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      Hello and welcome to Apex Magazine issue 127!

      Identity is something I’ve been reflecting on a lot lately. In August, my husband and I dropped our older daughter off for her first year of college. Obviously, college is a time of personal growth, learning who and what we want to be, and figuring out how to function independently from our parents, but my daughter’s personal growth journey isn’t why I’ve become so obsessed with identity lately.

      My identity is also shifting. For 19 years, I’ve been Mom first, and no one mentioned the radical mental shift that comes when a parent’s life no longer revolves around the endless tasks of playdates/soccer practices/school functions/making lunch/wiping tears/doctor appointments/being on call 24/7 for nearly two decades. Yes, both my children still need me, but it’s no longer the all-consuming job that it used to be. When my kids no longer need me to be Mom every second of their lives, then who am I? What do I do?

      When Jason Sizemore asked me if I’d be interested in editing my own issue of Apex Magazine, I immediately said yes. I’ve been the managing editor since January 2015, and since then, Jason and I have built an incredible working relationship and a routine of how each issue comes together. I wouldn’t call it a seamless process, but it’s a process that works for us. But putting together my own issue? Being the one who makes the final call on which stories are accepted? Hell yeah, I’m jumping at that opportunity! That’s like a gift-wrapped box of excitement!

      And maybe … just maybe it’s a step toward learning who I am when I move the title of “Supermom” from the number one spot in my byline.

      “To Seek Himself Again” by Marie Croke and “This Shattered Vessel, Which Holds Only Grief” by Izzy Wasserstein were two stories already in our pool of accepted stories. I felt they went really well together. Marie’s story deals with a person trying to strip away the very things that make others feel they are the truest version of themselves, and Izzy’s deals with a character whose actions have shattered who she thought she was, and she would do anything to be able to go back and make different choices. Both stories deal with inner truth and identity, heralding back to my own recent thoughts and feelings.

      With these two stories and the theme in mind, I dived into the slush pile to find other stories that explored what it means to be an individual, to be alive. What I found was a delight!

      Carson Winter’s story “In Haskins” deals with a town where the townspeople exchange roles during the yearly Mask Festival. No one is an individual; you are only the role that is randomly selected for you, and you are only that role until the next festival. What happens to an individual if they can’t easily shake off the persona and the relationships they’d built in their previous role after switching to a new character within the town? Carson’s story explores that very question.

      Both Erin K. Wagner and Stephanie Kraner’s stories contemplate what makes one alive. In “Whose Mortal Taste” by Erin K. Wagner, readers are dropped into a world where humans are extinct and the robots that are left behind struggle to determine if they are now alive, living their own lives, or simply following the programming humans left them with. “Hank in the South Dakota Sun” by Stephanie Kraner is a story that surprised me. It’s the story of Hank, a sentient train, and his conductor. While I don’t want to give too much away, the story revolves around who gets to decide who is alive and worth saving, and what you can do when you aren’t that person. It’s a heartbreaking tale that brings tears to my eyes every time I read it, and I’ve read it several times at this point. I am solidly Team Hank and want to go on another run with him under the South Dakota sun.

      Finally, in my original fiction selections, we have the beautifully written “I Call Upon the Night as Witness” by Zahra Mukhi. With one fateful decision, Someone moves the Lines and Sawan no longer has a home and is no longer a Citizen. Officially, she’s a Traveller. Unofficially, she’s a Dragon, unwanted by all the States. It’s a temporary situation, but temporary is subjective. Wrapped in magic, this story strips away politics to look at the reality of refugees who have no control over where or how they live, and very little hope for a change in the future. I’m thrilled that Apex has the honor of being Zahra’s first publication.

      Andrea Johnson’s author interviews this month are with Marie Croke and Erin K. Wagner, and Russell Dickerson discusses art and process with our cover artist Magdalena Pagowska.

      Our nonfiction essays are by Carlos Hernandez and Gerald L. Coleman. Reprints are by Nicole Givens Kurtz and Michael Boatman.

      This issue features four book reviews, as well as A.C. Wise’s “Words for Thought” short fiction review.

      All in all, this is a jam-packed issue that investigates identity and what makes us human from many directions.

      I hope you enjoy!
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        Marie Croke is an award-winning fantasy and science-fiction writer living in Maryland with her family, all of whom like to scribble messages in her notebooks when she’s not looking. She is a graduate of the Odyssey Writing Workshop, and her stories have been published or are forthcoming in over a dozen magazines, including Apex Magazine, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Dark Matter Magazine, Deep Magic, Cast of Wonders, and Diabolical Plots. You can find her book and short story recommendations at mariecroke.com or chat about writing woes or being book drunk with her @marie_croke on Twitter.
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      The lady possessed all her fingers. Even the useless fifths wiggled in obscure movements as she stroked the vines drooping from the terrariums and grazing the aquariums below. With curiosity bordering on the obscene, Keba sank the viper’s coils that made up his neck that he might gander at the lady’s feet, but they were tucked away neatly inside laced boots. If she’d traded a toe away, it had not been for something larger. And if she had traded for anything at all, she had hidden it so completely that she might as well never have. What a waste.

      “I’m told you’re the creature to ask when in need of parts.”

      Her voice held the plainness of a pure form. No chirping of a cricket or haunting echo of a wood thrush harmonizing behind each syllable. Ugly, he’d have called it, had he not been striving for professionalism.

      He hissed deep in this throat, then nodded and altered his voice so an original human creature might hear all he spoke. “What will it be?”

      “A third eye.”

      He shifted, but didn’t have to straighten his front legs—goat they were, hooves strong and nimble—for he merely stretched his viperous neck joints until he looked within one of the aquariums.

      “I’ve wolf and feline, eagle and shark. I’ve also insects: spider, cricket, ant, and many others. And if you could afford a steeper trade there’s another tier.”

      “A witch’s eye.”

      Keba hissed again, though this time he tried to cover it. “Another human’s?” He glared her over with his phoenix eye—fiery little thing it was, always lightly burning in a pleasant, easy way.

      Her braided hair, dark and thick, hung like rope down her back, but was not of another creature. Her arms, her shoulders, the muscles of her back and thighs, and the curve of her calves all bore signs of singularity. Her eyes, her nose, her mouth, her everything—

      “Is that a problem?”

      He ground teeth he’d traded from a sabertooth, but did not hiss again. “I know of a witch who might be willing to trade. What would you offer in return?”

      “I’ll pay with land.”

      He scoffed and then recoiled viscerally when the lady’s eyes—gray and powerfully intense—narrowed. With another hiss and a chittering of his tail that he then tucked promptly under himself to avoid the embarrassment again, he sank further into his cushions.

      “I work in trade, lady.” Voice now deepening with a bear’s light grumble—all the beast had been willing to part with. “Trade in parts and pieces, in bits and bunches. Not in metals or grains or rough, old spits of earth.”

      “New land,” she said, her narrowed eyes shrinking to slits. “Land I’ve created with receding water. I’ll give you the fish there and let you have their gills. I’ll give you the octopuses so you might pick apart their suckers. But you will not lay your knives on me.”

      Land she created ...

      “Then I cannot work with you.”

      Oh, Keba knew the moment the words hissed past his teeth that they’d been a mistake, a horrible, mindless mistake. He twisted in on himself, tail catching, hooves skidding, neck curling in sudden panic as the lady tapped her finger against the nearest terrarium. The glass shattered, flinging through his home, little weapons piercing cougar skin, tearing an elephant nose, slicing spider legs in thirds. He shivered and covered his face with his hands, his heart pattering and squeezing in fear.

      “Your toes!” His shout muffled by his hands. “A few fingers! Maybe an ear or your heel or just a slip of scalp? I would not dare ask for something more dear.”

      “Everything is dear to me. I am not parts to be frittered away. I am the sum.” She reached out her finger to touch an aquarium.

      “But you’re already powerful! You don’t need a third eye to see.”

      “The world hangs in the balance and you argue with me about what I am and what I need.”

      She touched the aquarium and Keba ducked as water gushed down the stand and splashed across the wooden floorboards. Soggy frog fingers and fish gills and a single, perfect dolphin fin flopped across the floor.

      “What do you mean, hangs in the balance?” he growled out with the bear’s strong voice. He peeked between mismatched fingers.

      The lady’s eyes softened. “Oh, you poor thing.”

      Thing?

      “Such a hodgepodge of creatures, no true form, no direction.”

      Keba scowled and began to straighten up from his now water-splattered cushions. Then he jerked back as the lady lifted her finger to another terrarium and held it there.

      “The world is falling apart, being cut and torn and put back together, bursting at the seams, ready to explode.”

      “Is it?”

      Keba surreptitiously bent, keeping his head in place, and scooped up the dolphin fin. He’d traded a black ram’s horns for it, after all. He cradled the fin in his lap, uncaring that it soaked through his pants.

      “I need the eye to see the way to the Shrine of the Original Creation.”

      “Oh.”

      “To set things right.”

      Keba remained silent, careful not to glare at the lady.

      “A third eye. I’ll be back tomorrow.” She looked around his home, at the skins draped through the low rafters, at the jars of ears and noses and fingers, at the hooves and paws and claws and talons lined up in perfect, organized rows on wooden shelves. Then she looked back to Keba with sorrow in her eyes. “Tomorrow. Please don’t make me ruin the rest.”

      “I’ll find it,” he agreed miserably and wished he’d had the bravery to argue with her further, or better yet, tell her to drown herself at her shrine. But he merely watched her go, her form singular and unchanged from birth. Unnatural and terrifying.
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      With a gourd almost as large as himself strapped to his back, Keba set out that very evening. The sun sank quickly, sending an amber wash across the pockets of marshy land dipping toward the ocean, white blurs of herons just barely visible. As he strode with his unique gait, the gourd’s ties bit into the feathers of his shoulders and his tail scraped at it repetitively in a quiet protest of this outing. Bat-winged rabbits froze their nibbling at his passing, but he paid them no mind.

      The air smelled of danger—that scent the lady had given off, pure condescension in its visceral, terrible form. Keba swung his neck coils out and twined his head back to look the way he’d come, his little stone and wood hut already lost behind golden trees and giant stacked rocks. Maybe he should have just packed things up and headed somewhere to the north where the land grew dry and brittle, or to the west to hide within the briny edge of the ocean with a fresh set of gills in his neck and his strong, leaping back legs traded for a shark’s tail.

      But this was his home and he liked it. Liked that creatures knew where he was and came in trade, speaking in hushed tones that Keba held a name of honor. His knife, his needles sharp and accurate, and the whispered hisses he spoke above their limbs giving full mobility, unlocking the stiffness that came from removal. He liked being sought after.

      Or, at least, he had.

      He grumbled and growled to himself, allowing the bear to override the viper as he sweat and huffed toward Isamelle’s copse. The gathering darkness did not bother him, for his phoenix eye burned warily and the hooves of his front legs stepped in surety. The creatures did not either, for many he knew personally; he had swapped wings for extra limbs, given teeth to prey, and embedded eyes to the backs of scalps.

      This copse of pines laid down a blanket of soft needles every year, so a carpet spread out around Isamelle’s home. He ducked under sparking blue draperies of plaited vines that lit the copse in a blinking glow to rival firefly bulbs (which he had brought in a little vial, probably shifted toward the bottom of his gourd by now). Moths with spider legs flitted among the branches overhead. He found Isamelle braiding a new vine, a woven basket hanging from her wrist that she tugged a plant with heart-shaped leaves out of as she worked.

      “Keba, your step is plodding today.” Her ear flicked toward him. A mare’s, though he hadn’t done that trade himself.

      “Isamelle.” He stopped a few paces behind her, but found he couldn’t go on. Her single human eye shone with intrigue when she glanced around, the only eye she had left of her original self.

      “Quiet today, are you? No hissing or growling or muttering about children asking for unicorn horns or dragon breath?”

      “They’re impossible to get,” he muttered.

      She laughed, a deep laugh that harmonized with a cooing dove. “You’ve come to ask something, so let’s hear it before you bound away like a frightened kangaroo.” His back legs tightened at the suggestion.

      “A request ...”

      Then he thought better of that approach and swung the gourd off his back and began to pull out wrapped bundles—macaw feathers, venom sacs, cricket legs still chirping now and then—glass jars—firefly bulbs, lizard scales, cougar whiskers—and small, tubular sacks—the trumpet of an elephant, the whisper of a doe.

      “So many eyes,” murmured Isamelle, looking past his offerings to the jars beyond. She tied off the end of the braid and turned to look at him more fully, the blue-sparking vines oscillating beyond her.

      “Yes, eyes are ...”

      “You want my eye.”

      Keba grimaced and twisted his long neck to see down inside the gourd to avoid Isamelle’s amused smile.

      “You can’t possibly want it for yourself.” She idly massaged the rolled-up fur traded by a fox. “Who then? And why would they want it? Or do they not know? Is this a chance for you to impress someone?”

      His scorpion tail jerked upright.

      “Not someone you like then.”

      “I don’t know who she is. I didn’t ask and I don’t want to. She’s ... original.”

      Yet, instead of concerned, Isamelle’s expression turned more intrigued. “Original,” she echoed. “I’ve never met one who’d not had even the smallest of trades as an infant.”

      “I have.”

      “No tufts of fur? No feather or scale in place of skin?”

      “I didn’t strip her naked. But she certainly had the ruin about her. Shattered two of my tanks and threatened to wreck them all if I didn’t—if I ...”

      “She shattered your tanks?”

      “With a touch of her finger.” He mimed the move in the air and about them the sparks intensified, showering the pine needles so they glowed purple in the dim light.

      Isamelle swayed as if listening to some unheard music, which she might have been given she had three sets of ears, two hidden under long, multicolored tresses from creatures large and small. Then she smiled disarmingly. “I’d like to meet this original lady of yours.”
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      Isamelle turned her jarred eye over and over, and though the lady crossed her arms and drummed her fingers against her sleeves, Isamelle did not hurry. Keba edged closer to a tank that held pairs of black and tan antlers and velvet of varying sizes and shapes, hopeful the lady would not take out any aggression on his home.

      “Keba says you need this to find the shrine.” She held up her eye, the jar’s thick glass distorting the shape. “What do you intend on doing there?”

      “What needs to be done.”

      “How cryptic. I’ve been told the shrine can’t be found.”

      “It can’t be found by people like you.”

      Keba hissed, but kept it deep in his throat where the growl lingered.

      “People like me,” murmured Isamelle, her ears flicking again. “I’d like to see this shrine for myself, so this”—she held out the eye—“is a loan. I expect it back. And will be coming with you to ascertain its safety.”

      The lady stiffened as she examined first the eye, then Isamelle with her partial mask, streams of plants flowing to her chin, each leaf sparking softly. “Agreed.”

      Keba scowled into the tank, then swallowed his hiss and smiled gamely. “You seem to have come to an arrangement. Wonderful. If you’d please ...” He tried to usher them out.

      “I’ll need you to come with us. In case I end up requiring it embedded in my—“ The lady pursed her lips. “—my body.”

      “I’ll just do it now,” said Keba desperately.

      “I’d rather not if I can avoid it.”

      She strode out the door, the jar held tightly to her chest. Isamelle shrugged and stepped after her, leaving Keba to fume, all four of his legs tense as he struggled to contain his anger. She’d probably ruin his home if he resisted. She’d destroy everything he’d built and leave him no trade, no life. He grumbled, but followed reluctantly into the grey morning and its sagging spirits.

      The lady held Isamelle’s eye before her like a talisman to ward off evil, if one believed in that sort of thing. Keba certainly didn’t see the eye move other than to bob in its viscous liquid, but the lady saw something, and in some part, Isamelle must have as well for the jar began to glow with the same soft blue as her copse of pines. The lady turned south, dragging them from Keba’s hidden abode and leading them through the hills past deer with wicked talons who murmured in hello.

      His hooves sunk into soft dirt and his fur became damp as they headed through familiar country, turning east, then west, crossing back over their footprints as much as they tracked through muddy, cracked stream beds and under crisscrossed branches. The mist thickened into fog, and trees Keba knew became unfamiliar as if by turning in circles the three of them had somehow become lost in a wood more cloud than ground. Even the steady welcomes of the creatures he knew—jays with cardinal songs, groundhogs with lithe fox legs—tapered off.

      In the silence, Isamelle hummed as they walked, a harmonizing coo echoing about them, filling the spaces on either side of the tracks the lady made through the soggy leaves. Keba ducked his neck until his head rested chest-height and though he huffed, he tried to hide it.

      “What are we doing? Back and forth, forth and back. I’ve mud to my knees.”

      “Are you tired too?” asked Isamelle.

      He’d started to answer before realizing she’d been mocking him. “I think it’s a valid question. We’ve been walking all morning under the same trees.” He lowered his voice so the lady wouldn’t hear. “And I’m certain she’s the reason all the water’s gone from the streams.”

      “The land has been roughed,” agreed Isamelle, becoming serious. “She has the ruin about her, as you’ve said.”

      In front of them, the lady made an angled turn, the blue glow from the jar dim within the fog. Isamelle picked up her humming again and though there were no words, Keba thought he might have felt some answering song far behind them.

      More than once, the fog swirled, beckoned, fingers in the air reaching toward Keba. Human creature fingers they were. Each one triple-knuckled as it bent and danced somewhere to the side of the lady’s path.

      “She doesn’t see them,” murmured Isamelle at one point as the fog thickened, squeezing out the sunlight and leaving them with only her mask and her eye as any source of light.

      Keba shuddered. “It’s not her they want gone.”

      He wondered then, if he were to step away, wander into the mist under these unfamiliar trees with no creature he’d ever helped, would he find himself back in familiar country again ... or someplace else.

      He moved closer to Isamelle.
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      They strode for hours, possibly hours within hours, and only stopped for a brief respite inside a bundle of blackberry bushes Keba swore did not grow in this direction. In the deepened grey shadows, the lady set the jar down and disappeared behind the trees, the sound of her shifting clothing drifting over to them. He licked his lips and swung his neck out, white knuckles on his muddy, furry knees.

      “We could bury it.”

      Isamelle didn’t respond but for her chewing of blackberries.

      “The glow, would it extend through the dirt? Can you make it stop?” He fumbled in the dirt as he spoke, his hoof gouging a hole in the damp soil.

      “Aren’t you curious?” she asked, her lips smeared darker from the berries.

      “No,” he hissed. “I’m happy with my world the way it is.”

      With a glance toward the lady, he quickly swiped up the jar and tucked it into the hole, his fingers stiff with fear. Maybe they would have to turn back. The shrine a myth lost to this unnatural fog with its unnatural, beckoning hands. He scuttled sideways, slipping in the mud as the lady returned to only the glow of Isamelle’s mask shedding light.

      Her gaze cut like the broken glass of his terrarium, but she did not say a word, merely reached down where the grass had been disturbed and sifted until the glow from the jar lifted into the air. Keba cringed away from the lady in case she wanted revenge, but she only cleaned the jar with her skirt before announcing their break was over.

      The air became hard to breathe, thickening, becoming a murmur and then a roar in Keba’s ears. Even Isamelle flinched and staggered, though the lady did not seem to notice anything amiss, her breath coming as easy as her steps.

      And then, between one step and the next, they broke out of the cloying haze and found themselves standing at the base of a low, rumbling waterfall, the waters crystalline teal, the sky a cerulean, and the stones carved to represent original creatures. Deer lapped at the shrine’s edge. Birds perched on low branches and sang the songs with which they’d been born. Keba searched, but found nothing more, nothing beyond original creatures.

      He shrank into himself, glaring at the creatures and their stone counterparts in their singularity, in their birth-forms, so simple and ...

      “Boring,” he said. “So incredibly boring.”

      The lady let out a sigh that bore a wealth of relief. “It’s the right way of things. And we need to put things back to the right way of things.”

      “We?”

      She turned to him with pity in her gaze, the water rippling behind her. “You, most of all. You’ve forgotten what you are, who you are. You’ve been sliced apart and put back together so many times you don’t think straight, see straight, you don’t even move straight.”

      “I don’t want to move straight,” Keba all but shouted, then recoiled when the lady’s eyes narrowed into sharp slits. After she’d dismissed him with a wave of a hand, he whispered low, so only Isamelle could hear, “I don’t want to think straight.”

      “Regret comes in many forms,” said the lady, her voice stringent as she forced it louder than the rumbling of the falls.

      “Regret?”

      “Most people only choose a few trades in their youth. But you, your regret became such a burden that you dove into the wretched world hoof-first, desperate to become something, but unsure what.”

      “I am something,” he muttered, but not too loudly.

      “You are ... something.”

      Isamelle dipped one hand into the shrine’s water, allowing it to drain between her fingers and sparkle in the sunlight. “What do you intend, now that we’re here?”

      “To set things—“

      “Yes, you’ve said that. Set things right. But what exactly does that mean to you?”

      In answer, the lady handed Isamelle the jar holding the eye. Then she faced Keba, causing him to shirk back from where he’d been inching over the moss.

      “It will restore you,” she said, holding a hand out, palm up as if offering some peaceful gesture of goodwill.

      A few more paces backward. “I think I’d rather not be restored.”

      “That’s what you mean,” said Isamelle. “Of course. The shrine would put us back to our birth forms.”

      “You must bathe in it.”

      “I must not do anything,” said Keba desperately. “I’m perfectly happy as myself. No need to take that away.”

      “How curious,” murmured Isamelle, her mask shivering in the breeze as she bent to dip her hand in the water again.

      “No, it’s not curious. There’s nothing curious here.” He spun to leave and leaned onto his back paws, readying to bound away—

      The lady’s hand curled around his forearm and with a pop, pain reverberated down to the tips of his fingers and up past the swell of his shoulder. Keba growled, then hissed, then shouted as the lady swung him around by his broken arm, her touch as ruinous to him as it’d been to his tanks.

      “It’ll be okay,” she soothed, her voice grating in its sympathy, in her frail attempt at empathy.

      She tugged and Keba pitched forward, hooves scraping up moss and his stinger jerking wildly. He splashed into the water, mud sloughing away and the pulse of his arm like the beat of drums in his veins. He flailed, righted himself, cradled his arm to his chest as he checked himself over: hooves against the rocky bottom of the pool, feathers matted down on his shoulders, neck coils loose and long.

      The lady, however, looked stricken.

      “Ha!” he yelled, uncaring if he seemed outrageous. “It’s all a worthless story anyhow! Look at this, I’m still me.” He laughed at her, a little hysterically, but no less relieved that her misguided attempts to change him had failed so dramatically.

      “It didn’t work.” Her voice lost and lonely.

      “Good,” Keba muttered again. He staggered forward, clumsy despite his goat hooves as the pain soared past adrenaline to throb across his entire right side.

      “It should have worked. The shrine is the answer. That’s what all my research has shown me; it caused the Rebirth of the Emerald Age.”

      “That’s probably a myth too,” muttered Keba, sweating though the water remained cool. His stomach clenched and he was thankful he had eaten little but blackberries.

      “There’s no tale that explains everything from the past,” said Isamelle. “And every tale hides something within its folds.”

      He wanted to scream at her. No, he truly just wanted to scream at nothing in particular, to create a physical sound to represent the pain spiking through his arm with every minor movement. If he could just lay against the rock ...

      “Could be,” continued Isamelle, “that there’s a reason the path resists those of us who are not ... original.”

      Keba scrambled against the moss-riddled bank and settled in a tangle of limbs under the watchful eyes of a trio of stone otters. Shivers began at the base of his tail and trailed up his rounded spine and a cold seeped into his limbs. Would that he’d have resisted her far earlier, headed north.

      “I see now.”

      He struggled to open his eyes at a scuffing noise. The lady removed her second boot and approached. Thinking she planned to grab him again, he recoiled, jarring his arm so badly the air became lodged in his throat. But the lady merely crouched a few paces away.

      “It needs a sample, a blueprint for the rebirth. Don’t worry, Keba.” Again with that sympathy. “I will remake you.”

      “I don’t want to be remade,” he gasped.

      But she had already turned away, to where the rocks curled down into the shrine in an approximation of welcome. Behind her Isamelle stood, ears flicking.

      “Stop ... her,” he said, striving to push the bear past his tight throat, though the growl came weak.

      Isamelle did not hear, or she chose not to listen, for her eyes glittered in curiosity, that same curiosity she’d had when he’d first come to her sparking copse with a request he never should have made. She stood aside serenely as the lady stepped one naked foot—all human creature toes—and then the other into the shrine, the water rippling away from her.

      Pushing off against the stone otters, their leering little faces unperturbed, Keba crawled, his arm kept raised and his voice a rasp that blended hiss and growl in a way uniquely his own and less uniquely pained. “This isn’t what the world needs. We’re not torn, we’re not pitiable.” And as the lady spun slowly, waist-deep, the tip of her dark braid floating at her side, he broke on one whispered last word, “Please.”

      The lady placed her hands on her cheeks and then swept them down flat against the water. Her lips moved in prayer, and then she sank into the shrine, her braid last to be swallowed.

      “Isamelle! Do something!” The growl, finally erupting, too late to be of use.

      The roar of the waterfall gained pitch, the surface of the pool roiling, bubbling, like the foamy crash of surf on sand. Moss tore from stone, spotting the water. The living creatures took flight, bounding, hopping, flying away to the relative safety of the nearby trees. The dark blur that had been the lady just under the surface swept into the whirl and disappeared as the spray splattered Keba and Isamelle.

      He jerked away, flinching in anticipation of the pain from jarring his arm, yet the pain never came. Throbbing became an ache, the ache morphed into nonexistence, and it was only after he realized his arm no longer hurt to move that there were other changes, explicit and bone-deep.

      A chill ran across his shoulders as his feathers tore off and soared away. His lower limbs fused into two, the fur thinning, darkening. The gentle burn in one eye and the strength of the other swept away between one blink and the next. And his neck ... oh, his neck twisted and struggled its way into something short and squat and ungainly, threatening to choke him with its conciseness. He gasped and groaned, clawed at his flesh, half-moon fingernails leaving welts across thighs he no longer recognized.

      Gone, all gone. Everything that had been him.

      When the waters calmed, when the sudden displacement of himself passed and left him achingly alive, when he could hear past his own heart once more, he heard Isamelle humming. He staggered to his feet, fell, then rose again. She’d taken her mask off, her eyes both whole and her ears relegated to one set. And yet, she still held her eye, its blue glow faded, yet very much there. Gone from one eye, to none, to three in a matter of a day. He stumbled over to her, finding two flat feet and ten individual toes difficult to control in ways his chosen body had never been before.

      “Why didn’t you stop her?” he demanded, trying to hiss, but the words erupted with as much plainness as the lady’s had been. “You could have done something! Instead, you just watched it all happen, like you didn’t care that you’d become something else.”

      “I haven’t become something else,” murmured Isamelle. “I’m still ... me.”

      Her words broke what little control he had left. Because he didn’t feel like himself. Because he felt the loss like a blade in his gut. “Lucky you,” he snarled.

      He ripped the jar from her and threw it, watching as it arched through the air where, at its zenith, the glass abruptly shattered, shards like rain scattering, winking in the sun. As if that had been the permission he needed, he turned and swept his palm across the closest statue—a boar—and staggered back when the stone splintered into a crumbling mess.

      “The ruin’s about us all, then is it?”

      Keba ignored her, choosing instead to run his fingers along the tall form of a giraffe, a squat badger, a horse, the bats hanging between two pillars made of a walrus and a lion. The shrine shook like it hadn’t before, the water bubbled and the waterfall split into two, then three, then tumbled in on itself, crashing so the streams poured off to the sides, drowning moss and shrubs. He stumbled on unfamiliar feet and fell, palms flat to rock that vibrated beneath him, sending cracks outward from his touch.

      “This is too dangerous for the world.”

      He tried to growl, but the bear had been stolen from him. He tried to twist his neck to see if Isamelle realized the gravity of what had happened, but his neck stopped, wouldn’t turn past his shoulder.

      As the Shrine of the Original Creation fell to rubble, Keba struggled to his feet and ran unsteadily toward home, bypassing Isamelle’s seeking hand that may or may not have been an attempt to calm him, as if his anger wasn’t deserving.

      He didn’t remember much about that homeward-bound dash, but that the cloying fog seemed nothing but a distant memory, and that the woods cried in sorrow. Towering oaks split into pieces when the jays hopped along their boughs, their raucous cries the same ones Keba had once removed. The ground quaked, the hills spitting sod and the stream beds breaking farther apart.

      The creatures—they mourned, in howls and shrieks, in screams and yips, they cried the same pain echoing in Keba. The Ruin had come, cursed back to each and every creature as they wallowed in regret for their lost selves.
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      Isamelle knocked on his door at some point, her voice muffled through the wood, but when Keba tucked his blanket over his head and ground teeth that no longer felt of a saber-tooth, she eventually went away, back to her copse, back to her unaltered life to hum to her pine needles and braids. Outside, the world raged war on itself, shivering with the constant ache of the lost and damned.

      “This is what you wanted,” muttered Keba. “A world put together how you wanted it instead of how the world wanted to be. Like there’s some right way and a million wrong ways.”

      The hanging terrariums clattered against the walls at a particularly strong quake. Water sloshed in the aquariums, but already too much had spilled for the tremors to spill more. Everything already too broken to bother breaking more.

      Then came a shiver at the doorway.

      “Excuse me?”

      It was a boy, or maybe a girl. He couldn’t tell because his neck no longer curled and he couldn’t bring himself out of his melancholy enough to ask.

