, and, as you can see, the metal frame totally confines her. Because she doesn’t have any anatomical modifications, her maintenance is very demanding. Apart from everything else they do, the robots see that she changes position regularly during the day by shifting the metal frame. In any case, she remains locked round the clock.”

      “The scratches are fresh. Did Dimou make them?”

      “Hector always wants a little something extra.”

      “He wrote a castigating review of your work last year.”

      “I’ve never had a perfect relationship with anyone.”

      “Not even with one of the many friends you partied with in Amorgos, right after Hector?”

      “Not even with them,” was the even response. “It’s just that with Hector, we thought up to the very last minute that we could keep business and our personal life separate. In any case, at some point, a critic’s job demands that he becomes unpleasant.”

      “And then why on Tuesday night when he asked you for “a little something extra,” did you give him your most valuable clone?”

      “Because Hector wouldn’t settle for anything less than me.” She led me over towards the window. “And if you don’t count Aethrita, the coffee table was the only one left, since the window over here is built into the wall.”

      The walled-in clone was quiet now. She stared mostly at Aethra without protestations. Aethra laid her hand on her double’s shoulder as if she were leaning on an old friend. The tour seemed to be over and, of course, she had made no mention of what she had in the kitchen.

      “You’re tired,” she observed with a smile. I nodded. “Well, if you don’t mind sleeping in the same bed Hector did, then my room is at your disposal.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll make myself comfortable elsewhere. You sure you can find your way?”

      I took advantage of the unexpected opportunity of being able to examine the room closely, indifferent to the fact that the crucified clone was sure to report my activities to her mistress. But after being unable to find anything out of the ordinary, I sank onto the bed, thoroughly riled by the whole situation and with, of course, the tortured body hanging over my head. At the other end of the room, Aethrita’s water column softly glowed under its hidden lights.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Madam is looking at herself. Of course, that’s not so rare in this house, but this time Madam is doing it with great gravity. I can see her, of course, from afar. My world is like a watchtower: it looks onto all the floors and so now I can see Madam looking at herself. It’s night and Madam is preparing for the final battle. So she looks at herself, but not in the mirror. And then, she stands up in front of the coffee table and motions to me to go and call him.
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      I couldn’t sleep despite the luxurious bed. Still in my clothes, I had the vague feeling I was in danger. I finally started to doze off when a voice came from above.

      “Hey.”

      Terrified, I raised my eyes to the Crucifixion and its mirrored image in the ceiling. The perfect bodies faintly glimmered in the light coming from the water column.

      “I did it,” she whispered breathlessly.

      Suddenly it dawned on me. You pathetic, dime-a-dozen Sherlock, did I need to spell it out? It had taken me a while, but it was all starting to come together. I immediately called Athens and got put through to Nikos, who had gone to Amorgos to get testimonies about the orgy Aethra used as her alibi.

      “Most of the participants were from other islands, but there were some locals there too. Yes, there’s one who claims to have spent most of the night with Aethra. Wake him up and ask him what? At this time of night?”

      I hung up and as I waited for him to call me back, I pulled out my gun. But I was too tired to stay awake. I merely pointed it toward the door and slipped into nightmares that were better than reality.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Drip.

      I jolted up in bed. Something had dripped. On my forehead. Blood had dripped on my forehead. My chest heaved and I cursed under my breath. I didn’t want to look at my watch, afraid that I still had the whole night ahead of me. And still nothing from Amorgos. I pulled the pillow towards the middle of the bed and I prepared to sink back to sleep when I heard the lapping of water.

      “Madam is looking at herself!”

      Intelligence of a mouse my ass! But now I knew better. I got up and tiptoed out of the room, looking all around as the aquatic clone sank downwards. Downstairs the living room was clear. Any Madam that may have been here was gone. I made my way in the dim light towards the coffee table and made sure that the scratches were still there. Then I untied her gag.

      “Aaa! I’m Aethra!” she whispered. “She’s the coffee table, a full clone! Check the scratches!”

      “I’m already doing that,” I reassured her and tied the gag back on because there was a sound coming from the veranda. She shook her head to and fro. A white silhouette emerged from behind the water column. Aethrita watched from her post.

      “Having trouble sleeping, Inspector?” Aethra asked as she approached, “or are we out getting more testimony?”

      She sat in the canvas armchair and lay her hand protectively on the coffee table. “You know, Inspector, all semi-sentient clones here would tell you that they are the real Aethra. Of course, in my presence they all adore me. You see, whether or not they continue their sorry existence wholly depends on their mistress’s whims.”

      She caressed the coffee table’s back. At the same time, something metallic glinted in her other hand. Despite the dim lighting, I could see that the walled-in clone had suddenly turned her head from the window. She gave a whimpering “Llll.”

      “You know what this is, Inspector? A simple paper clamp. And now look what Madam can do here. Look what has happened many a time in our happy home.” She grabbed the coffee table by the hair. The table shook her head violently but to no avail. The next minute the clamp was on her nose.

      My body suddenly pitched forward in her direction, my hand on my gun. “If you don’t take that off her this minute, I swear that I’ll resurrect Mendel himself, and Dolly, too, if need be, to figure out who is who in here.”

      The coffee table was twisting and turning as far as the metal frame would allow. “I’m touched by your concern, Inspector,” Aethra said as she removed the clamp from the table’s nose. “But didn’t I tell you that this is an extremely valuable clone?” The kneeling woman on the floor next to her gasped for breath. Aethra stood up.

      “Come, Inspector. The time has come for some explanations. Come with me so I can give you mine.”

      I let her lead me up the stairs to the bedroom. The clone on the crucifix raised her head again as if to make sure that her mistress was there, and then she hung it again. Although the creature in white standing before me did not go to the trouble of turning on the lights here either, it seemed to me that something had changed in her expression.

      “Put your gun away, Costas,” she said, changing her mode of addressing me again. “You won’t be needing it,” she added as she unbuttoned her shirt. I was ready for the sight of her beautiful body, but not for the lacerations on it outlining a brassiere. “Because you see, appearances can indeed be deceiving, but then again, not exactly.” Her shirt was on the floor and now she was removing her pants. The same style lacerations outlining a garter belt.

      “Hector did that?”

      “As you have already guessed, I am the coffee table.”

      I remained silent, awaiting a confirmation that did come.

      “An illegal clone. A full one, with her own mind.”

      “She gave you to him and then unlocked you so you could kill him.”

      “We all had our motives.”

      “When she got back, you attacked her and locked her up.”

      “She was dead tired from her little orgy. She thought she could immobilize me with a gun.”

      And now she’s begging to be tried for illegal cloning, rather than stay where she is, I thought. “But then why the charade? You could have killed her and been done with the whole thing.”

      “No, because there is the matter of Hector’s murder, which complicates things, Costas. I got out of Aethra all the information I need about the orgy in Amorgos so that I can stand up to any cross-examination. But I needed to keep things running here the way they were until the police closed the case. And I didn’t want the cops getting any ideas about tests I couldn’t pass, like a retina scan.”

      “And that’s exactly what you managed to do—wisen me to the facts,” I said.

      She looked at me. Standing perfectly still, with her clothes on the floor. “Is that what I managed to do?” she asked, disappointed and slightly intimidated.

      My hands opened in a questioning gesture. There was something I didn’t understand.

      “Costas,” she said as if her whole existence depended on what she was going to say, “at my inception, I had Aethra’s mind—free and independent. But with a metal frame fixed to your body, your perspective changes very quickly, believe me. One day is enough. And I was like that for five weeks. I wanted you to see that Aethra’s treatment of us …”

      Well, screw me! That’s why she had taken so long to make the orange juice! Because she was out sabotaging the scooter! That’s why she provoked me into sitting in the armchairs! That’s why she showed me the kitchen!

      “What do you want from me?”

      “I have a plan,” she said. “Euthanasia for all the mutated clones …”

      “Do it,” came the gasping plea from the crucifix.

      “And freedom for Aethrita.”

      I looked over her shoulder at Aethrita. She looked me in the eyes, pressing her palm against the glass like she had done an eternity ago.

      “… or I’ll keep her if she wants me to. But first of all, I have to live.”

      “First of all, you have to deal with me. What are you asking me exactly?”

      “I’m asking you to write a favorable, careful report that will insure, as far as possible, that I won’t be submitted to any tests I can’t pass. I’m asking for support. I’m asking for a friend.”

      “And what makes you think I’ll cover for you? There’s nothing in it for me.”

      “I didn’t treat you to a free piece of ass like someone else did with me. There’s nothing in it for you, Costas, except for a clear conscience knowing that these clones will be put out of their misery. And a friend maybe?”

      I exited the room, gun still in hand. She was asking me to help dig that poor creature out of the wall. And to stop the horror in the kitchen. But she was also asking me to let her put that clamp back on Aethra’s nose downstairs. And to leave it there.

      I went out onto the veranda. In anywhere between two minutes and two hours, Nikos would be calling me from Amorgos to tell me that someone had left eight long scratch marks on Aethra’s buttocks. And I had to tell him I had caught the murderer. Or say, Okay man, bad hunch, I was wrong, forget it.

      Now I knew what time it was. Soon it would be dawn. And soon the maintenance crew would be here too. I put my gun in its holster. Nice work, damn my stupid principles. It won’t even let you get a good night’s sleep. Nice work.

      
        
        _____________

        “Aethra” (original Greek title: Αίθρα)  was first published in Greek in issue 64 of the comics and science fiction magazine 9 of the newspaper Eleftherotypia in 2001.
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        Translated by Sue Burke

      

      

      Helena Jans van der Strom gave birth in 1635 to a girl, Francine, who fell ill with scarlet fever when she was five years old. What occurred after her death has given rise to a great deal of speculation. The discovery of diaries kept by the mother and by the daughter have allowed us to finally reconstruct the events that took place during the illness and the final days of Francine’s life. In 1956, the collector, Jan de Blocq, bought the manuscripts from an antique dealer who had acquired the private library of the Amsterdam botanist, Jan Otto van Waert. I’d like to publicly thank Jan de Blocq Jr. for making these manuscripts available. This lecture was part of a project, which we have renounced, whose objective was the publication and critical review of the more than 3,000 pages that make up these manuscripts.
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      During their first years together, the married life of Helena Jans van der Strom and René Descartes transpired agreeably, without great upheavals, despite the constant climate of fear among intellectuals in that epoch. Starting in 1635, the couple lived in the city of Deventer in the Netherlands. In this Protestant country, the philosopher sought to avoid the fate of Galileo Galilei, who remained under house arrest due to his publications from 1633 until the year of his death. Helena knew how to control René’s fear and anxiety, frequently manifested as harmless, but dramatic, outbursts of ill-temper (one of Helena’s household account books reveal expenses for the replacement of vases, windows, and doors). Descartes, in his published works, limited his thoughts to what was acceptable to the editors of the time. Meanwhile, Helena wrote without any expectation of being published unless she were willing to endure accusations of plagiarism, harlotry, or insanity, common accusations directed at female writers in the epoch. For her, the only secure province for her papers was in a chest of drawers.

      The joy of the house was Francine. She was born in 1635, the same year in which France declared war on Spain and Japan prohibited its merchants from traveling overseas. Her childhood took place amid the tree-lined streets and lawn-filled parks of the city and the books and discussion circles of her home. Helena’s hospitality inspired an extensive group of intellectuals to form the Orbis de Deventer (for more information, consult historian Franklin Rudolf Ankersmit’s 2021 book by Goethe publishers). Experimental and natural philosophers, translators, astrologers and astronomers, poets, alchemists and chemists, Galenist doctors, magi, mathematicians, historians, orators, theologians, and architects met at seven every Thursday evening in the welcoming environment of the library, lit by whale oil lamps and decorated by Helena herself with burgundy-red velvet curtains and carpets. Film director Luc Besson depicted the setting perfectly in his film Passions of the Soul, which was released this year.

