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          Editorial

          1,100 Words

          Jason Sizemore

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to issue 125! This month we bring you a varied group of dark and disturbing fiction. We have everything from questionable beauty health regimens to a chilling Southern Gothic witch’s tale.

      The Apex team finished its 2022 Kickstarter campaign. It was an exhausting, but productive 30 days. We made our initial funding goal in eight days, but then things slowed and we were worried about securing funds for all six issues and other stretch goals. In an exciting down-to-the-wire finish, we received a large, generous pledge from a backer in the literal final minute of the project to reach our stretch goal of publishing a special Asian and Pacific Islander issue of the zine. In the end, our backers contributed $26,000 to the Kickstarter. Apex Magazine thanks you for your support and promises to make 2022 as awesome as 2021!

      Having said that, we truly do hope this will be our last Kickstarter for the zine. You’ll see us putting additional emphasis on our Patreon and subscription options. Not doing a Kickstarter in 2022 is our number one goal right now.

      Looking ahead, we have a busy last quarter of the year. In October, we will release issue 126, our Indigenous Futurists issue guest-edited by Allison Mills. Then November sees issue 127. Finally, December will be issue 128, our special International Futurists issue guest-edited by Francesco Verso. The table of contents has been announced for both special issues. You can find them here1 (Indigenous) and here2 (International).

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We kick off issue 125 with Joelle Wellington’s Southern Gothic story “COTTONMOUTH.” While I love Southern Gothic, I’m also very picky when it comes to the genre. Joelle’s use of language, history, and the paranormal are exquisite and memorable.

      There are plenty of takedowns out in the world of the self-help business. In “Next to Cleanliness” the focus moves from the less-than-honest aspects of beauty and health gurus and instead examines the suffering the recommended regiments can create.

      “Discontinuity” by Jared Millet is an excursion into space-based science fiction. While the trope is well-worn (time and space have gone wibbly-wobbly), there are some excellent considerations about substance abuse interwoven in a tightly written plot.

      Maggie Slater’s “Candyland” is another strange tale that covers tangential narrative ground to “Next to Cleanliness.” Maggie’s protagonist awakens to a saccharine, candy-coated world that is much more than a mallet-sized metaphor for the shallowness of online personalities. It’s a sly and sharp satire of personal image and what it truly means.

      “Gift for the Cutter Man” currently holds the record for the most content warning labels. Certainly, this body-horror short isn’t for the faint of heart, but it is not filled with gratuitous violence and imagery. The true pain is the helplessness and desperation the protagonist feels that leads to a devastating climax.

      Finally, we welcome back one of our most popular authors—Rachel Swirsky—with her “Wake Up, I Miss You.” It’s an unusual story that rewards multiple readings. The way Rachel relates memories with storytelling and the nature of loss is brilliant and poetic.

      We have a trio of classic reprints this month. The first is “Deep Night” by Tenea D. Johnson from 2003. “The Rat” by Yohanca Delgado is a Year’s Best selection from John Joseph Adams and Veronica Roth. “The Ever-Dreaming Verdict of Plagues” by Jason Sanford is a novelette-length story featuring the protagonist from his debut novel, Plague Birds, that arrives September 21st from Apex Books.

      Our nonfiction comes from Maria Dong and Ken MacGregor. Maria examines the ways character agency is addressed in publishing via her favorite reality television show. Ken shares a hilarious example of when a writer’s mind can be a little too creative.

      Our featured author interviews this month are with Joelle Wellington and Rose Keating. We also have our third conversation with amazing artist Marcela Bolívar.

      Rounding out issue 125 are a trio of reviews. A.C. Wise gives us the latest installment of her short fiction review series Word for Thoughts. We also present reviews of Grave Reservations by Cherie Priest and Malefactor by Robert Repino.
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      I’d like to give a special shoutout to honorary editor, Jeff Reynolds. Jeff picked up the Become an Apex Magazine Editor reward in last year’s Kickstarter, so he helped us with the construction of issue 125 from start to finish. Judging by his editorial that appears right after this one, he might be addicted to zines now!
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      Enjoy the issue, and we’ll see you next month!

    

    
      
      

      1 https://apex-magazine.com/indigenous-futurists-original-fiction-toc/

      

      2 https://apex-magazine.com/international-futurists-full-toc/

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Words from the Honorary Special Editor

          700 Words

          Jeffery Reynolds

        

      

    

    
      As a youth, I considered and subsequently discarded a variety of potential occupations, as well as a heck of a lot of different jobs in adulthood. I’ve been a burger flipper, a rock core sample prepper, an administrative assistant, and an IT manager. I ever spent a summer drying seaweed in a processing facility.

      Though I’m in my fifties, I’ve yet to decide what I want to be. Why settle? I like the thought of continually remaking myself, being renewed.

      Beyond the bad jobs and good jobs, a degree in game design, and the countless training courses, there remained a buried desire to be a writer, something I’d dreamed of since childhood. To work in the publishing industry. I’ve been pretty lucky to have a handful of stories published in the past few years and hope to have more of those soon. There’s no better time to reach for your dreams than now.

      But I’ve thought about other roads into publishing, too. Ways of becoming more connected with the work of writing. To, perhaps, shift my career in a new direction. One path I’ve considered is to become the editor of my own webzine. Before doing so, I wanted to understand what the work entails. When the opportunity came to learn what being an editor meant with prestigious a publication such as Apex Magazine, I leapt.

      The past few months have given me insight into the roles that staff play in producing a great magazine. Whether it’s first readers wading through the slush pile to find those nuggets that readers will love, or selecting cover art for the issue (which was super fun), putting out a webzine takes a great deal of effort from a lot of folks. It takes many supporters, too. I’m honored to have had the opportunity to work with them on the current issue. I can only hope I’ve been helpful to them in return for what they taught me.

      But by far the hardest job for me was the selection of final stories. While Lesley and Jason made the ultimate choices, they gave me a chance to read the stories that had reached the final level of consideration and weigh in on which ones I thought were best. There are limited numbers that can be purchased for each issue. I’ve been on the other side of this process. I know what it’s like to go through the submission process, to get past first readers, perhaps second and third, to get all the way to the final round, only to receive a rejection. Those are hard rejections, maybe the hardest. But I know your stories are going to turn up elsewhere. Keep writing and submitting.

      Here are the results of all that work. There are amazing stories in here. I love the cover art by Marcela Bolívar. I’m proud to be listed as an honorary Apex Editorial Minion and am thankful to Lesley and Jason for the opportunity.
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          COTTONMOUTH

          5,000 Words

          Joelle Wellington

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Joelle Wellington grew up in Brooklyn, New York, where her childhood was spent wandering the main branch of the Brooklyn Public Library. Her love of the written word led her to a B.A. in Creative Writing and International Studies. When she isn’t writing, she’s reading and when she’s not doing that, she’s attempting to bake bread with varying degrees of success. She is represented by Quressa Robinson of Nelson Literary Agency.