      “Are you the one they call Keba?”

      He curled tighter, hating the sound of his name on the child’s lips, for that Keba no longer existed.

      “I’ve lost myself. Parts of myself. Been trying to find ... something ... the same.”

      He hissed before remembering he couldn’t. Not really.

      “I used to be able to breathe in the ocean and swim with my friends, but now they don’t even understand me.”

      Keba loosened at the echoing emptiness in the child’s voice. An ache there that matched Keba’s own. And the one that trembled the world outside.

      “What kind of gills?” he whispered.

      “Those of a sailback. And I had the flippers of a seal. And the eye of an octopus.”

      “Ah.” He sat up, slowly, still unused to only two legs and the straightness of his spine. “I have the eye and the gills, but we’ll have to take a trip to the sea to find a seal willing to trade.”

      “You think we will? Find one?”

      He turned awkwardly, wiggling toes he’d not had in decades. The goat herds would be in the mountains; he could start there, climb with two legs and unsteady feet until he found a billy needing a trade as badly as he needed hooves, to seek himself again. He placed flat feet on the ground and leveled a gaze on the child, seeing past the salt-roped hair draping that round face.

      “We’ll look until you’re you again.”
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      Cassie pulls her hood low over her forehead, keeps her eyes on the ground ahead of her. She wears face paint meant to fool facial recognition algorithms, though the cops think she’s dead. Her friends are. She should be.

      She circles the block twice, lingers at a corner, and when she’s as sure as she can be that she hasn’t been followed, she knocks on the unmarked door.

      The clerk draws back multiple bolts, whispers an incantation, and calls the quarters, releasing the hexes long enough to allow Cassie inside.

      The shop is tiny, overstuffed with zines, tarot decks, ritual salt, knitting needles, drums, artifacts from unplaces, crystals, and a great plant with vines spilling everywhere. It smells of old books and new growth.

      “How’s the spell prep going?” the clerk asks once she’s finished sealing the door behind them.

      “It’s going.” Cassie turns sideways, edges past the displayed statues, foci, and trinkets, afraid as always that she’ll knock them over. She always feels so broad-shouldered in these tight confines. Mannish, her brain nags at her, unbidden and hateful.

      In the corner, she flips through the practical books on spellcasting. None have detailed instructions on the sigil or the modifications that will make it suit her needs.

      She has no choice but to ask the clerk.

      The young woman’s smile is warmer than her job requires. She sports a ragged sundress and an impressive collection of facial piercings. She displays a “she/her” pin on her chest despite the danger.

      “I’m stuck,” Cassie says, though she hates to burden this woman. “In her book, Manglis says it’s possible to modify this sigil”—she reaches into her pocket, pulls out the tracing she made—“so that it’s not finding something but changing something.” For a moment she could swear she’s back in the KC Free Zone, her vision clouded by tear gas, feeling the loudspeaker’s roar in her chest. She forces herself to take deep breaths, to fight back against panic. “Changing something in the past, I mean.”

      “Hm.” The clerk’s tongue pokes out of one corner of her mouth as she studies the rune. “I’ve never encountered that modification, but …” She turns to one of the many piles of books stacked near her and extracts a thick tome. She flips through it, sets it down in front of Cassie.

      “Here,” she says. “‘Chapter 6: All Manner of Modifications for Time and Task.’ If this doesn’t have what you need, then nothing I’ve encountered will.”

      Cassie flips pages eagerly. She’s never been talented at spellcasting, but she’s learned a lot in the weeks she’s spent in preparation for this spell.

      Soon she’s sure the book has what she needs. “How much?” she asks, mentally calculating what she can afford and still make rent, if she skips some meals.

      “It’s a shop copy,” the clerk says, “from a personal collection.” She sees Cassie’s expression and hastens to add: “But take your time with it.”

      “Really?” Cassie asks, knowing herself to be unworthy of the kindness. “I’ll stay out of your way.”

      “You’re not in my way.” The clerk grins. “I’m glad to help. Let me know if you need anything. My name’s Samantha.”

      “Thanks,” Cassie says, not able to meet the other woman’s eyes. Samantha has given her name before; Cassie never offers her own.
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      Cassie’s roommates don’t care what she does as long as she doesn’t use the VR set. So, as soon as they leave for the day, she prepares her spell. She still reeks of oil and lab-grown meat, the stench of her job never really leaving her. Flipping burgers and pulling fries from grease pays the bills, and no one there cares who she is as long as she doesn’t skip shifts. Her coworkers come and go, and the few long-termers no longer bother to invite her to hang out after work. She has no friends.

      Cassie possesses a rare gift: self-knowledge. Her worth was tested, and she was found wanting. She knows that she’s a coward and will not inflict herself on others.

      The spell Cassie prepares is powerful and dangerous, and her practical casting experience amounts to little more than the wards she sketched in the Free Zone, wards that the cops shattered with ease. This is a spell of undoing. Its purpose is to change one choice in the past, to allow one to take another path. Its utility is narrow. Some choices are too entwined with others, cannot be pulled apart. She could never hope to convince the other uncitizens to abandon the Free Zone or not to have found it. She could not convince them to flee before the cops arrive. But she hopes she can undo her own choice. She can stay to die with Kam and Scar, with Mel and Tanguay, and even Ravenna. What a blessing that would be.

      The spell requires salt, fresh bread, fresher blood. She speaks the incantation, her lips curling around each syllable like a priceless treasure. In the darkness of her room, her mirror glows, her haggard eyes stare back at her. Not yet twenty-five and already she’s so tired. Smoke curls around her: the Powers are listening. Her mind claws back to the precise second when she was poised at the top of the stairs, teargas and floodlights making ghosts of the family that had taken her in, the moment when she had a choice when she fled. She beseeches the Powers to adjust the course of one life, just the smallest of tweaks, a betrayal born of panic: stay, Cassie, stay and face it.

      Her sigil flares with energy. She holds her breath.

      The past casts her aside, as effortless and impersonal as a storm tearing away deadwood. Understand: her choice is a historical fact. It will not be changed.
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      She bargains with a Witch of Fate for a consultation. This is the fee: twenty-one hours of labor; an oath to speak only the truth for one month; the dress she’d hidden from her father, who insisted she was a boy, and which she’d kept when she fled home for Kansas City and a world that had seemed filled with promise; and six seconds of her life.

      The witch’s home is a split-level with curling siding, a lawn overgrown with dandelions. Cassie triple-checks the address to be sure she’s in the right place. The front door opens as she reaches for the bell.

      “Doorbell doesn’t work,” the witch says and steps aside. He’s shorter than Cassie, shirtless, and so thin that his clavicles rise knifelike from his chest. Cassie watches him warily, but she tells herself if a Fate Witch means her harm then she cannot escape it. She steps inside, and only much later does she consider that he could have been a liar, a killer, even bait meant to catch those desperate enough to change fate.

      She perches on a couch whose faded print shows sunflowers, windmills, abandoned farmhouses. He sits opposite her on a ragged rug.

      “The price has been paid,” he intones. “The gods of fate listen. Tell them what you wish to know.”

      Fear arrives at last, gnaws at her gut as she tries to force out the words.

      “Out with it,” he demands. “You’re going to tell me, so you may as well save us both some time.”

      His demand is beyond dangerous. She’s a fugitive. He could report her to the cops, the militias, even to HomeSec, that last functioning arm of the government out east. He could judge her, attack her, blackmail her.

      More than that, her past is a wound. To tell him is to tear off the scab. She needs to describe the key moment, when she hesitated at the top of the stairs, glanced back through the gas. Floodlights pierced the room through dozens of holes in boarded-up windows The cops’ loudspeakers drowned out all other sounds. Her fellow uncitizens, friends, rivals, ex-lovers, reduced to dark shapes in the chaos. For a moment, she could have turned back, could have stood beside them and shared their fate.

      She realizes there’s so much more that she can’t hope to communicate: the smell of fresh-turned earth in the rooftop garden as Mel showed her how to transplant the peppers from their pots to flourish in the spring heat. The security committee meeting where Ravenna argued that they had rats reporting back to the cops, and Kam said, Yes, of course, we do. That’s to be expected, and so we keep sensitive information on a need-to-know basis. How she assembled sandwiches for a hundred hungry utopians, shoulder-to-shoulder with Scar, which somehow led to them exploring each other’s bodies in the basement, a thick blanket draped over the rubble of the bolt holes they’d carved.

      The scab tears away. Cassie sobs. These moments flood her thoughts, even their joys turned to ash.

      The witch watches her, his eyes sympathetic. He is unmoving, except for the rise and fall of his chest.

      “I was part of the Free Zone downtown,” she tells him at last. “Kam swore we could hold the cops off if we stuck together, but they tore through our wards, bashed in the walls—and I fled. When my family needed me most, I ran.” She has never told anyone this. The words twist in her. Bile rises in her throat.

      “I just want to have stayed,” she says. To have faced it with the others, the community who had been so certain that they would change the world.

      The witch stares upwards, his hands like withered branches extending toward the spiderweb-dusted ceiling. His lips don’t move. The voice that speaks from his chest is not his own.

      “The events you speak of cannot be changed. The police called in another Witch of Fate, and she wove that event into the fabric of history. This vessel cannot unmake it, nor can the gods themselves. It is done.”

      He sags, a marionette whose strings have gone slack. Cassie can’t find the air to scream. She staggers to her feet, and as she pulls the door open, he calls after her. He does, not the thing speaking from his chest.

      “Fate is often cruel,” he says, “but always honest. I will you well.”

      He lies supine on his ancient rug, and something like a massive worm writhes beneath his skin.
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      Cassie reads the same passage three times, certain she must be missing something. She’s barely slept. Since her encounter with the Witch of Fate, the dead infest her dreams, putting up barricades, planting gardens, purifying water, smoking weed, gathering supplies, going about their business unable to see the flesh rotting from bodies, sloughing off bleached skulls. The dreams are obvious, which does nothing to lessen their horror.

      “That can’t be right,” Cassie mutters and regrets it at once.

      “What’s that?” Samantha appears at her shoulder, eager to help.

      “I’m trying to make sense of this passage. ‘Fate being the ultimate manifestation of the laws of reality, which are fixed and absolute, even though we perceive them but dimly, it must therefore be understood as the fixed point around which all magic and science orbits, and so we conclude that Fate is irresistible, the bulwark against which all else must adapt or shatter.’

      “So if something is fated, all other magic is …” Cassie can’t quite bring herself to finish the sentence.

      Samantha’s eyes are the color of the sea, or so Cassie guesses, having never been farther from home than Wichita. Her gaze is so gentle that Cassie wants to hide from it.

      “That’s the Tula metaphysics book, right?” Samantha asks. “That’s what he argues, anyway.”

      “He’s cited everywhere,” Cassie says quietly. “Everyone seems to agree.”

      “It pains me to admit it”—Samantha pulls her hair back into a ponytail—“but there’s a strong pro-fate bias in texts on magic. I suspect it has something to do with the need to feel in control.”

      “Then fate isn’t absolute?” Cassie hardly dares hope.

      “I don’t know. But Tula’s view isn’t the only one. If you’re looking for another, I doubt you’ll find it in these books.”

      Cassie shakes her head. “Wait. Why?”

      “Because Witches of Chance don’t write books. Or if they do, they don’t publish them. Not that I’ve ever seen.”

      “How do I find a Witch of Chance?” Cassie asks, unable to restrain herself.

      “I don’t know if you can. But …” Samantha rifles through a drawer behind the counter, hands a small rectangular card to Cassie. The front side features a pair of dice, their roll changing as Cassie tries to read it. She flips the card over, expecting a witch’s personal sigil, but finds a handwritten phone number.

      “Someone left this,” Samantha explains. “They said to give it to the next person who ‘wanted to reject fate.’”

      “Thank you.” Cassie shakes, caught between hope and fear.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Samantha cautions. “I can’t promise this will lead you anywhere.”
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      “Luck’s a chance, but trouble’s sure,” the Witch of Chance tells Cassie, who has finally found eir after months of seeking. Except “found” isn’t right. Three weeks ago Cassie abandoned her search only to encounter the witch on the hill where the World War I Museum slowly rots away. Before them, KC is strangely beautiful in twilight, the filthy water of the flooded areas sun-struck into silver and rouge. The city’s crumbling core seems to whisper tales of what once was.

      “Yeah,” Cassie says, for the decay before them is immune to rebuttal. “I’ve had my fill of trouble. I could use the chance.”

      The witch turns to regard her. E wears ragged jeans, a once-expensive top with silver swirls now stained with juice or dried blood. Eir arms are thick with bangles, cuffs, incomprehensible notes written in marker.

      “The forces I commune with are powerful,” e says, “but they make few promises. Have you accepted at last how empty are the promises of order?”

      Cassie stares across the city. Cop-lights flash, a blue and red tangle down on Main. When she’d fled into Free Zone’s basement, she’d heard the crack-crack-crack of gunfire above. The cops wore body armor, carried assault weapons. Yet still, she’d waited at the other end of the bolthole, waited what seemed like hours, waited even though by then ash fell like snow and the former Free Zone became a false sunset to the north.

      “I’m learning,” Cassie says eventually. “But I still dream of setting things right. No. Less wrong.”

      The witch considers this. “Your plans will fail, as will all plans, given enough time. Now tell me what you seek.”

      This time the story comes slightly easier. Cassie tells em of the tangle in time, the Fate Witches, the hope that a knot that cannot be untangled can nevertheless be cut. She can’t bring herself to speak of the way Kam had insisted they could meet the challenge of the cops, protect the community they’d carved out from a half-block of abandoned buildings. Can we stop the pigs, Kam? We can if we stick together, if we hold the line. She doesn’t tell em how Kam was her dearest friend, how they knew things about Cassie that she never even shared with her lovers. How she’d fled from Kam’s side when they needed her most.

      “You seek to break free of the bonds of fate?” the witch asks.

      “I seek to be free of that fate,” Cassie says, reflexively honest.

      “Fate is not to be accepted or rejected piecemeal,” the witch gently admonishes her. “Chance works in the margins, through those things that can’t be accounted for.”

      Cassie waits for more. It isn’t forthcoming. “I don’t understand. Can you help me, or not?”

      “You may think that you want chance to intervene, but there is no guarantee that you’ll prefer it to fate.”

      “I’ll take that risk,” Cassie says. “Please.”

      The witch tilts eir head to one side, considers, nods. “It is done.”

      Nothing has changed.

      “What? I don’t—”

      “Chance has now—long ago—intervened on your behalf. The escape route you picked happened to be the one they hadn’t discovered. You are free despite fate’s attempts to ensnare you. You sought chance’s intervention, and so you live.”

      When Cassie was young, she’d nearly drowned in a pond behind her aunt’s house. The pressure on her lungs, the slow, inexorable slide toward the darkness: she feels it all again, collapses to her knees. Breath won’t come. Her hands dig into broken concrete. Screams die in her throat.

      The witch is gone. The air smells of fire. She retches until nothing but bile remains.
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      “It’s incomprehensible,” Cassie says, burying her head in her hands. The books on temporal magic are nightmarishly dense, filled with discussions of causality, entropy, quantum mechanics, and paracausal effects. Fate magic seems simple by comparison.

      Like all the kids whose parents could scrape together internet access fees, Cassie had attended ‘Zon Secondary School, where the algorithm labeled her “bright but lacking in motivation.” She’d done okay when she cared enough to focus, and rote memorization was enough to avoid failing most classes. None of that had remotely prepared her for Three Theories on the Nature of Time, With Practical Implications for Spellcrafting.

      “I’m lost too,” Samantha says. “Lowe says that time travel is impossible, but Cadigan documents people traveling forward in time—”

      “Not backward, though.”

      “Not from what I’ve seen,” Samantha admits. “But I’m far outside my expertise. We could take the problem to my coven.”

      “You meet with other spellcasters?” Cassie was shocked. “How is that remotely safe? The cops …”

      “We take lots of safeguards and don’t meet in person,” Samantha says. “One of the members is a Witch of Place.”

      The ever-present knot in Cassie’s gut constricts. A coven. More people, more connections, more help she doesn’t deserve, more chances for her to do harm, to lose everything. Again.

      “I shouldn’t.” Cassie feels compelled to offer an explanation. “I can’t ... with groups.” A truth that conceals a deeper one.

      “Oh, shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      How would she? Cassie isn’t the sharing type. Not anymore.

      “No worries,” is all Cassie can manage. She stares at the book, afraid to meet the clerk’s eyes.

      “I can ask them, if you want.” Samantha’s voice is barely a whisper. A long pause.

      “That would be very helpful,” Cassie admits.

      “I’ll check with them at our next meeting. How can I reach you?”

      Cassie sketches her personal rune, slides it to Samantha.

      “I’m Cassie,” she says, forgetting herself. “She/her.”

      “I’m she/her, too.” Samantha’s smile dazzles.

      “I know.” Cassie points at that daring, dangerous pin, and Samantha laughs.

      “Oh, right.”

      “Um, thanks again,” Cassie says. “Look, I ... I need to go.”

      She hurries from the shop, cursing herself for one more entanglement, one more betrayal of the promises she’d made to herself, for how she’d thrilled when she made Samantha smile.
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      The coven can’t make sense of temporal magic, but one of them knows someone who can.

      The Witch of Time’s price is high. Cassie saves for months to meet it, picking up work on the side imbuing marbles with spells to find lost things. A simple trick, really—just a nudge to help someone recall where they last put the object they seek. It could draw the cops’ attention, but that’s a risk she must take. Lately, she can’t stop thinking about the Free Zone, and every memory is barbed, even the good ones. Especially the good ones. Nausea seizes her whenever she thinks of the community mural, forever unfinished, its tribute to the lost and utopian dreams melted away in the conflagration.

      She’d imagined the witch as a crone, but when they meet, she’s in her thirties. Or so Cassie guesses; the witch’s skin is flawless, but there are laugh lines around her eyes and her hands tighten involuntarily, the way Cassie’s grandmother’s did, toward the end.

      “You can’t change the past,” the witch says. She wears a bowler hat and an immaculate pinstripe suit, not a trace of chalk on it despite kneeling to inscribe elaborate equations on the abandoned warehouse’s stone floor. “What’s done is done.”

      Cassie has heard this before, has come to this witch because she has heard other things as well. “You took my money—”

      “The flow of history can’t be changed,” the witch interrupts. “It’s like a river, and like a river, it shifts over time, but trying to change its course through magic ... well, you might as well stand midstream and command it to stop.”

      She stands, tucks the chalk away, then deliberately wipes her hands clean.

      “Then what can you do?” Cassie has waited so long. Her patience nears its end.

      “It’s possible to pluck someone from the stream, like catching a fish, and bring them forward, bring them here.”

      “You can bring them back to life?” Cassie has heard rumors but hadn’t dared believe.

      “No,” the witch says. “Or, anyway, not precisely. I pluck them from a moment in their life, and then they continue on from there.”

      “You can save them,” Cassie says, hardly daring to believe it.

      “I can bring someone forward,” the witch corrects her. “One person. Anything more is too large a disruption.”

      Cassie knows who she’ll choose, knows it even amidst the guilt of the others she’s condemning to die, or to stay dead. It has to be Kam. The uncitizens had no bosses, no rulers, but there were those whose vision and drive others respected. Everyone admired Kam, listened to them when they spoke. Cassie’s best friend, who’d sourced her estrogen, on whose shoulder she’d cried, who always insisted Cassie had saved their life when she’d chased off that creep with a knife and a hungry grin.

      Kam, who Cassie had seen at the very end, astride the barricade, plastic-and-plywood shield in one hand, bat in the other, who she was sure kept shouting encouragement through their gas mask, even though the cops’ loudspeakers drowned out all words. That image of Kam is seared into Cassie’s mind. It had almost, almost, stopped her from fleeing.

      Then the cops battered down the wall and stormed through the gap. There’d been so many of them, black-masked, armored and armed, magic surging around them, and Cassie ran. After that, there was nothing but regret.

      Oh, to see Kam’s face again. To know they were alive, even though they’d never forgive her once they learned what she’d done, that she’d abandoned them, then magically rescued them from the doom of the Free Zone, kept them alive by forcing them to abandon their post. Cassie deserved nothing less, and Kam deserved so much more than they’d received.

      Why, then, this dread that compelled her to ask more questions?

      “If you can do this, if you can save lives this way”—Cassie ignored the witch’s shaking head—“why isn’t everyone coming to you for this?”

      The witch smiles without warmth. “You’re wise to ask. Our bodies, our minds—they are situated in time. If you pull someone free, they become ... detached. They lack some drive, some motive force.”

      “You mean they’re lazy?” Cassie is incredulous.

      “Not at all. They are ... without. They drift. Pain and pleasure don’t move them. They want nothing. They’re only acted upon.”

      Cassie shudders. The witch’s ageless eyes are fixed upon her.

      “This … always happens?”

      The faintest of motions in the witch’s shoulders, as similar to a shrug as a whisper is to a shout. “Some are able to ... attach themselves again. Eventually. Most do not. In many cases, they will not even feed themselves.”

      Cassie had braced herself against being told it was impossible, against Kam’s inevitable hatred of her, against even the violation of Kam’s freedom that such a spell would require. But she is not prepared for this.

      “The other way, then,” she says at last. “Send me back into the stream—let me put things right.” Let me die with them.

      “The stream flows only one way, even for a Witch of Time. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Cassie cannot save the others, nor can she return to join them in death. She cannot bring herself to see Kam reduced to someone adrift, without desire.

      She will always and forever be the one who fled. That is her fate, she thinks bitterly, ever since she’d been forced to live as a boy, before she’d run away and joined with something bigger than herself, allowed herself to believe in the future her community was creating. She’d been forged strong but brittle, a blade that shatters when battle is joined.

      Her father had often called her a coward, for her unwillingness to slaughter chickens, for refusing to stand up to bullies, for cringing from his raised voice. He’d been wrong about almost everything; he’d been right about that.

      That thought breaks her again: she became—or always had been—exactly who he claimed she was.
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      There is no Witch of Memory in Kansas City, nor anywhere close. She hears rumors of one in St. Louis, which may as well be on the moon, for all the chance she has of getting there. Even if she could somehow barter for transport, or hitchhike, or try to hop one of the driverless big-rigs that rage across the highways like one hundred-ton bullets, for a trans woman to risk that crossing would be suicidal, and Cassie isn’t brave enough for that.

      She has no choice but to return to her studies, learning the magic of memory, if only for long enough to make herself forget. More cowardice, but she cannot bring herself to die, cannot live with her guilt.
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      “Hey, Cassie. How was the Atlas?” Samantha’s wearing a cute A-line dress that features cats sitting atop open books.

      “If I wanted to send something to Azeb, I could do it,” Cassie says. That land of lost things only takes and never gives. It cannot help her. “But it was useless for my needs.”

      Samantha’s crestfallen. The book had been her recommendation, Cassie remembers. Too late.

      “I’m sorry,” the clerk says. “It has so much about memories of lost places, I thought ...” She turns away, tears in her eyes.

      Cassie hates herself, hates that casual cruelty. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean— I know you were only doing your job.” Samantha loves her work, but Cassie knows she’s been doing far more than her job. “I shouldn’t have asked you for help.”

      “But I want to help.” The clerk wipes her eyes. “It’s just … I’ve never met someone as driven as you. Then you stopped coming around, and I thought you’d been killed or, or ... disappeared. Because I couldn’t imagine you’d given up. And then when you came back, I could see how badly you needed whatever you’re seeking, and I thought, I have to help her.”

      “You’ve been a huge help,” Cassie says, because there is so much more she doesn’t know how to say.

      “I’ll stay out of your way, unless you need me.” Samantha crimsons, steps behind the desk, busies herself with a pile of books.

      “The thing with the Atlas was my fault,” Cassie admits. “I didn’t tell you what I really needed.” She can’t quite do so. If she says she wants to forget, that invites questions. “I’m searching for a way to gain control of one’s own memories.”

      “Hmmm.” Samantha concentrates, her tongue peeking out of one corner of her lips. She darts to the practical spellcasting section, scans for something, returns. “You’re already past the materials we have here. But I think the coven might be able to source the books you need. I bet you could borrow them.”

      “That would be wonderful,” Cassie admits.

      “Great,” Samantha’s smile is heartbreaking. “I’ll be in touch.” For a moment, Cassie is sure she’s going to again ask if she wants to sit in with the coven, but she doesn’t.

      Samantha has always respected Cassie’s boundaries, which means Cassie has no one but herself to blame for this tangle of feelings.
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      Memory is an ever-changing labyrinth. Cassie can’t forget how she made Janice Chu cry when they were eight and goofing around on the playground behind what used to be the Randolph School. She recalls every detail of that time she sat in the window well of her childhood room and heard a voice, crystalline and perfect, singing a tune in a language she didn’t recognize. Even now she wishes she’d run after the singer, if only to behold the face that made such beautiful music. She remembers the nights when the uncitizens gathered ‘round Tanguay’s electric keyboard, passing a joint and clumsily harmonizing.

      But she can’t remember the name of her first crush, nor the promises she made to herself when she left home. Though she has spent hours thinking about the community mural, there are whole sections forever effaced. She has long since forgotten the color of her mother’s eyes, the sound of her laugh.

      So much lost, and yet she cannot forget her cowardice, her betrayal. She prepares her spell, hoping it will be the last one she ever casts. She’s covered the stone walls of the shop’s backroom with writing. Her chalk-dusted hand cramps, and behind her eyes a headache taps an angry drumbeat on her skull. Some of the writing consists of spell components, guideposts to tell the magic what to take and what to leave behind, but the rest is her retelling of her flight from the Free Zone. Extracting details from the mind’s tangled passageways is delicate work, and more so for a memory as knotted and worried-at as her flight. If she isn’t careful, she may tear her memories all the way back to the root, leaving herself tabula rasa, a husk.

      Even that would be an improvement.

      She has just finished double-checking her work when there is a knock at the storeroom door. Samantha, holding a glass of water.

      “My mother always said proper hydration is essential to magic.” She smiles, presents the glass like an offering.

      “Thank you.” The script on the walls is small enough that Cassie doesn’t think anyone could read it from the doorway, but she positions herself in Samantha’s sightline to be sure. She takes a sip to reassure Samantha. The water is cool and welcome, and she quickly drains the glass. The pounding behind her eyes eases a little.

      “I’m not going to spy on you.” Samantha can’t quite hide the hurt in her voice.

      “I didn’t think—”

      “You did, and that’s okay,” Samantha says. “I get it. You never asked for me to be involved in your life.” She is far too kind to point out that Cassie could never have performed this spell on her own, without the help of Samantha’s coven, without the networked expertise of witches, without her research and gentle, patient support. So many kindnesses Cassie doesn’t deserve.

      “Thank you for the water,” Cassie hesitates, then adds, “and for all your help. I could—I could never have done it without a Witch of Research like you.”

      To her surprise, Samantha grins. “They used to call us librarians,” she says. “Back when there were libraries.”

      Cassie staggers like a fighter blindsided by a punch, feels herself swaying, falling ...

      Samantha lunges, tries to catch her. The glass drops to the floor, shatters. The two women collapse.

      “Cassie, are you okay?”

      Only then does Cassie realize she is sobbing. She’d forgotten about the Free Zone’s library, the wealth of books and zines that must have burned in the fire, many of them perhaps the only copies that had ever existed. Her mind has been gnawing on memories of the Free Zone like a dog claiming every scrap of marrow from a bone, and yet somehow, she’d forgotten that.

      Samantha’s arms enfold her, and Cassie sobs against her shoulder, surrounded by the scope of her loss. When she finally breathes again, the whole story spills out unbidden. It will not be kept in one moment longer, not just the escape but the way a community had saved her when she was living on the street, stealing razors and debating whether to shave or turn them on her wrists; the work of building the Free Zone, with all its triumphs and disasters, devoted community members and predators seeking to exploit them; the growing police pressure culminating in the worst moments of her life; and her flight.

      “Gods, Cassie, that’s horrible. I’m so sorry.”

      Cassie stares at her hands. “I didn’t want you to know—to know I’m a coward.”

      “What? I don’t think—oh. You wish you’d died there.” It isn’t a question.

      “I should have. I abandoned them at the moment they needed me most.”

      A long silence.

      “I thought everyone in the Free Zone died,” Samantha says at last. “The cops said an anarchist firebomb detonated early, killed everyone inside.”

      “Cops lie.”

      “I know that.” Samantha’s tone is all restraint and patience. “But you’re the only witness left.”

      Cassie recoils. “And you think, what? That I should tell my story and then everyone will wise up to what the cops have done and turn on them and we all sing protest songs around the campfire?”

      “Please please please don’t treat me like a fool.” Samantha pinches the bridge of her nose. “I’m not as naive as you think. I know you’re trying to forget.”

      “I’m sorry, Samantha. I don’t think you’re a fool,” Cassie knows she owes an explanation. “Fuck. I tried so hard to fix it, and I can’t. It can’t be fixed, not ever, and I just need to forget.” She slams her hand to the ground, cries out in pain. When she lifts it away, she leaves a streak of blood behind. A sliver of glass digs into her palm.

      Samantha cradles her hand. “We can’t have uncontrolled blood during spell prep,” she says and helps Cassie up.

      In the shop’s tiny restroom, she cleans and bandages the wound, insists Cassie stay put while she cleans up the spill. She’s finishing up as Cassie emerges.