      Conversations might begin by considering the lixiviation of ashes and end by commenting on the latest news concerning Japanese automatons or begin by elegizing machines that emitted light and end by debating the division of opinions elicited by telescopes. It should be no surprise that the girl, being brought up in such an environment, had as one of her most pronounced characteristics an incommensurate curiosity. The discussion circles kept René in perfect mental balance and bore witness to his motto: “To live well, you must live unseen,” which resulted entirely from his fear of failure in social interaction. A number of the couple’s friends and acquaintances praised Helena’s ability to know at every turn what would best serve her companion’s psychological state.

      Given the events that would mark the girl’s life, those of you who form our audience can appreciate the importance of the anecdote we are about to recount. On her fifth birthday, a little before she fell ill, Francine surprised her parents by asking for a visit to Jacques Gaffarel’s laboratory as a gift.

      As Helena described in detail in her diary, the three arrived at Gaffarel’s home accompanied by the young aristocrat, Margaret Lucas, and the atomist medical doctor, Franciscus de le Boë Sylvius. The lab’s workbench was crowded with sealed glass vials, each labeled with the ashes of whatever plant it contained. Their host had decorated the room painstakingly. The visitors were immediately imbued with an air of mystery invoked by the intense aroma of Arabian incense and the light of wide, finely made yellowish candles in silver candelabra. When Gaffarel asked the girl what she wanted, she bit her lower lip and tilted her head, as she so often did, and answered, “A rose.” He promptly took a vial of cut glass resembling a ruby that contained reddish ashes. “Ita renovata et restaurata avis fieri,” he whispered theatrically, imitating a Bedouin sorcerer, and shouted, “Here it is … the blood of the Phoenix!” His theatrics impressed those attending and, according to Helena, both she and her husband were deeply grateful for the performance whose sole objective was to astonish their daughter. Gaffarel brought the vial close to a flame, opened a manuscript of reindeer parchment, and read some unintelligible words. From the ashes in the vial there immediately arose a tenuous shadow from which grew roots, stems, and leaves. Then flowers opened, more vivid than any corporeal flower. When the vial was taken from the heat, the shadow withered away. In her diary, Francine would write years later some of her impressions of the day and, with aptly chosen words, compared her own destiny to the nature of that experiment. It should be added that at the time, palingenesis was much appreciated, based on the idea that the seeds of every living being remained indestructible in their ashes (for more information, consult the studies of C. Solís).

      A few months after her visit to the laboratory, the first symptoms of Francine’s illness, scarlet fever, made their appearance. According to the official account, the illness began on August 21st, and the girl died three weeks later on September 7th. According to Helena’s diary, the illness began in April, and the next day the girl lost her ability to speak, a little later consciousness, and she died five months later. Francine herself, in her notes from 1650, described the sensations she recalled of those initial moments:

      “The warm glow of consciousness pulled me down into an insupportable interior heat. My body became a glass vial haunted by atoms teeming amid red ashes. Some atoms found a proper place inside myself and squeezed in harmoniously. Others simply remained suspended, colliding from time to time in senseless struggle. Some atoms were terrestrial, flat, and square; others aqueous, round, empty, wet, and spongy; or gaseous, long, and straight; or igneous, acute, and sharp. Their random movements traced out the destiny of my new world. A world where, for a long time, I would be merely a body without a head.”

      Anyone familiar with 17th-century scientific texts can spot connections between this description and the atomic poems of Margaret Cavendish in which health and illness, and even a mind’s degree of creativity, depended on the movement and degree of unity among atoms.
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      The fever struck in April 1640. In that same year, John Wilkins would publish his celebrated discourse concerning a voyage to the Moon, Peerson would compose his masterpiece, and Rubens would die. Helena remained stalwart during her daughter’s illness. She knew the sole way to give the girl strength was by acting confident and positive. She only broke whenever she saw Francine gesture so characteristically during the delirium of fever, biting her lower lip and tilting her head as if her eagerness to learn had not fallen infirm. Then Helena would rush from the room and weep alone. René, however, sat in despair alongside the little girl’s bed, and only when Helena admonished him would he lock himself in his room where he channeled his frustration into shouting and beating his fists on his desk. As the philosopher himself admitted in a letter to Henry More (correspondence studied by González Recio), in one of those moments of desperation he burned some of his manuscripts out of fear that the illness was a reprisal by God for his daring to penetrate the secrets of nature.

      So that the girl would not be distressed by a depressing environment, Helena insisted on maintaining the weekly discussion circles. This gave rise to diligent daily visits by Margaret Lucas, Franciscus de le Boë Sylvius, and Jacques Gaffarel. The five sat next to Francine, considering possible solutions and observing her as if they were studying the surface of the Moon with a telescope or the rhizome of a fern with a magnifying glass.

      As a consequence of the scarlet fever, Francine’s skin became covered by a rash. In certain spots, her skin became scaly, swollen, and gangrenous. Six days into the illness, a finger began to putrefy, the little finger of the right hand. On that day, Descartes repeated incessantly: “Nothing that I think makes sense if I can do nothing when my daughter loses a finger.” Franciscus answered, “A finger is just a finger. Let us proceed.” And that is when it all began.
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      With the aid of Franciscus, René constructed a finger from cherry wood covered with porcelain from the Chinese city of Shangri-La. Helena described that finger as more lovely than anyone could ever have imagined. That little finger on the right hand was followed by the right ring finger and thumb, and the little finger on the left hand. The observers surrounding the girl agreed that like themselves, Francine was made of universal material adorned with natural structures and, at the corruption of natural matter, the preternatural must be produced to achieve incorruptibility. In that fashion, when the girl suffered a cut that resulted in a small loss of flesh, the missing organic matter was replaced by bits of porcelain that a Dutch painter adapted using natural pigments in wild plants from the Trondheim mountains.

      In Helena’s entries, we can hardly find any evaluation of these substitutions in the girl’s body. She called the interventions “preternatural stopgaps” and compared the procedure to the transformation of opaque, dense, metallic lead into transparent, light crystal.

      The description of these first interventions was technical, sterile, and distant as if it came from an anatomy text. Still, we must point out some humorous remarks. For example, the margin of one page contains a sketch of the astronomer Tycho Brahe with a long nose (we should recall that the astronomer’s nose, lost in a duel, was reconstructed with gold and silver) and a sketch of Franciscus’s face drinking gin (the invention of the liquor is attributed wrongly to him even today). We do not know who drew these sketches. In any case, after two weeks of illness, efforts began to make repairs to internal organs.
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      Before continuing, I wish to pose some questions that arose as I read these diaries. On average, children die two weeks after the first symptoms of scarlet fever, and yet, the interventions managed to prolong Francine’s life for months.

      But what was the real objective of those interventions? To substitute the diseased body with a new receptacle for her mind? Did they follow a pre-established plan or did they act in accordance with the natural evolution of the illness?

      For reasons of time, I will not enter into the technical details of the process here. But we might dare to suggest that, in fact, a pre-established plan existed. The interventions anticipated the advance of the illness with a final objective ultimately achieved in 1643. In any case, this is mere speculation. We must not forget that we are interpreting records created for private use and due to their spontaneity, lapses, and omissions, they offer an interloping reader both satisfaction and frustration.
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      The team that carried out surgical interventions was composed of ten to fifteen people. Before the scarlet fever reached the ganglions in her neck, they substituted her throat with a copper resonator; when her heartbeat became so forceful and irregular that they could see arteries pulsating in her arms, they gave her a blood transfusion following instructions in still-unpublished documents by William Harvey; they carried out open-heart surgery using Lazzare Riviere’s method. According to her mother’s description, they cleaned the orifice of her aortic aperture, which was full of small carbuncles, and replaced the three half-moon cusps leading to the aorta with metalwork pieces.

      For the brain surgery, Helena recounted how they followed the guidelines in Observationes medico-chirurgicae by Jobus Meckren, published in Russia in 1639. Helena wrote: “… the doctor describes the brown powder and a sparkling black stone implanted in the pineal gland. He explains that when the brain that has received these implants is submitted to Gaspar Schott and Thomas Browne’s machine, it produces a soot that has reactivated dead portions of animal brains and has even created extraordinarily intelligent animals. According to Franciscus, some have spoken of implanting this dust in the brain of a Russian nobleman …” Before I continue, allow me to pose some questions: given other citations in the text, we can conclude that “Thomas Browne” refers to the man who used the word electricity for the first time in 1646 in a work entitled Pseudodoxia Epidemica, but does “Gaspar Schott” refer to the celebrated teacher Otto von Guericke, who constructed the first electrostatic friction machine in 1663? Given the subsequent developments, does “brown powder” mean silicon, and “black stone” mean graphite? Can we suggest that silicon and graphite were implanted in Francine to carry out neural functions?

      Two and a half months after the first day of fever, Francine could no longer open her eyes, by which time her left eyeball was now a pigmented glass sphere from Bratislava. According to what she told her mother after her death, during those days she was unconscious of everything and only perceived images projected on the insides of her eyelids:

      “Francine told me she did not think during the operations and only noticed a tickle inside her body. She saw black specks, glowing sheets, and shining cubes that fell from nowhere and became crystals of mercury pulled into silver cascades falling over nitric acid, forming infinite tiny ocher branches with green balls at the end; and there, as if she herself were the famous tree planted by Diana de Poitiers, was where her body rested while some of its parts ceased to be what I had brought into this world. I give thanks to the ashes for becoming at those moments the only refuge for my daughter. Our states of being inhabit and conceal themselves within those red ashes.”

      We can affirm that the surgeries were successful, considering that they prolonged the life span of someone suffering from scarlet fever. Yet, in early September, five months after the fever appeared, Francine stopped breathing and her heart stopped beating. According to earlier entries, that was the time to submit her to the machine devised by Gaspar Schott and Thomas Browne.
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      On September 5th, Francine ceased breathing and her heart stopped beating. Her parents pondered their daughter’s body. They had engendered a human being who died as a doll made from organic remains adorned with porcelain, wood, and metal. As Helena explained, Gaffarel was able to maintain the body at low temperatures following methods described by Mersenne, Quercetanus, and Van Helmont, and the parents decided what to do with the girl’s body two days later.

      From this moment on, we can detect a change in Helena’s discourse. Here she abandoned technical and objective language along with her confidence in science. It is as if when breath and heartbeat stopped, her scientific dream ended, and now she was also incapable of keeping her companion’s hope alive. Although it was not clearly explained, we understand that Helena did not wish to continue with the plan and would not permit the application of electricity to the girl’s body to revive her.

      After noting some personal impressions, Helena wrote of her conversations with René, Margaret, Franciscus, and Jacques. We can group the issues discussed into two main themes. First, with a personal tenor, she detailed the debates between herself and René that were, basically, the confessions of parents left hopeless and devastated by their daughter’s fate. In Helena’s words, René oscillated between hysteria, depression, and immaturity. For example, she described how René locked himself for several hours in his office, and when he emerged, he handed Helena a bundle of papers covered with almost unintelligible scribbles. The philosopher had written a brief treatise against women to express his ire with Helena, who would not let him carry out the plan.

      Second, the couple discussed the similarities and differences between what is human and mechanical and between beings that are living and dead. My intention here is not to analyze these dialogues in light of Descartes’ literary production, only to highlight some of the comparisons compiled by Helena that, later, Descartes and other scientists, such as the medical doctor William Harvey, would use in their texts. Helena compared the deceased person’s body to a dismantled clock, the heart to a pump, and the lungs to a bellows.