        

      

      
        
        Content Warnings1

      

      

      He finds her in his grandpa’s attic, in the Big House.

      The hatch has been locked up tight since the day Grant Dixon was born—twenty-two years of locked up tight—and long before.

      He used to ask about it, between the stories his Grandpa Dixon liked to tell.

      Grandpa Dixon used to read to Grant’s daddy when he was young, and they’d all been from the Good Book. Warnings against greed and lust. Warnings about things not of God.

      By the time Grant came around, Grandpa Dixon relaxed, the starch of his white preacher’s collar leaking from his spine. But Grant remembers what his grandpa said about the attic.

      Don’t go up there, boy, Grandpa Dixon said. ‘He who is of God hears God’s words; therefore you do not hear because you are not of God.’ Don’t be the second half of that verse, boy. Don’t.

      And so, Grant listened, because he was of the first. Of God. He was good, as all the town was, crooked in their obedience, as his Grandpa spat fire and brimstone from behind the pulpit.

      But, one day, the lock falls off. It lands at his feet with a heavy crack, splintering the rotten wood that makes up the third floor of the family home. Grant Dixon swears he feels the house breathe, and he looks out the picture window, across the acres of Mississippi green sea, and feels like something is alive.

      The ladder rolls down, swollen planks of wood as steps, connected by ragged rope that looks twined together by hand. He expects the first plank to snap under his weight. He’s even more shocked when it’s the second that snaps.

      Grant snatches onto the next and climbs. He climbs and climbs until his blunt fingernails catch on the soft edge of wood and he heaves himself upward, sliding along it like a serpent would, head then belly, and finally the tail of his feet, catching over the mouth of the entrance to the attic.

      The ladder rolls up and the hatch falls shut.

      There isn’t any dust to suggest that the attic hasn’t been touched in years, but the smell of stale air and the spores of an oak tree convince Grant otherwise.

      This is where he finds her.
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        She finds him in Preacher Dixon’s attic.

      

        

      
        He is a gorgeous boy, elegantly dressed, the smell of cotton and linens at his pulse point. His skin is so pale that she can see the blue of his veins.

      

        

      
        She thinks he’d look better with a little blood on his collar.
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      She is a girl. A black girl curled on a bed of black curls that match the hair upon her head. Her hair is cropped short, a harsh thicket that looks hard as the bristles on a wooden brush. She seems to be asleep, but the moment that Grant takes a step back—step forward—her eyes open and she’s on her feet.

      She slinks, too small to be called a crocodile, but too majestic to be a garden snake—docile and green as the grass it hides in.

      There is something inevitable in the air, Grant can taste it like dust. He hesitates for a moment—this girl is in his grandpa’s attic, and yet, it feels like she’s there for him. Grant knows the Bible, knows his grandpa’s stories well—parable and verse alike—can recite them by heart too.  “Well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord.” Matthew 25:21.

      And Grant has been good. Grant has been faithful. Grant didn’t open the attic.

      The attic opened for him.

      “And who are you that I see?” she asks, voice low and crooning, like the chirps along the swamp edge and a story’s breath.

      Grant moves because he’s never been able to resist swamp nor story.

      “I’m Grant.”

      “Grant no-last-name?”

      “Grant Dixon,” he says. And then, he asks, “What’s your name?”

      She is beautiful, nails long, lavender and sharp. He gorges on the sight of her, her dark skin, so different from his, the place where her cotton shift clings to the curve of her breasts, the dip of her waist, and he wants to trace the lines of her with his tongue.

      It’s her eyes, though, that demand his attention, hazel bright with hunger deep.

      “I have none,” she says. She takes another step forward, and her thin colt legs tremble. He stares at them, and something low in his belly, just above his pelvis, tugs tight towards his chest. She smiles like she knows. “But, come again, Grant Dixon, and I may tell you.”

      This is the first night.
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      The next time he crawls up the hatch-hole, she is waiting.

      She stands by the tiny porthole at the apex of the Big House. He wonders what she’s looking at, the window so crusted with dust, the outside must be an eternal fog. When she sees him, the curve of her generous mouth twists into a smile that shows the fine points of her white teeth. He doesn’t see people like her often, so he pays special attention to the richness of her skin, a depth that’s missing in his flesh. When Grant inspects her, he notices for the first time, three chains wrapped around her ankle—pewter, copper, and iron. He waits for her to say something, but she just smiles.

      Grant swallows the silence, then his nerves, in that order.

      “I—”

      “You came back,” the girl-with-no-name says like she’s only mildly surprised.

      “Will you—”

      “No,” she interrupts again like she can pluck his thoughts from the grey matter. And then, she turns away, like he isn’t worthy.

      Grant creeps forward, the near-silent sweep of the soles of his feet on the rotten wood cracking the air. He looks from her chained ankles up her back. White ropes of flesh crawl up into the nape of her neck and disappear beneath the neckline of her cotton nightshirt. He thinks the scars suit her; they’re perfect. She’s perfect.

      “What can I ask you?” Grant asks because he can tell—he can see the stories thrumming in her sinew, and he wants them. He wants them more than anything.

      “Ask a good question, and I might answer.”

      “Have you ever seen the ocean?” he asks her.

      And the girl-with-no-name says against the dust-fogged window, “I have seen the edges of everything twice. Yes, I have seen the ocean.”

      Grant sits at her feet and says, “Will you tell me a story about the ocean?”

      And so, the girl-with-no-name tells him a story of moving heaven and water, of delving deep into the pools until there is only blackness. She tells him of a boy named São Jos... that rode the waves, and the beautiful girl that stole him into its depths until the blackness of the whale swallowed him whole. When she is done, Grant feels compelled to press his face against the meat of her thigh as he looks up at her.

      “Thank you,” he breathes.

      She looks surprised, for just a moment, before she smiles and runs her nails through his hair, presses it to the white of his scalp.

      “Do not thank me, Grant Dixon,” she whispers. “I only ask one thing of you.”

      “Okay,” he says because he wants to.

      She leans down, nudging her nose against his, and he thinks, I’m breathing her carbon.

      “Deny me.”
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        When she is alone, she listens to the whispers in the house. She listens to the preacher’s words and scents his blood, and she waits. She waits for the boy to break his word, to shatter her trust. She hears nothing for a long time, nothing but the sound of her breath.

      

        

      
        “Did you go into the attic, boy?” Preacher Dixon asks. “Have you been to the attic?”