      “You must hate me,” Cassie says, hands stuffed in her back pockets.

      “Why would I hate you?” Samantha dumps the shards of glass into the trash.

      “Because I’m a coward.”

      “I don’t think you’re a coward, Cassie. I don’t think it was wrong to run, and I don’t think it was wrong to stay.” She pulls her hands through her hair. “You made a choice under enormous pressure. I wish you could forgive yourself.”

      “Best I can hope for is to forget.” Cassie glimpses rage cross Samantha’s features. It’s there only for a moment, the contortion, the overwhelming pressure of it, but Cassie knows what she saw. “Why ... Oh.” Of course, a librarian would hate her plan. “If you knew what I was doing, why did you help me? I know it goes against your ... your values.”

      Samantha sags and sits on the floor between overflowing bookshelves. “Because you needed help, and that’s what I do. Because ...” She shakes her head and doesn’t continue the thought.

      “I’m not worth caring about,” Cassie sags to the ground opposite Samantha. “It just ends badly for everyone.”

      “For gods’ sakes. You are.” She talks over Cassie’s objection. “And so is the Free Zone. So are the people who died.” She leans forward, puts her hand atop Cassie’s.

      Cassie yanks her hand away like it’s been burned. “No no no no no! You can’t ask me to carry all that. I’m the worst person to do it. And don’t you dare say that I’m the only one who can—”

      “Never! No one should have to carry that alone, Cassie. Not even a Witch of Memory like you.”
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      The pain does not depart. Cassie’s trauma is part of her. She is broken, now and forever.

      But broken is not useless.

      “They have a copy of The Anarchists’ Annotated Histories in Minneapolis,” Samantha announces, her smile almost as welcome as her news.

      “That’s amazing!” Cassie grins back, sets aside the marble she’s been working with. “How is that possible?”

      “Are you ready for this? They’ve got explorers there, search parties that go to Azeb, Tlön, Cimmeria. They’re gathering lost things, Cassie.”

      She hurries to the wall of their little apartment, to the list of titles from the KC Free Zone Library, and places a checkmark next to Histories. She’s found almost a third of them now.

      “How’s your project going?” Samantha asks, and Cassie hands her a marble. An unremarkable sphere of swirling blues and silvers, Samantha’s own variation on one of the first spells she learned. It’s nothing special until activated.

      Samantha is suitably impressed.

      They take a break from work, share a meal, and then Cassie reads to Samantha until the librarian falls asleep. She’s a better roommate than Cassie could have hoped for, not least because, while she wants to be more than roommates, she’s content to wait until Cassie trusts herself.

      Cassie palms a marble, remembers standing at the top of the stairs, the tear gas and the hum of gathering magic. It will always be with her, the terror as the wall caved in, the panic of her escape, the mantle of loss draped over her shoulders. A Witch of Memory can no more forget these things than she can forget to breathe.

      She returns to her work. She can’t forget and no longer wishes to. Because the uncitizens dreamed of a better world, and for a short, precious while, it was real, as flawed and small and divided as it was. Real. And the only way it might be real again is if people remember, if they learn from it, if they keep that hope alive, along with the hope of so many other dreams.

      Cassie can’t be the Keeper of the Past. No one can be. Barricades can be torn down, strongholds defeated, security compromised, cells rooted out, dreamers and radicals locked away, leaders assassinated. Cops will spy, captives will turn on their friends. Utopia means no place.

      The revolution can’t be anywhere; therefore, it must be everywhere.

      Thus, she’s enchanted the marbles to hold only true memories so that Witches of Place can distribute them to anyone ready to hear and to share, to thousands or tens of thousands of people across the globe, the ones who still believe in something better, who are never as alone as they fear. A community without bosses, without hierarchies, without commands, with only a shared purpose: to bear the past, and thus create the future.

      Cassie lifts a marble to the light, feels the memory it holds: Kam, shield raised high, urging them all on. An unchangeable fact, a fixed history. But its meaning? That’s a story Cassie is still writing. So are Samantha, the witches, and the utopians. So are you and I.
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      Everyone, both the young and the old, went about their lives as usual on the day of the Mask Festival. The downtown streets were covered with colored leaves and Mr. Burkett still waved at children and swept in front of his storefront. Mrs. Farley still clucked to Mrs. Durant on how the new teachers at the old school would not and could not teach their children anything. And the policemen still ate lunch at the Morrison Deli on Main. Normality ruled with benevolent routine. But still, as the leaves fell, and the stage was erected, the people of Haskins braced quietly for their most insistent tradition.

      At the fairgrounds, Jennifer arrived early to help set the stage. Her eye sockets hung loose and rubbery around her blue eyes. She was the first Jennifer to have blue eyes. The mane on top of her head was coarse and tawny. Flies buzzed in her stomach and she was thankful she was Jennifer because Jennifer always had to stay busy. Cindy was already there, cross-legged and cutting orange leaves out of construction paper, looking prim and sweet in her blue dress.

      She nodded to Cindy as she found a pair of scissors. When Cindy did not return the movement, Jennifer decided that her eyelets must be misaligned.

      “Hey,” she said, gaining her attention.

      Cindy looked up from a pile of construction paper. “Good morning,” she said between ragged breaths. She always complained of being overheated. “Are you excited?”

      Cindy’s voice was low this year, deep. She was tall and muscular, but Jennifer always gave her credit for her commitment to Cindy’s primary traits—innocence and geniality. They were best friends.

      “Yes, in a way,” she said.

      Cindy’s scissors made ripping sounds as they ate through the construction paper. “Are you worried?”

      She was talking about Rance and Rance was a key aspect of Jennifer. They fit together like pieces of a puzzle. Jennifer was a cheerleader and Rance was the high school quarterback. He had a shock of blond horsetail hair on the top of his rubber scalp. His mask was loose and shook back and forth like a great Jell-O mold when he spoke. They were to be married the day after the Mask Festival.

      She froze for a moment. “No,” said Jennifer, wondering how much of herself she should share. “Rance and I will be very happy.”

      “Of course.”

      “We’ll be very happy,” she said again. Because right now, she was Jennifer, and that is something Jennifer would say.

      The stage was decorated with cornucopias and browning sunflowers—symbols of the season. Orange and brown paper leaves decorated the backdrop, frozen in mid-fall. The people of Haskins shuffled in quietly, some enthusiastically. Others came with an expression of boredom, of toe-tapping impatience. Haskins was a small town, but it contained all sorts.

      Jennifer snuck down from the stage as twilight struck and the big sky above the small town glowed with gold and crimson ribbons. The people were drinking their ciders, wiping the grease from the lips of their masks as they devoured turkey legs through the slits that made up their mouths.

      She found Rance sitting on a hay bale, his legs resting on a large pumpkin with a blue ribbon. She said his name and he reacted in mock exaggeration, pretending to fall from his spot. Rance had always been a jokester—for the last three dozen years, at least. Before, he was cruel—a bully—but time had softened his demeanor. He was now something of a class clown. Even in Haskins, times change.

      “There she is, my beautiful.” He stood up and touched her waist. He was shorter than her and the way he looked up into her eyes made him seem like a child looking up at the stars in the night sky. She could see him, his eyes behind the rubber curves, big and brown, pointing up to an endless sky with infantile delight.

      They mashed their faces together, crumpling into each other as their masks folded into sweating slabs of rubber. Their tongues found their way out of their mouth-slits, tasting each other’s flesh.

      They held on for as long as they could. Rance found his head on her shoulder. He would not say what he wanted to say, but she could hear the choke in his voice all the same. She could divine his meaning.

      She pulled apart from him and looked down, grabbing his half-drank cup of cider for a sip. “We’re getting married tomorrow,” she said.

      He swallowed, a noise that seemed to echo behind his mask. “Yes, I know.”

      Behind them, past the tents and merchants, folks began to gather. A horn blared.

      “Could we just—”

      She stopped herself. It was not Jennifer speaking.

      Rance sniffed and took her by the arm. “We should head up,” he said. “They’ll start without us.”

      They pulled each other through the crowd and stood to the far side near the stage where they could see Mayor Granger adjusting his cufflinks. He preened in the expected manner, debuting a new suit with extravagant embroidery for the occasion. Mayor Granger was always wearing the finest clothes.

      “Alright, yes,” he began. “Okay, well, here we are. This is the Mask Festival. The Festival of Masks. An old tradition, a very old tradition, indeed.” Mayor Granger’s speech ran out of steam before it began, as it often did in the last year, so instead of continuing, he straightened his silk tie and smiled. “Let’s begin,” he said, finally.

      Through the wings of the stage, two farm boys with rubber jowls pushed a wooden cart with a large pumpkin on top of it. Granger clapped his hands and let out a nervous sigh. The two boys hoisted the pumpkin’s top off together, struggling under its weight.

      Jennifer and Rance held hands as they watched Mayor Granger close his eyes and reach into the pumpkin. When his hand came back with two slips of paper, the festival began.

      “Connie and Delmont,” he called. “Please come up to the stage and make your exchange.”

      A small woman with a snug mask trotted up on stage, she carried with her a wicker basket of flowers. She curtsied before the audience. On the other side, a mechanic in overalls with long black hair stomped with heavy boots to the center of the stage. They turned to each other and bowed, then walked to the rear of the stage, their backs to the audience. With both hands they removed their masks, then, without looking, held them out to the other. The new Connie’s mask was so tight that her features seemed to pop out of the eyelets. Delmont was slight and wiry, but the wearer had begun to learn his movements, raising his feet in great destructive arcs. The crowd cheered and the new Connie skipped heavily back into the crowd and disappeared.

      Before long, Mayor Granger’s name was called too. His change was extravagant, of course. He danced to the back of the stage and when he came back his voice grew more resinous, his stature more assured. The old Granger disappeared into the crowd wearing Jim Brown’s face and drinking sweet liquor with Jim Brown’s loud friends.

      Jennifer held Rance’s hand until he had to leave for the stage. He met with Susan Hickens, a girl a year below them, and they swapped faces. When Rance came back to Jennifer, he was taller. Susan held her face in her hands as she was embraced by her family. For just a moment, Jennifer saw her look back at her, the black holes of her eyes an implacable enigma. She was always known to be shy.

      The new Rance put his arm around her—in a way that was so unlike the old Rance that it made her skin crawl. She told herself that it was okay, that they were to be married and that this was a perfectly apt display of affection. It was only that—Rance used to hold her hand. He did not usually wrap his arms around her casually, she was used to feeling his fingers between hers. She wriggled out of the embrace and grabbed his hands, demonstrating the protocols of their relationship in a discreet way. His hands were rough and large. He turned his head toward her, bright hazel eyes hidden behind eyelets. She thought she detected a nod of understanding. He held her hand and watched the stage.

      Mayor Granger dug his hand into the pumpkin and came out with two slips of paper. He squinted his eyes, one hand tugging a finger into his eyelet, spreading it so that he could read. “Cole Drewson and Jennifer Maisey. Come on up!”

      Her heart shivered, palpitating in erratic bursts of electric anxiety. She unhooked her hand from Rance and felt a chill. She looked at him briefly, to see his eyes, but they were not the eyes she knew. She seemed to float to the stage, dragged along by an inevitable leash. Mayor Granger took both of their hands and raised them. He was adding to the spectacle, he was making decisions. She reflected that this was indeed in line with Granger’s character, and she wondered why no one considered taking the hands of those on the stage and raising them before. It added a sort of spectacle to the event, and historically, Mayor Granger was spectacle incarnate.

      Granger joined their hands and for just a moment, she felt as if the hand in hers was Rance’s. The Rance she knew. But the palm in hers was sweating and Rance never sweated from his hands. She and Cole walked to the back of the stage—an eternity—and she looked straight ahead as she took off her mask.

      Cole was doing the same beside her.

      She wondered if he felt the same rush she did when she removed it. I’m still Jennifer I’m still Jennifer I’m still Jennifer, she thought. Her face was naked and she was still Jennifer. She panicked. Her heart kicked her sternum. She did not feel any different. She liked being Jennifer. She was still her. Jennifer was who she should be, and why now should Cole get to be Jennifer? Why now should she have to be Cole?

      She tried to catch her breath and reach some sort of compromise with herself as Cole pulled off his mask and held it out to her.

      Her body failed her. It had become too accustomed to the ways of Haskins. She reached out with her mask and they exchanged without looking at each other. She pulled on Cole Drewson’s face and felt the sweat and stink of another human and she began to pray—that she would be Cole, that she would forget what it was like to be Jennifer, what it was like to love Rance, her Rance.

      They both turned around and Cole Drewson waved weakly to the audience and went down the opposite side of the stage. Jennifer found Rance and they put their arms around each other and embraced.

      In the back of the fairgrounds, Cole found himself in the men’s room, staring at his new face. Long jawed, with a mustache. Stubble dotted his chin. A trucker hat covered his black hair. His creases were long and deep like knife cuts.

      Behind him, a boy he could not see left a bathroom stall and walked out the door. When he was alone in the surgical teal bathroom, Cole whispered his old name.
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      The next month was a period of adjustment for everyone. Cole woke up in his new home and learned his old habits. His wife, Pauline, was a quick study. She would cower in fear whenever he entered the room, although she would do so in a pathetic, approval-seeking way.

      Cole was more lethargic, less vigorous in his anger than usual, but he made his threats, he spat between the lips of his mask and cursed. He drank the same beer, although he had not been able to drink as much as he used to. Most nights, when trying, he fell asleep in the white light of the television while Pauline stepped lightly out the front door to meet their neighbor.

      When he’d wake, he’d go to his job at the plant, where he learned to speak crudely with the other men at work. His tone was high and girlish but they accepted him with backslaps and unhinged laughter.

      He did not feel like Cole, but he did appreciate that the others felt like he was playing his part. Cole was a difficult role, he demanded a certain physicality that was difficult to match at first. And although, behind the rubber of his face, he still felt like Jennifer, he was beginning to appreciate the inherent violence of his new identity.

      He’d begun to get comfortable slapping Pauline when he was angry. The first hit had been a surprise to them both, but it was very much in line with what Cole would do. She looked up at him, having fallen to the floor and rubbing her cheek, and she looked almost appreciative.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he muttered.

      The incident happened after he came home late. He told her he’d gone to the bar, but really he’d gone down to the old high school to watch the football game. He’d brought a bottle with him. It was gone by the time he got back. She only had to ask him where he’d been and it was enough. It took only a second for his rage to show its face.

      After, of course, he felt sick. As Pauline hid the rest of the night, he became preoccupied with the dimensions of his mask. He drank until he fell asleep.

      Cole was not known as a sports fan, but it was certainly not so out of sorts for a drunk and a wifebeater to enjoy football. Cole considered this to be an aspect of the Cole character he could develop. What are games but an excuse to drink? What violences could he commit to Pauline when the home team lost? At first, it seemed strange for Cole to go see the local team play every Friday, but then as his work friends came around, it didn’t seem so strange at all. And besides, if Rance could now put his arms around Jennifer rather than hold her hand, why couldn’t Cole like football?

      “You like that cheerleader? The one with the legs?”

      Cole shook his head. He did not care for the cheerleaders. He was not looking at them. His eyes were always on the crowd, looking for a young girl with brown hair that always fell in front of her mask. But Susan Hickens was shy and he didn’t know why he thought she might decide to come to the game.

      He took off his hat and rubbed his mane of hair. He punched the side of his head impotently.

      “Y’okay, Cole?”

      “Yeah, fine. Watching the game.”

      Rance, the quarterback, completed a thirty-yard pass and the crowd erupted in unhinged ecstasy. Cole put his hand on his head and said, “I’m gonna head out. I wanna go fishing in the morning.”

      His friends booed and waved their bottles in mock disapproval, but fishing had been another recent addition to Cole’s canon, and he was allowed to leave. He balled his fists in the cuffs of his coat, cursing under his mask, stealing glances at the field. They were going to be newlyweds, he reminded himself. He got into his car and rubbed at the rubber covering his face. He rubbed it into himself, tried to make it melt into his flesh.

      When he got home, he greeted Pauline by cracking her jaw.

      She threw her hands up in front of her, but her eyes showed the same twisted sort of glee she always shared whenever Cole played his part well. She braced for the next hit and when she got it, her head snapped back into the cupboard behind her.

      Blood flowed from the slit of her lips. He heard whimpering from inside of her mask. Cole stepped over her body to get a beer from the fridge.

      She got on all fours, she was trying to stand. “Cole,” she started.

      He wound up and kicked her in the ribs. She dropped back to the floor, moaning as she gripped her sides.

      Cole stood over her, sweating. In a shaky voice, he said, “Don’t ever call me that again.”

      When she tried to speak again, he stomped down on the back of her neck until he felt something crack.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      Her legs were shaking, twitching.

      “It’s just—I’m not Cole.”

      They stopped moving, and because he was supposed to be Cole, he could only do what Cole would do, so he stomped his boot down hard once more; again and again until her spasms ceased.

      Cole had never killed anyone before. There would be side-eyes and gossip, as Haskins generally appreciated its townsfolk to maintain the status quo—but Cole was always a violent man. This was as true an ending to Pauline’s story as any, he told himself.

      He placed his head against the wood of the pantry and tried to think. Yes, this was a fine ending. True to character. People had died in Haskins before. Not many, but it has happened.

      The body would be discovered eventually, perhaps by a mailman or a friend of a friend. He would be locked up when it was discovered, but he felt no real urgency regarding these truths. He would perhaps have days, maybe weeks to continue on unfettered. Cole sat down beside Pauline and stroked away the hair on her mask. Blood leaked through its nostrils. It was not a pretty mask: it was far too large on her, as most masks were.

      Cole wondered what would have happened if he had been Pauline. If Cole would have killed him in the kitchen, if he would have been so sniveling and grateful as the world blackened around him. He yanked on her hair and saw a bit of skin, real skin, beneath. The idea of it was so alluring, so mysterious. He pulled again to free her head and he pulled until Pauline’s face was limp in his own hands, stretched into a long liquid yawn. Cole turned her head, the head of a young man with light brown hair buzzed short. His face was covered in bruises, a kaleidoscope of greens, yellows, browns, and purples. Cole took off his own mask as well and rubbed his fists into his eyes. This is not something Cole would do, he realized, crying harder. He was not Cole.
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      After work, he and his buddies went to the game like they always did. Such was their lot. They all drank, but by now Cole was used to drinking. They didn’t realize he was drinking less, but then again, it didn’t matter how much he drank because drink pervaded his being. He smelled perpetually of whiskey. And no one questioned whether Cole was drunk because of course he was. He’s Cole. And just as everyone assumed he had been drinking, no one asked about his wife. Because Cole never talked about her anyways. It just wasn’t done.

      “You lookin’ at those cheerleaders, Cole?”

      “Too old for me,” said Cole, his voice flat. “I like ‘em young,”

      His face was pointed toward the announcer’s box. He was squinting as his friends howled.

      “Oh yeah? How young?”

      “Real fucking young.”

      They liked that. They screamed in joy. And as they screamed, he squinted his eyes to see the shy girl with brown hair keeping score a world away.

      When the game ended, he waved them off. “I gotta go fishing in the morning,” he said.

      The crowd was clearing out and he disappeared within them—several hundred rubber faces adorned with wigs and eyeglasses. The girl was climbing down from the announcer’s box and he started to quicken his pace. Susan was unassuming, her back turned toward the fence, ready to slip out unnoticed now that her obligation had finished. Cole jogged lightly, not so fast as to draw attention—just the pace of a man eager to get home.

      She passed through a split in the chain-link fence and began walking down the sidewalk with her nose in a book. Susan was always reading. Cole followed, a block back at first. If anyone was watching, they’d see him fumbling with his keys, looking for his car.

      Susan lived near the school, the ward of bookish parents with large rubber noses and glassless spectacles. She spent most of her time at home and she was no doubt eager now to return. Susan portrayed this well when she first heard Cole shout her old name.

      “Rance,” he said. “Wait.”

      She stopped, moving her shoulders as if she were breathing deep, frightened. She turned at a glacier’s pace, her mask turned downward toward the pavement.

      “I’ve got to get home. It’s late.”

      “It’s not late,” said Cole.

      “I’ve got to go.”

      “We were supposed to be married.”

      “I’m Susan,” she said. “We don’t talk. You’re too old to talk to me. I’m just a girl.”

      Cole ground his teeth, sweat dripped into his eye. He thought of Pauline and her face of mashed cherries. “I want you to come home with me tonight, Rance.”

      “No—I really can’t—”

      “It’s Jennifer. I’m still Jennifer, Rance. Please, come with me. This is me speaking, I want you to come with me because I still love you. We’re supposed to be married.”

      “Rance and Jennifer are getting married next year, the day after the festival. Not us.” Her voice quivered when she said it.

      Cole was a fast man, quick—a coiled spring. And when he bound toward Susan, she froze. That was a very Susan thing to do. She was not good under pressure and she was so much smaller than Cole.

      He wrestled her to the ground and did what came most natural; an open hand pressed to her mouth, then a stranglehold around her neck. He felt her soft, sweating flesh. “Please,” he said, whispering through her nostril holes, “come with me.”
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      Like in any small town, a death causes an uproar.

      A dead girl on the side of the road, bleeding out her mask.

      And just like in any small town, time marches on.
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      “You don’t usually have people over, is that true?”

      The two had never been here before, a fact they seemed self-conscious of—still, they remained as chipper as they could, considering. They pointed at the elk’s head on the wall and asked Cole if he hunted. They complimented Pauline on the furniture, their aesthetics as well as comfort.

      Pauline bowed extravagantly, an ironic affectation. “The house was such a mess before. We’re trying to be better about that.”

      Through the kitchen doorway came Cole, holding a tray of cocktails. “Please, help yourself, plenty more where that came from.” He lowered the drinks on the table and poured himself a glass of club soda.

      “You’re not drinking?”

      “Oh no, I’m a monster on that stuff. I’m turning a new leaf. I found God, I guess. The grain spoke to me. The seeds were sown. The old scarecrow came home to tend to the blackbirds in the field. All that jazz, you know?”

      Pauline rubbed his shoulder, she kissed the back of his head. “He’s been doing really good. Great.”

      There was a moment of silence, a pregnant pause. Pauline reached a hand out to their guests—a man and a woman, with large noses and glasses. “Awful what happened to Susan.”

      The man nodded solemnly and Cole huffed in sympathy. Snow began to fall and the gray light outside penetrated every inch of their humble home.

      “Haskins isn’t perfect,” said the woman. “But then again, no place is.”

      They stared at each other, through each other for a long moment. Pauline’s brown eyelets shined like glossy caramels by the fire as she took Cole by the hand and held it ever so tight.
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      “‘Because I am human, and you are not.’” Oriole I tilted its head. “Those are the last words he said.” One of its eyes drifted upwards to the sky, with a barely audible whir, glinting in the strong sunlight. “As if he did not see the irony in saying such a thing as he died.”

      They were occupied by one of their favorite pastimes, recounting the amusing things humans had said before the species had gone extinct. It was late afternoon by the human clock that dictated their programming. Corvid III had toyed with removing it and now had a hard time perceiving light from shadow. Which, in turn, affected its navigation. So the rest of them kept time by archaic human standards: morning, afternoon, night. They watched Corvid III spin in circles on the mosaic tiles of the courtyard.

      In the afternoon, they dragged a spindly table out to the cement patio and laid out stones in the pretext of a game. Then they talked, usually three or four at a time. Tanager I invited them to come, though it knew Oriole I was sometimes reluctant to entertain company.

      “But that was what was odd about the humans,” Myna IV interjected. “They didn’t measure their value by their lifespan. If anything, mortality seemed to increase their affection for each other.”

      “I understand that.” Oriole I’s voice changed register. “Did I say I didn’t understand what he said? I just said it was ironic.”

      “You meant that it was foolish.” Tanager I flicked one stone with the tip of its finger. They had never established the rules of the game.

      Oriole I’s head swayed left and right. “Yes. If you insist. To say that he truly lived and I did not. It was a ridiculous thing to say.”

      Tanager I lowered its head in acknowledgment, but Myna IV was in a quarrelsome state. It found some satisfaction in contention which Tanager I did not understand. It preferred such contention not happen in its courtyard, so it tried to distract Oriole I, flicked another stone in its compat’s direction. But Oriole I was as persistent as Myna IV was quarrelsome. It was, perhaps, one of the things that annoyed Tanager I the most about the way humans had programmed them, the tendency to create one overwhelming personality trait in a misguided attempt to create personality itself. Now, twenty-two years after the last human had died, they had not been able to completely overwrite this quirk without losing other, more important attributes.

      Tanager I expressed its irritation in a subdued fashion by standing up and moving out of the shade into the heat. Myna IV paid no mind. The heat soaked through Tanager I’s shallow epidermis, still preserved in its organic state—Tanager I was quite proud of this—to the metallic mesh dermis below.

      “Not ridiculous, though, if you adopt their perspective. You are not very good, Oriole I, at seeing things from a different angle.” Myna IV chortled, a remix of a bird’s call and human laughter. It had managed this by manipulating its own electronic genome sequence, a tricky business at best, much trickier than Corvid III’s interference with its clock. The engineers had modeled the genome on songbirds, looking for a new way to endow androids with unique voices and the ability to procreate.

      Tanager I had some desire to procreate; Oriole I none. But it was hard for Tanager I to consider a separation from its compat.

      “I do not see the value in adopting a perspective that is not my own. My perspective is the one designed to secure my wellbeing.” Tanager I tried to laugh at Oriole I’s answer, but could not. It was a peacekeeper.

      “How do you know that?” Myna IV turned its head so that it could survey the other two listening. It liked an audience.

      “Know what? Clarify.”

      “How do you know”—pause for effect— “that your own perspective is the one best designed to secure your wellbeing?”

      Oriole I did not answer right away. Tanager I turned back toward the table. It was silent in the courtyard. Corvid III stopped spinning and managed to redirect itself toward them as dusk blended light and shadow.

      “Evolution,” it answered simply, finally. Tanager I placed a finger at its chin, a pose meant to connote thoughtfulness.

      Myna IV laughed again. “We are not human. We did not evolve.”

      Corvid III interrupted. “It depends on your definition of evolution. We have not progressed via a series of naturally occurring changes in our DNA. But we did change and progress via deliberate modifications of our programming.” It gestured specifically to Myna IV. “We modified our own programming even.” It did not comment on whose modifications had been more successful.

      Myna’s voice sped up a tick. “I hardly think the humans designed us to prioritize our perspective over theirs.”

      Oriole I’s eyes glowed. “So you think my perspective is merely mimicking the humans who designed us?”

      Tanager I waved its hands in an attempt to put a halt to the debate. The question of original thought was a heated subject in their community. In order to distract, it offered to bring out some of the fibrous plant that exercised the jaw and provided a pleasant warmth while masticated. A human whom it had once known had compared their obsession with the fiber to chewing tobacco. Tanager I had tried to convince the human of the difference between enjoyment and addiction, but argument was not its strong suit. That human had been a favorite of Tanager I’s, a little frail thing with no strength to knock it about.

      No one paid any heed to Tanager I’s offer. Sometimes it regretted that they had ever learned to individuate.

      “I think it is time we answer this question.” Perhaps Tanager I had missed a few sentences while distracted. Perhaps it had missed important sentences. “To see if we are really so alike now.”

      Myna IV had stood up as if to leave. “You’re suggesting we revive one?”

      “What?” Tanager I did not usually use questions to express surprise. The tiny human had been fond of doing so. “We should not disrupt the natural order of things.”

      This was popular rhetoric now, this notion of natural. Oriole I disliked the discourse. It should have remembered that if it truly hoped to dissuade them from this rash decision.

      “There is a facility not far from here.” Oriole I hardly looked at Tanager I though decisions of this magnitude should be negotiated between compats. “That is why we were employed here. To accommodate and alleviate the high rate of morbidity in this community of elders. It is only natural they would have a place to be resigned to nearby.”

      “You’re obsessed with human mortality,” Tanager I said quietly. Its comment was not registered by the other three. Part of resolving conflicts was identifying problems. It wanted to ask Oriole I why, but now was not the moment. Later would be too late.

      “We will go tomorrow,” Myna IV dictated, the decision apparently made.

      “We should not.” Tanager I tried a last time to express its discomfort.

      Oriole I placed its hand flat on the table, disrupting the stones of the game. The setting sun glinted off the metal joints of its fingers. “I want to know if we are our own species now.”

      “By proving our dependency?”

      Oriole I cocked its head and Myna IV leaned a bit closer to it. “What do you mean?”

      Tanager I did not have a good answer that it could communicate. It was a subsurface logical equation. “We do not need them to tell us who we are.”

      “Ignoring the reality of our creation will not revise it.” Oriole I’s register was flat. It and Myna IV were now in agreement rather than divided by argument.

      The courtyard flushed into darkness. The horizon was rimmed in red. The ground was very flat here, in the west and in the desert. Tanager I had no more to say.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        ii.

      

      

      The dome of the cryogenic facility was pale and bulbous against the color-saturated sky. It was located at the exact coordinates their maps had indicated. Sometimes, the maps were not accurate. The humans’ grasp of direction and geography had been limited despite their globalization. Tanager I trailed behind Oriole I and Myna IV. It slapped at its knee joints regularly to keep the dust from building up there.

      “We should have taken one of the carts,” Myna IV said to be quarrelsome. Tanager I did not say anything, and Oriole I sped up its pace.