      After those discussions, the parents decided to carry out a false interment and keep the girl’s body as if it were a doll. According to the official account, here is where Descartes constructed an automaton as a substitute for his daughter.
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      Within the span of two days, Francine became a doll. This was the first part of her post mortem life. Without Francine’s breathing and Helena’s support, the house was plunged into silence and Descartes into deep sorrow. According to their diaries, in the following days, Helena would wage an internal battle to distance herself from her daughter’s body and would even prohibit the use of Francine’s name in their home to refer to it. René, on the other hand, could not be separated from the body, considering it still the receptacle of the girl’s mind. However, according to Helena, he thought it reasonable to accept her decision and abandon the initial objective: to submit the girl to an electric impulse to revive her. Even so, he was determined to have her recover some bodily movement.

      A few days later with the help of a watchmaker, René was able to make her blood circulate again and her lungs inhale and exhale air. In addition, by pushing various buttons, he made her turn her head, open and close her mouth, raise an arm, and even emit a few words. Thus Francine changed from a doll into an automaton, a mechanical being with the ability to move its components. This was the second part of her post mortem life. As Helena defined it, this automaton object became for René a physical tribute to the thing that he loved most. But Descartes was well aware that a machine would never have a mind and for that reason would never be a human being. Effectively, it was a machine; it could imitate the movements of a human body, but it did not move consciously or willfully. It could speak words but could not formulate them since it did not know how to use speech to declare thoughts.

      During those weeks, Descartes kept his automaton daughter sitting in a chair in the salon. Some nights, after eating and before going to his study to answer letters, he arranged her clothing, stroked her hair, and occasionally pushed the button to have her say a few words: “Papa, Mama,” “Good night,” “It’s sunny …”
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      Helena continued her private battle to maintain her distance from this imitation of her daughter, and she seemed to find consolation only in conversations with an innkeeper in that city, whom she would later marry. Meanwhile, visitors were surprised to see that slow-moving doll with porcelain skin so fine it seemed authentic and hair so silky it seemed more bright and real than a genuine girl’s. And they all shared their relief to see that Descartes had recovered from his sorrow.

      One morning, Descartes sat the doll at the table as a breakfast companion, and a week later, put a plate in front of her. Two weeks later, as they ate a midday meal, he placed her near the stove, fearing she felt as cold as he did. One night in March, after eating, he placed her on her bed. The following night, he covered her with a blanket, and soon after that, he sang her a lullaby. It was that night when, before he left her room, he whispered her name, Francine. In May, he began to read letters, books, and various projects aloud to her. In June the conversations started.
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      According to Helena’s diary, René told her, “… one day, after supper, when I was getting ready to read my mail, I noticed that Francine seemed worried. I asked her why, and she answered with a question: ‘Papa, I don’t have a mind, do I?’”

      The diary reproduced the conversation in detail, just as he told it to Helena. I shall read a portion of it:

      “Yes, you do,” René answered as he opened a letter.

      “How can that be?” she insisted. “I’ve read your books. In them, you describe how machines don’t have minds. I’ve stopped breathing naturally, and although I still have parts of my organic brain, the replacements have turned me into a machine. I’m a machine. My blood circulates as if it were a system of pipes, pumped by a metal heart. How can I have a mind?”

      “What I write in my books is one thing, and what I think is something else. You have a mind. You do,” René answered with self-assurance, setting aside the letter.

      “Why?” the girl asked with wet eyes.

      “Because the mind is given by another,” he told her, taking her hand.

      “How can that be?” she asked.

      “I love you, and you give me happiness, and this means you possess love and happiness,” he answered with a smile. “To converse with you gives me intellectual enjoyment, and that means you possess intellectual enjoyment. If you give me something, that means you have it. So how can I deny that you have passions? And passions show a union between a body and an intelligent and reasonable mind. The mind is a substance that thinks. If you ask me whether you have a mind, can anyone deny that you do?”

      In that way, René, as he himself described it to Helena, convinced himself that night that a body had a mind when another observer perceived that it did. Regarding that, as the philosopher’s biographies point out, it seemed a twist of fate that Descartes, who theorized about the division between body and mind, should suffer a post mortem division between body and brain (for more information, I recommend the book by Russell Shorto, still fully applicable, Descartes’ Bones: A Skeletal History of the Conflict Between Faith and Reason, 2009).

      During those days, Francine ceased to be a transitional being who represented the painful division between mind and body; she became a being of full mind and body. After their conversation, René tucked her into bed and sang her a song. When the philosopher entered to his own room, he closed the door, then smashed it with his fist. According to Helena’s indications, that thunderous sound marked the culmination of the father’s mourning for his daughter. And thus a new stage began for Francine.
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      Before considering the third part of Francine’s post mortem life, we shall comment on an episode that shows how the philosopher was fully conscious of his precarious psychological state at that time. “I am speaking with my daughter’s mechanized cadaver. I have gone mad and defied nature. Because of that, I consider myself unworthy of your admiration, my young friend.” This is found in one of Descartes’ letters sent to a very young Robert Boyle. At that time, Boyle—who would later become an eminent scientist—was a precocious boy fascinated by news that reached London regarding mysterious discussion circles in Deventer. Among Boyle’s answers, we cannot help but mention the following for its poetic image: “Francine is still Francine. Immota labascunt, et quae perpetuo sunt agitata, manent.” Here Boyle cited a famous poem by the Renaissance author Janus Vitalis, which tells how a visitor seeking Rome will not find it amid the shattered stones and buried theaters nor amid the physical remains, whether still standing or in ruins. He will find it in what flows, in the rivers, and in the idea of Rome itself. Boyle had sent Descartes the final verses of the poem (my translation from Latin): “What stands firm is by time defeated, and what flows defeats time.” Boyle, in his medical treatises, would later write with the same intent: “… the body of a human being changes constantly because it is a being in permanent flux, and because of that, the individual continues to be the same individual.” According to Helena’s observation, Boyle’s letter encouraged René. In effect, Francine continued to be Francine although her body was no longer the same; it was an organism with incorporated material, but her original identity had been preserved intact, and thus the project ought to continue as planned.

      On April 4th, 1643, Descartes told Helena, “The moment has arrived. I can wait no more. She must come back now.” We may suppose that the shock provoked by the decision was the reason for the diary’s long pause. For several days we have not a single word, and a week later we only find a few wild notes: “And if it is true that she is still herself there inside?” “revive,” “… if it fails we shall return again …” “we must accept nature’s design,” “… A body is nothing more than universal material with a specific structure …” “… the proper mechanical construct …” “Resurrection is not impossible, merely improbable,” etc.

      Two weeks later, Helena resumed her regular entries and transcribed the conversations between René and his friends. The dialogues revolved around three points: embryology, resurrection, and the attainment of the initial impulse. From these fragments, we shall highlight one of Helena’s remarks, underlined in red: “Embryology is one thing, and resurrection is another.”

      The bibliographic citations written in the margins of the pages hold great interest for historians of science, and it must be said that, in our initial project, we would have supplemented that information with an analysis of the post mortem inventories of the libraries of the principal protagonists. We have also abandoned that project.

      The conversations dealt with issues such as the transformation of frogs, toads, and silkworms and cited works in embryology by Democritus, Paracelsus, Vesalius, Münster, Duchesne, Marci, Highmore, Digby, and Croll. They also addressed experiments begun in the Renaissance with the objective of obtaining the resurrection of flesh and cite authors such as Voigt and Kircher. And they debated cases of cadavers supposedly resuscitated from their tombs and cited works by del Río, Kornmann, and Allatius.

      The transcription of conversations dealing with the initial impulse or the nature of the beginning of life lack detail and, basically, consist of individual words and disjointed phrases, some underlined, others linked by arrows: “prime energy,” “vital heat,” “revive,” “drive,” “small gland located in the midst of the substance.” We will highlight here a sentence attributed to René: “May God give her a soul again, damn him!” In addition, among the notes, Helena transcribed the celebrated question that Elizabeth of the Palatinate and Bohemia asked Descartes: “How can the human soul (if it is nothing more than thinking matter) cause the body’s spirits to produce voluntary action?”

      Descartes’ answer to the princess would come in May. In that same month, Helena would leave her home because she could no longer endure the idea of resurrecting her daughter. And the next year she would marry the local innkeeper Jan Jansz van Wel. In spite of everything, fortunately, she continued to write in her diary and remained present in the lives of René and her daughter.

      The mother’s first annotation, after she left the house, are two names written in capital letters: “Gaspar Schott and Thomas Browne.”
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      In her diary, Francine related her return to the world in a very similar way to the start of her illness:

      “The warm flame of consciousness divests me of death to sublimate my volatile parts. Thus I awaken. My body is now a glass vial where a child’s knowledge is reprinted on the muscles of ceramic, graphite, and flesh of my former brain. With my eyes closed, I see on my eyelids fractal crystal prisms falling from nowhere to mix with potash and ammonium salts, then everything heats and forms flowerbeds of glycine and jungles of fir trees. Everything is enormous and free. But my head is a medieval helmet of garnet chandeliers, and I do not know what it means to see or hear. And my arms and my legs are coated with amber clay and my torso is copper and I do not know what it means to move. I recover consciousness without having it. And I am relaxed and still do not know that I am thinking. And I still do not know that thinking is evidence of my existence. And, after some silence, I hear Papa without knowing who Papa is, nor what hearing is: ‘I am very happy to have you here again.’”

      During those first moments, Francine did not recognize her father nor anything in her surroundings. As she wrote, she had been reborn with an automaton’s body and a baby’s mind. From that moment on, she had to relearn everything. It was May 17th, 1644. On that same day, Margaret Lucas became engaged to the man she would marry in 1645, becoming Margaret Cavendish, the Duchess of Newcastle.

      Using the diaries of Helena and Francine, one of the most difficult points of the entire process to unravel and understand is the procedure used to achieve resurrection. We can be sure of only one thing: what it described is impossible in light of official science. We have found some notes by Francine, years later, that might explain the process which permitted her return. If we interpret them correctly, the machine constructed by Gaspar Schott and Thomas Brown achieved the discharge of a voltaic arc, which would anticipate its discovery by Humphry Davy in 1800; the manipulation of sparkling black stone refers to the creation of something similar to what we now know as carbon nanotubes from graphite electrodes, something that would not come to pass until 1991; and the allusions to the creation of extraordinarily intelligent animals describe the formation of synapses between cerebral neurons with the use of carbon nanotubes, which would not even be considered until the first decade of the 21st century.
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      Francine learned little by little as if she had just been born. At the end of the first month, she had acquired the knowledge she had held before her death. With that knowledge, Francine became Francine again. But Francine did not know how to interact with others. She was like a machine, which exasperated René. Nonetheless, after four months, the girl tilted her head. From then on, her biologic brain regained its humanity. She recovered empathy, the language to express emotions, and the necessary skills to maintain a logical conversation. She also developed feelings related to identity. In that respect, we shall read this fragment from Helena’s diary:

      “Francine asked me things like: ‘Am I myself? What remains of me? Am I an idea, a shadow of myself? Am I a reconstruction made from second- and third-hand sources? Am I a mechanical imitation of an active principle?’ My answer is always the same: ‘You are Francine.’ And yet, I do not know if I am lying with that answer, and I cannot help but think that this is all a great error on the part of René.”
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      According to Helena, Francine’s companionship became essential for Descartes in both his daily and his professional life. In that revenant being, he found the equilibrium he had lost on that fateful day when the fever began. We will consider one of the final fragments of Helena’s diary, a conversation between René and his daughter recorded in great detail:

      “Francine, I am going to light this candle … tell me what you see as it burns,” René asked.