      

        

      
        Preacher Dixon is the kind of man that beats truth from one’s mouth with his words. He is the kind of man that expects obedience.

      

        

      
        She will only give him violence.

      

        

      
        A breath.

      

        

      
        “No, sir, I haven’t been to the attic.”

      

        

      
        She smiles.

      

        

      
        This is the first denial.

      

        

      
        And the pewter chain cracks.
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      “You denied me,” she says when he sneaks to her in the haunt of night, when the moon is hidden behind the fat swell of a purple cloud—that’s the thing about living so deep in the country, the skies look purple, and Grandpa Dixon always said it’s the blood steeped in the soil reflecting back at the night.

      “You asked me to,” Grant says softly. He takes a step closer—tonight, her curls are longer, spilling past her shoulders. She steps away from her bed of hair, revealing the long porcelain seashells of her toenails. He wants to know her. “Tell me your name.”

      He does not ask this time—he does not realize. The girl-with-no-name no longer looks surprised.

      The girl-with-no-name hesitates for only a second, holding the lie at the back of her tongue as if it were a preciously guarded truth. When it slides from between the gap in her teeth, it comes out like reluctance and jelly.

      “Inanna, for the sky.”

      “Tell me a story of the sky,” Grant demands. He pauses. “Please.”

      The girl-with-no-name but Inanna for the heaven begins to tell a tale, lets it slip past her teeth in song and verse. He feels the heat in the pit of him swell fat as she tells him a story about a boy named Zong with oil slick for eyes and a mouth that yawns sin, and that girl that he feeds moonshine and cherry pie to, a girl that he brands with his name and hides in the hollow tree trunks in the woods. She tells him a tale about the rich man that wanted to buy his way to the sky and keeps his girl cleaved to his chest. And Grant listens, takes these stories, and seals them beside the parables that Grandpa Dixon tells.

      When she is done, he makes her kneel before him. Grant takes her face in his hands, feeling the flesh mold to his palm, feeling the sharpness of her cheekbone. When he bends down to kiss her, it tastes like bread and wine—Communion on her tongue. She kisses him back, sweet and terrible, licking over the caps of his molars. His tongue dips to the back of her mouth and he notices—there is a tooth missing.

      When she pulls back, there is blood on her teeth. Grant admires how the red looks against white, how the brown looks against white.

      “You are beautiful,” Grant swears, and her smile grows impossibly wider, yawning like the man in her story, like she wants to eat. He wants to eat.

      “You could,” his girl says, and he realizes that he’s been speaking aloud. She laughs, a bright noise that sounds like a wind chime. It’s the type of sound that could turn him into a pillar of salt.

      Grant leans forward again to kiss her, to devour her, his hands large on her neck. He kneels so that they’re both on their knees, and he presses her to the ground. Hands on wrist. Lips on neck. Teeth in skin. And then she drags his face to hers, staring at him with eyes like pools of honey.

      “Wait,” his girl whispers. “I will tell you one more story, and then, you may have me.”

      “Why can’t I have you now?” he demands, licking the hollow of her collarbone.

      “Because I have a question,” Inanna says. “Answer it the next night, and you shall have me.”

      “And?”

      “Deny me twice.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        He is easy, mind wrapped tight in lunacy and lust, enamored with the scars on her back, and the taste of unstrange fruit on her tongue. But he will do anything for a taste of it, a taste of her, a taste of the chains on her feet, and the stories like she is both nursemaid and whore.

      

        

      
        But he does it when he is asked again by Preacher Dixon: “Have you been to the attic?”

      

        

      
        He denies her twice. “No, Grandpa. I haven’t been to the attic. No.”

      

        

      
        When the Good Preacher comes to see her and lays a peck of cornmeal and three pounds of pork at her feet, he asks, “Has there been a boy here?”

      

        

      
        The Good Preacher comes up rarely, just enough to keep her fed, to keep her whole. With every year, his back grows more crooked, knees just a little more ruined. Still, he makes the climb.

      

        

      
        She watches him, pretends to cower when he raises a hand to her. She has long stopped flinching from the back of a pale hand. But when the Good Preacher sees her flinch, he smiles his disgust, and she sees it in his teeth. It has always been there, in the Dixon boys’ mouths.

      

        

      
        She’s tasted it for centuries.

      

        

      
        Abomination, he does not say.

      

        

      
        She remembers it on his tongue. She remembers it from the lines of hands.

      

        

      
        She thinks that he forgets—she will not allow the new boy to forget. The Dixon boys will stop forgetting her. They’ll never be able to forget her, just like she doesn’t forget where they’ve pressed themselves into her skin and scarred it over and over again.

      

        

      
        They will not own her bones.

      

        

      
        “No, sir-uh. No boy here.”

      

        

      
        Let him think it. Let him ask. Let him lose.

      

        

      
        He does not notice. And the copper softens.
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      The third night that Grant goes to her, the girl-with-no-name but Inanna reaches for him first. He goes to her like he can’t help it, and she presses her hand against his cheek, and he reaches for her, pale blue veins pressed into russet skin. Her curls are a wild mane, trailing behind her, nearly to her ankles, where only the iron shackles remain.

      “Did you deny me?” she whispers.

      “I wish I didn’t,” Grant says. “I want to scream that your stories are mine, that you’re mine.”

      Inanna hums. She pulls him close, muscles wrapped around his neck in a chokehold. Her lips press to his earlobe, and he shivers against her. His arm loops tight around her waist, pressing even tighter. He thinks she might feel the length of his cock. He thinks she might not mind.

      “I am not yours.” Hissed soft and vicious, and Grant jerks back, staring at her with hurt. And her eyes are still honey, and her voice is soft again, like cotton candy spun in the bottom of a gritty metal bowl when she says, “But I could be.”

      He looks up at her—he has to look up at her now, and he’s just realized—and nods. “How?”

      “What would you do?” she asks gently. “To make me yours.”

      “Anything.”

      She smiles at him, sweet and slow. “How do you find death?” she whispers.

      It sounds like the beginning of a story. But it isn’t a story that Grant knows. This is a question he cannot answer because he thought death was something God gives. He pulls away to stare at her neck, her face, her bare arms. His fingers trace the lines at the nape of her neck, and he wants to taste the white scar tissue.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “Please, Inanna—”

      “There is a woman somewhere, with a wide memory, wide enough to hold the girth of me there still. She will arm you, if only you’d ask,” Inanna promises.

      The thrush of sickness sings in his gut because there are talks of arming and weapons as if this is a holy war—because it must be holy, for his skin to sing where it touches hers. “I don’t know how to fight, Inanna. I don’t know this story,” he insists.