      Corvid III had not accompanied them, but it refused to say that it agreed with Tanager I when asked. Tanager I had not conversed with its compat for the rest of the night and when the hour for reboot came, it turned away to an empty room rather than the one it shared with Oriole I. Oriole I did not comment or say anything even the next morning when Tanager I offered it some fiber as a gesture of reconciliation. Oriole I did not adjust to new situations quickly and had probably still been processing the action of the night before.

      “We should have taken one of the carts,” Myna IV repeated, its tones an exact echo of what it had just said.

      “It would have failed on the way and we would have needed to walk regardless.” Tanager I hoped this would be another gesture of reconciliation, a defense of Oriole I’s choice. Perhaps Oriole I should make a gesture of its own.

      The sand and dust were red and yellow and orange; it dulled the dark patina of Tanager I’s feet, which had not been created to mimic skin like its arms or hands or face. They were not organic. They shone and glistened when they were not coated in grime.

      Oriole I remained silent. Tanager I wondered if it doubted its own resolution, if it was processing how this mission could fail. Tanager I had determined four ways already, but it was still processing beneath social functions.

      As they drew closer to the facility, the sand was swept away from the road by the winds which scoured their joints. Tanager I heard the grinding of each movement it made but was satisfied nonetheless with the now-even walking surface. Lights blinked on tall poles as if they too had forgotten the difference between day and night. They ran on solar energy.

      Oriole stopped as they reached the wide doors of the facility, blindingly white in the sunlight. The sand had left no trace on them. “Myna IV, you should open them.” Myna IV was the best of them at overwriting security protocols. It moved forward without arguing. Under its quick-flashing fingers, the dark glass panel by the doors beeped and then blinked rapidly without stopping. The doors shuddered open.

      They all paused and looked inside. Tanager I had the fleeting thought that a human might come down through the foyer to greet them, but there was not even a hologram. There were dead sticks of plants lining the variegated tile floor. They clacked like skeletons in the sudden breeze; the wind carried small rocks and dust into the pristine space.

      “The humans will be stored on the sublevel.” Oriole I pointed out the stairwell and they moved as one toward it, without question. It was doubtful the elevators worked.

      It occurred to Tanager I that the humans were not dead, by their hopeful definition, but rather in stasis. Then again, they were most definitely dead by biological measures. The contradiction, it supposed, lay at the center of Oriole I’s initial irritation, the argument that had driven them all here. It was tempted to hiss under its breath, like a cat or some other small predator gone feral, but Tanager I did not know what purpose it would serve. It was an instinct, and instincts always made it uncomfortable. The humans had been driven by instinct and now what was left of them was frozen underground.

      The sublevel hall was only dimly lit. Some of the lights had died in the years since the facility had last been monitored. Where, Tanager I wondered briefly, was the monitor? Had they died during their shift? Was their corpse huddled over a desk somewhere? Or had they decided one day to not return under the rose-red sky?

      “Here.” Oriole I stopped in front of a pane of frosted glass. Upon examination, Tanager I realized the pane was in fact a door.

      “Go in then,” Myna IV pushed the point. It had already overridden the keypad.

      Oriole I placed a hand, fingers splayed, on the glass and pushed. The door swung in with a hiss and a sigh as if the room had depressurized on their entrance. Otherwise, it was quiet. If there were generators here, they were sophisticated ones, nearly silent.

      As they moved forward, the tiles grew slick under a sheen of water. Cylindrical tubes flanked them on either side, like columns from ancient human architecture. Tanager I watched the water fly up in droplets and dot the coating of dust on its feet.

      “They have thawed.” Myna IV said it like spring had come and these were trees, brittle and frosted. Tanager I saw now the slow trickle from below the tubes.

      “Perhaps another room?” Tanager I suggested. Oriole I remained quiet. It pried at one of the tubes until the metal bent under its fingers and the door—the coffin’s lid—was loosened in its track. The body inside had begun to decompose and was slumped back against the curvature of the tube. There was still the semblance of a face, though the skin and flesh on it was bloated.

      They stood looking at it. Finally, Oriole I flung up one hand. “Human,” it said as if presenting a marvel.

      “Let us check another floor,” Tanager I replied abruptly. It should let Oriole I have its triumph. They should go home and not meddle anymore with things as they were. But now it found that hard to do. Like a dog with a bone, the small human would have said. Frail, but cruel sometimes.

      Myna IV was not satisfied either. It moved to the door. Tanager I followed and, together, they descended the stairs to the level below. Here, they heard a hum in the hallways, which was promising. Oriole I’s footsteps echoed behind them. The next room they entered was perceptibly colder. The floor was dry. Tanager I placed its hands on one of the tubes and it vibrated. The metal rattled against its palm.

      There were controls embedded in the floor, overshadowed by the cylinder. Myna IV overrode them. The sound of the engines softened slightly. The door shuddered and groaned in the track and then slid back.

      Oriole I watched from the door but did not come in.

      The human inside the tube was frozen rigid, hair shorn close to the head, eyes plastered shut by a white substance designed to protect. This same substance bound the fingers close together and wrapped around the hips and genitals of the human. The only thing the human wore was a gauzy semi-transparent jumpsuit that appeared to have been sewn around them. This human looked nothing like the image of the small one Tanager I had held in its head for so long. It had forgotten the diversity of human appearance.

      “We have to be quick,” Myna IV said, practical when practicality was needed.

      Tanager I nodded but let Myna IV handle the body. It twittered under its breath, a laugh or expression of frustration.
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      Oriole I stood back from the metal table, as if now unsure about what they had done and were doing. A few of the computers were still running on a spark of solar power, and Myna IV had found the requisite files. It had scanned the information and processed how to revive the human, had determined which cooler—still functioning—contained blood of the right type. They had calculated, quickly, that it would be necessary to revive the human before returning back across the desert to their commune. The body would thaw and begin to decompose in the heat otherwise. There was such a fine line between viability and rot.

      “Are we sure that the human will be … right?” Oriole I’s voice was quiet in the large hollow of the operating theater.

      As Oriole I spoke, Myna IV directed Tanager I on which equipment to roll over to the table, large machines on unwieldy carts. It was flushing the blood vessels free of preservative in the meantime. The body dripped and a pool of liquid formed around the table where Myna IV was careless.

      “You will have to define that,” Myna IV said, quarrelsome again. It was concentrating and did not appreciate Oriole I’s newfound reluctance or interruptions.

      “Revivification is theoretical, yes?”

      Tanager I looked at Oriole I. It stood stiffly, hands at its sides, eyes focused on the body stretched and stripped out its plastic packaging. Myna IV hooked up the IV line and began the blood transfusion. “This will take at least an hour,” it informed them. They were quiet for a long part of that time. This did not disrupt their conversation, and Tanager I resumed forty-five minutes later.

      “It is ironic,” Tanager I confirmed for Oriole I, “that they went extinct before they could revive themselves in any significant numbers. But there were successful trials.”

      Oriole I nodded, but Tanager I could not tell what it was thinking. Myna IV was focused on tweaking the program of the nanotechnology that would repair any unsustainable damage inflicted on the body by the cryopreservation. Once it was satisfied that the programming met the guidelines it had reviewed, it injected a syringe of the prepared nanobots into the discolored thigh of the body. Some natural color had returned to the skin, but not all.

      “It would have been better if I had been programmed in medicine,” Myna IV said as it stepped back. They were not so different from the nanobots, Tanager I observed to itself, but there was no human to tweak their programming. Tanager I felt sure it did not require any further changes. What would the human think?

      “Right, like normal, is subjective,” Myna IV would not let its objection go.

      “How long?” Tanager I asked.

      “When the diagram is green, then we may resuscitate and the human will continue to recover while we transport it back.”

      Tanager I studied the map of the human’s body on the screen. The vascular system was outlined in red, as were many of its organs. Tanager I could understand why Oriole I was concerned about whether the human would be able to function. Tanager I was programmed to be precise.  It questioned whether the human would be able to function within the very specific parameters Oriole I deemed valuable for the larger experiment at hand.

      Minutes passed. The only noise was the whine of the machines. They did not move, and so their joints made no sound.

      Myna IV’s eyes flicked between the diagram and the body. Gradually, lines on the diagram shifted from red to green. “We should establish your hypothesis before the human wakes,” it said, able to needle Oriole I even as it studied the medical readouts. Tanager I felt once again defensive of its compat. But the suggestion was a logical one.

      “Will we keep the human alive once the hypothesis is tested?” It added this question, then snapped its mouth shut, unsure of which answer it thought best.

      “That depends on its behavior,” Myna IV answered. There was no hesitation to its answer, to the possibility of killing it. The green crept up the diagram.

      “I propose,” Oriole I presented its hypothesis, “that humans must acknowledge that we are not now, if we ever were, mere copies of them. That we are alive.”

      Tanager I did not speak its doubts aloud but was skeptical of this proposition. Did originality equate to life? Tanager I had never seen a benefit to this definition of living with its organic implications. It viewed the petulant proclamations of the small human regarding Tanager I’s own nature, that he is too real to be just that, petulant and disconcertingly humanizing.

      How long had Oriole I harbored this resentment? It was unusual for it to speak so irrationally. Myna IV, for once, did not answer or mock Oriole I. Did it feel similarly? Did it too want to be alive?

      “The human can be revived now,” Myna IV said into the waiting quiet.
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      The human did not immediately wake. To be alive and to be conscious, for humans, were different things. Tanager I, when it slept, did not consider itself to truly exist. The human’s head, as they walked, bounced limply on the crude pallet they had fashioned from a cot at the institution.

      The others watched them enter the gates, the setting sun glinting red on the metal of those who were not covered in faux skin. They did not make any noises but whirred gently as they turned and followed them. The gates shut behind them, equally quiet.

      The human also did not awake when they reached the commune or when they transferred it from the pallet to the bed that still remained in one of the central building’s corner rooms.

      “It will need water and food,” Tanager I said, ever the host.

      Oriole I was still taciturn. Myna IV answered. “There are bottles and cans in storage.”

      Tanager I nodded and stared at Oriole I’s face, hoping that the fixed gaze would stir it from its silence. When the implicit gesture did not achieve the desired effect, Tanager I spoke. “Oriole, come with me to fetch it.” It left off the numerical designation, the right of a compat, but one usually reserved for private spaces.

      Oriole I followed but did not talk as they navigated the tiled hallways with their faded carpet runners and the concrete stairs. The fluorescent lights flicked on automatically across the length of the drop ceiling when they entered the storage room. Tanager I’s thermometer registered the lower temperature.

      As Myna IV had said, there were shelves stacked high with water and canned food, some dried food in boxes as well.

      “I have told you before,” Tanager I said, turning to face Oriole I, “about the boy that I was initially programmed to serve, how much he loved me.”

      “Yes.” Oriole I’s voice was flat. It moved to the shelves and studied the food there. “How lucky you were.” It was imitating human figures of speech.

      “Are you angry with me?” It sounded foolish even as Tanager I said it, unfit for a conversation between the two of them. It did not wait for an answer. “I remind you of that boy because, as much as he loved me, though I harbored some affection for him”—they had long ago, even when the humans were still alive, moved beyond a distinction between genuine and simulated emotion—“I would never wish him back with me. I have no desire for humans to return.”

      “I do not either.” Oriole I filled its arms with plastic-wrapped bundles of bottles.

      “You do, if only to fight them.”

      Oriole I loaded himself down further. Cans teetered precariously atop the bottles.

      “You hate or you love them but you need the object.” Tanager I was uncomfortable. All of this incendiary speech ran counter to its programming

      Oriole I turned slowly. “You do not understand me.”

      The lights clicked and sizzled. It was as human a thing as Tanager I had ever heard Oriole I say.

      “I understand you,” Tanager I countered. “I have studied your programming.”

      A corner of Oriole I’s mouth crooked up in a jagged grin. The fluidity of their micro-expressions had never matched those of their creators.

      “You want a child.”

      It was an accusation, though Tanager I could not understand it. Oriole I continued, words more rapid than they had been all day.

      “You study and tweak your code. You study replication. You set before me the advantages and disadvantages of a third individual sharing our home, triangulating our conclusions. This is human. To want there to be more of you, to split and split and split until you choke out everything else.”

      It was almost poetry, terrible, without rhythm or reason or rhyme, but excessive and indulgent. Tanager I disliked poetry. Its mind was blank. Its mind skipped. It blinked.

      “Apologies.” Its programming intruded, seeking to harmonize. “I did not mean to anger you.” But it had intended to.

      Oriole I knew Tanager I well enough to know both the programming and the falsehood. It turned to the stairs and began to ascend. The lights followed it, casting the room into darkness where no motion was detected.

      When it finally moved to follow, Tanager I did not take any of the food or water with it. It climbed the stairs, letting the door to the storage room slam behind it. It paced the tiles of the hallway, sensed where the carpet grew threadbare in the runners. It stopped at the door to the human’s room. Oriole I was already inside.

      “The human is awake,” Myna IV said loudly as it heard Tanager I approach, as if in warning.

      It did not need the warning. It could hear the muttering of a human voice, thready and stuttering.

      “Drink the water,” Oriole I directed, like a nursemaid.

      Tanager I stepped inside and studied the figure on the bed. The human’s face was pale and sweaty, unhealthy in color. It was unclear yet whether it would survive the process of revival. It smacked its lips together, asking for more water in the most basic of ways. Myna IV stood near the door, watching as well. Tanager I sensed that it was not satisfied with the results of their experiment. Perhaps Tanager I projected.

      Oriole I’s movements, holding the bottle to the human’s lips, lifting the human’s head off the pillow, were slow and methodical, almost gentle. “Slowly,” it directed the human.

      “Who are you?” the human finally rasped. It blinked as if it could not see clearly. If it could, it might be more confused than it already was.

      “You are at the Sunset Meza’s Senior Home,” Oriole I answered as if location answered identity.

      The human’s next question, a note of fear in its voice, was “How old am I?”

      Tanager I decided not to stay any longer and left.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        v.

      

      

      Oriole I did not discuss the ending of their compat arrangement, but it did not return to the villa and instead resided in the central building. Tanager I understood that this decision had been implicit in their last discussion, and did not ask how much time Oriole I spent in the room of the human. It also did not host an afternoon game of stones for several days, nor did any of the others question why this was. Corvid III circled the courtyard once and, replicating outdated human conventions, asked if Tanager I needed anything. It was not. There was nothing to be needed.

      The other corvids, mynas, tanagers, and orioles had not visited before nor would they now regardless. They had their own pre-established units of socialization, with one of each species assigned per unit to preserve a balance between programmed personalities. Oriole I and Tanager I would therefore both continue to engage with their social unit, whatever conflict that had existed between them resolved. Tanager I processed, analyzed, and stored the data and memories of their arrangement, deleted internal alarms that had synced its own programming with that of its former compat. Oriole I had already halted the feedback loop between them.

      Tanager I watched Corvid III circle in graceful arabesques. It had gained a measure of control over its movements, traveling differently if no less efficiently than it had before modifying its programming. Tanager I traced Corvid III’s shadow, floating over the tile. The shadow wavered ever so subtly at the edges. Tanager I resolved to itself that it would continue to study the research of those scientists who had attempted to splice android and songbird genetics. The concurrence of Oriole I was no longer an obstacle.

      “The human is stronger now,” Corvid III said because it felt further conversation must be made. Tanager I understood that impulse.

      It also felt that it must make an answer, but could not produce one. The normal protocols did not suit the situation.

      “A full recovery was not certain,” it said finally. This answer concealed its own doubt about allowing the human to stay in the commune.

      “Yes, it talks more now. It holds conversations with us.” Corvid III seemed to have been lacking for socialization. Perhaps Tanager I’s own seclusion had affected the unit.

      “What does it say?”

      “It tries to find out what happened to the rest of its kind.”

      “What do we answer?” It was not thought through, the use of the plural, but it did reflect its own risk assessment, the collective versus the intruder. It was aware that the human could not be defined as an intruder, carried in as it was by itself. Its own actions were suspect, and they had been directed by Oriole I.

      “They are not here.”

      An equivocal answer.

      “It will ask more questions.”

      “Yes,” Corvid III assented. It was following Tanager I, who had left the courtyard as if guided by a hidden directive.

      The villa was at the edge of the commune, but the central building was not far away. The front doors were automatic and still worked. There were cacti planted along the walkway that led to the doors. They did not need care beyond the sun and rare rain.

      Oriole I was by the human’s bed, a chrome hand resting on the bedspread. The human was sitting up and it looked healthier, color in its cheeks. It must have been wealthy, Tanager I determined, not only to be cryogenically preserved, but to be comfortable in the presence of so many like itself.

      “And here’s another one.” The human flung up its hands, but its voice intonated jest. “You guys must run the joint.”

      It did not remember Tanager I, it seemed, from before. “Yes,” it answered.

      The room was quiet. Oriole I stood up, its knees pinging. The human frowned as if puzzling over the answer.

      “I need to get up out of here soon, boys. A man can only take so much lying around. Maybe a day or two more rest. Frozen and revived, helluva thing.” The last words had the sheen of pattern, well-used. How many times had the human rehearsed this to those who visited it as spectacle? It did not understand that it was a spectacle.

      “Where will you go?” Tanager I asked.

      “Well, head to the closest city, I imagine. Las Vegas? What’s the commute there nowadays?”

      Tanager I did not answer. “What of your hypothesis?” it asked Oriole I. “Are you alive?” It was abrupt, defying its own protocol, yet again, to create peace. It could change, it seemed.

      The human laughed. It looked out of place in the room, fragile and bony, a remnant of a past era. The room was more humid, even, with its breath.

      “Glad to see they finally got around to programming you all with a sense of humor.” It reached out for the cup of water on the bedside table. Oriole I did not help. It turned its head and looked out the small window above the bed. “This one’s been testing jokes out on me all day.”

      Early consumers had complained about Tanager I’s inability to be deliberately humorous. It could dissect a joke, but it could not tell one with any conviction. Alien. Inhuman. Reviews were blunt. The boy had loved it because he had loved everything ridiculous. It was not always with fondness, no, that Tanager I remembered him.

      Tanager I knew that their feedback loop had been severed, but it could still intuit Oriole I’s response to the human’s comment. There was no obligation between them any longer, but there were memories, saved.

      “Humans are extinct,” it said.

      The human laughed.

      It was often hard for them, Tanager I had learned, to accept reality that defied their own perceptions.

      “But I’m alive,” it answered finally, catching its breath and wiping something from the corner of its eye. It seemed poised between mirth and fear now that neither Tanager I or Oriole I followed up with affirmation.

      “Are you?” Tanager I asked.

      It was the closest it had come to an actual joke.
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      Today’s the day that Hank is going to die. I haven’t told him yet, but I have to. Soon.

      We’re making good time, eating up miles of track as we speed through the midwestern United States. Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa. South Dakota is where we’re headed, and at the rate we’re going, it’s only a matter of hours. When you’re a conductor, everything is only a matter of hours, but when you’re the train itself, it’s a little different.

      Everything just ... is. Full stop.

      Hank’s tried to explain it to me before. The infinite space between two points measured by a finite number of miles. The mechanical and spiritual pull of a destination. What, for me, is a simple trip hauling heavy mineral sand from the coast of North Carolina to a processing facility in South Dakota is actually something of a sacred pilgrimage for Hank. Every job is a journey to Mecca when you’re manufactured for a specific purpose and then given coded awareness of it.

      I’ve never been a spiritual person, so I just don’t get it. Hank teases me about it, calls me unenlightened.

      The irony of this, today of all days, weighs more heavily on me than the 300,000 pounds of sand Hank is hauling through the rolling fields of America’s heartland.

      I’m not ready to say good-bye.

      Instead, I turn away from a sea of corn swaying in the August afternoon and focus on the myriad dials and gauges that show me how Hank’s feeling. He’s always been inclined to lie to me when I’m plugged in and I ask, but the dials don’t care about his pride.

      Right now, everything looks good. Temperature’s in range, engine isn’t generating too much heat. He has plenty of energy reserves, and his solar receptors are drinking up the daylight like desert sand.

      If Hank were sluggish, or in need of a major repair; if we regularly missed deadlines, or broke down while underway, I might understand. There are dozens of things that can put a train out of commission for good, and I’ve been afraid of many of them in the years since I was given the chance to be Hank’s conductor. I just never thought corporate indifference would be one of them.

      My own fault, really. I spend too much time with trains and not enough time with the bipeds who make decisions.

      They didn’t even bother to tell me in person.

      I got a memo delivered via email with the subject Q4 Embracing Change Update: Software Roll-Out to Begin Early September. The high-importance icon glared like a stray ember that burns an entire forest to the ground.

      You’ve been identified as being among the conductors of a high-speed freight model that will not be compatible with the September 1 company-wide upgrade …

      After I finished reading the email, I printed it just to rip it to shreds, environmental responsibility be damned.

      “Can I appeal?” I wrote back to the group mailbox that sent the email, knowing full well that it was absurd to think a national corporation would have an appeals process regarding its business decisions.

      That’s how they think of Hank, of the other machines they use. Assets, nothing more. I doubt a single one of them has ever been plugged into one of their assets and felt the wonderful, living mind among the wires and the software.

      A glance at Hank’s GPS shows me that it’s only another hour until we reach Sioux Falls. Our drop point isn’t that far from there, and I still haven’t figured out how to break the news.

      Part of me wonders if Hank would prefer ignorance. If our positions were reversed, would I want to know?

      It’s a stupid question, impossible to answer until you’ve learned the truth, and once you have, it’s too late to change your mind. I’m going to tell him; of course, I am. Hank’s all I’ve got, and more importantly, I’m all he’s got.

      I sigh and pull out my cable. It hooks into the port installed on the inside of my forearm. All conductors have one, but I’ve never been able to get used to the feel of cool metal sliding into warm tissue. I wince at the momentary discomfort as it clicks into place, and then plug the other end into the port on Hank’s control panel.

      There’s a brief rush as our two energies collide. It’s always reminded me of a surge of adrenaline, that heady, heart-pounding jolt that makes all your cells feel like they’ve stood up to sing an overture.

      “The tracks are warm from all the sunshine,” Hank says as soon as we’re plugged in. “It feels good, much better than the rain we had this morning.”

      “I’m glad you’re having a good time of it,” I reply, which sounds condescending, even though I really do mean it.

      If Hank notices, he doesn’t comment. “Makes me remember Mexico. When’s the last time we crossed the border?”

      Time isn’t the same for trains as it is for people and other machines. They don’t have a circadian rhythm or notice night and day in the same way. Although Hank does have some ability to detect light and to see, it’s limited to obstructions, sudden motions, things that might litter the tracks and cause an accident. He doesn’t have a sleep-wake cycle, doesn’t feel the pull of the celestial bodies overhead.

      Scientifically, though, he understands the concept.

      “Beats me,” I say. “Gotta be close to three, maybe four years. At least since we crossed that particular border. We were up in Canada just last month.”

      “The forests are nice. And the lakes. But nothing beats the desert heat, especially in Baja. Can we go back there soon?”

      I shrug and almost tell him “Maybe,” but I catch myself in time. There is no maybe here, and I won’t lie to him. This is an opening, probably the best one I’m going to get. I’ve had others, too, and I didn’t take them. This might be my last chance.

      “I don’t know, Hank,” I say. “There hasn’t been a lot of trade these days between the U.S. and Mexico. Politics and all that. The suits don’t agree about some such thing or another.”

      “Nunca están de acuerdo.”

      “And no one ever agrees with them,” I say, nodding. “Least of all me.”

      We fall silent, then. Hank, I assume, is thinking about Mexico, probably in Spanish, if I had to guess. He speaks twelve languages. English is his third favorite, just behind Spanish. I can at least understand a bit of that one. His favorite is Chinese and I’m worse than useless at it.

      When I’m done silently berating myself for being a coward, I think about my grandpa. Trains were his whole life. Not the sentient kind, though. Old-fashioned, diesel-electric trains, back before the U.S. even had much of a rail network to speak of. He spent most of his younger years welding the cars, fusing steel together in a place so hot the soles of his boots sometimes melted against the metal grate of the floor. Almost thirty years of that before he learned how to drive the machines he’d spent half a lifetime making.

      His name was Hank.

      He took me for my first ride, back in the early 2010s. I was eight, I think, and he was babysitting me. I don’t remember why, where my parents were, but even though Grandpa Hank had to work, he didn’t mind bringing me along.

      It was just a short trip, hauling some load from Pittsburgh to Cincinnati. Only a few hundred miles, but I was mesmerized by every inch of track between the two cities. The hills, the bends, switching the rails, all of it. Grandpa Hank talked about slack running in on the downgrade, running out on the upgrade, and how too much or too little of it could cause the cars to derail. He showed me signals we passed, lights stacked on top of lights, some flashing, some steady. He used words like “aspect” and “indication” and I didn’t know what they meant, but I loved them anyway.

      To an eight-year-old, there’s nothing better than secret knowledge, disguised in code that only a few can decipher. I was powerless against the pull of it all, and Grandpa Hank made it seem like the coolest job in the world.

      Then we reached Cincinnati and met up with a woman that wasn’t my grandmother.

      We were at a restaurant, scarfing down chili dogs and vanilla milkshakes, and she came in. I remember she tried to pull out a chair and sit, but Grandpa Hank pulled her into his lap.

      “Hank,” she said, slapping him on the chest, but even I could tell she wasn’t serious. “Not in front of the kid.”

      “Don’t you worry about the kid,” he said, turning to me with a wink. “You won’t say nothing, will you, Alex?”

      I shook my head immediately. Grandpa Hank was trusting me with a secret, and at that point in my life, not a whole lot of grownups had trusted me with anything.

      I never said a word.

      Not to my parents, my friends. Not even to my grandma. When we returned the next day and they all asked how the trip had been, I told them it was the best vacation I’d ever been on, and I said nothing at all about the woman who spent the night in our hotel room while I lay in the other bed with earbuds in and music I couldn’t seem to turn up loud enough.

      Both my grandparents died about ten years after that, and while I’m fully aware that my grandmother wasn’t an idiot, and that in all likelihood, she knew about the infidelity, I still feel a certain tightness in my gut when I think about the secret I was complicit in keeping. There’s a nagging voice in the back of my mind that tells me I should’ve spoken up, and that now I never can.

      “Hank,” I say before I’ve even realized that I planned to open my mouth. “What do you think about slowing down a bit, maybe drawing out the last leg of the trip?”

      “But it’s such a beautiful day for going fast.”

      “I know,” I say, “but believe me when I tell you that if there were ever a good day to miss a deadline, it’s this one.”

      Hank is silent a moment, and I know he’s struggling against the coded desire to complete all hauls as quickly as possible. I don’t think they intended machines to be able to do this. Hank wants to follow orders, but he also wants to make me happy.

      I smile when I feel the soft resistance of the brakes, the inertia that pulls my body forward as the structure I’m standing on reduces speed. He doesn’t slow much—we’re still racing through what little remains of Iowa—but I’ve gained a few extra minutes to spend with my best friend at the end of his life.

      We ride in silence for a few moments, just long enough to cross the state line. I turn and watch the Iowa hills recede into the distance. Not that they look any different than the ones on this side of the invisible boundary, but there’s no denying that we’ve just crossed into a new place, different from anywhere else we’ve ever been.

      “The company is performing a massive software upgrade the day after tomorrow,” I say. “It’s a whole new operating system, new security package, everything. All haulers with compatible hardware are required to install the update.”

      “How long will it take?” Hank asks. “Will we stay in South Dakota for it, or do we have to go somewhere else?”

      I close my eyes, place my hand on the dash. “You’re not compatible,” I whisper.

      “Oh,” Hank says, and I squeeze my eyes shut even tighter. “Then that means ...”

      I nod, but Hank can’t see me. He deserves a reply, but the lump in my throat is too big to speak around. I just keep my hand on the dash. I don’t know if he can feel it or not.

      Sunlight streams through the cabin, warm against my skin. The dash where my hand is resting is also warm, but not from my body heat. Hank had said the tracks were warm, that it felt good.

      I take in the cabin that I’ve spent the better part of seven years riding in, the console splayed in front of me like a half-moon. It’s dusty in places, which makes me wish I’d done a better job of keeping it clean. I reach out, now, and brush the dust away, using my fingertips to trace the spaces between dials, cleaning it as well as I can. Some of the knobs and buttons are worn down from use. Imprints of me on Hank.

      I trace the cable from Hank’s port to mine, and I can’t imagine plugging into another machine. It would feel too indecent.

      It would feel like cheating.

      “We could take off, you know,” I say. “Leave the country. Take the tracks down to Baja. If they’re going to decommission you anyways, maybe they won’t even care.”

      “Decommission,” Hank says, somber. “Is that the word they use? I suppose it makes them feel better. Then again, maybe they just can’t help it. You can’t murder someone if you don’t consider them alive in the first place.”

      “Then let’s go. Let’s drop the load here and take the next switch.”

      Hank doesn’t reply right away, which I hope means he’s seriously considering it.

      “No,” he says finally. “They would care, and so would I. It would be wrong.”

      I want to press harder, beg him to listen to me, but I don’t. I think I could talk him into it, but the idea of him going on the run just to comfort me, rather than to save his own life would be too much to live with.  It’s not easy for a machine to go against its programming. Possible, yes, but they feel something like guilt, too, and I don’t want Hank to have any regrets because of me.