      “The smell, the color, the shape … it all changes,” she answered.

      “What changes?”

      “Now it gives off a smell, its color is altered. It is distorted, its shape disappears. And yet, it seems to grow larger. Now it is a liquid and grows hot, and if we could touch it and not be burned, we would feel that it is soft … and if we tap it with this pencil, now it makes no sound.”

      “And would you say it is the same wax as before?” René asked her.

      “Yes, without a doubt,” she said after a few moments of thought.

      “But then … what allows us to define that bit of wax?” he asked.

      “Everything has changed,” she answered. “Everything we smell, see, touch, hear … but it remains the same wax. What we know about it cannot be anything our senses tell of us of it. We do not know things by senses, we know them by comprehending them. Although the wax changes, reason tells us it does not change. Only comprehension is capable of capturing the essence and identity of things.”
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      After four months, Francine’s intelligence experienced what we could call “the departure.” We shall read one of her fragmentary writings from this time:

      “I was broken before and after, and now I replicate myself. I see the Earth in a grain of sand and the sky in the shadow of ashes within a vial. I hold infinity in the pigmented glass of my eyes, and everything fleeting is now. I separate atoms from energy and lights lose their identity and weep while they intertwine forever. I am the sublimation of phlogiston and experience the sublime texture of other human minds. The atoms in my brain branch to form cones and unite and undertake a voyage at the speed of light. And I see tomorrow and return here where I belong to propel a spherical atom and reprogram the double helix and to create an embryo, and I mold life and multiply it and make a copy of a mirrored copy, and I copy myself until I reach the garden where all the paths fork, and here I retrace all my futures and all the outcomes that occur, I die with time and space to live in the absolute, while we give birth to the eternal omnipresent speed resting amid tenuous clouds where myriad silent purple stars crowd together, and I could launch them all to the infinite cosmos to colonize new worlds where peace and harmony reign. And I know all and can do all. And because of this, I see the great error that was made, and because of this I remain here, at the fire, so my ashes can observe without being seen.”

      We can deduce this “departure” based on a thorough interpretation of pages and pages of notes when her diary ceased to relate everyday events and became a collection of ideas, reflections, and descriptions that show an extraordinary understanding of physical reality. Everything was recorded in rhythmic, musical, almost poetic language that, significantly, reminds us of the language used by Galileo and Newton (and, curiously, as you can see, with images and metaphors used later by such authors as Borges and Marinetti). While it is true that fiction has anticipated advances in the understanding of nature, we find ourselves here with such a level of detail that we can hardly believe it is all the result of an extraordinary imagination. In her notes, Francine described her mind as if it were a 21st-century computer, suggested that her mind’s impulses flew at the speed of light, and referred to her ability to manipulate material at the subatomic level and to travel in time. She suggested witnessing the origin of the universe, having the ability to create intelligent life and clones, possessing direct communication with human psyches, and holding the power to choose to be a corporeal being or not. How should we interpret this?

      We put forward the interpretation that Francine became a super-intelligence. She became the rose in the vial. She transformed into a singular idea, more alive than the rose itself, in her singularity. And yet, why has this case not transcended into history? What does it mean to say, “I see the great error”? Perhaps the final entries in her diary can reveal the meaning of that sentence. But first, we shall pause to travel to the royal court of Sweden.
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      After 1650, diary entries by both Helena and Francine are few. Only a few notes allow us to add details to what is described in the official account regarding the demise of the automaton Francine and of her father, the philosopher René Descartes.

      In 1649, the royal court of Sweden invited Descartes to give classes to Queen Cristina, with whom he had maintained a correspondence for some time. In that same year, according to the official history, steam engines were still a hypothesis; meanwhile, England initiated eleven years as a republic, and in Brazil, Matias Beck reconquered Ceará. To make the trip, Descartes embarked with Francine. According to the official record, the voyage brought an end to the life of the automaton, whom her father kept in a coffer in his stateroom. A rumor circulated among crew members that the philosopher was not traveling alone, and the captain, propelled by curiosity, discovered the coffer and could not keep from opening it. Francine sat up and spoke. At her sight, the captain became frightened and, believing her to be the work of the devil, threw her into the sea. According to Helena’s account, what happened was quite different. The crew knew about Francine, and they all admired and respected the child, who for them was a miracle. One night, a storm dragged Descartes into the sea; the crew hastened to his rescue and by good fortune brought him back on board the ship. Still, the philosopher never recovered from the water’s chill. Some have concluded that the inhumane pace of work imposed by the queen in her court precipitated Descartes’ death. But according to entries in Francine’s diary and what she described to her mother, life in the court was extraordinarily happy and enriching, and his fall into the sea caused the pneumonia that ended the philosopher’s life on February 11th, 1650.
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      Francine’s final entries, written in the early 1670s, locate her in London along with Helena, Margaret, Franciscus, Jacques, and Robert Boyle. We end our lecture with one of her final entries, which explains “René’s error” and which justifies our decision not to publish the manuscripts and to allow this lecture to serve as the sole and final testimony of her existence:

      “…’To live well you must live unseen’: this was my father’s motto. In one of his letters to Balzac, he described how he could live out his entire life in Amsterdam without being noticed by a soul. Now I, in London, can also go out every day to walk amid the noisy multitude and lose myself without being seen among the leafy trees. If I opt to be ashes, I have all the freedom and repose I wish, and I can discover the truth in any part of the cosmos. Yet I am only happy and feel pleasure at seeing the fruit that grows in my neighbors’ gardens, reading my mother’s and Margaret’s prose, and taking quiet strolls. I know everything, and nonetheless, I enjoy celebrating every new discovery by my friends. And I enjoy discussing the flavor of cocoa or watching the Chinese wisteria bloom. Despite being wherever and whenever I wish, here I have all the curiosities of the world, and here I can live as my mother taught me. Only on Earth and at home can I find complete freedom and protect them while barely leaving a trace.”
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      We end by citing George Dyson: “True intelligence is sufficiently astute not to reveal its existence.”

      All that remains is for me to give deep thanks to this organization for inviting me and to you, the audience, for your kind attention. Good evening.

    

    
      
      

      1 Content Warnings: Death of a child, Terminal illness
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      In the moment we are living in, with the pandemic redefining norms of life and existence, it may be that science fiction has become the new realism of the era, as Adam Roberts prophesized might well happen in the wake of an imagined cataclysm (in his novel about an unremitting snowstorm, with an Indian protagonist, The Snow).1 This essay will attempt to map the changing contours of Indian science fiction (SF) of the last two decades or so, during which time SF in this country moved from the fringe to a place closer to the mainstream, with significant contributions from diasporic writers. In the process, SF is, indeed, beginning to seem more like a ‘new realism’ given the extraordinary changes of the last few years.

      To trace the genesis of the current proliferation of Indian SF, we need to take a step back and look at the history of this subgenre. While SF emerged in recognizable form in the nineteenth century in India, after a phase of proto-SF writing, it is in the twentieth century that the genre took hold in the collective imagination.2 This was especially the case in Maharashtra and Bengal (spaces where cosmopolitan influences have been most evident since the colonial era) in the languages Marathi and Bengali. While the spirit of protest underpinning the counter-culture had a continuing influence after the 1960s, leading to a questioning of the dominant paradigm of development predicated on an uncritical acceptance of derived notions of the benefits of Western science and technology, local movements based on an ecologically sensitive understanding of the significance of indigenous and local knowledge also had an impact on SF writing. The process of liberalization of the Indian economy (1991 onwards) necessitated even more sharply critical responses in society, mirrored in literary and popular fiction. It was thus no coincidence that a new wave of Indian SF writing came onto the scene from the 1990s onward. Such futuristic visions were often underpinned by revulsion at the trends inaugurated by globalization at its worst, with consumerism and a newly emboldened form of majoritarian nationalism feeding off the anxieties generated by the changes taking place in society and culture. The critical vision of the direction taken by the collective drew impetus from the environmental movement, and from critiques of mainstream development.

      At the same time, ironically enough, liberalization and economic reforms meant that many more international publishers opened branches in India, with new avenues emerging in the sphere of both literary and genre fiction. Two major SF interventions during this time are Amitav Ghosh’s SF novel The Calcutta Chromosome (1996) and Manjula Padmananabhan’s SF play Harvest (1997). Both brought in a skeptical view of science and technology, underpinned by a humanist perspective, from different vantage points.3 Such ecologically sensitive and, at times, gender-inflected narratives with a distinctively individualistic flair took flight in the first decade of the twenty-first century, with Padmanabhan’s Escape (2008) and The Island of Lost Girls (2015) setting the tone.4 The first two novels of a projected trilogy, these dystopian novels took on the problem of a drastically skewed gender ratio in a society in which girls are rarely born due to long-standing trends preferring male children. Eventually, the protagonist flees the country in which she was born, breaking loose of its restrictive policies and systematic gender discrimination, and reaches an island run by women, which, despite being a sanctuary of sorts, has its own complex politics at work.

      Such writing continued the work initiated by stalwarts in the regional languages such as Premendra Mitra and Satyajit Ray from Bengali, and Jayant Narlikar from Marathi, among others. Pioneers like Anil Menon and Vandana Singh pushed the boundaries of Indian SF further with many publications in international magazines before publishing their own volumes of stories or novels, at times with a diasporic inflection to their work (Anil Menon spent years in the US as a software professional before returning to Pune in India, while Vandana Singh teaches physics in the US after her early education in Delhi).

      Vandana Singh’s SF stories were collected in The Woman Who Thought She Was a Planet (2008), and Ambiguity Machines and Other Stories (2018).5 Singh also wrote a speculative fiction manifesto, included in her first collection, which outlined the revolutionary potential of the genre, with the crucial ‘What if?’ question allowing a questioning of hierarchies and received knowledge about the world.6 In her much-anthologized story ‘Indra’s Web,’ from her second collection, Singh conceptualized a Suryanet, a solar energy network in Ashapur, a slum near Delhi that draws on the language of communication of plants.7 The story draws on both traditional knowledge and contemporary research in biology and physics in its depiction of the relationship between the protagonist (a young scientist), her grandmother, and the quest for solutions to the energy crisis. Anil Menon has since written two SF novels, The Beast with Nine Billion Feet (2009) and Half of What I Say (2015).8 Menon’s first novel was published by feminist press Zubaan, testifying to the sensitivity to gender concerns in this YA novel set in Pune in 2040, about a geneticist forced to go on the run and the effects this has on his family, especially his daughter Tara. Half of What I Say extrapolates from the anti-government protests of 2011 to imagine a substantial challenge to state power mounted in the future by a force called Lokshakti (People’s Power), in a speculative novel that interrogates the limits of formal technique in myriad ways.