      Inanna laughs against him, the sound of it rippling the short hairs of his arms.

      “I don’t ask you to fight. I ask you to look. Where do you find death? Where do you find mine?” Inanna asks. She leans forward and kisses the answer into his mouth. “Inside a little girl’s milk tooth, pressed into the pit of a peach, wrapped in a bundle of raw cotton, tucked in the hollowed-out trappings of a Bible, trapped in the belly of a great black hog, which is buried under a cypress tree, drooling over the murky swamp water.”

      And he hears all of this against the flesh of his bottom lip as he possesses her mouth, his fingers buried in the thicket of her curls. He wants to lose his soul in it if only to hear her stories.

      Grant steps back to look at her.

      “And what happens if I do? Find your death? Will you be free?” he asks gently.

      “Yes, my love. I will be free, and we will be together. Always,” she says in her sugar-spun words. Her white teeth glint like the swamp-worn bedrock.

      “Always,” he repeats, because it is a dream—a story without fire and brimstone, unlike his grandpa’s stories. He would have his story in his bed, beneath him, inside of him. He would fit himself in the space of her ribs.

      “Yes, always. Go, my love. Go and fetch my death from the woman by the swamp. Feed it to me, and I am yours.”

      Grant lets her go, reluctant, and then, he asks, “And deny you thrice?”

      “My love, you can learn,” Inanna laughs. “And deny me thrice.”

      So, that night, Grant gets into his dead father’s rusty pick-up and drives into the night, to the witch by the swamp’s edge. In his head, he thinks about her stories. All of his stories.
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        He does not remember to close the hatch this time. He has made many mistakes.

        He opened the latch with his lust. He crawled up the ladder with his greed. Leaving it open is his last mistake.

      

        

      
        When the Preacher comes, he spits fire and salt at her and she takes the licks up her back. She does not flinch from the cracking, and she does not feel her skin split. She takes it because she can. She takes it because soon, she won’t, and when the Preacher sneers at her and calls her whore and liar and witch, she bares her teeth; she remembers a time where she was ‘his’ too.

      

        

      
        She’s always ‘his’ until she’s someone else’s.

        She is tired of the Dixon boys, and her marrow is too.

        She is tired of the Preacher thinking that he’s always right. He knows too much of his verse and not enough of the way blood wails, the magic in it.

      

        

      
        The boy has made many mistakes too. The Preacher barely notices them.

      

        

      
        The iron shackles do not open, but they crack.

      

        

      
        Just a little.

      

        

      
        It’s enough.
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      He knows her. The woman at the swamp. She is more than a woman with a wide memory. She is a witch.

      Grant has heard about her—she is Eugenia Marie. Everyone knows Eugenia Marie.

      Grandpa Dixon has warned Grant about people like her. Exodus 22:18, Grant thinks.

      My girl Inanna, he remembers. He has to remember her. He’ll do what he must. For her. His girl.

      Eugenia Marie is tall, like his Inanna, but nowhere near as beautiful with orange polyester scarves wrapped around her head. When she sees Grant, she simply leaves the door open, and when Grant meets the edges of light from the inside of her shack, he looks at the crooked shelves and potions they hold. He takes in the cloying smell of spices and pork salt, accentuating the rotting smell of swamp that catches in Grant’s nostril hairs.

      “Help yourself,” Eugenia Marie says where she sits in an overstuffed chair, her daughter sitting on the ground between her thighs. She braids the young girl’s hair, nodding to the glass of cheap whiskey next to the piles of old bound books, the dirt-crusted shovel, and a butcher’s knife.

      Grant tips three fingers down his throat, enjoying the burn. It feels like Inanna’s mouth.

      Eugenia Marie sneers. “You are here for a death, then, boy?”

      “How do you know?” Grant demands. “I haven’t told you why I’m here.”

      “You think you are the first?” Eugenia Marie asks with a low laugh. Even from where Grant stands, he can smell coconut oil on her greasy weathered fingertips. “The memory is deep; this tale is an epic. You are not the first to search for a girl’s death.”

      “I am the last,” Grant promises with a boy’s earnestness because he thinks it will make for a good story—the boy that proclaims to find a death and feed it to his love, to be the last to do so, to be the only one named and mattered.

      Eugenia Marie smiles a secret smile and nods to the knife and the shovel.

      “Then be the last, boy. Be a hero.”

      Grant snatches up the shovel and the knife. He points the shovel at Eugenia Marie and her girl and sneers. “Inanna believes in me.”

      “Speak not of the girl-with-no-name. They will hear, and they will wail for her,” Eugenia Marie warns.

      Grant pauses. “Who is ‘they’?”

      “Don’t forget to deny her. Deny her thrice.”

      Grant leaves then because there is only so long that he can suffer a witch and her brood. He treks across wooden bridges towards the cypress tree that dangles over the walkway like a canopy, the Spanish moss falling into his brown hair. He presses into wet earth with his shovel and then he begins the dig.

      The dig is a climb, in some ways, he thinks, because this is what a good story would sound like. The dig is a climb to heaven. To his Inanna. His.

      The dig feels like it’s forever and a half-day, the sun rising and setting, for every inch he digs deeper, more mud slips in, and then when the moon is high, he feels the shovel hit something wet and hard, not the same wet dirt. Grant feels the belly of a beast and he falls to his knees and pulls out the carcass of a hog, stiff and rotting and smelling like fresh bacon and pork fat. He yanks it up onto the walkway.

      For Inanna, he thinks. For her death.

      And so, he pulls his knife and cuts the black hog wide from anus to sternum and pulls out the Holiest book, a Bible that resembles the one that sits on Grandpa Dixon’s pulpit. He pulls it open and in the place of Leviticus, he finds cotton. And when he digs through that cotton, cutting his palms wide with the roughness of it, he finds the pit of a peach.

      And then, he puts the pit of the peach between his front teeth and bites.
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      It is the next night by the time he cracks open the peach pit, revealing a little girl’s tooth.

      “Inanna!” Grant shouts as he crawls up the rotting ladder, her death tucked close to his breast and his fingers curl into the attic floor as he levers himself up.

      He does not notice Preacher Dixon until he stands to his feet and reaches for her.

      When he does, Preacher Dixon is upon him, his lips curled into a snarl as he takes in the tacky blood spackled over Grant’s jaw, the dirt caught underneath jagged nails. Preacher Dixon grabs Grant by the shirt and rattles him.

      “What have you done, stupid boy?” his grandfather roars. There is no fire and brimstone in his voice anymore. There is a whimper, and Grant thinks that he should end with a bang. “Do you know this girl?”

      Grant looks at her—his Inanna who has never looked more lovely, more alive, than she does as she stares at him, cowering in the corner, her back wet with red, nightshirt split.