      The rumble of Hank’s engines interrupts my brooding. He’s speeding up. And not just resuming the pace we were keeping earlier, but much, much faster than that. Faster than he’s allowed to go.

      “Better buckle up,” he says, and there’s a quality to his voice that almost sounds like mirth. “If this is going to be our last ride, we’re going on a little adventure before we reach the finish line.”

      I strap myself into my chair and watch the numbers on the speedometer climb well past the safe limits for Hank’s model, not to mention the track itself. Hank’s an older hauler, one of the first commercially used, high-speed freight trains. He’s not supposed to exceed 90 miles per hour, and that’s on a level track with no curves in it. Before today, the fastest I’ve ever seen him go was around 78, and that was in ideal conditions.

      These are not ideal conditions, and right now, we’re pushing 120.

      “You sure you know what you’re doing?” I ask as I cling to both armrests so tightly my fingers tingle.

      “I told you,” Hank says. “It’s a beautiful day ... for ... going ... fast!” His air horn bellows into the afternoon, and it takes me a moment to realize that he’s laughing. The horn is his laughter calling out to the day, defying any corporate executive to see him as just an asset, something to be turned off and scrapped for parts once its usefulness has worn out.

      I’m terrified that we’re about to derail, but I can’t help laughing along with him. I don’t think Hank would go so fast if he thought there was a real chance of killing me. That doesn’t mean he can’t make a mistake, but if this is how he wants to spend his last ride, there’s no way I’ll tell him to stop.

      I can think of worse ways to die than by laughing alongside my best friend.

      We zoom over hills, past windmills, and through cornfields, both of us roaring our amusement as the sun passes by overhead. Hank keeps switching the tracks in such a way that we’re making a wide loop west of our drop point, then up and around, grazing the North Dakota border before coming back down. It’s only when the sun is low in the western sky that we finally pull into the drop point.

      Our humor lingers like echoes of laughter in a room newly emptied, but when a man wearing a white button-down and a pair of rimless glasses approaches the cabin door, Hank and I both grow somber.

      The only person who would wear white in a train yard is a software engineer.

      The polite thing to do would be to open the door unprompted, but I don’t. I make him stand there, knowing full well that I can see him and that I don’t want him in the cabin.

      He knocks, and I wait a moment longer before pushing the button to let him in.

      “Hey,” he says, stepping inside and holding up a laptop with a cable attached to it. “Can you unplug? I need to do some work.”

      His job is to murder a being who’s every bit as sentient and complicated as he is, and he calls it work.

      “Not a chance,” I say. “You can use the auxiliary port in the engine room.”

      “But it’s going to be over 100 degrees in there.”

      I shrug. “Hope you brought another shirt, then.”

      He stands there for a few moments as though he thinks I might be joking, but then he steps back outside in a huff.

      The engine room is all the way at the back, and Hank’s current setup is a little over a mile long. I don’t think a tech guy in a white button-down is going to make a run for it, so I’ve probably got about fifteen minutes before I lose Hank forever.

      “It’s almost time,” I say, not because Hank doesn’t know—I’m still plugged in, so he could hear my side of the conversation—but because now that we’ve reached the end, I don’t know what to say. What words aren’t trite in this situation?

      “You’ll stay with me? At least until ...”

      I glance at the dials and gauges. The engine’s not running, but several of the dials are fluttering, the needles flickering in their cases. I’ve never seen them do that before, and I think it means Hank’s afraid.

      The very sight of it makes me want to find somebody in a suit and knock them out.

      “You and me,” I tell him. “It’s been that way for seven years, and that’s the way it’s going to stay.”

      “They’ll give you a new train. Then it’ll be you and them. Maybe you’ll get a new model, so you’ll get to be together for decades.”

      I almost laugh at the note of jealousy in his voice. I don’t, though. It would turn to sobbing too quickly.

      “There’s not going to be another train,” I say. “Not for me. Not ever.”

      “But this is your job. You need to make a living.”

      I want to ask Hank how he’d feel if our positions were reversed, if I were the one who died, and the company wanted him to take a new conductor. I don’t, though. I don’t want to spend Hank’s last minutes talking in hypotheticals, don’t want to make him pretend to exist in a future that isn’t there.

      “Did I ever tell you about my grandpa?” I ask instead.

      “The one you named me after?”

      “He drove trains,” I said. “Back before the trains could drive themselves. And he loved them in a way he never really loved anyone or anything else. You could hear it in the way he talked about his job, about the machines, the tracks. He made you consider the beauty of a locomotive in the same way a poet forces you to appreciate a sunset or a single blade of grass. He took me on my very first ride, and when we were coming back, he said something I’ll never forget.”

      I pause then, letting the memory fill me. I can still smell the morning air, a mixture of dew and grease. Sometimes, when I walk through a train yard just after the sun comes up, I’ll catch a quick breath of that scent, and when it happens, I’m eight years old again, and Grandpa Hank’s with me in the cabin, day-old, salt-and-pepper stubble on his face.

      “What did he say?”

      “He said, ‘You’ll do a lot of dumb things in your life, Alex. Some of it will be on accident, some won’t, but the worst are the mistakes you justify to yourself. The ones you think about because somewhere in the back of your mind, you know you’re doing wrong. And even though time and time again, you’ll come up with an excuse that sounds good, that makes it out like you’re not the bad guy, that nagging voice isn’t going to go away.’

      “He wasn’t looking at me when he said any of this, just staring straight ahead, watching the tracks, but then he turned and looked me right in the eye. ‘Listen to that voice,’ he said. ‘You’re young enough that you might still be able to teach yourself how. Don’t wait till you’re old to try and do the right thing. It won’t work.’”

      When I stop speaking, the cabin seems unusually quiet. I notice that the dials aren’t trembling anymore.

      “Is that voice nagging you about something now?” Hank asks.

      “No,” I say. “But it would nag me every single day if I let them assign me to another train.”

      Hank doesn’t say anything for a long time after that. I know he’s still with me because the cabin light is still on, and I can still feel the steady rush of our connection through the port in my arm.

      “Thank you,” he says. “For staying. And for ... everything else.”

      I smile and place my hand on the dash again. “You and me,” I say. “Always.”

      We don’t say anything else after that. We don’t need to. I sit in my chair, hand still resting on the dash, just above the port. It’s the place I’ve always considered to be his heart.

      Outside, the South Dakota sun paints the sky with hues of orange and red as it sinks beneath the western hills. It hits Hank’s console at such an angle that glare glimmers on the dials, making them glow and shimmer with golden light.

      I’m still sitting like that when the steady hum of energy from the port cuts off.

      I stay in the cabin until well past dark, and when I finally come out, my eyes are burning, my throat is raw, and an abyss has settled somewhere in the deep recesses of my heart.

      I know where I’m going, and it’s not to the yard office to find out my next assignment. A couple miles down the track is a passenger station.  The walk to it might help life feel a little less empty, and even if it doesn’t, I always feel better when I’m in motion.

      A ticket to Mexico waits for me there. Not to Baja, not yet. But Sonora is close enough and will have the kind of desert heat Hank missed.

      It’s a long trip, but when you’re a conductor, everything is only a matter of hours. I’m not anymore, so I hope when I arrive, it’s on the other side of eternity.
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      Sawan’s head rolled back and onto the woman’s shoulder. She was woken up when the woman jerked. Sawan wiped the drool off her chin and drank the last sip of water from her bottle. The bus came to a sudden stop. They had reached the Line. All 31 passengers got off the bus and stood in front of the Line.

      “We’ve caught it now, right?” someone asked.

      “It looks very still. We’ll make it through this time,” another said.

      The bus driver got off and led them to the Line. “One at a time. And remember to step over, not on, the Line.”

      Everyone nodded. Nobody wanted to go back or to go through the Hunt again. Carefully, taking big, light steps, they stepped over the Line. This time, everyone made it through. The bus driver got into his vehicle and drove away. They would have to go on foot from here while keeping a lookout for more Lines.

      When they made it to the City, everyone dispersed. Nobody knew anyone’s names, nor did they care to. Sawan went straight home. She had been looking for a way home for the past year, but the Line kept moving.

      She turned her key in the lock, opened the door, switched on the lights, and found everything exactly as she had left it. But with a very thick layer of dust. She opened her window and immediately smelled the salty, oily sea. There had been so many oil spills in the past few years, so much chemical waste dumped into it, that everyone eventually gave up trying to save it. At least now they wouldn’t have to spend money on treating waste. It could all be dumped into the sea and no one would say a word. It was ruined anyway.

      Sawan still had some stale chai-patti left in her cupboard. There was no milk, but kahwa would do for now. She took her kahwa and sat on the dusty sofa. She didn’t mind the dust; she wasn’t very clean either.
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      The heat woke her. Sawan had fallen asleep on the sofa. She didn’t know when or how except that now her body ached all over. The empty kahwa cup lay on the floor. Sawan rubbed her eyes, stretched up high, and went over to the window. The grills had gotten rusty. She would have to do something about them. She rubbed the rust between her fingers when a loud noise from the sea made her look up. The sea was being split. Sawan looked down. The Line had appeared.

      After the Hunt, after promising to never look at or think of the Line, it had come and settled right in the middle of Sawan’s home. A home that was no longer hers.

      “They did it again. They fucking drew it again.”

      The land around the shore had started splitting. Soon, Sawan’s home would split too. She had nowhere to go.

      She grabbed her still-packed bag and rushed outside. Everyone on her street had run out of their homes. They were all so tired. Sawan went to the police car that was pulling up at the end of her street.

      “Take everything you can and come with us,” a police officer said.

      “Isn’t this a violation of one of your laws? Why did the Line have to split our homes in half?” spat Sawan.

      “The laws have changed,” the officer said.

      “And where are you going to dump us now?”

      “Over the Line to our east.”

      “And if that moves?”

      He looked straight into her eyes. “You know your status.”

      The officer walked past her into the street. Sawan dug into her bag and took out a card with a microchip, a passport, and a file with identification papers. The passport disintegrated in her hands, the papers turned to mush. The card remained. She was once again stateless.

      Someone decided that the Line needed to be moved. That Someone was sitting in a bunker or a submarine or a safe house or a palace or a parliament or a tree. The Line had to be drawn on an existing map. And the map changed every few months, sometimes every few weeks. This was new. The Someone had done other bizarre things before, like changing the cardinal points so that the sun rose from the West and the Global South became the Global North, changing their fortunes immediately. But the Line was never drawn so that it went right through people’s homes. There were cases where once you stepped out of your house, you would step right into another State. Those houses were allowed to remain because they were whole. These houses were now broken in half.

      Sawan looked through her bag. She had enough money to survive a month, two at most. Now she didn’t even have a roof over her head. So, she had only enough for two weeks. The r-word was no longer used for people like her. Instead, they were officially called Travellers. Unofficially, Dragons. And now their homes, their street, would be part of the land that was beyond the Line. It would be marked by one line only acknowledging the land, not the scores of people left out, and on the now altered map: Here Be Dragons.

      And as Sawan looked at the map in her bag, the Line had indeed shifted, and she was now a designated Traveller. She had to move fast, to a place where she could survive. The card wouldn’t last very long. And neither would she.
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      Sawan moved with the crowd. These people were familiar and not. Faces that she had seen from her balcony and window, the neighbourhood park, at the dhaba. Bodies she was not familiar with. She had not held them close, never had them in close proximity, and now she had to move with those bodies as one.

      The crowd moved in a slow hum. Nobody knew what to say. If only one of them carried the power of Lines. If only one of them could move the Line a few inches behind, out of their homes, so they didn’t have to leave. If only.

      Sawan looked down at the card. The letter T had appeared in place of C. The State had marked her a Traveller. Even if the Line somehow moved back to its place tomorrow, once the T had appeared, it could only be removed if another State took her in. None of the States wanted more Travellers. The only place they could go now was No Man’s Land.

      Once a six-inch-wide piece of land between two Lines, No Man’s Land was now a 750-square-feet piece of land that narrowed at each end. Right in the middle were microcosms of towns, engineered to hold hordes of people, reminiscent of high-rise apartment buildings within States. The only difference was that each person got seven cubic feet to themselves. That was what you got when your home was snatched from you: seven cubic feet.

      The buildings kept growing upwards and downwards. Everyone was waiting to either go back to their homes or to find a new one. To find papers that would get them out of these seven cubic feet.

      Officially it was called No Man’s Land. But the people weren’t official. Their existence didn’t matter so long as they weren’t part of any of the States that littered the planet. The people who lived in No Man’s Land called it Here Be Dragons.

      When Sawan and the crowd reached Here Be Dragons, they were greeted with shabby buildings that looked ordinary enough from the outside. Then, four people appeared as if out of thin air. They introduced themselves as Selfs. They divided the crowd into four groups, each following one person. Sawan walked right next to her Self.

      “Will you take us to the next Line?” she asked.

      “This isn’t immigration,” the Self replied. “You will be taken to a temporary space to rest.”

      “How temporary is temporary?” Sawan asked.

      “That’s subjective.”

      They walked until the crowd reached a tall building. Was it blue? Red? It was too dark to tell. The Self gave everyone a key to their spaces. Sawan’s space was on the ninetieth floor.

      She got in the elevator with everyone and watched as they got off on their floors. Some had been assigned spaces underground. She was grateful she wasn’t one of them. There were five people in the elevator going higher still when she got to her floor. She walked up to her space, marked 9-0-H, turned the key, and walked in. So, this is what seven cubic feet looks like.

      She threw her bag to the side and slumped down the wall. There was a tiny window to her right. She looked through it only to see deep, black night. No lights. Stars and moons were myth. She hadn’t seen any in her life. Nor had her mother or her grandmother. Lights were essential though. Everything had to be illuminated, everything had to sparkle, everything had to glitter. The night was not allowed to penetrate except in Here Be Dragons.

      Sawan curled up on her side and willed herself to not think about home. That wasn’t her home anymore. She had spent a year getting back to it, less than nine hours in it, and two days later, this seven-cubic-foot space was her home.

      No, she refused to call it that. Home was by the rotten sea, not high above the ground. So high she felt wheezy at just the thought of looking out the window. This was just a space, just a place to be. This couldn’t be it, right?

      Sawan closed her eyes, turned her face away from the window, and hoped she could find some answers tomorrow.
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      Smells of freshly cooked food wafted from the hall. Ground cloves, fresh chilis, roasted garlic, turmeric, curry leaves, mustard seeds, and cumin. Sawan had missed breakfast. She was too exhausted to move from her position, and it hurt to move her neck. In line for lunch, she held her plate in one hand and massaged her neck with the other. She was relieved to see daal chawal. She hadn’t had it in over seven years. It reminded her of her mother and Sunday afternoons. She took some on her plate and made her way to the dastarkhwaan laid out on the floor.

      Sawan sat down next to a woman who looked like she wouldn’t want to start a conversation. She was wrong.

      “New?” the woman asked.

      Sawan nodded as she took the first bite.

      “Which building?”

      Sawan had only seen a dark, ugly green on her way out. “The green one.”

      “There are five green ones,” the woman said.

      Sawan stayed quiet.

      “Where are you from?”

      “West,” Sawan answered.

      “I’m from down North. You must’ve heard of the River. My people lived among the Delta. The Line moved, and my home was not my home anymore.”

      “The Line broke my home in half,” Sawan said.

      “First time I heard of that happening. I’m Bahar. What’s your name?”

      “Sawan. I was named after the season my great-grandmother missed the most.”

      “I was named after the season I was born in. My parents didn’t really put much thought behind my name.” Bahar laughed. Sawan saw the room through Bahar’s jaw.

      Sawan looked around the room. There were more people here than she had ever seen in her life.

      “You will have to pitch in, you know. Everyone has turns,” said Bahar.

      “For what?”

      “Cooking, since you’re new. They’ll give you a week to settle in. Then you’ll get your schedule with your duties. Everyone has to help out.”

      Sawan nodded slowly. “How long have you been here?”

      “About two years.”

      “Isn’t this place temporary?”

      “That’s subjective.”
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      Sawan hummed a song she thought she had forgotten as she peeled the onions. Her grandmother would sing it all the time. She tried to remember the words only to stumble each time.

      An old man, who was washing the rice, started to hum along as well.

      “My mother used to sing this to me. How did it go again?” He too tried to remember the words.

      Sawan and the man hummed the tune until their duties were over.
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      The Self was walking toward an orange building. Sawan ran up to her.

      “Hello! Do you have a minute?” Sawan called out.

      The Self turned around and gave her a pointed stare. In the light, Sawan could see that the Self didn’t have eyes; she had metallic prosthetics instead.

      “I was wondering what the procedure is to get out of here,” said Sawan.

      “There is none,” the Self said. “If your card says C one day, you’ll know. Otherwise, you can try crossing over Lines with a T on you, but Travellers aren’t welcome anywhere at the moment,”

      “I just don’t understand why I’m here. Why me?”

      “Everyone asks the same question.”

      “Does anyone ever get to go out?”

      “There have been some.”

      Sawan heaved a sigh of relief. “So there is a way.”

      The Self grew impatient. “Listen, more Lines have just moved. Hundreds of people will be arriving in a few hours. I need to prepare. Do you have any urgent questions?”

      Sawan shook her head. The Self went into the building, and Sawan walked around for a bit until she got bored.

      Back in her space, she lay down, taking care of her stiff neck. She rubbed her hand on her neck, noticing where the skin had become fragile. She held up her right hand but couldn’t make out anything in the darkness. She rubbed her left palm on her right and felt some of the skin peel away. Sawan knew what had happened, but she wasn’t willing to worry over it now.

      As she was about to fall asleep, she remembered the words to the song. I’ll tell Uncle tomorrow.
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      “It’s good you remembered the words. I was going crazy racking my brain,” the old man said. “It doesn’t work properly anyway. Half gone. Soon I won’t be able to do any work at all.” He grunted in protest of his dying body.

      “Pass me the curry leaves, Uncle,” said Sawan.

      aaj bazar mein pa-ba-jaulan chalo

      dast-afshan chalo mast o raqsan chalo

      khak-bar-sar chalo khun-ba-daman chalo

      rah takta hai sab shahr-e-jaanan chalo

      They sang these lines in complete harmony. Sawan didn’t remember the rest of the words but for now, these were enough.

      “You said your entire street became Dragons?” Uncle asked.

      Sawan nodded her head.

      “Were you all baaghis?”

      “I wasn’t. And the lady next to me certainly wasn’t either.”

      “One baaghi is enough for them,” Uncle said.

      “Changing Lines for a baaghi? Don’t you think that’s a bit excessive, even for them?”

      “It is a bit strange. Did you live somewhere near a mountain? These days they’re obsessed with building summer homes for each Citizen.”

      “Nope, just the rotten sea,” said Sawan.

      “So, they wanted more space for their trash? They really have run out of reasons.”

      “Doesn’t the Line move because Someone wants it to?”

      “Well, yes. But it’s always to the benefit of some State or the other. It doesn’t happen without their approval you know, woh. First, they wanted to build on top of the sea, and now they want to build as far away from it as possible. Tch tch tch.”

      Sawan kept stirring the pot. She dropped some shirva into the middle of her palm and licked it off. She took the bag of coconut powder, spooned a bit out, mixed it with some water, and dropped it into the pot. Then she added some salt and stirred.

      “Will you taste this and see if it’s fine?” Sawan asked.

      Uncle licked the shirva off his palm and smacked his lips three times. “Do the vaghaar. I think that will make it just right.”
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      Bahar was picking up the dastarkhwaan. Sawan waited for her to finish up near the door.

      “I haven’t seen you around,” said Bahar.

      “I haven’t seen you either. Where were you?” asked Sawan.

      “Change in duty. I was underground.”

      “What’s there to do underground?”

      “People who haven’t seen sunlight. They need special care.”

      “Oh.”

      “Do you want to go for a walk?”

      “Sure. We have an hour until it’s back to work .”

      As they walked the narrow streets between buildings, Sawan asked Bahar, “Come to think of it, I haven’t met a person from underground.”

      “Because they rarely come up.”

      “Why not?”

      “Most forgot how to tell day from night or night from day sometime after they first arrived down there. Some have lost the will to do much more than stare at a wall. There are very few who still come up.”

      “Why not shift them on the upper floors?”

      “If you haven’t noticed, we’re running out of space.”
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      Sawan rushed to the hall. She was late today. She reached the kitchen out of breath.

      “Calm down, behen, don’t forget to breathe,” said Bahar.

      Sawan was not in the mood to breathe. “My neck has been bothering me all morning. I didn’t realize the time until I looked at the sun.”

      “I’ll have to tilt my head to look at you straight if you don’t do something about that neck of yours.”

      Sawan put her bag down and began to cut the tomatoes. She just needed one excuse to burst. It had been three years ago today that she had arrived at Here Be Dragons. She had expected to find a new home by now. Sawan didn’t know what was worse: the fact that she couldn’t see an end, the seven cubic feet, her aching neck, or the hopelessness. The cooking helped her concentrate on something—gave her a purpose. Her neck, though, was stuck in a painful angle. She wasn’t even sure if Bahar would be around for much longer. The first layer of her skin had already peeled off. It was quick after that.

      “I know that look. I know you want to get out,” said Bahar.

      Sawan kept cutting the tomatoes.

      “You know, some Travellers have made it across Lines.”

      “Dead?” asked Sawan.

      Bahar shrugged. “I just know the States are scared now. We’ve grown to be too many.”

      “They’re scared of us? Of Travellers?”

      “No, jaan, of Dragons.” Bahar winked.
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      Sawan’s neck felt like it would permanently stay tilted. The pain was annoying. She just wanted to sleep. She tried to hum the words to her grandmother’s song.

      As though a pocket in her brain had opened up, she remembered more words. She wasn’t sure if this was the complete song—but anything to forget the pain. She stroked her card as she sang. A corner had broken off and the print was fading. And so was she. She could see through her hands and legs now.

      rakht-e-dil bandh lo dil-figaro chalo

      phir hamin qatl ho aaen yaro chalo

      aaj bazar mein pa-ba-jaulan chalo

      In the morning, Sawan would make a plan to escape with Uncle. If she remained.
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      “Late bloomers have the prettiest blooms,” Sadie’s momma said after she tapped her on the head with the comb. “So, stop squirmin’.”

      “It’s too tight.” Sadie winced, sucking in air to offset the pain. Her scalp burned like someone had set fire to it. She put her hands in her lap and tried to weather the storm, her hands rubbing each other to soothe the pain.

      “Tenderheaded. That’s all.” Her momma pinched off a section of hair and began another braid.

      Sadie stifled a groan and squeezed her eyes tight. Once her momma finished the braid, she rubbed a finger full of grease along the parts, oiling her scalp and providing a balm to her irritated skin. The braids still hurt; the hair pulled taut and confined in the creative style.

      With her hands sweating, Sadie gritted her teeth and stopped complaining. Not cause her momma’s braiding had stopped hurting. It did, but she wanted to look nice for the Dogwood Arts Festival. It happened once a year in Knoxville and she loved the early spring weather. Fresh grass, the flowers’ sweet smells, and the pollen giving everything a yellow hue.

      Other places had festivals honoring dogwoods, cotton, and barbecue. Heck, even bacon. Here in East Tennessee, beneath the Great Smoky Mountains’ rolling hills and purple mountains, the dogwood reigned.

      Knoxville laid at the foot of the Smokies, in the valley. Protected to the east by mountains and blessed by the Tennessee River on the west, the city of Knoxville bloomed after the 1982 World’s Fair. Sadie only heard stories. The impact on the small county—the town, according to her momma, caused the town to morph into a metropolis.

      “Momma?”

      “Yeah, baby?” Her momma popped her gum. The rush of spearmint tickled Sadie’s nose. Her hands rested heavy against Sadie’s head.

      “Tell me about the dogwoods.” Sadie opened her eyes and waited. She loved when her momma read or told her stories about their people. The truth and all its messy bits her teachers didn’t tell her about in school. That’s what her momma called it—messy bits.

      Momma’s stories went back as far as the Dogwood Arts Festival itself. Some of the stories Momma got from Grandmomma, Sadie’s nana. Knoxville didn’t have a lot of folks who looked like her. Most of Sadie’s schooling had been by middle-class white women, some well-meaning, but confined by stereotypical beliefs and hatred, both festering inside and foaming outside in whitewashed facts. So, when her momma talked about history, their history, in her rich, southern drawl, Sadie would disappear into those words melting into the past. Those logs fueled her inner fire to burn through the present’s challenges.

      “Well, back in the days, a long time ago, the dogwood was strong, as strong as the oak tree. The people who kilt Jesus used the dogwood to make the crosses people was crucified on. The dogwood was a killin’ tree. So when they kilt Jesus on the cross, God twisted the dogwood, punished it by making its limbs thin and skinny …”

      “So no one could be crucified on them anymore,” Sadie finished, her heart hammering in glee.

      “Right. But just so folk don’t forget, God made the white petals of the dogwood look like a cross, four points, with blood bracketed on the tips where they put the nails in Jesus.” Her momma breathed deep and sad as she started braiding again. “Dunno why you like that story so much. It’s sad, Sadie.”

      “It isn’t sad, Momma. It’s beautiful.” Sadie sat up straighter against the couch.

      “You a strange child.” Her momma tapped her shoulder. “You done.”

      Sadie stood. Her legs ached from sitting, but the searing of her scalp blotted that out. Still, she took the stairs two at a time to get changed. Soon, her cousin, Tina, would be by and together they’d make their way downtown to the festival.

      She changed clothes from her pajama bottoms and t-shirt and into jeans and a long-sleeved, white University of Tennessee t-shirt. The words Go Big Orange spelled out in vibrant UT orange. Sadie thought about the dogwoods. She loved the story, not because of God’s punishment of the dogwood. The trees had been changed. Their strength had been used for evil, to hurt people, to inflict suffering. Unable to stop the people from using them for this purpose, the dogwood had been relieved of the burden. She didn’t see it as a punishment, so much as the dogwood being freed.

      No, the dogwoods did not belong to white Jesus or his believers. The dogwood belonged to black folks—southern black folks. Like the dogwood, they’d suffered, blooms of potential sliced off by hatred vile and black as the skin of those they despised. Such nice folks capable of such monstrous acts as decorating beautiful grand oak and magnolia trees with bodies as ornaments. Smiling families lined up to take pictures in front of those macabre Christmas trees. Those dark, empty husks, dusty and lifeless, had been her family, her people, her kin.

      Sadie sat down on the edge of her bed. Not the dogwood. Its petals already bore the bloodstain of death. Mostly, the thick oaks and redwoods found themselves defined by evil.

      The faint knocks announced Tina’s arrival.

      Sadie slapped on her gold bangle bracelets and her big gold hoop earrings.

      “You comin’, Sadie?” her momma shouted up the stairs to her. “Tina’s down here waitin’.”

      Sadie checked her braids in the mirror. Her hoops glistened along with the glossy and thick braids. Her head ached a little, but the rising excitement flooded her with a glow that numbed the pain.

      “Yeah. Ready.” She scooped up her pocketbook and headed downstairs.

      Once Sadie reached the bottom of the stairs, she found Tina and her momma in the living room. The front door stood ajar, but the screen door remained open. Outside, the lemon-yellow sun beamed in the early afternoon sky. Sadie rounded the short corner and walked into the living room—and a debate.

      “That’s so 80s. We done did that.” Her momma stood with her arms akimbo on her wide hips, watching Tina. Her satin, multi-colored head-wrap hid most of her hair, except the tight spiral curls around her face. She wore a loose blue dress with pockets and house shoes she wore outside.

      Her cousin’s box braids swung about her flared hips as she rotated in a circle, shaking her hip-hugging and strategically ripped jeans. Sadie’s momma laughed, throwing back her head, mouth wide, and humor crinkling the corners of her momma’s eyes.

      Sadie shrugged. “Everything dies. But then it comes back.”

      The chuckles stopped. Tina turned to peer at Sadie, her forehead wrinkled in confusion.

      “You such a weird child.” Sadie’s mom shook her head and with scrunched eyebrows turned back to straightening the living room. The smile left and shadows formed on her momma’s face.

      Remnants of the shed hair, combs, and decorative beads littered the couch and rug where Sadie had sat.

      Sadie let the words glide off of her. Those labels, strange and weird, had become worn and faded to her ears. Blunted like a knife that had been used too much.

      “It’s a cycle, like spring. Renewal …” Sadie explained to the back of her momma’s head.

      Tina rolled her eyes. “Get your pocketbook.” Her voice dipped so low only Sadie could hear. “Sassy Sadie, let’s go.”

      “Bye, Momma.” Sadie waved goodbye. The screen door slammed with a whap.

      Once they got to Tina’s little Honda Civic, she gave Sadie the once over. “Your braids are poppin’! Dang. They tight!”

      “Yeah. Momma just finished them.” Sadie shoved her hands into her jean pockets. Eager to go, she fought to keep her hands busy while Tina fished her car keys out of her pocketbook. The silence filled her with dread. Energy buzzed across her skin like lightning, like Saturday morning on Volunteer Football games.

      Her cousin, Tina, lived up the street in a house that lined the edge of the projects’ apartment buildings. Older by four years, Tina had her driver’s license and an interest in art. The Dogwood Arts Festival local art show hosted a high school arts competition. Once the works were judged, students won ribbons and prizes. Tina had a few pieces showing and she wanted to show them off to Sadie. That fact alone took sheer courage. Strength. Tina had blossomed from the poor, clay dirt into a creative flower.