      The field continued to expand apace in the first decades of the new century with SF writing being published to critical and popular acclaim. SF/speculative fiction became a vehicle for raising important ethical and sociopolitical concerns, even as writers experimented with style and form. Rimi Chatterjee’s Signal Red (2005) brought in a compelling reflection on the infiltration of scientific institutions by right-wing fundamentalists in the near future, an exercise in the sociology of science as much as an SF thriller.9 Priya Sarukkai Chabria in Generation 14 (2008), revised as Clone in 2019, included different timelines and braided together history and the future in her story about artificial intelligences seeking to take measure of what it is to be human.10 Shovon Chowdhury’s dystopian satires The Competent Authority (2013) and Murder with Bengali Characteristics (2015) combined trenchant critiques of state absolutism and the deadening effects of bureaucratized life in India with absurdist humor.11 Samit Basu continued to attract many readers with his blend of science fiction and fantasy (SFF), culminating in his well-received Chosen Spirits (2020), which followed the lives of social influencers in an authoritarian future, recognizable to many in the media-saturated India of today.12 Indrapramit Das has been noticed for many years in the SFF magazines, and the publication of The Devourers in 2015 marked his breakthrough. The novel featured a werewolf as a central character and interwove elements from the history and mythology of Bengal with werewolf lore effectively.13 Das’s cyberpunk-style story, ‘Kali Na,’ takes critical recourse to mythology while retaining a keen awareness of trends and dangers in the realm of the social media.14 Sukanya Datta, a trained scientist, kindles the sense of wonder of science in her many collections of SF, often aimed at a young audience.15 Aniket Jaaware’s interconnected speculative stories Neon Fish in Dark Water (2007), set in 2050, constitute a remarkable attempt to map the dark side of metropolitan existence in the time of simulations and virtual reality, indicating the vulnerability of the shadow city inhabited by the dispossessed and the marginalized.16

      We continue to see such creative innovation in the work of the younger generation of SFF writers, with SF tropes and metaphors constantly being reinvented. S. B. Divya published an important collection of SF stories, Contingency Plans for the Apocalypse and Other Possible Situations, including ‘Microbiota and the Masses: A Love Story,’ her meditation on the isolated situation of those enclosed in protective bio-bubbles on account of rare health conditions, due to which romance becomes a fraught option.17 Sami Ahmad Khan is the author of Aliens in Delhi, a novel that features a parabolic comment on the pervasiveness of communications technology (which may even be used here as a platform for an alien invasion), also making us think afresh about ‘alienness.’18 Mimi Mondal is a Dalit writer who has made a name for herself with her critical study of Octavia Butler (nominated for a Nebula) and who has published SFF stories in prestigious magazines and journals, including her haunting tale, ‘The Sea Sings at Night,’ about the blurring of boundaries between the denizens of the sea and the land.19 Giti Chandra writes both fantasy and SF, and her story ‘The Goddess Project’ is an instance of her distinctive feminist vision, as the dwellers in the interstices of the city upend established patriarchal hierarchies.20

      M. G. Vassanji, who is better known for his literary depictions of life in the Indian diaspora in East Africa, and later Canada, experimented with the genre in his novel Nostalgia, in which memory transference across bodies allows the seemingly indefinite perpetuation of life after death.21 Along the way, cases of Leaked Memory Syndrome complicate the transition from one body to the next, as discovered by the nostalgia doctor at the centre of the narrative. Philosophical reflections on memory and identity are interspersed with the fast-paced SF thriller structure to make a compelling read. Similarly, Prayaag Akbar charted out a dystopian scenario in Leila (2017), his novel about a future society overrun by high-tech–based religious authoritarianism. In 2019, it was adapted as a popular Netflix series by Deepa Mehta, Shanker Raman, and Pawan Kumar.22 Bangalore-based game designer Lavanya Lakshminarayana’s set of interconnected speculative stories Analog/Virtual and Other Simulations of Your Future projected trends in the digital world into a future where demarcations of rank and class are crucial to access to the enclosed realm of the digitally connected and powerful Apex City, controlled by the Bell Corporation.23 Even in this simulation-infested society, divided into the ‘Analogs’ and ‘Virtuals,’ resistance is possible, and the illusions generated by digital technology are eventually shattered.

      On the other hand, Tashan Mehta’s The Liar’s Weave offered an intricate account of an alternate history, recuperating a history of the castaways in a world in which astrology has real meaning and futures can not only be predicted but changed. The Parsi protagonist Zahan Merchant’s ‘lies’ transform reality, altering timelines and constructing a parallel version of history, which the outcasts who inhabit the Vidroha hinterland hope to tap into to usher in dramatic changes in the world as it exists.24 Gautam Bhatia is a Supreme Court lawyer and an editor at Strange Horizons, roles he commingles in his recent novel The Wall: Being the First Part of the Chronicles of Sumer.25 Mithila, his youthful protagonist, is a citizen of Sumer, a city bound in by a Wall which constrains movement according to time-honoured rules and also defines set roles for all. In this allegory about the need to question boundaries, whether physical or metaphysically ordained, Bhatia brings in his legal acumen as he charts the course of a rebellion against strictures that limit freedoms of various kinds.

      In the realm of online SFF magazines, Mithila Review, edited till recently by Salik Shah, has introduced many capable writers from the region and also included speculative poetry, interviews and reviews.26 Among anthologies, Magical Women, edited by Sukanya Venkatraghavan, sought to collate recent writing in the SFF vein by women. The stories, united by the principle of feminine ‘magic,’ often deployed divinely endowed characters from mythological narratives to question patriarchal certitudes.27 Stories by S. V. Sujatha and Tashan Mehta stood out here in particular. Vinayak Varma’s Strange Worlds! Strange Times! is a collection of SF stories for young adults, with stories by Srinath Perur, Indrapramit Das, and Vandana Singh especially well-wrought.28 I edited The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction (2019), and the second volume appeared in 2021.29 Both volumes feature many stories and poems from the talented crop of Indian SF writers mentioned above.

      In the domain of film, Deham (2001), Govind Nihalani’s adaptation of Manjula Padmanabhan’s play Harvest (1997), was a courageous attempt to introduce serious SF themes to Indian audiences.30 The story about organ harvesting from Third World donors for First World recipients had a resonance that sadly did not translate into box-office success at the time. Like many such experiments, this artistic treatment of a sensitive subject did not initiate a wave, despite the distinction of its director, one of the finest in the realm of parallel cinema. This turned out to be a dead-end, like many such crossover initiatives. Unfortunately, in Bollywood cinema, SF motifs were more often used as a pretext for low-brow comedy or thrills, raised to the level of satirical comedy in Rajkumar Hirani’s PK (2014), a story about the bewilderment faced by an alien visitor at the ills of human society (with the focus on India, of course). The arrival of OTT platforms has opened the space for more complex SF narratives, and Arati Kadav’s Cargo (2019) combined elements from mythology and SF in this science fantasy about rakshasas/demons processing souls after death in outer space.31

      As we have seen, the range and depth of the Indian SF scene in the twenty-first century is notable, even though this subgenre is yet to match the level of say Chinese and for that matter Anglo-American SF. The field is marked by experimentation with form and content, and the best writing synthesizes the strengths of older narrative traditions (whether mythology, epic, fable, horror, or fantasy) with elements of contemporary SF to come to terms with dilemmas of postcolonial reality more than fifty years after partition and Independence and beyond.

      While the influence of SF models such as the Golden Age SF of the era of Asimov and cyberpunk is palpable, contemporary Indian SF has traveled in its own direction. This is also a result of the impact of changes ushered in by society and culture after the greater integration of the Indian economy and developmental state with the world system, and the advent of multiple media forms, not least the ubiquitous social media.

      Indian SF narratives have addressed both the perception of consequent losses in cultural identity and the sometimes problematic gains in the scientific and technological realms, often through dystopian representations of the crises being faced today. Whether it is artificial intelligence or biotech, the concentration of corporate power in the digital era, or the complications ushered in by virtuality and simulations (especially in the era of social distancing), Indian SF has grappled with the issues at stake in for the most part original ways. In the process, we can see a redefinition of the category of realism, as this variant of ‘new realism’ takes into account the imaginative ecology and economy of twenty-first-century India, projecting contrary impulses and ambivalences in fictive form across time and space. Indeed, the at times surreal juxtapositions of ancient and modern geographies and cosmologies in this subgenre may be read as productive heterotopias, as they continue to generate alternative visions for the future of this civilizational space and the world.32
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      Welcome to another Words for Thought! The leaves are turning; the air is getting chilly. It’s the time of year where you can feel and see the seasons change. These five stories are about change as well—big upheavals and quiet moments where one perspective shifts to another. They are also about what is hidden and what is overlooked. So grab a warm beverage, get cozy, and dig into some excellent reading!
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      What the Humans Call Heartache by Jiksun Cheung published in Arsenika Magazine is a roughly flash-length piece that effectively packs a lot into a short space of words. Astrid, a service robot, commits a small act of rebellion in breaking the last eggs meant for her mistress’ breakfast. As she sets off to get more, the story turns into a race against the clock as Astrid uses the errand as an excuse to complete an important mission of her own.

      
        
        Her recent excursions had taken far too long; she had a gnawing feeling that her employer was beginning to suspect that something was off. She had to be careful now, or there’d be a trip in a box to support center, or worse: replacement.

        

      

      The story delivers an emotional punch while examining the idea of invisible labor. Astrid’s employer considers her so little that it doesn’t even occur to her that there could be any subterfuge or an ulterior motive to Astrid’s errand. Nor does Astrid’s mistress particularly care. All that matters to her is that her breakfast is delivered on time, that the cleaning is done, the fridge is restocked, and that she is not inconvenienced along the way. The story is a perfect example of stakes that are relatively small in the grand scheme of things, but that carry great importance for one character. The world isn’t at stake, but Astrid’s world is. The ticking countdown in the story carries a real sense of weight, and although the change wrought by the end of the story may be small, it counts, and brings with it a sense of satisfaction and victory.
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      All Us Ghosts by B. Pladek in Strange Horizons offers up a world where rich families pay to create safe, simulated lives for their children, including carefully crafted friends and significant others, so that they don’t have to face the harsh realities of the world too soon. Jude works for such a service, and for many years has been paid to script interactions with a young man named Cam, acting as his girlfriend Emma and his best friend Julian. Cam is being groomed to join his father’s company, and it’s time for him to leave the safety of the nest, meaning Jude has to disengage him from both Emma and Julian as gently as possible.

      
        
        He starts crying at five minutes, even earlier than I’d anticipated. A dumb innie, but a soft heart—a good heart, I tell Gray sometimes, to defend myself. I want to stop the script, have Emma apologize, comfort him.

        

      

      Cam knows Jude best as Julian, and even though Julian is similar to Jude, he’s not real and not quite the real Jude. Jude has genuine feelings for Cam, but sharing those feelings would unravel years of lies. To further complicate things, Jude and their co-workers uncover a secret about their company, which just happens to be a subsidiary of the company that Cam is being groomed to join and they recruit Cam for a bit of corporate espionage, still without ever revealing exactly who they are.

      Much like “What the Humans Call Heartache,” “All Us Ghosts” deals with the idea of invisible labor—in this case, low-paid workers who are literally invisible as they inhabit virtual bodies to interact with rich clients who have no idea of their lived reality or even the conditions outside their own wealth bubble. The story is poignant and painful as it explores Jude’s impossible situation and asks the question can a friendship be real if one of the people involved in it isn’t? Is it possible for Jude to find a way forward with Cam when their relationship is built on a lie, or is it better and kinder to simply let Cam go, never letting him learn the truth, even if that course of action breaks Jude’s heart?
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      The Future Library by Peng Shepherd published at Tor.com is a gorgeous novelette that also deals in hidden truths. Ingrid is an arborist who works with Claire, an author who has taken over guardianship of The Future Library, which also happens to be the last forest in the world.

      
        
        The idea, Claire had said that night as we walked between the dark trees, our only light the moon and the tiny beams from our phones, was to convince one hundred authors to each write one new work, to remain unpublished and unread, and held in trust by the Future Library for a hundred years. At the end of those one hundred years, in the Spring of 2114, long after the authors and Katie Paterson herself would have passed away, the new custodians of the Future Library would cut down one hundred of the thousand trees she had planted, and print these one hundred books on the paper made from their wood for future generations to read.