      “N-No, I don’t,” Grant insists. “What did you—"

      Preacher Dixon slaps him hard, hard enough that Grant stumbles back, foot skirting to the side, just missing the mouth of the attic. Grant clutches his jaw and groans.

      “Do you know this girl?” Preacher Dixon demands again. “The hatch to the attic was open.”

      “No,” Grant says again, this time firmer. He stands, pulls himself up by the spine, and realizes that he is taller than Grandpa Dixon, old Preacher Dixon, who has curdled with age, liver-spotted by time. He shoves Preacher Dixon back once. “No, I do not.”

      This time, Preacher Dixon is smaller again, soft and old, and he asks in his frail voice, “Please, Grant … tell me the truth … please tell me if you know this girl?”

      “I don’t,” Grant roars. “Now, what did you do to her? Did you … did you whip her?”
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        This is the third denial.

      

        

      
        And the iron shatters.
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      Before Preacher Dixon can answer, the sound of iron clattering to the ground rings, like the sound of a clock striking midnight. The Dixons turn and there is Inanna.

      Grant has never noticed how very tall she is. She is taller than him, and her long curls are a bundle at the top of her head, spilling over her split-back, her front, everywhere. With every step, Inanna grows larger, her hazel eyes black now, her dark red mouth full of sharp white ivory, mouth so wide that he can see the missing tooth.

      And still, Grant finds her lovely.

      Inanna takes another step and then she jerks back. She looks down.

      Wrapped around her left ankle, in the space where the shackle had bound her tight is a ring—small and slight—of cotton, raw and rough against her bruised skin. She hisses something in a language that Grant does not know, and then she looks up at him, soft and vulnerable and his again.

      “My love,” she whispers. “Feed me my death, please. I can’t … cannot leave without you. Please.”

      Inanna is beautiful, Grant thinks. The world will think her beauty is for them.

      She will leave, he thinks. She cannot leave him. He does not know what he would do—without her stories, without her hands, without her mouth, without her. She is his. Her stories, her body, her face, her name, given to him and him alone. He earned her.

      This is the Lord’s gift to those that follow his Word.

      “Grant—” Grandpa Dixon starts, startled as Grant pulls her death from his shirt pocket.

      And then Grant takes the little girl’s milk tooth and swallows it whole. It goes down jagged and crooked, tearing his esophagus. When he coughs, he spits blood into his palm and he stares at her, smiling her bloody smile back at him.

      “What have you done, stupid boy?” Grandpa Dixon moans.

      “You can’t leave. Now, you can never leave me. We can be together. You’re mine,” Grant says with her tooth in his belly and ‘mine’ like a noose. “I want to keep you.”

      Inanna does not stop smiling. The cotton band about her ankle turns to ash, and she is free.

      “Four hundred years,” the girl-with-no-name rasps in a voice not all her own. “Free after four hundred years.”

      “What have you done? What have you done?” Preacher Dixon bemoans, again and again, lost to his fate.

      Inanna reaches for him and pulls him close. “There are no shackles on me, Massa,” she swears, and she tears into his chest, fingernails now black and ragged as she shreds the preacher’s frock. Deeper she digs, through muscle and bones, until she wrenches his heart out.

      Grant watches as she eats, aorta whole, heart caught between ragged teeth.

      “Inanna, what are you doing? Inanna—” Grant begs and then he is on his back as she crawls over him.

      For a moment—just for one—she looks as she always had. Heartbreakingly lovely with her hazel eyes and her generous mouth and the tight curls on her head.

      She looks like she had when she was his.

      “You do not own me,” she whispers.

      And then there is something in his mouth, spores on his tongue, growing, growing, and growing still. Out from behind his teeth grows cotton. It spills from his nose, out of his mouth, until all he can taste and smell is the scent of salt and blood.

      He tries to scream, but he can only watch as Inanna drags the chains forward and wraps him up tight—first the pewter, then the copper, and finally iron. She binds him, hands and feet, chains about his neck.

      Grant Dixon likes his stories.

      He likes them best from his girl’s mouth.

      Give him a tale from a silver tongue instead; he likes to hear the licks and breaths between words, the hissing of spit between teeth. He gorges on those words, eats until his belly feels hot and swollen with it until the back of his eyes sting with unspoiled tears and the pleasure of grief. He grows fat on them, gluttonous for the tales of boys who drown and boys who find the sun and boys who burnburnBURN when they get too close to calling the sky their own.

      Grant Dixon feasts on the girl-with-no-name’s stories and doesn’t realize how she spins his last.

      His story ends like this: the girl-with-no-name—for he thinks now that she lied, because her name, it is not for his tongue, for his cotton-stuffed mouth—stands to her feet, and she is beautiful again. She walks like she hasn’t walked for a long time, knees knocking together like a foal’s, and she crawls down the hatch.

      Grant Dixon does not move for a very long time. He is still, struck stone by cotton and chains.

      The stench of her blood lingers for four hundred years.

      And how Grant Dixon hears the ground wail.
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      ‘I’ve been feeling a bit down, I suppose,’ Catherine said, ‘and my friend recommended you. She said you might be able to help.’

      The doctor made a humming noise. He sat back, folding his arms.

      ‘Do you know what it means to cleanse, Catherine?’ he asked.

      ‘To be healthy, I suppose? To detox?’ she said. Dr. Matthews watched her, head cocked. His stillness made him frightening. He looked like the large, looming plaster castings of gods in art galleries, indifferent and unknowable.

      ‘Cleansing,’ he said, ‘is a complicated business. It can involve numerous methods, numerous factors. Diet, exercise, hormones, hurt, heart, soul, sin, spirit. Cleanses can be different for everyone. We all need to be clean in different ways. Do you understand?’

      She didn’t understand. Susan had told her that Dr. Matthews had prescribed her a week of celery juice and encouraged her to keep a dream journal during her cleanse. She made it sound very appealing. Catherine had looked up the clinic’s website and had found filtered images of kale smoothies, medical spanking, possession by angel. She wasn’t sure if she understood at all. She had never been any good at science.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of course.’

      The doctor smiled; it sent a rush of something warm through her. ‘We’ll start with the basics. What’s your diet like?’

      ‘Ah, normal?’ she said.

      The doctor stopped smiling. ‘Define normal.’

      ‘Just, you know, food? Normal food? Average meals?’

      The doctor was now frowning.

      ‘Sandwiches?’ she said.

      The word hovered in the air after it was spoken. The doctor left it dangling and looked down at his clipboard. He reached into his desk and removed a beaker. He leaned over the desk, holding it below Catherine’s face.