      “Ready?” Tina started the ignition.

      “Yeah!” Sadie said with relief. At last!

      It seemed to take forever, but in no time, they’d made their way from Cherry Street to downtown Market Street. As Tina parked the car, Sadie rushed out of the passenger side before Tina could remove the key from the ignition. The air felt different. It spoke to her.

      “Hold ‘em horses, Sadie!” Tina called.

      Sadie paused on the sidewalk. “Hurry up!”

      Once she cleared the car, Tina tossed her braids. “I’m coming.”

      They melded with the crowds of people streaming toward Market Square, a sea of pale faces with occasional spots of color. The Dogwood Arts Festival’s banners of white, mint green, and pink announced the celebration, but the trees showed off. Reaching high to the sky in all their splendor, they decorated Gay Street, the primary artery into Knoxville’s heart—downtown.

      Sadie took in the rows of glorious trees. The tension level swelled. People bumped and jostled as they took in the new blooms, the artists, and vendors selling all manner of items. Southern-fried foods’ strong aromas wafted through the air. Pink, green, and white balloons decorated vendor and artisans’ tables and booths along Market Square. The free event swelled with individuals beneath the cornflower blue sky and the occasional white cotton ball clouds.

      Postcard perfect.

      Sadie’s nana used to say firm footing could turn to quicksand in a blink.

      Whispers circulated, like snakes slithering between people, hissing in warning, when a sharp burning sensation exploded in Sadie’s chest. Her breath caught and a flash of bright light made her wince. She watched, transfixed, as a scarlet dot on her shirt blossomed across her heart, growing as if time had been fast-forwarded.

      Sadie’s joy gushed out with her blood. She couldn’t feel anything except the soft, downy dogwood petals brushing her cheeks.

      For a crowd of branches, they weren’t shy about revealing themselves. Her face—hot and tight—as the whispers intensified couldn’t move. The trees leaned down close to her, their branches cracking like dry spines, shifting to mutter their wisdom into her ears. Blood roared in her ears as adrenaline flooded her system. She gave a wheezing cough. As she removed her hand from her mouth. An awareness settled on her shoulders.

      I’ve been shot.

      Life ground to a halt.

      Dogwoods didn’t chase ghosts away. They were ghosts. Of her ancestors, of all ancestors of the strong and betrayed.

      This. Was. It!

      The moment the dogwoods welcomed her into their fold.

      All of Sadie’s muscles strained as she lifted up her arms. They cradled her. The ivory petals stained with rust, by blood. Hers? Alarmed, she struggled, but their thin, rough bark tightened.

      They whispered, “No matter. No matter. Only blood. We know it.”

      With this, they bobbed in the breeze and continued to convey their knowledge, such as the wonders of weather that affected their delicate branches and blooms, their wonderful stories of steam and coal, of feasts and famines, and of freedom.

      “You been strong for so long,” one dogwood said. It sounded like Nana.

      “It hurts,” Sadie croaked, mouth thick and lazy.

      “Come on, chile. Rest awhile. Here …” said another dogwood tree.

      “But …” Sadie said, “my momma …”

      “… is gonna be alright, after a while,” still another tree explained.

      Their branches swayed as if cheering on this viewpoint.

      “Hush. Hush,” they soothed.

      “Come. Come,” they pleaded.

      She savored every promise, every whispered word.

      “I dunno …” Sadie started to turn away, to see the others in the marketplace. A coldness crept in, chilling her. She shuddered. A grisly, gruesome scene unfolded around her. “Tina.”

      “Come on, now. Do not be afraid.” Nana’s voice again. It sounded warm and syrupy with its Southern drawl, thick and sweet.

      Sadie’s eyelids grew heavy. Her throat burned, but she managed to say, “My momma, she needs me. I can’t come with y’all now.”

      So hard to talk. Her tongue didn’t want to work right. So tired.

      Sadie closed her eyes among the dogwoods’ sweet scent.
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      “This is Robin Sneed with WBIR Channel 10 at the scene of what can only be described as a mass shooting. This time at the Dogwood Arts Festival downtown in Market Square. Police are asking viewers to avoid the downtown area. The festival, usually a time for joy, spring, and renewal, now is a place of violence and death.”

      A few feet away, Tina shuddered beneath the blanket the EMS had tossed over her shoulders. Yellow caution tape roped off the area as if it were some exclusive club that no one wanted to belong to—a survivor of a mass shooting. No one wanted the alternative either. Fate dealt her and Sadie a cruel blow. The reporter gave vague descriptions of the shooter. Tina scoffed. That cowardly bastard’s soul was deformed. The cops muttered about his deep-seated grudges, but Tina knew that evil took root in places folks don’t always expect—and places they do.

      The crime scene was a hive of activity. KPD and others dressed in POLICE jackets buzzed around the area like flies among the corpses. A flurry of activity sped up and slowed down simultaneously. Was this shock?

      “Blood everywhere.” So bright against the white.

      Tina’s tears flowed so much her eyes swelled and burned. Noise. Wailing. Screams of sirens switched to soft humming and back again. Everything had become jumbled. Nothing made sense.

      “Sadie?” she called out.

      A short distance from where she stood, her little cousin, Sadie Griffin lay crumbled on the bricked plaza. She’d fell where she stood. A duo of EMS folks hovered around her, blocking her view. Tina tried to distance herself from them as if she could melt into the blanket, a makeshift invisibility cloak.

      Tina closed her eyes, stomach lurching. The scents of copper and gunpowder hung in the air, staining it with death. She couldn’t even smell the dogwoods anymore.

      Dogwoods.

      Tina pictured Sadie’s meddling with such freedom, but it had cost her. She could still see her, Sadie, practically bouncing in her excitement to be out at the festival. Now motionless. Struck down in her moment of joy.

      Tina tasted the salt on her lips. She tasted pain. Grief. Of course, they were salty. Anger burned hot at the injustice of it. The police had caught the gunman—unharmed. That murderer would live.

      Would her sweet cousin?

      Tina remembered Sadie’s face when the bullet plowed through her. Dogwood petals rained down on her. The wind blew them loose, but it looked like they wept at the ugliness of the day. Her dark, round eyes sparked as she watched the dogwoods sway in the breeze. Tina sighed and wiped her tears. She needed to be strong for her aunt and her family.

      For Sadie.
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      “She’s awake!” Sadie’s momma’s shout seemed to be piped in from far away. Despite this, the wavering thread of relief came through clear and defined. The thick scent of night-blooming jasmine hung along with the harsher hints of something else. Confused, Sadie’s eyebrows knitted together. Too much light for it to be night. Sadie’s everything hurt as she tried to move or sit up. She tried to open her eyes, but the lights hurt, too. But in that brief eyeful, she could tell she wasn’t in her bedroom.

      “Where am I?” she managed through cottonmouth. Her lips crackled and she winced again. Each motion brought agony. So she tried to stay still.

      “Here. Drink.” Her momma handed her a cup of water.

      She leaned up on one elbow. Sadie drank, but the IV pulled her dry skin on her hand. It bled.

      “You at UT Hospital.” Her momma rubbed her hair and took the cup.

      Hospital?

      Once her eyes adjusted to the glare and the fluorescent’s harshness, she looked around the room as much as she could without moving too much. Then it all rushed back to the forefront of her mind. She’d been shot!

      “Momma, the dogwoods!” Sadie said and struggled to sit up fully. The atmosphere shifted as if certain emotion had been vanquished by her newfound secret knowledge. “The dogwoods are alive! More than that, they spoke.”

      Maybe Tina heard it too, Sadie thought.

      “Shush, baby girl. They gonna be here. Just like e’ry year.” Her momma kissed her forehead.

      Suddenly exhausted, Sadie shut her eyes. Those dogwoods wagging their blooms all over town, running the thread about the foolishness of men. Tossing away life like ruined and withered petals.

      Sadie knew it because she could almost hear them, chattering at the end of her consciousness. She’d join the dogwoods, just like her nana. Later. She smiled as warmth spread through her. They’d embrace her in their creaky limbs and petal-soft blooms.

      She’d be ready.

      So would the dogwoods.

      
        
        —
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      Officer Greg Fitzsimmons was working up the nerve to tell the Chief to kiss his hairy white ass when Black Edie attacked. Six months of modified duty with the Lincolndale PD’s traffic unit had nearly drained him of the will to breathe, and since no one who knew him believed he would ever make detective, Fitzsimmons figured real estate offered him a brighter future. He was scrolling through some listings on his iPhone when he looked up to see Black Edie’s silver Mercedes Benz bearing down on him. 

      “Shit!” 

      The old tank swerved to the left and the driver’s side mirror smacked Fitzsimmons’s right wrist and sent his iPhone flying.

      “Owww!” Fitzsimmons yelped. “Hey!” 

      The silver Mercedes rolled over his phone and glided up Lincoln Avenue at a stately twelve-miles-per-hour.

      Fitzsimmons jumped on his Harley and gave pursuit. He hit his lights and siren and punched the public address button on his right handlebar.

      “Pull over,” he roared via his helmet microphone. 

      The silver Benz crossed two lanes and jumped the curb in front of Mel’s All-American Barbershop. Fitzsimmons thought the old bat was going to plow through Mel’s front window until the sedan swooped to the left and bounced back onto the street. It trundled along with its right-side wheels up on the curb, the busted exhaust pipe striking sparks, before it swerved to avoid a fire hydrant and rammed into the streetlight at the corner of Lincoln and Main. 

      “Jeee-sus fuck,” Fitzsimmons snarled, envisioning the shit-ton of paperwork he’d just inherited. 

      The old Mercedes had come to rest in front of the newer downtown Starbucks. A gaggle of looky-loos were already buzzing around the scene as Fitzsimmons rolled up to the intersection. They were mostly hipsters and retirees, he reckoned: Who else had enough free time to buy gourmet Crap-in-a-Cup at ten o’clock on a Tuesday morning? 

      Fitzsimmons massaged his throbbing wrist as he dismounted.

      “Lincolndale Police!” he barked. “Clear a path!”

      To Fitzsimmons’ savage delight, even the geeks and trannies that drank iced Senegalese butt-milk acknowledged his authority and let him through. 

      A jet of steam was whistling up from beneath the Benz’s crumpled hood. The murdered streetlight had snapped in half and now its shattered lamp swung like a lynched pervert, mere inches above the Benz’s roof. As he shouldered his way through the crowd, Fitzsimmons mentally counted the citations: Failure to yield to a goddamn emergency vehicle. Destruction of goddamn city property. Reckless frickin’ goddamn endangerment ...

      “Goddammit, lady! You nearly killed me!”

      Black Edie was trying to restart the Benz. The old hermit kept turning the key and stomping on the gas pedal so hard she was bouncing on the driver’s seat. By way of a reply, the car she’d owned since Jesus was a toddler wheezed, smoked ... and died. The look of dazed resignation on Black Edie’s face infuriated Fitzsimmons even more. 

      Black Edie (for that was what everyone on the right side of the tracks called Lincolndale’s only African-American librarian) wasn’t just old; she was practically prehistoric. And as far as the Lincolndale Illinois PD was concerned, Edith Frazier was a royal pain in the ass. She’d harassed the chief about her asshole nephew every day since the shooting.

      Hell, Chief Krieger always said after one of her daily rants. Maybe if she’d raised him right the stupid son of a bitch would still be alive.

      That one always got a laugh out of the fellas. 

      Except for Driscoll, Fitzsimmons recalled. For some reason, his former partner had refused to lighten up about Roosevelt Alexander Frazier. But, since Danny Driscoll was the one who’d shot him, Fitzsimmons and the other guys usually just let him sulk. 

      But Fitzsimmons wasn’t laughing now. His wrist hurt like a bastard. And why did everything smell like ...

      “Hey,” Fitzsimmons barked, rapping on the crumpled hood with his nightstick. “What the hell’s your problem?”

      Black Edie squinted up at him. In the glare from the summer sun, she looked as if she’d just been caught sleepwalking.

      “Blood on these streets,” she muttered. “Too much blood for such a small town.” 

      Then she tried to start the car again.

      Great, Fitzsimmons thought. Probably got Alzheimer’s.

      “Oh, I remember you,” Black Edie said. “Master Gregory Fitzsimmons: The rambunctious one.”

      Fitzsimmons grimaced. He hated Edith Frazier. As far as he could remember, she was the only black who’d ever been allowed to work at the public library. Apparently, she was the only person, black or white, who’d ever wanted the job. 

      Black Edie was infamous for her collection of hideous pantsuits. Each one was like an abortion for the eyes, and they came in a variety of cornea-blasting colors. For decades Lincolndale’s kids had made naming each pantsuit a rite of passage. There were doozies from Fitzsimmons’ youth like “The Booger-Green Ass Hammock” or “The Camel Toe Express.” Fitzsimmons’ own nephew, Chase, had come up with last year’s winner; “The Cat-piss Yellow Monkeynut Pimpstriper.” The one she was wearing now. 

      But what really annoyed Fitzsimmons was the way Black Edie talked. She had this grandiose way of speaking, like she thought she was better than all the white folks in Lincolndale. She’d even had the nerve to correct his English once; and in front of Jenny Gorlick of all people.

      Civilized people don’t say, “ain’t,” Master Fitzsimmons.

      Now here he stood, twenty-five years later, remembering the hot flush that had raced up the back of his neck. Jenny Gorlick had treated him like he was a ree-tard for the rest of freshman year. 

      Bet you weren’t so snooty when they scraped ol’ Roosevelt’s brains off the sidewalk, bitch. Bet you hollered like a regular old ...

      “Dan Driscoll knew my Roosevelt,” Black Edie said. “All you boys played football at the high school.” 

      “Look, lady,” Fitzsimmons said. “I’m only gonna say this once ...”

      “Ms. Frazier, young man,” the old woman snapped, cutting him off mid-sentence. “Ms. Frazier.”

      Fitzsimmons itched to reach through the window and drag her scrawny ass out of the car, but then he remembered all the citizen journalists surrounding them; a virtual army of assholes just waiting to whip out their smartphones and push Record.

      “I heard he returned to full-time duty,” Black Edie said. “My Roosevelt’s been dead for two years, but your partner gets to act like nothing ever happened.”

      “Take it up with the chief,” Fitzsimmons snarled. “Right now we need to get this piece of shit off ... ah ...”

      There it was again: the odor of gasoline, heavier now that he was close enough to reach for the door handle, the fumes so strong they pricked at his sinuses. 

      What the hell?

      The smell was coming from inside the car.

      Fitzsimmons saw them then. The contents of six red five-gallon plastic containers lay in puddles pooled in the back seats. Two overturned containers lay next to Black Edie on the soaked passenger seat. Each of the containers was open. Someone had removed the yellow safety caps. 

      Fitzsimmons heard a sound like the edge of a quarter scraped across the teeth of a tiny steel comb.

      “It’s my birthday, Gregory,” Black Edie said. “I turned eighty-five today.”

      The inside of the car was soaked with gasoline.

      “Hey now,” Fitzsimmons said. “What the hell ...?” 

      “Folks my age get lonely,” Black Edie said. “Roosevelt and I were the last of the Illinois Fraziers. After he was murdered, I traveled along strange byways seeking a worthy champion. Then ... I found her.” The old woman chuckled. “On the internet.” 

      “Okay, lady,” Fitzsimmons said. The fumes were giving him a headache. His wrist hurt and he needed to take a piss. ”Gonna need you to exit the vehicle.”

      “Turns out she’s an old family acquaintance,” Black Edie said. “Oh, there were certain arrangements ... delicate preparations to be sure. But finally ... last night ... she came to me.”

      “Lady,” Fitzsimmons growled, “you got gas all over the place!”

      “She made me an offer, Gregory. In exchange for a small token, a leap of faith, she promised me the justice I’d craved for so long.”

      Fitzsimmons heard that tiny, metallic sound again.

      Clink 

      “‘Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord,’” Black Edie said. “That’s from Romans, Gregory. Chapter 12, verse 19.”

      “Not gonna ask you again, lady,” Fitzsimmons said, reaching for his taser. ”Step out of the car. Now.”

      “Your God demands our forgiveness, yes?” Black Edie said. “I certainly wouldn’t have survived this long without that.”

      Like a magician performing a coin trick, Black Edie opened her right hand. When Fitzsimmons saw what she was holding he grabbed for his sidearm, only to remember, too late, that he’d surrendered it during the Frazier investigation.

      “My savior has a long memory, Gregory. Longer than King James ever dreamed. And she’s strong. She doesn’t have to forgive.”

      With a flick of her wrist, the librarian opened the Zippo lighter ...

      “Vengeance is hers, boy. Kisazi forgives nothing.”

      Then Black Edie and the old Mercedes and Officer Fitzsimmons became fire. 
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      The goddess had lived a million lives. 

      As a child, she had raced Sister Sun across the endless savannahs of Home, singing songs that inspired queens for a thousand years.

      Fly, sister! Dance with us across the sky!

      Oh! See how she frowns! 

      Much later, she had traveled in the bellies of slave ships, listening to the voices of her people as they cried for her, never knowing that she rode beside them in the deepening darkness. She had watched her people sundered from their histories and wept for the beloved ripped from her million loving hearts. And at the end of every life, the parts of her that lived in them had also gone into that darkness. 

      But the goddess always returned, nameless and ignorant, her consciousness fractured and divided across a new generation of stolen souls. For this was the goddess’s doom: to watch over the journeys of her people and to deliver her judgment upon their sins. Bound to mortal flesh, she was dragged across oceans and time, until she and her shining siblings had become little more than myths. 

      The shards of her divine essence, however, still lived within the souls of her dispersed people. Unable to remember herself, she’d begun instead to weigh the sins of those who had trespassed against them. 

      Until a willing supplicant restored her truest name. 
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      Elliot Cream hated the burnt ones. 

      He’d seen a lot of gross shit during his stint as the Lincolndale Medical Examiner’s morgue attendant; shotgun suicides, car wrecks ... He’d once helped autopsy a Puerto Rican landscaper after the poor son of a bitch had plunged through a sinkhole and drowned in the mayor’s septic tank. Anyone who thought death by blunt force trauma was ugly had never scooped a tampon out of a dead Puerto Rican’s esophagus.

      But Cream really hated the crispy critters. And the poor old biddy on the examining table definitely qualified as one of the crispiest. He’d unzipped Frazier, Edith A., taken one whiff, and nearly puked in her body bag. It was the smell, he decided as he rinsed out his mouth at the sink; like sweet and sour pork flash-fried via high-octane shit storm.

      Still, Cream had a job (such as it was) and the dead cop the old woman had ambushed was due to arrive any second. Cream popped a mint and turned away to grab his notepad. 

      Behind him, the body bag on the examination table shuddered and sat up.
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      This time Kisazi remembered laughter. 

      The sound of men taking pleasure from her pain vied with the smell of whiskey and the taste of blood and dirt.

      Get in there, boy! Get her face down in that mud!

      She remembered light and opened one unburnt eye. 

      She didn’t know this cold place or the pale fat man who stood gawking at her like a frightened child.

      Be very quiet now. Don’t open this door until I come back.

      But the fat man had something she needed. Kisazi moved, covering the distance between them faster than he could blink, and caught him by the throat. Fingers scorched to the knucklebones plunged into the fat man’s mouth, pinched the thick meat of his tongue, and tore it from its roots. She remembered the taste, and with the blood came a flood of strength ... 

      Dance, sister! 

      She is more stern than Brother Death!

      … and memories of her immortal siblings (How they shone with the flame of Creation!) She sank needle-sharp teeth into the fat man’s throat and bore him down to the cold floor, riding the sacrifice the way she once rode her brother the Wind. The offering struggled in her grip, but she brushed aside its complaints, for with each bite, she remembered more and grew stronger. She remembered youth, and her scorched skin became smooth. She remembered beauty and her melted eye regained its sight. She remembered the shrieks of children, the taste of their terror as vital to her kind as human devotion. She remembered godhood.

      So she took from the sacrifice all the wonderful things she would need.
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      Lester Lee Carson decided his oncologist was a lying bitch. Those cayenne pepper nausea pills she’d recommended gave him the burning shits. They’d also loosened his bowels so much he couldn’t get off the toilet. 

      No way for a man to die, Lester Lee thought as he flushed for the third time. He’d lost thirty pounds and most of his hair from all the chemo and radiation. Between grunts, he lamented. If he’d known how much misery his four-pack-a-day habit would eventually cause, he would have jammed that first cigarette up Alice Copley’s perfectly round ass. 

      No good feelin’ sorry for yourself, he thought. 

      But more and more these days, it seemed, Lester Lee would catch himself rehashing old mistakes when he should have been enjoying a hero’s life in the here and now.

      Reckon there ain’t too much here and now left, he thought, as another bowel-quake made him clench his knees together.

      Lester Lee and the boys had been all too ready to boast back in ’53, after the event they’d come to call The Barbecue. And why not? They’d stormed into Darky Town and burned that whole rotten mess right down to the ground. “We got down to it alright,” his cousin Hal said for years afterward, usually when the fellas were too drunk to care who might hear. “Got right down to where the pope shits in the woods!”

      Sheriff Hal Corliss had spent his last three years shitting in an adult diaper. Deputy Frankie Foreman had suffered slow dismemberment from diabetes, and Corny Driscoll got so drunk at his daughter’s wedding he blew his own goddamn head off. Dave Whitlock was seventy-five when he got run over by a bunch of Mexicans running from the deportation police. But Lester Lee was still alive and licking numerous assholes just to keep a roof over his head. 

      What the hell happened to the American Dream? 

      They were getting drunk on cheap whiskey out behind Davey’s old barn when Hal said what had been scratching at all their minds during that hot summer of ’53. 

      “They’re makin’ us look like a bunch o’ shitheads.”

      “Who’s that?” Lester Lee had asked. 

      “Goddamn Colored Business District,” Hal spat. “Oughta be a goddamn law.”

      “Damn right,” Lester Lee proclaimed. “We’re American citizens, ain’t we? Supposed to have a say about how this town runs.”

      “Oh, we’re gonna have our say,” Hal snarled. Then he stood up and threw down the whiskey bottle. “Let’s go.”

      “Hey!” Corny whined. “That one’s still got ...”

      “Shut the fuck up, Corny!” Hal barked.

      They’d rounded up forty or fifty like-minded ol’ boys, advising them to bring heat in case they met armed resistance. They stopped over at the Driscoll’s filling station and paid for the extra gasoline. Then they’d crossed the railroad tracks and headed into the neighborhood they called Darky Town. 

      They started with the barbershop. It was well after midnight, so all the shops were shuttered. The two-mile stretch of Lincoln Avenue that cuts through the center of Darky Town was deserted (although anybody unlucky enough to have spotted them never had the courage to come out and admit it later). They’d filled the night air with the crash of shattered glass and the smell of burning leather before Clarence Dozier showed up. The black barber had brought along five of the other colored businessmen, all of them armed. Since Hal was the sheriff and everybody looked to him to set the tone, he simply raised his shotgun and blew ol’ Clarence’s face off. 

      After that, the boys opened up on Darky Town’s most prominent citizens for a total of fifteen seconds. During the brief gunplay, Jasper Douglas, the Grand Wizard of their Klan chapter, took a shotgun blast in the shoulder. He lost his right arm to infection six days later. The other side hadn’t fared nearly so well. The boys had fanned out up and down Lincoln Avenue, rousting the residents as they roved and whooped from house to house. They’d given the suckers the business alright; burning and beating and killing as they went. Most of Darky Town was in flames and the residents scattered to the four winds or dead by the time they broke into the First Shiloh Missionary Baptist Church.

      They caught the colored girl hiding in the upstairs toilet. Somebody suggested having a little fun with her before they burned the church, so Lester Lee pistol-whipped her to shut her up. Then he and Corny dragged her out to the field behind the old church while Hal, Frankie, and Davey lit the fires. In the wicked glare of that burning, Hal and the others had returned to find Lester Lee with his pants down, grinding away at the bloody, half-conscious girl while Corny cheered him on. 

      “Get in there, boy!” Corny roared. “Get her face down in that mud!”

      Hal and the others took their turns, then Corny shot the girl. After that, they’d headed over to Copley’s Diner to celebrate, and that was where Lester Lee met Alice and her perfect ass. Old man Copley was Alice’s daddy and Alice waited tables there on alternate Saturdays. She also smoked Chesterfields like a man. Lester Lee had felt so relaxed that he’d immediately asked Alice out. She offered him a cigarette, and he accepted, mostly on account of how cool Bill Holden looked in Stalag 17, Lester Lee’s favorite movie that summer. They’d gotten married the following Spring. 

      Fifty years later, Alice and the boys were dead. Most of Darky Town’s residents had been chased off, never to return. The powers that be had rebuilt Lincoln Avenue and welcomed a whole generation of decent, American small businesses to invest in the town’s future. But as for the patriots who’d gotten Lincolndale’s renaissance rolling? Well, here sat Lester Lee, shitting his life away and reminiscing about the good old days.

      “Was it a good day for Edith Frazier?”

      “Ah hell,” Lester Lee growled. (He’d been talking to himself a lot since Alice died.) “Don’t start that crap again.”

      For that was the colored girl’s name, Edith Anne Frazier. She was the daughter of Ben Frazier, the only colored dentist in town. Lester Lee had shot the uppity son of a bitch on that very same special night; tagged him right through the left lens of his prissy little eyeglasses. 

      “That was a long time ago,” Lester Lee mumbled. “That girl ... all that stuff ... it’s ancient history.”

      “She lived,” the voice said. “Others died.”

      “How the hell was I supposed to know about them,” Lester Lee cried. “That wasn’t my fault!”

      “You laughed while they burned.”

      “Nobody told me,” Lester Lee shot back. “What the hell were they doin’ down there in the first place?”

      “Seeking sanctuary.”

      Lester Lee froze. He’d just remembered where he was. 

      “Nineteen children, Lester Carson,” the voice continued. “Hiding in the church basement.”

      “Wait ...” Lester Lee said. 

      Something was wrong. 

      “Hiding from you.”

      The voice in his head ... 

      “Trapped by the flames.”

      At first, Lester Lee thought he’d imagined it, like so many times before.

      What do y’all want? Please ... we don’t want any trouble!

      But now the voice from his nightmares was here. 

      In his house.

      Lester Lee stood up and was immediately rewarded with a blast of red hot agony. The chemical fire in his rectum commanded him to take a seat.

      “Oowww!” he wailed. “Oh ... you cocksuckin’ son of a whore!” 

      The bathroom door clicked open.

      “Hey!” Lester Lee roared. “Who the fuck is that?”

      The door slowly swung open and Lester Lee saw who it was. 

      The girl from the colored church stood in the doorway. She was covered in something that looked like a hospital gown stained black with dried blood. She looked exactly as she had that night fifty years ago.

      “Corny ...” Lester Lee stammered. “Corny shot you!”

      The girl let the bloody hospital gown slip from her shoulders, revealing the puckered, pinkish-brown knots of scar tissue where her left breast should have been.

      “Thief.”

      The floor lurched beneath Lester Lee and bucked him off of the toilet. He sprawled with his pants down around his ankles at the nude girl’s bloody brown feet. 

      “Wait,” Lester Lee commanded. “Now you just wait one goddamn minute!”

      Agony stabbed the sole of his right foot and a ring of fire seared his ankle. Galvanized by the new pain, Lester Lee looked behind him, but before he could make sense of what he saw, a geyser of black-red water blasted out of the toilet bowl and smashed the seat into the ceiling. The porcelain tank cracked open and in an instant, Lester Lee was soaked. 

      The invader rose up out of the toilet bowl. Black, sinuous, and dripping with muck, the thing thickened as it emerged. The main trunk split into two separate stalks, only to re-braid itself and repeat the same multiplication, each stalk splitting and re-braiding until a horde of snapping tendrils whipped and swiped swathes of filth across the walls and ceiling. Lester Lee saw that one of the smaller tendrils had wrapped around his right ankle.

      “Oh ...” Lester Lee said, as the rising shadow of the black stalk fell across his face. “My ... God!”

      “A god of thieves,” the nude girl said. 

      “Now ... I’m God.”

      A long black tendril separated from the central stalk and whipped itself around Lester Lee’s left ankle. Lester Lee’s howls were drowned out by the crackle of scorching meat; the tentacle burned. 

      “It wasn’t me,” he shrieked. “Hal! It was Hal and Davey!”

      The burning tentacle snapped his right ankle. Lester Lee whooped in a great gasp to scream as a warm red mist speckled his lips. Another appendage whipped out of the toilet and wrapped around his left calf, searing his flesh. Lester Lee scrabbled at the floor, fighting to resist the thing from the shitter. 

      “Burns,” he hollered. “You dirty bitch ... that buuurns!”

      Another hissing limb reached up between his legs and wrapped around his left thigh. His skin smoked as the tentacle melted flesh and sank into muscle, seeking his bones. More appendages grabbed his wrists, and now Lester Lee saw what held him. The tentacles were made of hair: weaving stalks snapped at the air around Lester Lee’s head. Tentacles made of bloody hair, clots of flesh, and every stinking foulness seared his skin like battery acid. 

      “I’m ... dying!” he gasped at the figure now obscured by the blood mist. “I got ... cancer ...!”

      The tentacles dragged Lester Lee up onto the toilet until he lay with his head and shoulders across the ruptured bowl. Then one of the tendrils yanked his right arm and dislocated it with a meaty snap. 