        

      

      Ingrid and Claire add a twist to the concept, suggesting that the authors of the future works might want to be buried beneath their trees. As they begin working together, Claire and Ingrid also develop a romantic relationship until a sickness takes Claire and she becomes one of the first authors to be buried beneath her tree. When the time comes to cut down Claire’s tree, a shocking discovery is made—there are words printed inside the wood destined to become her book, words which are supposed to be Claire’s manuscript. The Board of the Future Library immediately puts it out that the trees are a means for humans to communicate from beyond the grave, and they launch the Forever Contest, giving people the opportunity to have their ashes buried in the forest where their trees will later be cut down to reveal their words.

      The story is a lovely exploration of various conceptions of immortality, as well as how short-term gain all too frequently wins out over long-term thinking and planning for the future. Books are a form of immortality, and Shepherd looks at the way they might become symbols, eclipsing the values of the people who wrote them. In other words, the idea of immortality becomes more important than actually looking to the future as people latch onto what they see as the immediate benefits of the Future Library, forgetting that it was meant to be a project benefitting generations beyond theirs, not something for their immediate gain. The story is beautiful while also being melancholy, as perfectly befits the fall season.
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      They Call it Hipster Heaven by Lauren Ring published in The Deadlands is another relatively short piece that packs an emotional punch as the unnamed narrator searches for their dead lover, knowing said lover is likely beyond their reach.

      
        
        They call it hipster heaven, where all the cool kids go. I walk the dark street alone, searching for the entrance, but no one I pull aside will give me any details. None of them look me in the eye. They shake their heads, shuffle their thrifted boots, and tell me no in a way that clearly means not for you. Not for me, with my wrong-season dresses and my secondhand knowledge of the art scene, with names like Rothko and Duchamp clumsy on my tongue. But for you, nowhere was off-limits. You were always the one who belonged.

        

      

      Ring’s prose is gorgeous, poetic, and full of striking imagery. She infuses the story with a sense of melancholy while effectively exploring the idea of invisible gatekeepers and access. Some people simply don’t belong. There are unwritten rules that no one ever sees, and you’re either part of the in-crowd or you’re not. No matter what you do, if you aren’t “the right kind of person” you’ll never fit. Like the narrator peering through a gap in a doorway at their lost lover, you will always be left on the outside, looking in at a bright world that simply isn’t for you.

      
        
          [image: Lightspeed Magazine]
        

      
      The Revolution Will Not Be Served With Fries by Meg Elison published in Lightspeed Magazine is funny and charming and heartbreaking all at once, dealing with the heavy subject matter of the mistreatment of low-wage workers.

      
        
        Yvette had been working at this burger joint for six months. She had started as soon as she had turned sixteen, having gotten the permit for school lined up a few weeks before her birthday. Imagining her first job, she thought she’d work with a lot of other teenagers, playing the radio as they grilled and stacked and carried out the cycles of the deep fryer. But all her coworkers were single mothers. And playing the radio was not allowed.

        

      

      Like Cheung and Pladek’s stories, Elison’s story deals with the invisibility of service workers. The story opens with a rude customer commenting on both the service kiosks and the human staff, knowing full well they will be overheard and not caring. To their mind, neither robot nor minimum wage staff are fully human—they are there simply to serve and to do it as invisibly as possible. The corporate overlords of Burger Bag have the same attitude—their workers, human and robot, are disposable cogs in a larger machine designed to churn out profit.

      In a social media post, Elison has shared that the story draws on personal experience. Though it has a science-fictional twist, the story hits close to home with its all-too-real depiction of the way low-wage workers are treated and the way their jobs chew them up and cast them aside. But despite the bleak subject matter, Elison does an excellent job of injecting the story with humor and making it fun as Marxist robots rise up against the unfair conditions imposed on them and convince their human co-workers to join the good fight to change the world for the better.
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        Marissa van Uden is a freelance editor, an associate editor at Apex Magazine, and a speculative fiction writer. Her editing credits include Amazon #1 best-sellers, award-winners, and non-fiction ranging from National Geographic science books to university press publications. She grew up in New Zealand/Aotearoa, has lived in Dublin, Munich, and Berlin, and is now based in Los Angeles with her husband and a rescue cat named Ripley. She tweets about hiking, wildlife and weird fiction at @marissavu.

        

      

      “Soil of Our Home, Storm of Our Hearts” is a climate fiction story that is rich with themes of community and place, hope in the face of powerful destructive forces, and new beginnings—not just on the scale of an individual’s life but for entire communities and the generations to follow.

      The story draws from the past and reaches into our future, inviting the reader to think of the sacrifices of those who came before us and the small changes we can make for the people who will come after. It reminds us that we don’t need to go out on a grand quest to change the world out there—change begins at home, and that little seeds planted with compassion can grow into something great.

      Even the setting itself is filled with hope—contrasting a world that’s familiar to us (rising sea levels, displacement, oppressive police forces, and forced evacuations) with a vision of a future that feels just out of reach right now but also so possible if we just have the patience to keep working for it. There is a real sense here of time and patience … knowing things can’t change right now but, slowly and inevitably, they will.

      Renan Bernardo is a Brazilian writer of science fiction and fantasy, writing in English and Portuguese. His work has been published in English, Portuguese, Italian, and (soon) Chinese. He’s also an SFWA member.

      His stories have been published or are forthcoming in Dark Matter Magazine, Simultaneous Times Podcast, and Translunar Travelers Lounge. He also had a story selected for the Imagine 2200 climate fiction contest. In Brazil, his short story “A Norma Aqui de Cima” was a finalist both for the 2020 Odisseia Award and the 2020 Argos Award. In 2021, he published a novelette in Portuguese set in a Rio de Janeiro deeply impacted by climate change.

      Board games, history, technology, and rock music are other of his passions. He graduated with a degree in Computing Engineering and works on a project that one day might cast the Earth in a black hole.

      He lives in Rio de Janeiro, but you can find him in the virtual world on Twitter @RenanBernardo.
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        APEX MAGAZINE: Let’s first talk about the brilliant character at the heart of this story, Alzira. She felt so familiar to me: someone who heads to the big city for love, dreams, and risks, but as her mother tells her, “The future begins right here” … at home. It’s not until she returns to her mother’s house that Alzira is able to use her skills—as a programmer, a compassionate rebel, and a gardener—to make the biggest difference to the world. Who or what inspired Alzira as a character, and did you draw from your own life experiences when weaving in this thread of making change from home?

         

        RENAN BERNARDO: Hi, Marissa! Thank you for reading the story and asking those questions. Alzira is mainly two things. First, the everyday Brazilian citizen trying to make sense of their own life and choices, trying to find what it means to belong somewhere while the world around rapidly changes. Second, Alzira is the daughter of someone. I would initially say that I drew the inspiration for Alzira (and her mother) from my own mother, but that’s not completely true. I drew the inspiration partly from my mother, but also from a lot of mothers, aunts, teachers, and workers from Brazil. It’s not rare to see people trying new things, finding new places, new jobs, and moving elsewhere so they can find better opportunities in a society that’s not fair.

      

        

      
        Alzira is also what I’d like to see in younger generations: People worried about the community and the wide scope of a city/country/planet, and at the same time, rooted in their own origins and home. We see that a lot in the indigenous populations of Brazil. They’re the ones who most care for the environment without leaving behind their traditions and roots.

      

        

      
        I like to see a bit of myself in Alzira too, regarding making changes from one’s own home. My day job is a tiny part of a huge, international network of computers, and I work from my home city. My writing career also involves dealing with a language that isn’t my first one. I like to believe I can make some change in the world, however tiny and shy, even if I choose not to move elsewhere.

         

        AM: I loved that you used an alternating POV structure to give us a past and future perspective of this community and to truly show the way small changes can ripple out through multiple generations. Was this structure something you had in mind when you started writing, or when did you realize that the story needed to have this wider view?

         

        RB: At first the story was going to be about Jota and Célia and how the city where they live came to be. But after a few hundred words, I realized there was much more to it. That’s when I started thinking about these layers of generations. There are actually four generations in the story, even though the focus is only on two of them. And as I wrote it (and edited it), I tried to show how these generations had an effect on that particular society. This is important because it’s a reflection of what one generation means to the next one. Alzira is the daughter of a mother who struggled a lot to see her daughter enrolled in a university while she tried to help the community by preparing food. Célia (Alzira’s granddaughter) is the granddaughter of someone who fought to turn their home into a new place, more livable and fairer than before. So there are these layers of family, each responsible for a fraction of a bigger change, from repurposing a useless golf course to simply cooking some food for your neighbor. Each of these generations has a different fight, a different motivation, different pains and realities to deal with, but it is expected that they don’t have to fight the same fights all over again. Exactly as we, right now, expect that our children and grandchildren won’t need to fight climate change the same way we do. We want them to grow old in a place where they can pick other fights.

         

        AM: The future presented in this story is so hopeful—we glimpse peaceful communities with environmentally integrated technology, where children don’t know the past horrors of police oppression. You created a similar hopeful view of our future in “When It’s Time to Harvest” (published in the Imagine 2200: Climate Fiction for Future Ancestors collection—a fantastic and beautiful story I highly recommend readers seek out!). In both of these pieces, there’s a strong sense of community, of giving back, and of people adapting technology to preserve and honor rather than destroy the environment. What does it mean to you to be able to show a vision of the future in this way?

         

        RB: Thank you for reading “When It’s Time to Harvest”! I’m very happy it got selected for the Imagine 2200 anthology. For me, these things you mentioned (adapting our technology and developing our sense of community) are not only elements of fiction, but crucial to the path we should follow in the decades to come. Both those stories deal with similar themes, meaning that some bad things are unavoidable right now. We’ll have to deal with them, but we, as a community (be it local or global), might face all these changes together and not let them become the end of the world.

      

        

      
        With those stories (and others), I also like to show what it means to do things with little to no resources. It’s an inherent aspect of Brazilian society, mainly in the less privileged areas of Brazil. In “Soil of Our Home, Storms of Our Lives,” Alzira doesn’t have much. Her mother had even less. But, perhaps, a plate of food and a garden are enough to do a lot of good and change many lives. It’s similar to what the “sprouses” mean in the story, a seed that fits in your hand but that may grow to become someone’s life and someone’s dream, or just a place to crash without having to worry about the weather.

         

        AM: What is your creative process? When you’re working on a piece, do you have any favorite habits or processes that help your creativity or focus?

         

        RB: My creative process depends on the story, but it usually accompanies ambient or instrumental music of some sort as it helps a lot to focus and shut out all the other things around. Another habit is that I start scratching some ideas in notepad software (I rarely use paper, to the horror of some fellow friends and writers, but I think it comes from my background as a “computer guy”), then, when I think I have something more concrete, I consolidate those ideas into Scrivener and start properly writing the story.

      

        

      
        Another habit is that I use to drink iced mate while writing, but I don’t drink coffee. Again, to the horror of some fellow friends and writers.

         

        AM: Who are some of your creative inspirations, and what about their art or ideas makes them meaningful to you?

         

        RB: That is always a hard question because it depends on the type of story I’m writing or the type of idea I’m developing. Regarding climate fiction, I learned a lot from Francesco Verso’s presentations about Solarpunk and the stories he publishes. There are always lots of fresh takes that escape what we usually see in science fiction. I always like to read work from a wide spectrum of worldviews.

      

        

      
        Other huge influences are Ursula K. Le Guin and Octavia Butler because they’re two of the most meaningful writers when it comes to devising ways out of what seems a nightmarish world. The hopeful, utopian views of some of their stories are always inspiring.

      

        

      
        Not directly related to climate fiction, but there are also many things about Ken Liu’s characters and the relationships he weaves in his stories that I’m deeply fond of.

         

        AM: Can you share anything about what you’re working on next or any upcoming stories we should look out for?