      ‘We’re going to try a test. Spit into this.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It’s to test your body’s chemical levels. I need to know how toxic you are. Now, I said spit for me, Catherine.’

      She paused, and then weakly spat a wad of saliva into the beaker. It dribbled down the side, slow and pathetic. A little had spattered onto Dr. Matthews’ index finger, but he didn’t seem to notice. He placed the beaker down and held his hands above it. He whispered something to the spit. The saliva bubbled, changing colour; it gleamed red, emitting a gory light.

      ‘Yes, just as I thought. You’re full of toxins.’

      ‘Oh,’ Catherine said and shuffled in her seat. ‘I’m sorry.’

      The doctor stood, crossing to the shelves at the side of the room. The shelves were a treasure trove of medical paraphernalia: stethoscopes, crystal balls, scalpels, whips, unicorn skulls. He picked up a bottle and brought it to her. The bottle was covered in a layer of dried scum, a sickly, ashen film coating the surface.  The doctor pulled a napkin from his pocket and began scrubbing the scum away from the label.

      ‘What is that?’ Catherine asked.

      ‘A detoxifier. For the next week, you’ll take a teaspoon of this once a day; you must purchase correct measuring utensils if you do not already own them. It will suck up all the toxins in your body. You eat nothing else. You drink nothing else—you might notice slight weight loss. You come back to me in a week so I can examine the results. Is that understood?’

      Catherine swallowed. She felt humiliated, a schoolgirl caught with gum. She also felt a little aroused.

      ‘Yes, doctor,’ she said.
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      She drank the detoxifier the next morning, pouring it out into a spoon. At first, she thought: orange juice. Then: petrol. Then: sour milk. It fizzed as it hit her insides.

      On the bus ride to work, she felt buoyant with energy. She beamed at strangers, stuck her tongue out at infants, whistled happy birthday to herself. She couldn’t sit still in her seat and was sweating profusely; when she rubbed her forehead, her hand came away dripping. The sweat was thicker than it should have been, almost gelatinous. It was like strawberry jelly left out in the sun for a little too long.

      She went to the bathroom when she arrived. Susan was at the mirror primping; she turned to Catherine, smiling, and then recoiled, dropping her lipstick on the floor. ‘Christ,’ she said.

      ‘What?’ Catherine met Susan’s eyes in the mirror, and then she saw herself. The reflection looked like her, but much slimmer. Catherine waved and the doppelgänger did the same. They grinned at each other.

      She received many compliments during the first hour of her shift; almost every person who passed stopped to compliment her weight loss, her svelte figure, her healthy, glowing skin. She thanked them, wiping the sweat from under her eyes where it gathered in pools, solidifying as it cooled. She typed out emails, wiping her hands with a tissue each time she pressed send; the sweat was building up on the keyboard, oozing between the cracks. It had a tacky texture, like half-dry glue, and left the keys malfunctioning in spots. When the backspace key grew stiff with slick and could no longer be pressed down, she decided to take a coffee break and find Susan.

      ‘Are you ill?’ Susan asked, passing her a mug in the break room.

      ‘I don’t think so, but I’m a bit sweaty,’ Catherine said. She tugged at her blouse, conscious of the growing damp spots. Jellied clumps of sweat fell further down the split of her breasts, wedging under the band of her bra.

      ‘Maybe you have the flu? You look really unwell, you’re even thinner than this morning.’

      ‘I don’t know, I suppose,’ Catherine said. ‘How was your cleanse? Did you find it, I don’t know, a bit weird?’

      ‘I loved it. They can be hard, but it’s all about discipline, isn’t it? Why, how are you finding it?’

      Susan put the mug down on the counter. A glob fell from her index finger, spotted with flecks of red like a bloodied egg yolk. At the tip of her index finger, there was a clean piece of bone shining through.

      ‘Fine, it’s fine,’ she said. ‘Actually, I am feeling a little ill. I might see if Rob will let me take the day off.’

      Rob did let her take the day off. ‘You look awful,’ he said. ‘Did something happen? Is this about the other night, is this because of me?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Catherine, look at yourself. You’re not well.’

      Catherine looked down. She had grown even thinner, clothes slipping off her body. She lifted a hand; all the flesh had dripped away below the wrist, her skeleton now exposed.

      ‘I’m on a cleanse,’ she said.

      ‘That might make you better, then. I think you should take some time off. You’re going to make your co-workers uncomfortable.’ Rob stared at a spot next to her face, not meeting her eyes. A glob fell from her other hand, hitting the linoleum with a dull splatter. Catherine nodded and left.
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      She tried to call the clinic’s reception after work. When she heard the cool, distant tone of the receptionist’s voice asking her to explain the issue, she looked down at herself and found she couldn’t say the words aloud. She hung up and opened Instagram and found the doctor’s account: yoga poses, quinoa bowls, bloodletting circles, conference shots. In many of the posts, he was with beautiful people. She wondered which of them he had fucked.

      He could have any of them. He was beautiful himself. He looked like a soldier in the photos, or what she thought a soldier would look like. Strong and competent and heartless.

      Catherine went to her bedroom and stripped. Her tights were bulging with the sweat. Or what probably wasn’t sweat at all. She held the tights above her face, feeling the weight of the substance filling them; when she squeezed, it felt like gripping the blubbery underbelly of a puppy.

      The rest of her clothes were filled too, bulbous as water balloons. She looked into her mirror; her body had dripped completely clean. Her skeleton was so bright it looked like she had been dunked in bleach. The skull was the worst part. The eyes had remained but nothing else. She wasn’t sure why; she thought about searching WebMD.  She ran her hands along the hard smoothness of herself and tapped the bones of her ribcage. She almost expected them to ring out like a xylophone, clear and sweet, but all they made was a hollow thud.
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      Dr. Matthews opened the door. His eyes scanned over her. His expression didn’t change.

      ‘That’s unfortunate,’ he said and gestured for her to enter. She stepped inside, arms crossed self-consciously. She had dressed in layers and sunglasses to cover the worst of it. The doctor moved to sit at his desk, and she followed suit.

      ‘So, is this bad?’ She took off her sunglasses; she didn’t want to be rude.

      ‘Not bad. Not good, either. The toxins are gone, for now, but it just means you had nothing else left,’ he said and picked up his clipboard. ‘Do you feel empty, Catherine?’

      ‘Pardon?’

      ‘Physically speaking. Or, spiritually. Do you feel empty? Incomplete? Hungry for something more? Do you feel like you’re missing something inside of you?’

      Catherine moved her hand to the space where her stomach once was. ‘Yeah, maybe,’ she said.