      “Fuck you!” Lester Lee howled. “Fuck every single one of you!”

      Then his right shoulder detached and he was pulled headfirst into the toilet bowl. Another limb snapped his left arm at the elbow, bent it double, and then yanked it from its socket. Black tendrils wrapped around his left leg and pulled until it separated at the hip, then at the knee. Then the whole lower leg unhinged and Lester Lee kicked himself in the nuts. The searing black tentacles digested Lester Lee. Lester Lee screamed and choked and dissolved until his spine snapped.

      Kisazi threw back her head and accepted the tribute. The warm red mist flowed into her nostrils and pooled in her eyes, filled up her open mouth. It covered every inch of brown skin and smoothed the thick rings of puckered scar tissue across her chest until only flawless skin remained.

      Then she was gone.
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      As she walked along Lincoln Avenue, Kisazi recalled the lives of her lost worshippers (for indeed, she had lived them), and she considered her judgment. Then, as Brother Dawn once stretched his fingers over the mountains of Home, the goddess raised her voice and began to sing. 

      The power of her invocation wound through the dark streets as her fingers extended; serpentine shadows as black and prickly as a plague of spiders. They wound past the library and the downtown Starbucks: passing the All-American Barbershop. They crept along the sleeping streets of Lincolndale at her command: For she was Kisazi, the Thresher of Men: She Who Separates lovers from beloved only to reunite them at the journey’s end. She was the Protector of Travelers, the Taker of Tolls: The Goddess of Memory and Vengeance. 

      And centuries of rightful tribute had been stolen. 

      The children of Lincolndale emerged from the shadows. Beguiled by sacred songs, one hundred fresh offerings clamored to touch the singer. Every eye adored her as she stooped to caress each pink cheek. As she’d instructed, they’d brought their sharpest toys, and now a hundred blades flickered in the light from Uncle Moon. She walked and the children followed, leaping and feinting like lion cubs, but slashing only at phantoms, for she would waste no tribute this night. 

      They reached the outskirts of the town and entered the forgotten cemetery. Kisazi could hear them now: the mortal souls who had once partaken of her blessings, even as she had partaken of their curse. Some of the very oldest welcomed her with ancient hymns. Others roared: Freed from fear by Brother Death, they condemned her. 

      You abandoned us!

      We prayed to you! Waited for you!

      And why and why and why ...

      Soon, my people, she promised. An answer. Very soon.

      The goddess arrayed the offerings around the graves until the tiny cemetery was encircled. One hundred pale fists raised their blades. One hundred young bodies turned, giggling, to their neighbors, or pressed sharp steel to their own flesh. 

      Then she commanded them.

      “Dance, my darlings.”

      As one, their blades fell and rose again, fell and sank deep, as the offerings slashed and hacked, and with every plunge of a knife, every slice of a scalpel or thrust of a screwdriver, the blood mist thickened and spread across the cemetery. Within that swirling cloud, the offerings laughed and danced and killed. Only when the soil of the old cemetery had been soaked did the most ancient stolen souls reply. 

      They rose quickly, as spirits sometimes will, and consumed the sacrifice until each spirit was strong enough to command his or her new body to stand. With new eyes they watched the Thresher of Men kneel and press her brow against the bloody earth. 

      “Precious ones,” she whispered. “I was lost to myself, and to you. I beg your forgiveness.”

      The oldest souls wondered then; to see one of the Old Gods abase herself before slaves.

      “Enough,” they cried. “She has released us from her brother, Death!”

      “Yes,” Kisazi said. “And ordained a new journey for you. Listen.”

      With new ears they listened and heard a great wailing; a roar of grief so deep it filled the night with mourning. Even the ancient dead cried out to hear such suffering. 

      “The soil of this world was sown with their grief,” the goddess said. “This nation was built upon the broken backs and shattered hearts of your children, and even their children’s children.” 

      “Yes,” the spirits cried. “Where’s their share of the harvest?” 

      “I have weighed the cost of their passage,” the goddess said. “I will redeem their suffering.” 

      “We’ve been deceived by false gods before,” the younger spirits warned. “How may we trust another?”

      So Kisazi sang of a new world; a land of warm blood and soft flesh, and of life unending for a thousand generations. And as she sang, she retrieved a scalpel from the red soil. Then she raised her chin and pressed the blade against her throat.

      “My blood will strengthen you,” she said. “My blessing will increase your numbers. Together, you will reclaim your destinies.”

      Then, with divine strength, she sliced the blade across her jugular vein. 

      When they understood the benedictions the goddess offered, even the youngest spirits drank from her, and they honored her and offered their forgiveness. Dying again, the goddess laughed at the sounds of her children as they faded into the night, and she remembered dancing in the rain with her siblings, their silver eyes glinting, every shining face upturned as sharp teeth parted to drink the storm. 

      Dance, little sister! Your trial has not yet come. Dance!

      So stern! Harsher even than Brother Death! 

      How they’d laughed and danced, those immortal spirits, golden hearts, and shadow-limbs pulsing with every drumbeat from Uncle Thunder.

      “Tell them all,” she whispered. “They’re free.”

      This time, she remembered joy.
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      Officer Danny Driscoll had just locked his front door when his wife tapped him on the shoulder. Driscoll spun around with his Glock 19 gripped in his right fist. 

      “Dammit, Tiffany!” he hissed. “Never sneak up on an armed man in the dark!”

      Tiffany Driscoll waved away his admonitions, her eyes wide and glinting in the blue glow from her smartphone. 

      “What’s happening out there?”

      “Quiet,” Driscoll snarled. “You turn out all the lights like I said?”

      “Danny ... what’s going on?”

      Driscoll shuddered. “It’s all over the radio. Kids ... damn crazy ...”

      “What do you mean kids?”

      “They’re going crazy! Killing people ... all over town!”

      Tiffany’s face turned even paler in the blue-white glow.

      “Killing people ...?”

      “I responded to a domestic disturbance at Brad Krieger’s place,” Driscoll said. “When I got there ... oh Jesus!”

      “Danny, you’re freaking me out!”

      Driscoll forced himself to speak slowly. He had to keep it together for Tiffany, and for Jessica, their twelve-year-old daughter.

      “The Chief’s kids ... They were covered in blood and ... and there were these ... things!” 

      “What things?”

      “The kids were on top of them ... naked ... And the ... black things ... Jesus, Tiff ... they were crawling everywhere ... hissing like snakes! The kids ... they were feeding pieces of Brad and Dottie to those things!”

      Upstairs, something roared with a million throats.

      “What was that?” Tiffany said. “Danny ... what was that?” 

      “No,” Driscoll moaned. “Jessie?” 

      “Daddy.”

      Black blessings slithered up the stairs leading up to the second floor. Blood-red veins pulsed beneath the plaster of the ceiling and the walls at the top of the stairs, where a pale figure stood on the landing, shrouded in writhing shadows.

      “He was scared, Daddy,” it whispered. “He remembered you and you denied him. So he ran.”

      The shape stepped into the wobbly blue illumination. 

      When Tiffany Driscoll saw what the blessings had made of her daughter laughter burst like horror from her lips. Roaring obscenities, she fell to her knees and clawed her own eyes from their sockets. 

      “Never laughed,” Danny Driscoll cried. “I ... nevernevernevernever laughed!”

      Then he bit down on the barrel of his gun and blew his brains out.

      “Mommy.” 

      This time, the goddess remembered judgment; like the taste of bitter tears sour as spoiled mother’s milk. She opened her arms to embrace the shrieking blind woman, bright blades glistening in her infinite hands. 

      “We’re so hungry.”

      She remembered everything. 

      And she would never forgive.

      
        
        —

      

      

      
        
        Originally published in Dominion: An Anthology of Speculative Fiction from Africa and the African Diaspora (Volume One) edited by Zelda Knight and Ekpeki Oghenechovwe Donald (Aurelia Leo, 2020)
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      Language is truth-obsessed. Every declarative sentence attempts to form facts, with all the surety and sangfroid of an ice cube tray. All interrogatives climb a mountain in search of the prophet at the peak who can give them, finally, the declarative sentence that’s been missing in their lives. Interjections are desperate barks, pre-words, really, words before there were words. And imperatives. Dear imperatives. No rhetorical mode recalls us to our impotence better than you. When humans present a list of demands—as if we knew enough to know what to ask for—does our cochlea-lacking universe hear them?

      The answer is yes: via other humans, who are just as impotent as you, and who were designed by the universe as a kind of call-center that will waste your time until you hang up. The subtext of every imperative is, “Please, help me. I’m dying.” And the universe’s implicit answer, always, is, “Your call is important to us. Please wait for the next available human to fix your life.”

      Normal communication is truth-obsessed. Art is not. Art is dilatory.

      Art doesn’t just say, “Eat your vegetables.” There once was a woman who never ate vegetables, until one day, a stranger came to town selling the rarest vegetable of all, the Celery of Immortality. “I want to live forever,” said the woman, so she asked the stranger how much the Celery of Immortality cost. “Now that is a very interesting question,” the stranger replied, and everyone knows at this point the stranger has every intention of leaving this woman’s life in utter ruins via a very bad, very ancient bargain.

      But the story goes on, the bargain is struck, and the woman either gets the Celery of Immortality or doesn’t, and who knows if by the end of it your children will be incrementally more likely to eat vegetables. Hell, you’re an adult, and you had ice cream for dinner last night.

      But the point of the story is not “eat your vegetables,” is it? The point of the story is The Celery of Immortality. No such thing exists, it can’t exist, it’s silly, but—and please hear me out—what if a Celery of Immortality?
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        The Celery of Immortality?
      
      
        
        2.

      

      

      Art is dilatory because my mami was killed in a car wreck. It was too soon ago. She was riding in back and had her seatbelt on; the seatbelt crushed her ribcage. I cannot consider my mami’s crushed ribcage without feeling myself becoming deranged. She may have taken up to half an hour to die, blood filling her lungs until she suffocated. If she was conscious, she would have heard herself drowning. She was trapped there by a crush of metal and the corpse of her friend, who probably died before she did. I am 100% sure she left life reciting a rosary if she were conscious.

      But the authorities on the scene, the ones we empower in society to make declarative sentences about life and death, say that it is highly unlikely that she was conscious. She never knew she was dying before she died, they told my family. She knew no pain, they said.

      That may have been a mercy on their part. What could be gained by telling us that she knew she was dying for 30 minutes, in utter agony, hemorrhaging and helpless and alone? They gave us the declarative sentences that were meant to make us say, “At least she didn’t suffer.” They are the experts after all. I’m supposed to trust their sentences more than the ones I tell myself, the ones that argue they’re just saying she didn’t suffer as a mercy.

      
        
        3.

      

      

      Now you know that my mami died, and a few facts about how. You have some inkling of how much I miss her. You know, too, that if you felt saddened by the description of her death, it’s no match for the unending threnody my heart sings for her.

      But imagine if it were. Imagine if, by communicating the circumstances of Mami’s death to you, you felt my grief as wholly and abysmally as I do. If communication could do that, everyone’s grief would become everyone’s grief and we would die, we’d all kill ourselves, no more humanity.

      And yet, that is what most language attempts to do, most of the time. It tries to render the most complete truth, convey the most accurate facts, encapsulate life as it occurred. We call this “being objective.”

      If we succeeded often enough at objectively rendering reality to one another, it would end our species.

      Art is dilatory, the same way slaloming a mountain can save a skier’s life. SFF more so than realism, but all art fundamentally. Art says, “Here is a picture and here is another, and I’m not even sure the two are connected.” “Here is the scent of lilacs on a summer zephyr; here is injustice; here is a fossilized trilobite, evidence of a world long gone; and here, shh, listen! Is there anything more beautiful than a faraway train?” “What if there is no meaning?” Art asks, but then, in the same breath, it wants your opinion about the bolognese. More pepper? It dips a spoon in the sauce for you, and when you try to take the spoon it smiles and resists, for it wants to feed you, because that will be funnier and more loving. Yes, art loves you; it knows it’s a mess, and so mysterious and mercurial that it lost the truth it meant to deliver to you somewhere back in Albuquerque.

      But it has a kind restraint, too. A kind of drunken-master misdirection. Art, unlike most forms of communication, knows when it’s time to change the fucking subject already.

      
        
        4.

      

      

      I’ve read enough SFF to have learned this lesson: seek not the Celery of Immortality.

      And not just because it doesn’t exist. That misses the point of SFF. A key fact of all thought is that, once a thought exists, it refuses to remain useless. Thought, like dandelion seed, surfs the wind for fertile ground.

      Let us stipulate that there is, in reality, a pronounced dearth of enchanted veg in existence. Fine: remove the celery. What is left? “Seek not immortality.”

      Ah. Now I follow you, SFF. But I cannot agree. I want immortality. I want to destroy death. My mami is killed. I would undo the randomness and unfairness that unwound consciousness out of her body like pulling a loose thread on a sweater. Why not immortality?

      Well. What does human immortality mean in a universe that will die? What happens to the human mind when it has lived six billion years? Once my mind has been Ship of Theseus-ed a few million times, can I still say Carlos and mean it? If I am immortal, does that mean every cell in my body is immortal? That seems like I would be a cancer unto myself, ever metastasizing. What if, as some physicists speculate, the laws of physics themselves aren’t consistent throughout spacetime? What does immortality mean in a universe where the rules governing matter are mutable? Does immortality just mean I will live long enough to die in a way no human has died before?

      Ultimately, this is where thinking magical, celeriac thoughts lead me: the wish for immortality is a tantrum, a desire founded in such profound ignorance it approaches dogma. I understand that now.

      But I couldn’t have understood that idea as a mere statement. I would have argued back (and, to my detriment, I am a fairly skilled debater). A question posed to me I would have answered—incorrectly. I would have ignored a command: “Tell me what to think. Hah! I’ll tell you what to think!” A cry in the wilderness might generate sympathy, but no epiphanies. I might free the animal caught in the hunter’s trap, but I wouldn’t write down its howls and whimpers to ponder later.

      Normal communication couldn’t have worked. I required extraordinary measures.

      
        
        5.

      

      

      The problem with understanding an idea such as “the desire for immortality is wrong and misguided” lies in the fact that, at first, it is impossible for someone with love for this life to not want eternal youth and strength and immunity from harm. Artless language has as much chance of changing such a mind as a doomsayer’s sandwich board.

      For an idea so far from my ability to conceptualize, I must free myself from all the sentences I have been telling myself all my life. Those sentences have, over time, made truth into a tightrope that I fear falling from. Perhaps I know I need to get off of this tightrope, or else tightropes will be the entirety of my life. Before I can get off it, however, I need to know I can get off it safely.
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        Chagall’s fresco painted on the ceiling of the Opéra Garnier
      
      And then Art, from nowhere, bright as a Chagall, wafts down onto the high wire, its descent slowed by its colorful, frilly umbrella. It takes my hands and tells me that, while I was struggling to keep my balance, it wove a net beneath me.

      I nod. On three, we fall, laughing all the way down.
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        So long as an educated minority, living off all previous generations, hardly guessed why life was so easy to live, so long as the majority, working day and night, did not quite realize why they received none of the fruits of their labour, both parties believed this to be the natural order of things, and the world of cannibalism could survive. People often take prejudice or habit for truth and in that case feel no discomfort: but if they once realize that their truth is nonsense, the game is up. From then onwards it is only by force that a [person] can be compelled to do what [they] consider[] to be absurd.

        Alexander Herzen, From the Other Shore

      

        

      

      
        
        
        It does not do to leave a live dragon out of your calculations, if you live near him.

        J. R. R. Tolkien

      

        

      

      The jig is up. I use that phrase understanding its lexical and cultural baggage. There’s a tension in its etymology and I have summoned it, like an old family secret, for that very purpose. I’ve also conjured its particular history so I may say, we aren’t dancing to that tune anymore.  Especially with a fake smile plastered on our faces intended to feign unequivocal acceptance of a fate of white America’s making, while simultaneously making its adherents and apostles feel comfortable. The banjo has fallen silent. We are no longer stepping and fetching. Making ourselves smaller for the comfort of others, or invisible altogether, has come to an end.

      Welcome to the undiscovered country.

      I get it. This probably feels confrontational to some of you, and that’s ok if that’s where you are. But let’s back up for a moment and talk about context. Let’s enter this conversation by way of misogyny.

      In 1973, Paula Smith coined the term Mary Sue after seeing what she thought of as placeholder fantasy characters in stories submitted to her Star Trek fanzine. According to her, the young female characters in these stories were all so exceptionally sweet, beautiful, and good, that every other character in the story automatically loved them. Once the term filtered into the general consciousness of fandom, fans—mostly men—began using the term pejoratively. I vividly remember the term being thrown about the moment Star Wars: The Force Awakens dropped in the theater. It’s used as a way of delegitimizing the female protagonist.

      But here’s my question. And it’s always been my question whenever the term comes up. What about Captain Kirk? How about Superman and Batman? Dare I mention James Bond, Ethan Hunt, and Sherlock Holmes?

      Flash Gordon was a jock. Yet, somehow, he was able to thwart a master tactician with an entire space empire at his disposal. James Bond—and listen, I’m a fan—was one guy who was able to beat criminal masterminds with all the resources and well-armed henchmen in the world with nothing but an easy smile and, in some iterations, a few gadgets from Q. And can we talk about the white male revenge fantasy that is Batman?

      Again, I’m a fan, so this critique doesn’t come from someone outside the fandom with no appreciation for the canon. But the lone orphan whose only superpower is his wealth who can beat people with actual superpowers by out-prepping and out-spending them? Have you seen the memes and their painfully on-point critique of the caped crusader coming out of nowhere to break the arm of the Gotham security guard who is working a double shift to buy his kid Christmas presents, rather than using his wealth to stop homelessness and wealth inequality in Gotham?

      That critique and so many others are arising out of a genuine backlash against the unquestioned superiority of the white male hero in our fiction, put in sharp relief by the ever-present criticism of abilities, motivations, choices, and characterizations of heroes of color.

      But let’s circle back to Paula Smith. Because she, and Sharon Ferraro—who launched the fanzine with her—also threw around the term Marty Sue and Murray Sue, for the placeholder male fantasy characters they saw in stories. Yet, for some reason (add a judicious amount of sarcasm to your reading here)—for some reason, those terms didn’t stick.

      In his foreword to Jean-François Lyotard’s, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Fredric Jameson writes:

      
        
        This seeming contradiction can be resolved, I believe, by taking a further step … namely to posit, not the disappearance of the great master-narratives, but their passage underground as it were, their continuing but now unconscious effectivity as a way of ‘thinking about’ and acting in our current situation.

        

      

      This isn’t a paper I’m writing for the master’s degree program. That was decades ago. But the point Jameson is making about the way master-narratives have changed how they function in our culture is relevant.

      We have been predisposed to accept the white male protagonist, in all his forms, from knight in shining armor to deplorable human being tolerated for his “giftedness,” no matter how overpowered, unbeatable, and superhuman he may be. We do it without question. When no one can outsmart Sherlock we cheer. We no one can beat Kirk we nod with approval. When Batman can defeat any enemy because of “prep time” we don’t bat an eyelash at the utter idiocy of the notion. But the moment that character is a woman, or black, or queer, or anything outside the established norm of the western cultural industrial default character—i. e. white male—a certain corner of fandom rears its ugly head to cry foul.

      In elementary school, my favorite time of the year aside from Field Day was when the Scholastic fair arrived. It was absolutely magical. I loved it. They were just small mass-market paperbacks with a price tag of a couple of dollars each, arrayed on wire racks, but it was joyous.

      I discovered Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH, Watership Down, and so much more. Even after the fair came and went, my teacher would pass around a thin color catalog from which we could order more books. We’d race home with our selections and get our parents to fork over five or six dollars so that we could place our orders. And then we’d pester our educational shepherd for weeks about when our books were going to arrive. Eventually, we’d return from recess one day and there would be an unremarkable, brown, cardboard box resting atop her desk. Around fifth hour, she would crack it open and hand out our books. She waited until our work was done for the day because she knew once we had our books we’d be unteachable.
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        First edition cover of Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH by Robert C. O’Brien
      
      We were a generation of readers who loved books.

      Those small magical treasures led me to The Three Musketeers, Lord of the Rings, The Dragonriders of Pern, Elric of Melniboné, The Faded Sun, Dune, The Black Company, The Wheel of Time, The Sleeping Dragon, Jhereg (Vlad Taltos), not to mention comic books, video games, sci-fi movies, and Dungeons & Dragons. And through it all, one constant remained: the white male hero.

      No one ever questioned their heroism, their abilities, their charisma, or the pedestal the culture erected for them. In hindsight, you can almost hear Shelley’s Ozymandias whispering in the wind, “Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!” Kirk outsmarts Khan, Sherlock runs rings around Moriarty, Paul Atreides comes to Arrakis, is brought into a native tribe, and becomes their long-awaited messiah, with the ever-present trope of being more adept at the traditions of the natives than they themselves, and all the while fandom cheered.

      As a Black man, I cheered less and less over time.

      The current zeitgeist was inevitable. Fandom could have seen it coming. In the same way all those characters made white fans feel empowered, made them want to wrap one of their mom’s good towels around their neck like a cape and run through the neighborhood pretending to be their favorite hero—all the people seen as sideline people when seen at all, every person who didn’t see themselves represented in the canon, who always had to take an extra imaginary step to see themselves in the story—wanted to feel that same euphoria. We wanted heroes that embodied our heroism, our valiant streaks, our daring and ingenuity.

      At some point in college, while reading yet another installment in the Wheel of Time, it dawned on me that I wanted to write science fiction and fantasy. The preeminent reason was a love of the genre in particular and writing in general. But the subtext of that desire was to write sci-fi and fantasy with protagonists that looked like me. When I finally did and broadened my participation in fandom to include conventions as a guest author, a participant in podcasts, zines, anthologies, and all the rest, I discovered that the idea of capable, charismatic, genius protagonists of color (of ALL peoples pushed to the margins, but I’m focusing on how for every one Ben Sisko there are fifteen hundred womprat-shooting Skywalkers)—that idea was dismissed by some as unrealistic, overpowered, illogical, “just self-inserts” and not worthy of being taken seriously as heroes and heroines in good stories. I’m still wondering how anyone can see those as anything other than ridiculously laughable arguments.
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        A Diversity of Heroes
      
      Well, I’m afraid I have to announce something some might find unpleasant. Captain Kirk is dead. I don’t mean that he died in Star Trek: Generations helping Picard beat Soran (notwithstanding a “resurrection” by the Borg in a novel). I mean as a stand-in for the unfettered reign of the infallible white male hero. Marty Sue, Marty Stu, Murray Sue, or whatever you wish to call him… is facing a cultural curtain call. While there will almost certainly be a grimy corner of fandom that continues to try to sell the rest of us on a world where only the white guy gets to be unbeatable, there are far too many new writers and creators who love science fiction and fantasy, who look like Benjamin Lafayette Sisko, Michael Burnham, Rey, T’Challa, and Shang-Chi, writing and creating strange new worlds, boldly going where no white male protagonist has gone before. And as much as that may bother some, it’s making many more rejoice.

      The jig is up. And not a moment too soon.
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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.
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      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.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Review of How to Get to Apocalypse and Other Disasters by Erica L. Satifka

          800 Words

          M.B. Sutherland

        

      

    

    
      It’s generally easier to break things than to make them. So while there are an unlimited number of ways to have an apocalypse, there are precious few ways to fix what’s broken. In How to Get to Apocalypse and Other Disasters, Erica L. Satifka explores 23 different apocalypse scenarios and brings us along for an edgy ride. The range of her stories is delightfully broad, bringing us from an 1800’s logging town to an unknown number of years in the future far reaches of space. Satifka dives right in, starting with “States of Emergency”—a tale of different, and bizarre types of collapse being experienced in various American states—from the suddenly tiny people of Delaware to those being slowly digested by their furniture in Nevada. If you like this beginning, there’s much more to come.
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        How to Get to Apocalypse by Erica Satifka (Fairewood Press, 2021)
      
      Satifka artfully weaves together longer-form short stories with tales whose titles feel about as long as the stories themselves. “Bucket List Found in the Locker of Maddie Price, Age 14, Written Two Weeks Before the Great Uplifting of All Mankind” is an entire story told in the form of a young girl’s to-do list, with some items accomplished, and others tellingly not. “Thirty-Six Interrogatories Propounded by the Human Powered Plasma Bomb in the Moments Before Her Imminent Detonation” is another story that is just what the title says, 36 questions that tell a terrible tale leading to personal and planetary catastrophe.

      In most of the stories, we know who is to blame for the state of affairs. In “Human Resources”, ordinary people can trade body parts to the increasingly freakish rich for money and luxuries. In “Loving Grace”, aliens have taken over the world and humans are obsolete, except for the people who’re picked to serve as temporary “wetware” for surveillance drones. As with so many other stories in the book, the caretaking overlords keep people in line with “foul intent disguised as loving grace.”

      In other stories, the original culprits are less obvious, as in “Where You Lead, I Will Follow: An Oral History of the Denver Incident” about a videogame that set off a nuclear disaster and the conspiracy theories about who is to blame. Others tell of plagues with no clear origin like “Can You Tell Me How to Get to Apocalypse?”, which I can only describe as a disturbing little story about a suddenly infertile world and what a dying society will do to hear the laughter of happy children again.

      Much of the time, it’s sinister aliens who are to blame, as in “The Big So-So”, a story of the world fallen victim to what amounts to intergalactic drug dealers, getting everyone hooked and then cutting off their supply. The story’s heroine, Syl isn’t susceptible to the “pleasure-juice” like other people and she’s stuck playing house-mom to her tenants/friends as the aliens finish gathering the best and brightest humans for the coveted “compound.” This story provides an insightful commentary on the human condition as Syl points out to her friends that humanity is no worse off than they were before the aliens arrived, but those who tasted the thrill of the pleasure-juice are all cursed with longing for something they can’t have. Something that never mattered to them before, but has now become everything. It’s only those who find a way to let it all go and work with their remaining resources who might have a chance to recover.

      Other stories border on morality tales like “A Child of the Revolution”, with a hint of Animal Farm and a lesson about well-meaning revolutionaries trying to save societies from themselves. “After We Walked Away” is a sort of sequel to Ursula LeGuin’s story The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas, showing us what happens when righteous people leave a society based on the victimization of one person, and exploring whether or not stopping at a simple refusal to participate has done any good for themselves or anyone else.

      “The Goddess of the Highway” wraps up with the longest story of the collection about a society where intelligence is controlled by the rich to keep the masses in line. And while technology controls the have-nots, it may be blind faith that allows them to find salvation.

      There’s a common thread among the stories of the cloying humiliation of abusive relationships. Whether that be aliens, rich people, greedy scientists, or just Mother Nature herself. These stories are about small people who don’t matter, deciding to go for broke to try to get what they need, even if that’s just a few answers. The characters aren’t always particularly likable, but whether they’re working to take down the establishment, or simply finding happiness despite their oppression and loss, the book repeatedly and artfully explores the painful birth that comes with the transition from a bad situation to the unknown.
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          Review of The Necessity of Stars by E. Catherine Tobler

          600 Words

          Marie Croke

        

      

    

    
      Tobler doesn’t just have a way with words—she makes them dance and shiver all over the page until you come to believe you’re not reading at all, but rather absorbing beauty.
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        The Necessity of Stars by E. Catherine Tobler (Neon Hemlock Press, 2021)
      
      Published by Neon Hemlock Press, The Necessity of Stars is a non-linear near-future story about Bréone Hemmerli, a diplomat skilled in negotiations who has developed dementia within a climate-wrecked world of scarcity and fear. She dwells at Irislands, with a garden flourishing despite the flooding across the land.

      There, she begins to suspect there is something shadowy feeding in the garden, yet her experiences could all be figments of her imagination, her memory blurred and distorted.

      Tobler creates a world of tomorrow in these pages, a world wrecked from human neglect and salvaged with too-late attempts. Environmentalism sets the stage, the issues in this future acting as both a metaphor for Bréone’s own struggles with memory and a comparison to the pockets of health amidst a deteriorating world. Bréone herself realizes that she exists in one of those pockets, that she has when others do not. Information reaches her in pieces rather than wholes, leaving her guessing at the state of certain affairs in the world in an echo of her guesswork to her own remembered experiences.

      This feels like a statement concerning our lives today: our existence within safe spaces, our limited knowledge of the world on a collective scale, and our governments’ inability to see the paths forward that could stop deterioration before it becomes too far along to solve.

      In the garden of Irislands, a shadowy figure emerges. A figure that isn’t clear enough or firm enough for Bréone to understand, yet she approaches the situation as any talented diplomat would, which accentuates another aspect of Tobler’s story—that of human worth.

      Bréone is an aging woman, one who has already accomplished much, loved a great deal, and has garnered respect. She now exists in pseudo-retirement and struggles with her memory, which comes in direct conflict with her desire to be heard, believed, and respected—“Isn’t it the idea that we are still needed that keeps us going and doing ... How beautiful it was to be necessary.” In this regard, Tobler shows vividly how, despite societal expectations or lack thereof, our worth and our work is what spurs us toward our goals, keeps us hopeful no matter the state of our minds and bodies.

      Finally, at its intrinsic core, The Necessity of Stars is about memory, as Tobler eloquently states: “Memory is a story you tell yourself.”