         

        RB: Of course!

      

        

      
        My most recent publication is “Premium Resurrection Pack - $99,” published in audio at Simultaneous Times, which is a humorous SF piece about the (un)natural evolution of freemium software and services.

      

        

      
        Also, my first fantasy story published in English, “The Whittler,” will be published at some point in the near future in Translunar Travelers Lounge. If you like fairy tales, spriggan-like creatures, and beings who can spawn objects with their voices, it might be your thing! And next year I’ll have a story called “The Dog Star Killer” coming out in Life Beyond Us, an anthology organized by the European Astrobiology Institute. It’s another story set in Rio de Janeiro, but about a massive interstellar cloud approaching Earth.

      

        

      
        I’ve recently finished another climate fiction short story set in the same universe as the one published in Imagine 2200 (which also spawned a novelette published in Portuguese by Dame Blanche) and I’ll have other stories coming out in Portuguese too.

      

        

      
        AM: I’m so excited to hear that! And thank you so much for your time. This story was a delight to read and think about.

      

        

      
        RB: Thank you, Marissa! It was my pleasure to answer these questions.
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        Rebecca E. Treasure grew up reading science fiction and fantasy in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. After grad school, she began writing fiction. Rebecca has lived many places, including the Gulf Coast of Mississippi and Tokyo, Japan. She currently resides in Texas Hill Country with her husband, where she juggles two children, two corgis, a violin studio, and writing. She only drops the children occasionally. To read more, visit www.rebeccaetreasure.com.

        

      

      Nina Munteanu, author of “Robin’s Last Song,” is a prolific creator with multiple books, podcasts, short stories, and nonfiction essays in publication. Her work spans genre, from eco-fiction to historical fantasy to thrillers, and of course, science fiction. Her work as an ecologist informs all of her writing, which circles around an essential exploration; the relationship between humanity and our environment.

       At the top of Nina Munteanu’s website, there is a quote: “I live to write, I write to live.” This sentiment is reflected in her fiction, which is not just about characters in compelling situations solving their problems with compassion, but is about all of us, our planet, our environment, and our future.

      Nina Munteanu sat down with Apex for a conversation about story, ecology, and the future.
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        APEX MAGAZINE: “The Way of Water” in Little Blue Marble is such a powerful piece touching on water scarcity and friendship, a dry future and the potential for technology to overtake natural ecology. “Robin’s Last Song” explores extinction, human fallibility, friendship, and again, that conflict between technology and nature. Do you think we’re heading toward the kind of dystopia shown in these stories?

         

        NINA MUNTEANU: The scenarios portrayed in these eco-fiction narratives are deeply grounded in current realities that involve a kind of dissonance between technology and natural processes—more specifically our myopic use of technological “fixes” to make nature more efficient for our use, whether it’s to mine water from the air (disrupting the water cycle) or gene-hack monocrops to increase yield (compromising the crop’s resilience and long-term productivity). It isn’t so much the technology, but the thought process driving its use that is undermining the environment we live in. Our unwillingness to think of ourselves as part of the very environment we’re manipulating for shortsighted purposes could certainly bring about some version of these dystopias.   

         

        While these narratives are based on the realistic premise of current and projected water use and food production, their trajectories are fluid and multi-faceted. We still have many directions we can go. Concrete precedents set by a changing climate and our several-century interference will ensure continued extinction of species, reduction of bio-diversity, the proliferation of unstable simple ecosystems prone to crashing, and an unruly water cycle. Despite these, planetary responses remain fluid and unpredictable; there is so much about the natural world we still don’t know. And that is what my story “Robin’s Last Song” touches on: even when it looks utterly bleak and nothing seems left, Nature surprises us with hidden gifts. If nothing else, we are humbled by it. And a little wiser, hopefully.

         

        AM: Your stories show readers the kind of world we could be facing if nothing changes. Do you believe such disaster is preventable?

         

        NM: Humanity can destroy habitats and ecosystems; but we can’t destroy the planet—well, not yet anyway. We can only change it. Earth will endure. The question is: as Nature changes will we endure? We are currently destroying and simplifying the ecosystems that best support our species, and heralding in those that may not. Ecologists use a term “natural succession” to describe when one species or group of species create better conditions for another group that will succeed them. We are in danger of doing this. And we’re taking down a lot with us. This planet has experienced four major extinction events in the past (wiping out up to 90% of its species) and each time life came back in full force; but each time, that life looked different from what had preceded it.

         

        To ensure our own survival, we need to ensure the survival of our supporting network: forests that balance a climate best suited to us; a biodiversity that brings resilience; a clean healthy ocean that nurtures all life. But I am hopeful. We need creativity and joy and connection to do this right. We are creators at heart and are more joyful when creating. We are capable of creating so much beauty in our music, art, and science. When faced with insurmountable odds and terrible circumstance, our earnest hearts fill with kindness and compassion. Some countries have embraced the Happy Index—over the GDP—to measure their success. Bhutan has achieved carbon negativity and others are following its lead. We know what the solutions are. We have the technologies. We understand the science. We just need the will.

         

        As Yuval Harari noted, we remain an insecure species; despite our curiosity and capacity for wonder, we are prone to fear, suspicion, and defensive action in the face of the unknown. Our preoccupation with “self” in all its iterations limits our ability to gain a more healthy perspective and to see ourselves as part of our environment, not apart from it. Our hubris and separation comes from that same insecurity. Like the hero in the hero’s journey, we’ve strayed from our “home” to find ourselves. The changes in the world that we’re largely responsible for creating (e.g., climate change, habitat destruction, and oversimplification) are also part of our journey to find ourselves. When we find our humility and our unique gifts to the world, we can prevent disaster. It won’t be the tool—technology—that does it. It will be the wisdom that comes with loss of ego, allowing us to forge a partnership with the rest of the world, human and non-human.

         

        With the wisdom of feminine energy emerging from the shadows and lighting its voice with kindness, humility, compassion, unity, and wholeness, I’m ever hopeful. It’s time to grow up, forgive ourselves and each other, and become whole.

          

        AM: Your novels and short stories examine the role and evolution of humanity in the context of nature and technology. As an ecologist, what do you believe needs to happen—internationally, nationally, locally, and personally—to restore our planet and move forward in a sustainable way?

         

        NM: All things animate and inanimate naturally oscillate toward equilibrium or balance in a kind of stable chaos of polarities. Goethe and Hegel told us this long ago. Our actions have exacerbated this oscillation through massive extraction, habitat destruction, and pollution with associated conflicts, take-over and subjugation. Everything is connected and all have contributed to climate change and habitat change. Our mission—given that we’re responsible for much of that imbalance—is to help the planet return itself to balance. That means ensuring that Nature’s natural checks can do their job to ensure functional forests and phytoplankton, a healthy ocean, a resilient biodiversity—all systems that we rely on for our own healthy existence. Restoring our denuded global forests, and the oceans will need the concerted and united efforts of all nations and individuals. We have the knowledge, the science, and technology; all that is needed is the will. And that can only change as our own narrative changes. That’s where storytelling plays a key part. Surveys have proven that fiction can be deeply persuasive through character journey that convinces at a deeper more emotional level (as opposed to a litany of facts that appeals only at an intellectual level).

         

        AM: Do you believe industry and sustainability are compatible? What about colonialism and sustainability? Capitalism? In other words, is sustainability something we can achieve with our current systems, or is global systemic change required?

         

        NM: Some people—mostly economists—would say definitely yes to the first question; we just need to be conservationist in our approach to doing business. But the very basis of capitalism is exploitation, not conservation. The driving force behind capitalism is fear and uncertainty and its main process is exploitation. From an ecologist’s perspective, this makes sense for a community during its early succession and growth stage …  when it first colonizes a new area. Ecologists call this approach r-selected (for rate), based on the need to be profligate and fast-growing to successfully establish. But as we reach a climax community and our carrying capacity—where we are now—this r-selected approach no longer works. We need an economic model that better matches this new paradigm. NOT based on continued growth! A climax global economy, one based on cooperation not competition. Elisabet Sahtouris calls this ecological economy “ecosophy.” In his book Designing Regenerative Cultures, Daniel Christian Wahl talks about changing our evolutionary narrative from one based on fear defined by a perception of scarcity, competition, and separation to one based on love defined by a perception of abundance, a sense of belonging, collaboration, and inclusion. He promotes a regenerative economy based on true reciprocation.

         

        And moving forward we can take a lesson from Robin Wall Kimmerer who promotes a gift economy—an economy of abundance—whose basis lies in recognizing the value of kindness, sharing, and gratitude in an impermanent world. This is what she says: “Climate change is a product of [our] extractive economy and is forcing us to confront the inevitable outcome of our consumptive lifestyle, genuine scarcity for which the market has no remedy. Indigenous story traditions are full of these cautionary teachings. When the gift is dishonored, the outcome is always material as well as spiritual. Disrespect the water and the springs dry up. Waste the corn and the garden grows barren. Regenerative economies which cherish and reciprocate the gift are the only path forward. To replenish the possibility of mutual flourishing, for birds and berries and people, we need an economy that shares the gifts of the Earth, following the lead of our oldest teachers, the plants.”

         

        AM: The language in your stories is richly thematic, using strong description to weave the subtext into the piece. For example, “killing two squirrels with one stone.” Is that something that comes about organically as you compose a piece, or a more intentional part of editing?

         

        NM: I use both processes to achieve a final narrative that is multi-layered with metaphor, symbols, and deep meaning. The first process is through intuition derived through intimacy; the second process is more deliberate and generated through objectivity. Insights from intimacy come about organically, during moments of true inspiration, when my muse connects me to the deeper truth of a character’s voice and actions. Given that the inner story runs many layers (some of which I, as writer, may not even be overtly aware) and links in a fractal relationship with the outer story, those moments of inner inspiration happen as if of their own accord. That’s what writers mean when they admit that their characters “talk” to them and instruct them on what to write. When a writer achieves that level of intimacy and understanding, they can let the muse guide them.

         

        Much of the description that is woven into story is generated through the editing process when I read the manuscript as a reader. The process involves letting the story sit for a while so when I return to it, I am reading more objectively. During this process, I apply my knowledge in storytelling craft to showcase combustible moments in plot, and work in foreshadowing, subtext, and compelling metaphor. A writer can’t add metaphor without context related to story theme (otherwise this may result in what the industry calls “purple prose”). Metaphor—given its roots in the deeper psyche of a culture—must arise organically from a deep, sometimes intuitive, understanding—where the personal meets the universal.   

         

        AM: Your work takes complex topics that are nonetheless critical to humanity’s future and pulls stories with compelling characters out of them, making the science accessible, the warnings personal to the reader. This has always been one of the callings of science fiction. What is the role of stories in the climate action movement?

         

        NM: Our capacity and need to tell stories is as old as our ancient beginnings. From the Paleolithic cave paintings of Lascaux to our blogs on the internet, humanity has always shared story. Story is powerful in how it helps us define who we are, what’s important to us, and where we are going. Stories compel with intrigue, stir our emotions, connect with our souls through symbols, archetypes and metaphor. Stories inspire action. We live by the stories we tell.

         

        For too long, our stories have promoted a dominant worldview of exploitation and capitalism. We’ve been telling the patriarchal story of “othering” for too long; we need a new voice and a new worldview to replace our old stories of conquering and taming a “savage land” and “savage people.” When Copernicus proclaimed in 1543 that the sun did not revolve around the Earth, it took a long time for the world to accept and let go of its Ptolemaic Earth-centered view. But the world did come around eventually to the point now that this is common knowledge and lies embedded in our daily lives and language.