      The doctor smiled, approving, and ticked a box on his clipboard. ‘That’s okay,’ he said. ‘It’s okay to be hungry. Food is a healer, Catherine. It’s a kind of magic. Sometimes we all need to feel full.’

      He opened a drawer in his desk and removed a dish bearing a metal cover and cutlery. ‘You’re going to eat this,’ he said, ‘and you’re going to feel so full, Catherine. Bursting.’

      She lifted the lid; a slab of raw meat on a plate.

      ‘Steak’s better for you blue,’ the doctor said. ‘Eat up.’

      She cut into the steak. Blood oozed from the cut, a steady flow. Looking closely, she could see the steak expanding out and in, shuddering with life. She hesitated, lifted the piece to her mouth, and bit. Her eyes fluttered as warm red waves of pleasure flooded into her.

      ‘Good, isn’t it?’ the doctor said. He was sitting back with his hands behind his head, smiling.

      She looked down at herself. Flesh was growing from her bones like mould, tissue forming in clumps at her joints. The tissue wriggled, spreading out, merging to form clumps of muscle, tendons, trickles of veins flowing over the length of her skeleton. Another bite and organs bloomed, blossoming up from her rib cage and spreading out across the raw, exposed plains of her torso. Her heart inflated, rising. It gave a nervous jerk, stuttering out a few syncopated beats before remembering its rhythm. She swallowed more of the steak and skin grew, translucent and thin as wet paper.

      ‘What kind of meat is this?’ she asked.

      The doctor just grinned.

      She abandoned the fork, picking up the steak with her hands. Her body had grown back, but the taste. Christ, the taste. She couldn’t stop eating. Silken at the back of her throat, like melted chocolate. Warm and rich and sweet too. But not chocolate. Not even really food, or even really taste. The weight of it in her mouth felt like the heat of her blanket on cold mornings, heavy and suffocating and irresistible.

      ‘Someone’s a glutton.’

      Catherine startled, dropping the fork. It landed on her stomach, which stretched out in front of her, immense. She couldn’t see the doctor behind it. Her stomach bulged over the desk, spilling down the side of the wood, which creaked under its weight. Inspecting further, she could see the doctor buried under the flab of her belly. He squeezed his hands out and lifted one of the rolls of fat, burrowing his head forward with a wiggling motion until it was free.

      ‘So,’ he asked, ‘do you feel full?’

      ‘I feel sick.’

      ‘That’s a pity.’

      He squirmed underneath her stomach—an arm shot out, a syringe in hand.

      ‘Hold still,’ he said and stabbed her stomach. It burst like an overgrown blister, letting out a hollow pop of air. Nothing splattered out—she was empty. She wondered how that was possible. Were other patients empty like her? Were they full? What were they filled with? She wanted to ask the doctor but didn’t want to sound ignorant.

      The doctor cut away the dead skin, bandaged the wound. His hands felt firm and certain as they moved against her torso. When he had finished, his eyes locked on hers.

      ‘Come back to me tomorrow. You’ll have healed by then.’
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      ‘How often do you achieve orgasm, Catherine?’ Dr. Matthews asked.

      He stretched on a yoga mat on the floor of his office, practising downward facing dog. A long shape wagged from beneath the back of his trousers, distracting Catherine.

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Orgasm plays a powerful part in our well-being. It can make or break a cleansing. How often do you climax?’

      ‘Ah, regularly?’

      The doctor shifted to tree pose; his arms stretched out to the ceiling, leaves sprouting from the pores of his skin.

      ‘By regularly, do you mean excessively? Excess can be isolating. Damaging, even. Granted, not always the cause, but almost definitely a symptom. Did you know that chronic masturbators are often suicidal? Einstein once argued that we masturbate as a way to run from death—those who run more, run faster, are often those who feel closer to the void, so to speak.’

      ‘I don’t—I have lovers.’

      ‘So? Do your lovers make you come? Can you come in general? Are you afraid to? Are you terrified of letting go? Do you believe yourself to be undeserving of love? Are you a bad person, Catherine?’

      The doctor bent his limbs to a half-moon pose. His skin began to shine, emitting a dazzling, milky light. She stared at the light until the rest of the room faded to shadow, blinding herself with its brightness.

      ‘What?’ she said. She couldn’t think. She wanted to bathe in his glow. The doctor’s moonlight darkened as he sighed.

      ‘You are prolonging the process by not being open. Your opacity indicates that there is something deeply problematic with regards both to you and your sex life,’ he said. He stepped off the mat, and the yoga marks faded away. The leaves fell in piles to the floor, his celestial skin dimmed to flesh. He gestured towards the medical bed at the back of the room.

      ‘Lie down there. Back straight. Legs spread. Now,’ he said.

      She tried not to shake as she walked to the bed. He followed her, standing between her legs. She felt faint, looking down at him through them.

      ‘This is not a place of shame, but it is a place of healing. Will you let me fix you?’

      ‘Of course, I’m sorry.’

      ‘For the next week, you aren’t going to orgasm. I’m going to close you up, to make sure. At the end of the week, you spit in a beaker. The week after that, you achieve orgasm every night. You spit in a beaker at the end. You come back in two weeks with the beakers, we compare their varying toxicity levels. Clear?’

      ‘How are you going to close me up?’

      The doctor reached behind her ears. He produced a pill and a bottle of water from behind them. He winked.

      ‘Take this. Then, lift your hips, and snap your legs shut. Check the results when you’re home. It’s all very safe. It’s often used as a contraceptive in Sweden.’

      She followed his instructions. She felt a tightening in her lower body. She winced.

      ‘Don’t forget to sort payment at reception,’ Dr. Matthews said, pointing to the door.
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      She stripped in the bathroom once she was home, goose bumping in the cold. She sat on the cool tiles in front of the long mirror, opened her legs, and looked.

      She thought it would look as friendly and clean as a Ken doll, chirpy with asexual smoothness. But it looked painful and ugly, like a limb sewed onto the wrong part of a torso. Or a pair of hands locked together with superglue.

      She rang Susan on Tuesday evening after drinking a very large glass of wine.

      ‘We miss you,’ Susan said, ‘Come back!’

      ‘I’m not allowed.’

      ‘After the cleanse, I mean. When you’re feeling better.’

      Catherine swirled the stem of the glass, spilling a little wine on her bed. ‘Susan, what did you think of Dr. Matthews? Did he really help you?’

      ‘I thought he was brilliant. Tough, but brilliant. Kind of sexy, too. Why, are you finding him helpful?’

      Catherine flicked her glass. She was disappointed when it didn’t crack.

      ‘Yeah, he’s great. Really great,’ she said.

      On the seventh day, she felt a rush of release, like unclenching a jaw that she hadn’t known she was tensing. She spat into a beaker, leaving it on a shelf in the bathroom.