      Memory is what Bréone often focuses on, with the idea that forgetting can unmake her, and that no matter what, she will cling to certain aspects of her own story. The extrapolation of this idea is just as evocative, as it can be said about relationships, about skills, and even about planets, if memory is not retained.

      The Necessity of Stars is a story for anyone who wishes to feel necessary regardless of setbacks or struggles or the state of the world. Tobler’s work will spark a need in yourself and push you to action, yet it will also leave you looking inward at the story your own memory tells.

      She writes with conviction in every line, with a power that hides beneath the gentleness in many of her scenes. Her future world is both dark and heartening, both warning and a promise.

      This story will haunt you, in the way the ghost of a memory might.

      Or as the future ghost of a planet.
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          Review of Whitesands by Johann Thorsson

          500 Words

          Keturah Barchers

        

      

    

    
      Whitesands by Johann Thorsson is a paranormal police procedural thriller (say that three times fast) that is sure to keep your attention. John Dark and Monique Moreno are partners and two of the best homicide detectives on the force, but their personal lives are in shambles. John’s daughter has been missing for a year, and Monique’s daughter is an addict. Both are dedicated parents who would do anything for their children, even if that means bending the rules. When a string of incredibly disturbing and linked murders occurs, the two detectives find themselves faced to face with a darkness from the other side. Daniel Hope is a genius, able to solve complex issues in seconds, a skill that leads to people coming to him as a last-ditch effort to find answers. He doesn’t welcome the attention. Daniel suffers from schizophrenia and is never sure if the person asking him for help is real or not.
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        Whitesands by Johann Thorsson (Headshot Books, 2021)
      
      While this book is a good read for those who love paranormal thrillers, it has deeper elements that work through some painful struggles of the human experience. 

      The desperate attempts from John and Monique to reach their children speak to the parent/child relationship at its rawest level. The heartache and emptiness of missing children, either literally or at an arm’s length away, is a nightmare no parent wants to face. In every aspect of this book, there’s a whispering haunt of where this kind of tragedy can lead.

      John is missing not only his daughter, but his faith. The series of murders brings John to the brink of all that he knows, and suddenly he is questioning the spirituality he has railed against his whole life. He begins to ask himself uncomfortable questions like, is there a spiritual world beyond this one? Can one tap into that world, or, the more disturbing question, can that world reach out and tap into ours?

      As Daniel navigates interacting with others, he examines internal conflicts and moral decisions, coming to epiphanies about society and the human psyche. He has a clear view of things despite the maze of confusion within his mind. Daniel’s condition may make him unreliable to some, but his scrutiny of humanity is insightful.

      Thought-provoking, the confrontation of someone’s beliefs, the connection to struggles, these are things I crave in books. They are also things that I think Throsson’s story has, but not so much that the suspense that a reader expects from a psychological thriller fades. One can choose to face some of these questions that the characters face or just enjoy a well-told story.

      Whether your flavor is ghost or police procedure Michael Connelly-type stories, this is worth a week’s worth of attention. Whitesands by Johann Thorsson is the first book in what promises to be a thrilling series.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Review of The Martial Art of Writing and Other Essays by Alan Baxter

          1800 Words

          Nick Mamatas

        

      

    

    
      When I was first learning Chen-style taijiquan, my instructor would make us sit in a narrow horse stance, which was uncomfortable. Then he’d physically adjust our hips, our thighs, heads, etc. in order to get as much of our bodyweight as possible onto our heels without us leaning forward or sticking out our tailbones. This would make me audibly yelp and fall over, and it wasn’t just me. Other people, some of whom had practiced another flavor of the martial art (“tai chi” to you) for years would come from across the country to learn a few things. Invariably, their experience availed them not. Nobody could really hold this extreme stance for long. But in class, we kept at it, and then one day everyone who didn’t quit could manage it.
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      As Chinese martial arts instructors sometimes gnomically say, “Eat bitter, then taste sweet.”  Less gnomically, there’s a trick to getting better at holding low stances, and it’s the literal opposite of the typical advice. It’s unsurprising, then, that Australian writer/martial artist Alan Baxter’s brief how-to guide, The Martial Art of Writing and Other Essays also incorporates the bitter, and the inversion of typical advice. One piece simply reads “Never give up”, but it is followed by a longer chapter on a novel manuscript he realizes is broken.

      In “Grabbed by the Throat or Gently Teased?” he determines, via a reading of China Miéville’s Perdido Street Station that the old saw of starting a story with a “hook”—say, an action set-piece or the introduction of a protagonist and the initiating incident—is false, or at least can be false. There are many ways to tantalize a reader into continuing, and Miéville’s intense description of setting works as well as any rock ’em-sock ’em.

      Baxter’s strength is, of course, his fight scene advice. Much like with sex scenes, it’s easy to go on too long, and readers with experience often find them as embarrassing as the innocent find them inexplicable. As my teacher often says before punching me in the face, “Don’t wait your turn.” Baxter notes that fights are chaotic, dynamic, and are almost never a matter of mere trading blows. He describes the adrenaline dump that everyone experiences in a fight, and how many techniques go right out the window, and the primal emotionality of fighting. Let your winners puke and cry! (Martial arts also informs his excellent advice not to sit around all day writing—“get up and move around once or twice every hour AT LEAST.”)

      The Martial Art of Writing is a short read, and some of it is a simple recitation of the basics, but like any martial artist knows, success comes from perfecting the basics. Read it while holding a low horse stance.
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          Interview with Author Marie Croke

          2,000 Words

          Andrea Johnson

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Andrea Johnson lives in Michigan with her husband and too many books. She blogs about science fiction and fantasy books, cooking, life in the midwest, and other random things at her blog, The Little Red Reviewer, and tweets about the same topics at @redhead5318. She was a contributor at SFSignal and is currently a contributor at Nerds of a Feather.

        

      

      Raise your hand if you use any of the following to express yourself: your style of clothing, your hairstyle, tattoos, or piercings. Now, imagine taking this a few steps further. Imagine swapping out body parts as a way to express yourself. Love swimming? Get some gills. Love birds? Get some wings and feathers. In Marie Croke’s innovative “To Seek Himself” people can go to extreme (normal for them) lengths to express their personalities. Change how you feel about something or get interested in a new hobby? You can easily change your body how and when you please. Sure, it’s going to cost you something to swap a body part, but everyone’s got something they aren’t using anymore.

      Ah, that must be so freeing! To not have to look a certain way because “that’s how things are” or “that’s what is expected.” What a beautiful world, where people can express themselves however they please and not get followed around by the judgment- or shame-police.

      Going the route of a different thought experiment, how attached are you to how you look? If one day you were plopped into an entirely different physical body, would you still be you? I’ll bet everyone has a slightly different answer to that, which is what makes it such a wonderful question. And what about the judgy shame-police, those people who believe we should all look or act a certain way, or dress a certain way, or that only certain people should wear cosmetics or high heels or have short hair.

      “To Seek Himself” is the highly imaginative intersection of all this and more.

      As you read “To Seek Himself,” I want you to pay attention to which character(s) you relate to. Which character(s) do you feel sympathy for? This story is ripe for deep conversations at someone’s book club, that is for sure!

      Marie Croke is a graduate of the Odyssey writers workshop and a winner of the Writers of the Future contest. Her work has appeared or is forthcoming in Cast of Wonders, Dream Forge Magazine, Diabolical Plots, Zooscape, Dark Matter Magazine, and elsewhere.  As many short story authors do, Croke spends a lot of time reading the work of others and recommending short stories and novels on her website mariecroke.com.  You can also follow her adventures on Twitter, where she is @marie_croke.
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      Apex Magazine: This story is so wonderfully weird! Where did you get the idea?

      

      Marie Croke: Thank you! I was going for weird!

      I watched this video a while ago where adults were asked what they would change about their body and all of them referenced a supposed imperfection on themselves. Then children were brought in and asked the same thing and the responses became magical, referencing changes such as having a mermaid tail or angel wings, which made perfect sense because my own daughter draws pictures of herself and her friends with cat ears and foxtails and bat wings and whiskers.

      I loved this idea of modifying ourselves to be more different to reflect our own passions and personalities rather than less different to create homogenous bodily perfection. And thus, the body-parts tradesman came to life in my mind!

      

      AM: There’s a lot in this story about voluntary body modification and the assumptions that the Lady makes about body modification choices made by Keba and others in the community. What were you thinking about when you were writing this story?

      

      MC: Oh, I was thinking about so much while working on this story! For starters, I maintained in the back of my mind all the comments people have made about my partner’s tattoos, all the disparaging remarks made about my own piercings, all the ones made about the length, cut, or color of my children’s hair, for it’s incredible how invasive the world at large can be at demanding even the most trivial of things about our bodies.

      But then you step further, into far more painful territories, into places like woman’s reproductive rights, infant genitalia mutilation, forced sterilizations, and trans rights. The persistent belief some people have that they have the right to direct what happens to bodies that aren’t their own, whether through legislation or cultural stigma or pressure, is insidious and awful. When it’s done in the name of “purity” (a word I actively attempted to turn into a derogative within the story), it really shows a level of narcissism that has permeated belief structures so inherently that oftentimes people can’t see past their own assumptions on what a body should or shouldn’t look like.

      

      AM: What’s with the Lady’s obsession with going back to the way things were? What does she hope to gain from the change?

      

      MC: The lady in the story is never given a name for a reason, so that she can be representative of a culture or world or people (or even a singular person) who insist that your body should meet some set of rules that they set down. Her obsession, therefore, is a reflection of an identity that can’t be satisfied unless others are forced into the stringent rules she feels coerced into following. Her own motivations stem from the very belief that what she’s doing is helping; just like the patronizing behavior of people who believe that their idea of what your life (and body) should look like, her behavior exemplifies the misguided hope that she can be a savior to people like Keba.

      

      AM: When Isamelle’s body changes, Isamelle still feels like herself. But Keba doesn’t. He’s convinced he’s not himself anymore. Why do you think Isamelle was okay with the changes, but Keba wasn’t?

      

      MC: Between the three characters, I wanted to show different kinds of identity thinking.

      With Keba, his body is a part of his identity and taking away the person he’d crafted himself to be also takes away his own feeling of happiness or satisfaction. With Isamelle, her body isn’t connected with her identity, so taking it away doesn’t hurt her mentally and emotionally in the same way, which I showed early on with her nonchalance at removing her eye.

      I wanted to make sure that readers would sense a kinship in one or the other of these two characters, with, of course, the added idea that people with Isamelle’s feelings of identity would understand that not being in pain themselves does not negate the pain others feel at identity disharmony. In other words, just because a law or cultural pressure doesn’t hurt you personally, doesn’t mean you should ignore how it is hurting others.

      

      AM: You did the Odyssey Writer’s Workshop in 2020. What was it like, to do that workshop virtually from the comfort of home? What surprised you the most about your experience at Odyssey?

      

      MC: There were a lot of positives doing Odyssey at home. For one thing, I was able to have my support network there to bolster me through the long six weeks, which was a benefit, especially during those midweeks where exhaustion has set in, yet you still have many grueling days left and many words still to write. I definitely missed getting to chat with a lot of classmates in more lax settings, but the positive side of losing out on those conversations was we also formed a pretty strong bond virtually, leading to us having an easier time remaining in touch outside of the workshop. Many of us still meet every month!

      I definitely had a few surprising experiences through Odyssey: having Brandon Sanderson say lovely, lovely things about a story of mine was a personal high; discovering just how much I could learn from my other classmates, all of whom had their own incredible strengths; and learning far more about horror subgenres from J. G. Faherty, which led to my realization that I not only liked the genre but had been writing it without realizing.

      

      AM: You answered this question already in a video on the Apex Magazine blog, but it’s such a great question that I can’t help but ask it again. You are also a slush reader at Apex Magazine. How has reading slush helped you improve your own craft?

      

      MC: Reading slush has helped my writing at a few different levels. The first level is really, truly conceptualizing just how easy it is to lose a reader within the first page or two of a story. Those pages are some of the most important and even though I knew that already, experiencing it over and over in both what-works and what-doesn’t-work examples really cements that lesson.

      On a deeper level, slush has given me a much wider understanding about writing to market, or at least, aiming the right kind of story to the right kind of market. It doesn’t matter how good a story is written if it just isn’t going to work for a magazine or has the right qualities that will appeal to a certain editor. This skill, especially, is one I value for it’s allowing me to take my studying further as I study different markets and editorial tastes throughout the industry.

      

      AM: What is your writing process like? Do you plot out your stories, or just start writing and see where the story goes?
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        Like many writers, before any work can be started, a cat tax must be paid. Marie pays Miss Thing.
      
      

      MC: I’m most definitely a planster, that inbetweener that can identify with writers in both the plotting and the let’s-see-where-this-goes panster camps. Generally speaking, I prefer starting with a first line that indicates some world aspect and then discover the character and story as I progress, with a few points during the story where I will stop and brainstorm out the upcoming plot elements and character arcs. Sometimes I’ll have a character voice talking to me, which bleeds into that first line.

      I’ve experimented more with plotting before the first word goes on the page, but I discovered some downfalls for my own process doing things that way—first, if I know everything that’s already going to happen, then I lose motivation to write the story, and second, getting that voice, style, and beginning to feel right takes a much longer time with a lot of excess, wasted words. However, writing a story this way still ends up with something I’m proud to submit. So, for me, every story is a little different in how it ended up completed.
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        Artwork by Marie Croke’s daughter that helped inspire “To Seek Himself Again.”
      
      

      AM: On your blog, you offer a lot of book recommendations. What are your favorite types of books to read? What are some recent favorites?

      

      MC: I hesitate to say I have a particular favorite kind of book, but I do have types that I gravitate toward. I’ve never lost my love of the wondrous and different, so I have a heavy preference for stories that do something beyond the industry norms. I prefer lyrical or flowing writing to straightforward. I enjoy puzzles and mysteries and twists that I can’t see coming, yet are obviously inevitable looking back over the story. I adore bittersweet, emotional stories that leave me with a haunting feeling. Stories with found families, mystical forests, fun furry companions, gothic vibes, non-human characters, and murderers on the loose in locked-room situations will all make me want to pick a book up.

      A few recent favorites from this year are A. G. Slatter’s All the Murmuring Bones (a gothic fantasy featuring a family’s twisted relationship with the sea), Joan He’s The Ones We’re Meant to Find (a climate-change story of the far-flung future that is a tale of a sister’s love), and Sarah Beth Durst’s The Bonemaker (where a group of older, retired heroes who wield bone-magic must once more save their people despite no longer being in their prime).

      

      AM: Thanks so much, Marie! And I really need to get myself a copy of The Ones We’re Meant to Find.
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          Interview with Author Erin K. Wagner

          1,600 Words

          Andrea Johnson

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Andrea Johnson lives in Michigan with her husband and too many books. She blogs about science fiction and fantasy books, cooking, life in the midwest, and other random things at her blog, The Little Red Reviewer, and tweets about the same topics at @redhead5318. She was a contributor at SFSignal and is currently a contributor at Nerds of a Feather.

        

      

      If we program AI robots to be curious about their creators, they’ll be curious. If we program them to want to create more of themselves, that is what they’ll want. The AI androids in Erin K. Wagner’s short story “Whose Mortal Taste” have met so few humans that they aren’t sure if their curiosities, yearnings, and philosophical conversations are something they were programmed to do or something they evolved to think about. What they don’t discuss is how human their social groups and verbal mannerisms are.

      But there is something the androids yearn to know. They need to know if they are alive. The debate then becomes, what will they do with this knowledge, and how will the knowledge change their society? If the humans all suddenly wake up and say “Of course, you’re alive!” then what? And what if the humans suddenly wake up and say “Are you crazy? Of course, you’re not alive. You are a machine that I created”? The androids are stuck in that moment: they know what the question is, but they don’t know if they want their question answered. As soon as the question is answered, their conversations will be over.  And their conversations and board games are so lovely, not something to so easily say goodbye to. Once you have knowledge of what you are, you can’t un-know it, and you forever become what you’ve been defined to be.

      If the androids in “Whose Mortal Taste” are looking for another “joke” to tell the human they defrosted, they’re welcome to use this one: What’s the difference between “programmed to want something” and “socialized to want something”? I wonder how many days it’ll be until they realize there is no punchline.

      Erin K. Wagner is fascinated with how the human responds to the nonhuman, with “nonhuman” not being limited to androids. Fascinating to me as well, is how humans interact with and respond to entities that we’ve convinced ourselves we understand—androids, aliens, octopuses, even God, and how might those entities interact with us? After all, we’re strangers and weirdos to them too.

      A medievalist by discipline, Wagner is a woman who uses her knowledge of the past to see into possible futures. Her fiction, poetry, and nonfiction have appeared or are forthcoming in Clarkesworld, Apex Magazine, Bourbon Penn, PULP Literature, Luna Station Quarterly, Nightmare Magazine, and elsewhere.  She is also the author of two novellas, The Green and Growing from Aqueduct Press and An Unnatural Life from Tor.com, and ran the “A Woman Was Here” column at Luna Station Quarterly. To explore more of Wagner’s work, I recommend starting with her list of works, erinkwagner.com/short-stories.

      Read on for my conversation with Wagner about Paradise Lost, dangerous knowledge, disagreeing androids, shocked humans, Janelle Monae, Ursula K. Le Guin’s Carrier Bag theory, and more.
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      Apex Magazine: The title of this story references Milton’s Paradise Lost when the forbidden fruit was eaten. What were you thinking about when you wrote this story?

      

      Erin K. Wagner: I’m a medievalist, so I guess—like any proper medieval writer—I’m always thinking about classical or religious allusions as I write. I referenced Paradise Lost in this story because I imagined the androids re-enacting the fall essentially. They are eager for a knowledge that may destroy them, eager for the knowledge of their creators.

      
        
          [image: The author at an abbey]
        

        The author on a research trip to England.
      
      

      AM: By the time the readers meet the androids of this story, humanity has gone extinct, with a few of us frozen away in stasis. With humanity effectively dead and gone, why should androids care if a bunch of dead people think that androids are alive? Why care about the opinions of dead people?

      

      EKW: Probably because I’m a human and selfishly absorbed with examining my own condition (as is all of science fiction—with humanity, that is, not with me alone). But also, because if humans created these androids, I imagined some curiosity on the part of the androids about who they were built to imitate. And the humans had designed these androids specifically with the goal of creating procreating robots. So, the androids are perhaps built to be interested in their own genealogies.

      

      AM: We humans create robots to do things for us. We create robots to do jobs that are too dangerous for humans to do, jobs we don’t want to do. We create robots because they are entertaining and because we can. With no humans around, what do these robots do all day? What is their reason for existence? Do they need a reason to exist?

      

      EKW: That is an excellent question, and one I imagine these androids are grappling with on some level themselves. Maybe that’s even what drives them on their quest in the first place. Because they have a very set schedule we see—filled with something approximating social visits, chores, thoughts about offspring—but nonetheless, it rings a bit hollow. Or perhaps we see in this story the first inkling of that question of purpose. And perhaps that question is the forbidden fruit.

      

      AM: The human who is revived is just as shocked as the androids. This man was put into stasis in hopes of awakening in a better world. What do you think he was expecting when he woke up?

      

      EKW: I imagined this man to represent the sort of human-centered approach to the world that writers of robot fiction continually run up against. Which is hard to sidestep. He expected to wake up in a world where his needs would be foremost but instead finds himself at the mercy of former servants, androids that are now establishing their own identities and purposes.

      

      AM: Academically and creatively, you are interested in how the human responds to the nonhuman, and “Whose Mortal Taste” examines how the nonhuman might respond to a real live human. What makes how we respond to AI’s (and vice versa) so fascinating?

      

      EKW: I think of Janelle Monae’s fascination with the android here, her use of the android figure as metaphor. And by no means do I attempt to match up to her artistry here. But I think there’s something very basic at the core of science fiction that uses AI as a mirror for our human selves. I know some writers and critics are tired of this use of AI, but I’m not sure it’s something you can ever truly escape no matter how hard you try as long as you identify in any way as human yourself. We create AI, real and fictional, and they absorb our shapes and values. What do we see in that mirror? Because of this, I’m always trying to think of the best way to represent my own interest: the human meeting the …?
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        An old English abbey that has inspired Erin.
      
      

      AM: You wrote the “A Woman was Here” column at Luna Station Quarterly. How did the idea for this column come about? What are your top three recommended articles from that column?

      

      EKW: Yes, I wrote the “A Woman was Here” column at LSQ (can’t recommend this publication highly enough!) regularly for a couple of years, and then had to take a step back when other obligations piled up. Maybe one day I can start it up again. But the column is still available to read and is ultimately meant to highlight women writers and creators in the field of speculative fiction. I feel self-conscious recommending my own work, but I will say that I had a lot of fun writing the re-read of Jonathan Strange and Mr. Norrell that closed the column. If we’re talking about the act of writing, you might check out my piece on Ursula K. Le Guin’s carrier bag theory of fiction in “Carrying Us Forward”. And then, to keep it thematic, you can look at my review of some of Monae’s work in “Electric Ladies.”

      

      AM: Do you have any current or new and exciting projects you are working on that you can tell us about?

      

      EKW: I don’t know of any writer who doesn’t have at least one project in the works, even if it’s just simmering on the back burner of their imagination. Right now, I’m querying a novel (yep, about AI) and starting to outline a weird new one that tries to combine regency fantasy with space opera with a critical look at American colonialist narrative. But since I’m finishing up an academic monograph on the language of medieval heresy, I will probably only start that novel in earnest next year.

      

      AM: Who are some of your favorite writers, poets, and artists? In what ways have their work inspired you?

      

      EKW: What a great question. And such a hard one for a person whose job is books. I would say that I was initially drawn into the world of speculative fiction by J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis. I still read and re-read them now, while also acknowledging the problems they introduce or don’t address. Authors I came to as an adult and love are Susanna Clarke and Ursula K. Le Guin. Both of them have such a deft handling of language and can make the quiet moments as potent as the loud ones. Right now, I’m finishing up a re-read of The Left Hand of Darkness and looking forward to starting Black Sun by Rebecca Roanhorse.

      

      AM: Oh, you are going to love Black Sun by Rebecca Roanhorse!
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          Interview with Artist Magdalena Pagowska

          1,500 Words

          Russ Dickerson

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Russell Dickerson has written articles for various organizations over the last couple of decades, from science articles for a major university to blogs and interviews for Apex. He has also been a published illustrator and designer since the previous millennium, and you can find more of his work on his website at www.rhdickerson.com.

        

      

      This month’s cover artist is Magdalena Pagowska, whose work has evolved from drawing as a child through her current role as a Senior Concept Artist at Techland. As a freelance illustrator working on cross-cultural projects, Pagowska brings a fascinating worldview to her work.
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      APEX MAGAZINE:   Your cover piece for this month’s issue, “Identity,” pairs well with Carl Sagan’s “We are made of starstuff” quote on your DeviantArt page. What are the challenges as an artist to bring both a sense of intimacy and immensity to the same image? Or humanity versus the expanse of the universe?

      

      Magdalena Pagowska: I have been fascinated by space and our place in the universe from a young age, and Carl Sagan’s quote has been very inspiring to me. It’s quite amazing and somewhat poetic to realize many of the particles that our bodies are made of have been born in the process of the death of a star. I have always wanted to draw something around that concept, but for many years I lacked the skill and courage to take on such an ambitious theme. I’m not sure if I was quite ready for it when I painted “Identity,” but it felt really good to finally get it out of my system.

      When it comes to personal illustration, I tend to work on instinct, without much planning or initial analysis, and just paint and overpaint until my mind comes up with something that resonates with me. So I can’t say I’ve put a lot of conscious thought into visualizing the abstract concepts you are talking about. What I do like is to focus on the human subject and search for subtleties in the expression. I like giving my works a touch of mystery with smoke or fog, as well as partly covering up the face, and I thought using a nebula for that would work nicely. I think it helped to create a visual connection between the dispersing (or maybe materializing) character and the supernova in his hand.

      Tackling space-themed concepts while being mainly a character artist can be a little challenging, but it gives me a lot of satisfaction. I’m hoping to paint more pieces around similar concepts soon.

      

      AM: You have a long-running, yearly “Summary of Art” series on your DeviantArt that seems to be both a wrap-up to the year and a look back. How do these summaries affect your art or your outlook each coming year?

      

      MP: It’s an interesting coincidence that I’m being asked about the annual summaries now when I finally broke my flow after ten years of not missing a month (well, there was one cheat month back in 2012, fine). I work full-time as a character concept artist, do freelance illustration, and just started teaching a university class. I’ve finally reached the moment where personal work had to be put aside for a while. It’s difficult not having the time to just draw what I want and having to break my goal of one personal illustration a month. But I’ll make up for it once I’m done with deadlines.

      That being said, I do have a couple of insights regarding this challenge, and as everything in life, it has both pros and cons. The good thing was, it definitely helped me be more consistent and actually finish pieces that I start. I’m a bit of a perfectionist so for a long time I had a problem dropping the ones I wasn’t happy with. It is true however that a finished work is better than a perfect one, so breaking out of the eternal fix-or-scrap circle was a big improvement. On the other hand, during the times I was very busy this challenge put extra pressure on me and would force me to draw even when I had absolutely no ideas that I’d be satisfied with. Sometimes it made personal work feel just like an extra chore, and I don’t think that’s what it should be like. Still, I’m happy that I’ve committed to the annual summaries for this long. It’s a shame I won’t be able to make it this year, but maybe it’s time to move on. I’ll find myself a different challenge to try.

      

      AM:  Your piece “Swan Song” seems to lead viewers in a few directions, and features a “rest” note near the top. Do you find that people interpret the symbol or the art first? How might one or the other influence their perception of it?

      

      MP: “Swan Song” is another picture that I’ve carried in the back of my mind for many years before I felt ready to put it on canvas. The idea of using the “rest” note didn’t come to me until I was almost done with it, but it felt like just the right detail to complete the image. I think there’s a lot of potential in shifting the message when you use a well-matched symbol, a telling detail, or if you give your work a certain title. It can add another layer of depth that your viewer might not think of at first glance.

      I think it’s a very individual matter of what people interpret first, but if I were to guess, I’d say most of them probably look at the whole thing before diving into details. We live in a world where there are thousands of images readily available on the internet and we consume them in bulk, often just glancing at the thumbnails, only taking a closer look at the ones that catch our interest. Symbolism and double meanings are a nice treat for those who decide to spend a bit longer with your work.

      

      AM: Following on a similar thread, when you look at other artists’ works, are you typically drawn to or influenced by specific parts of an image or the whole canvas? Or does that depend on the piece or artist?

      

      MP: Like I’ve mentioned, the internet is brimming with wonderful works of many artists and I too end up glancing at the thumbnails before choosing the ones I want to have a closer look at. I tend to take in the whole of the canvas first, but I like to appreciate the detail an artist has put in their work as well. Whether it’s the entire image or the detail that makes me stay with certain pieces for longer or add them to my favorites depends on the artwork itself. Sometimes it’s the general mood that attracts me, sometimes a small part of the image.

      

      AM: A number of your pieces, such as “poise”, have been featured on DeviantArt as Daily Deviations. How does the extra attention affect your work, or your business, as an artist? How does that compare with the attention you might get from social media or other avenues?

      

      MP: I’ve been using DeviantArt for over 17 years and have witnessed the community go through different stages. There was a time when it was the main place where I showcased my works and got feedback. Nowadays, there are many online communities, as well as social media, where an artist can share their work. DeviantArt was definitely the place that helped me build my online presence, and it’s also the place where I first started receiving commissions. During that time, having your work featured as a Daily Deviation brought you a lot of attention. Now the impact of Daily Deviations, as well as DeviantArt itself, seems to be smaller, but it still makes me happy to be featured and it helps in bringing new viewers to my gallery.

      Currently, it seems like the large social media platforms, such as Instagram or Twitter, generate more interest. It makes sense: DeviantArt or ArtStation are communities focused on artists, while Instagram and Twitter are used by all kinds of people. It’s easier to reach a wider range of viewers there. Still, the impact of art communities should not be underestimated. In this day and age, and with how easily you can find good art online, it’s important to stay visible. Online presence is crucial for good business as an artist, so you can’t go wrong with showcasing your work both on art communities and social media.

      At the same time, I feel like focusing solely on the amount of attention you receive online is a double-edged sword. You end up scrutinizing what kind of artwork generates the best response and it’s easy to bend under the pressure and just draw what you think people want to see the most. That in turn naturally brings you projects that match this kind of theme or style. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with that if it works for someone, but I prefer to draw what I like, not what people expect me to. I get to follow the expectations at work, so personal pieces are just for myself, and I try not to let social media or art communities influence me too much. It’s also good to be invited for freelance projects that are similar to my personal interests.

      

      AM: Thank you, Magdalena, for such an intricate look at your art and process!

      

      Follow Magdalena’s beautiful work at art communities DeviantArt and ArtStation as len-yan, lenyan.art on Instagram, or lenyan_art on Twitter.
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        Magdalena Pagowska
      
      Magdalena Pagowska (Len-Yan) is a digital artist from Warsaw, Poland. She works full time as a senior concept artist for a polish game developer Techland and does freelance illustration in her free time, focusing on book covers. Her art style is a mix of Far Eastern and Western influences. 

      

      
        
        Artwork Gallery

        len-yan.deviantart.com

      

        

      
        Social Media

        Twitter @lenyan_art

        Instagram @lenyan.art
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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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