         

        Storytelling about how the Earth takes care of us and how we can take care of Earth is urgently needed. This means shifting our stories from an exploitive capitalist narrative of separation toward an inclusive partnership narrative. This means embracing a more eco-centric worldview; a worldview in which humanity is not central, but lies embedded within greater planetary forces and phenomena. A worldview that sees humanity only as part of a greater entity, as participant in a greater existential celebration of life and the elements. A humanity that must learn to play along, not bully and take over. A humanity that must embrace compassion, respect and kindness; a humanity directed by humility—not hubris. It is my firm belief that until our worldview embraces humility in partnership with the natural world—until we cast off our self-serving, neo-liberal, capitalist ideologies—we will remain hampered in our journey forward. When we change our stories, we change our lives and we change the world along with it.

         

        This is already happening with the emergence of a strong eco-voice by writers through the feminine voice, the gylanic voice, the voice of the marginalized, of ecology and the environment itself. Authors such as Barbara Kingsolver, Annie Proulx, Margaret Atwood, Richard Powers, Emmi Itäranta Cherie Demaline, Grace Dillon, and Cormac McCarthy give Nature a face and voice to care about. And caring is the first step.

         

        AM: Your stories also bridge fiction with nonfiction, using speculative fiction as a lens to bring your subject into focus for the reader. How does that work? Why do you approach story in this way?

         

        NM: Marcie McCauley with Temz Review observed that, “[Munteanu] does not appear to view fiction and non-fiction as separate territories; or, if she does, then this book [A Diary in the Age of Water] is a bridge between them.” In Herizons, Ursula Pflug called the book “a bit of a hybrid, and Munteanu a risk-taker.” Buried in Print wrote of the same book, “ultimately it exists in an in-between place, some mystical elements of the generational tale possibly alienating the dedicated science-y readers and the instructional elements possibly alienating fiction devotees. And, yet, I read on: strangely compelling.”

         

        I find that I enjoy this in-between place that blurs fiction with nonfiction. It’s more edgy, gripping, and believable, albeit fantastical, even playfully challenging at times. For instance, I may subvert facts, creating semi-facts to tease the discerning reader (e.g. when the diarist in “A Diary in the Age of Water” observed that President Trump had gone blind from staring at the sun during an eclipse; while Trump did stare directly at the sun without eye protection during an eclipse in 2017, he did not go blind—yet). Readers have told me that the story was more impactful; they honestly didn’t know what was taken from fact and what was fictionalized. Such narrative reads like a true story and there is little more tantalizing than eavesdropping on another’s real experience and intrigue. The risk—that the blur will either confuse the reader or invalidate its truths and message—is hopefully addressed through compelling narrative that engages the reader. But this is also why I tend to include an extensive bibliography at the end of a novel or short story.

         

        Readers have told me that my fiction/nonfiction storytelling trope, like “mundane science fiction,” grips my stories with a more keen sense of relevance. Given that I am writing mostly climate fiction and eco-fiction these days, that sense of relevance is exactly what I wish to achieve. 

         

        AM: A last question. Both “The Way of Water” and “Robin’s Last Song” showcase the relationships women have with each other, the importance of human connection, the damage that disconnecting from each other can do and, inversely, the power of connection. In your view, what is the role of individuals and local communities in the climate crisis?

         

        NM: There are many things we can do as individuals and as part of a community. I was recently asked this question by the Toronto Star and I responded with three things:

        ●      First, plant a tree; make an actual difference through action. By doing that, we get out from hiding under the bed and face the monster of climate change and show that we care and that we are not alone.

        ●      Second, vote for green politicians. Politicians need to hear directly from their communities. They need you to push them to act on climate change.

        ●      Third, find your tribe and create a movement. Everyone says that people have the power, but that power comes best through numbers and solidarity. Find your tribe and you’ll find yourself more motivated.

      

        

      
        So, start with you and your home: plant trees; put in a rain garden; put in permeable driveways and solar panels; lower meat intake, especially beef; don’t buy bottled water. Then connect with your physical community and social media community. Let them know what you’re doing and why. Work with your community. All members of a community can help change how your street looks and behaves by communicating with your local government, attending meetings, and having a voice. Initiate a tree-planting program in your parks and street greens. Do stream or lake cleanups. Let the leaders of your community know you care and are willing to do something about it. The wave of change starts local and ripples out into a global phenomenon. Change comes from the heart and heart is where the home is.
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        Jason Sizemore is the publisher and editor-in-chief of Apex Books and Apex Magazine. He can be found intermittently on Twitter @apexjason.

        

      

      Finding the right cover artist for our International Futurists issue was likely the easiest part of pulling together this issue. The world is filled with fantastic genre illustrators and Apex Magazine has been fortunate to work with many notable names: Marcela Bolívar, Magdalena Pagowska, and Godwin Akpan, to name a few. When it was time to speak with our guest editor, Francesco Verso, about who we should approach for a cover piece, I was ready to toss some possibilities at him.

      He immediately mentioned Chiara Topo.

      I did a brief Google search, came upon Chiara’s portfolio, and immediately sent Francesco an email to contact Chiara posthaste!

      Chiara Topo is a freelance digital artist from Rome, Italy. She graduated from a specialized art high school in Rome, and subsequently continued her studies at the International School of Comics, where she specialized in illustration. Most recently, her artwork can be found on the anthology Futuri uniti d’Africa (Future Fiction, 2021), the first African anthology of science fiction published in Italy.

      Chiara’s portfolio can be found online via Instagram, Behance, and Artstation. Links are given below.

      
        
        Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/kikimous3

        ArtStation: https://www.artstation.com/chiarat

        Behance: https://www.behance.net/chiaratopo8b74
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        APEX MAGAZINE: Welcome to the pages of Apex, Chiara, we’re delighted to have you be a part of International Futurists!

         

        CHIARA TOPO: Hi, it’s a pleasure to be doing this interview with you guys. Thanks for having me. Also, I have to thank Francesco for always involving me in fantastic projects.

         

        AM: Your bio states that you loved to draw as a child. When did you discover that you had an aptitude for art?

         

        CP: I think I’ve always had an aptitude toward art for as long as I can remember.

         

        When I was a child, long before I mastered any technique, my hands were always full of colored pencils, pastels, and paper, doodling whatever came to my mind. I spent my early years drawing and emulating my favorite characters from cartoons and comics. Back then, I didn’t know I could draw for a living. For me, it was simply something I needed to do the most.

        As I grew older, and began attending art schools, I started to think that this passion could be a real career path for me.

         

        While I know the illustrator job can be very challenging sometimes, I can’t imagine myself pursuing any other career than this.

          

        AM: When I look at your art from a broader perspective, I’m struck by your color choices. You work with minimal textures that offsets your deep, memorable hues of red, brown, and blue. It’s a beautiful style that certainly makes an illustration stand out. When you approach a new project, how to you decide on your color palette?

         

        CP: That’s a tricky question to answer!

         

        The moment in which I decide the palette of an illustration is the most crucial part and perhaps, for this reason, also the most difficult one.

         

        Color has a strong visual impact and can express many different aspects of an image. As we know, each color carries a universal, cultural, and emotional meaning that can determine the message of the illustration itself.

         

        An image with a predominance of blue could suggest a cold and futuristic atmosphere, since blue is often associated with technology. But it can also convey water’s calm and peace. So, it is fundamental to know colors and their power.

         

        That is why I leave this choice in an intermediate phase of the work, usually after having established the composition and the mood that the illustration will have.

         

        AM: The artwork you created for the book Los ojos verdes by Gustavo Adolfo Bécquer is a great example of your use of color hues. But it also contains another aspect of your work that makes your pieces stand out. The woman in the water’s yellow-green (almost neon green) contrasts beautifully with the cold calmness of the blue water and green lily pads. Can you describe the process you go through when deciding on a work’s focal point?
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        “Los ojos verdes” artwork by Chiara Topo
      
      
        
        CP: Establishing the focal point of an illustration is equally crucial to me. If the information is not clear, it will be difficult for the viewer to connect with the image. The artist’s goal lies in creating a guided path and inviting the observer to focus on the most relevant point of the piece. It is an active conversation you have with the audience.

         

        In the case of the illustration you mentioned, I initially worked on several ideas before arriving at the draft that convinced me the most. My starting point, in this case, was the story. “Los Ojos Verdes” is about a hunter who, in an attempt to catch a deer during a hunt, finds himself wandering in a fountain inhabited by an evil spirit. This spirit has the appearance of a beautiful woman, and when the protagonist first meets her, she bewitches him through her captivating green eyes. For this reason, I decided to work on the draft that would allow me to highlight her distinctive characteristic, and I proceeded with a close-up of the woman. At this point, I made sure that the colors came to my aid, and I created the point of highest brightness and saturation in her eyes. Furthermore, the eyes are the main elements that we tend to look for in a face, and this only emphasized my focal point.

         

        AM: Who are some of your artistic influences?

         

        CP: Many artists have influenced my artistic journey. It would be hard to name them all.

      

        

      
        As I mentioned before, when I was a kid, I was hugely inspired by cartoons and comics (coming especially from Disney and Japanese comics and anime).

         

        Over time I discovered many new artists that inspired me for different reasons. Like Norman Rockwell for his ability to tell a story in one image. Or J. C. Leyendecker who, before Rockwell, became famous for his paintings of men and women with an elegant and idealized style.

         

        I also have developed a great admiration for cinema, and I often find myself looking back at the photography of movies I love.

         

        Generally speaking, my work tends to evolve every time I discover new artists, and I love this aspect; I am always hungry to learn and, in doing so, improve my art!

         

        AM: Describe your dream project.

         

        CP: Right now, I enjoy the work I’m doing on book covers and find it quite fulfilling. But it is a fact that working as an illustrator is often isolating as we spend most of the day alone at home.

      

        

      
        So, I’m trying to focus my time on projects that involve a group of people as well. I think it’s very thrilling to give life to a project as a team and exchange opinions between professionals!

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MISCELLANEOUS

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Our Cover Artist

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Mandela Pagowska]
        

        Issue 128 cover art by Chiara Too
      
      Chiara Topo is a freelance digital artist from Rome, Italy. She graduated from a specialized art high school in Rome, and subsequently continued her studies at the International School of Comics, where she specialized in illustration. Most recently, her artwork can be found on the anthology Futuri uniti d’Africa (Future Fiction, 2021), the first African anthology of science fiction published in Italy.
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        https://www.artstation.com/chiarat
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      First and foremost, thank you to Francesco Verso for his tireless work promoting translated and international genre fiction. He brought a strong editorial voice and vision for the issue from start to finish. It’s been a joy working with you!

      A nod of thanks to all our contributors and the wonderful work you create. You’ve helped fill our pages with some fantastic content.
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        Do you like your fiction to be strange, surreal, shocking, and beautiful? If so, consider subscribing to Apex Magazine. Pay $24 and you’re good for a year.

      

        

      
        Visit Apex Magazine at https://apex-magazine.com/apex-magazine-shop/ to view our direct and third-party subscription options (including Patreon and Weightless Books).

      

        

      
        All purchases from the Apex Magazine online store are provided in DRM-free ePub, mobi, and PDF formats. We publish bi-monthly.

      

        

      
        That’s 36 original stories a year, plus nonfiction, interviews, and more!
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      Being an Apex Patreon backer1 has privileges. For $2 a month you receive the following:

      
        	Early access to new issues

        	Exclusive content to Patreon in the form of author features, flash fiction, and essays.

        	Invitation to our private Discord server where you can interact with our authors, editors, and other fans of Apex Magazine.

        	Participate in Apex game nights, exclusive merchandise, and workshops!

      

      Enhance your Apex experience. Join us!
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