      That evening, she sent Rob a picture of her tits and he arrived within half an hour, looking guilty and excited. He spent four minutes jabbing her urethra, pinched her nipples twice, and then slipped on the condom. He moved his hips in quick, shallow pumps.

      ‘Yeah, you fucking cunt,’ he said, speeding up.

      ‘What?’ Catherine said, but he had already begun to come. After he left, she finished herself off while thinking about Dr. Matthew’s hands.

      When she was done, she walked into the kitchen, not turning on the lights. She washed her hands under the tap. She made herself a bowl of cereal and ate it in the dark, hovering over the sink. The tiles of the floor numbed the soles of her feet with cold. The drip of the tap was loud in the silence.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘Place the beakers on the desk for me, Catherine,’ the doctor said. He was hovering in the air above the desk, legs crossed, arms outstretched. Numerous candles were balanced along his shoulders and arms, all lit. Catherine took the two beakers from her purse and placed them down. She hesitated, and then sat down. The doctor hadn’t yet looked at her.

      Dr. Matthews let out a long hum and began to slowly float down to his seat. The candles remained hovering in the air.

      ‘Right then,’ he said, rubbing his hands together and leaning over the beakers. He began to whisper to them. Once again, the saliva in both turned a bright, glowing red. Identical.

      The doctor frowned, and the flames of the candle flickered out.

      ‘That can’t be right,’ he said. He whispered again, but the saliva stayed the same. He looked up at Catherine and her stomach jumped.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

      ‘Fine, thanks.’

      ‘I meant in regard to the experiment. Did it have any effects? Did the first week leave you calm, peaceful, clear? Or agitated? Did the second week leave you sated, rejuvenated? Or perhaps unsatisfied, lonely, dejected? How did they make you feel?’

      ‘Well, tense, the first week, I suppose.’

      The doctor rolled his eyes. A candle fell out of the air, hitting the floor.

      ‘Not the physical results. I mean how you feel. Feel, Catherine. Your emotions. Heart, spirit, energy. How did the two weeks make you feel? Was there a difference?’

      Catherine thought for a moment and shook her head.

      ‘I felt the same both weeks, for the most part.’

      The doctor exhaled through his nose, and all the candles dropped with a clatter. One barely missed Catherine’s skull. She could see the annoyance on the doctor’s face. She looked to a spot behind his head, a poster of a woman eating salad, head thrown back in mirth. Beneath it, the words: live, laugh, love.

      The doctor breathed out.

      ‘Right,’ he said. He clapped his hands. A plastic container filled with green liquid and straw appeared on the desk. He handed it to her.

      ‘What is this?’ she asked.

      ‘A kale and banana smoothie.’

      ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘Catherine, I only help those who are willing to help themselves,’ he said. He stood and began picking up the candles, shoving them somewhere inside his lab coat.

      ‘You’re as toxic as ever, which shouldn’t even be possible. The chemical levels are identical to week one. Do you realise most people take a week, at most? A week with me, and they’re clean. They’re happy. But you. It’s like you’re choosing to be unhappy.’ He stopped, ran a hand through his hair. He whistled, and all at once, the remaining candles on the floor melted to wax.

      ‘Drink the smoothie. Drink one each morning, they’re good for digestion. Meditate, get plenty of exercise. Get air, get sun. Smile. Do something that scares you. Do something you love. Say I love you. Pet a dog. Dance in the rain. Cut off negative people. Update your Twitter. Tell everyone about your day. Advance in your job. Start a vlog. Eat a salad. I don’t know, do it all. Do none of it. But you’ve got to at least try to be happy, Catherine. Right now, I don’t think you’re trying at all. You’re wasting your time and you’re wasting mine. If you aren’t going to try, I can’t help you.’

      Catherine stared at her hands, clenched in her lap.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

      ‘Take the smoothie and come back next week.’

      She picked up the smoothie. She stood from the chair and crossed the room, head down as she left.
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      The next morning, she blitzed kale and banana in the blender.

      She drank green smoothies every day for a week. She rang her office and asked to come back to work. She slipped out at five am to run around the block, to meditate, to examine the colours of the rising sun—pale amber to burnt orange to so much red, a sky the colour of a butcher’s window.

      She thought about the sky, about the world. She wrote her thoughts in a bullet point journal. She contemplated gratefulness. She wrote the words ‘I am grateful’ over and over  for thirty pages. She grated carrots and peppers, mixed vinaigrettes, threw her head back and laughed at her co-worker’s jokes while eating colourful salads.

      ‘You have a beautiful smile. I appreciate your presence in my life,’ she told Susan while photocopying pictures of baby animals to stick above her computer.

      She cleaned her apartment, bleached the floors. She tossed the dresses that didn’t fit. She packed away all the half-read novels she wasn’t going to finish and gave them to a charity shop. She volunteered for an evening at the dog shelter, stroked the soft fur of the blind, limping greyhound, anointed herself with the soured smell of canine.

      She stared at the ceiling at night and thought about how to be happy. She listened to podcasts about self-enlightenment and Alan Watts and focused on her breathing. She lay in the dark until she dropped off to sleep.
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      ‘You must understand, there’s only so long this can go on,’ Dr. Matthews said.

      Catherine nodded, trying to concentrate. The doctor was usually clean-shaven, but he had allowed himself to roughen this week, stubble framing his lower face. It fascinated her. She couldn’t stop looking at his mouth.

      ‘There are other types of cleanses we could try if we had time. Gravity recentring, sterile flagellation, psycho diving, keto. But it’s outside of the price bracket we established,’ he said, filling out a form.

      ‘So, we’re done?’ she asked. She felt dazed, far away from her body.

      ‘Not quite. We’re going to try one more method, for this last session. Are you religious?’

      ‘Not really.’

      ‘Marvellous. It’s for sheep. However, certain parts can be useful for science. Ritual can work medical wonders. Tell me, have you any experience with exorcisms?’

      She shook her head. He hummed and clicked his pen against the desk.

      ‘Lie over on the bed, and we’ll begin the procedure.’

      She walked over to the bed. Dr Matthews followed her. He leaned over her, taking out a syringe. This close, Catherine could smell his skin. She felt the pinch of the syringe in her arm.

      He peered down at her face, looking into her eyes.

      ‘How’d that feel?’ he asked.

      She stretched up and placed a kiss on his mouth. His lips were soft, dry, and his stubble scratched her chin.

      He stepped back. He frowned.

      ‘You are not interesting to me, and I do not find you physically attractive,’ he said.

      ‘Oh,’ she said.

      ‘Right, exorcism,’ he said, and moved back to his desk, opening a drawer. He removed a pair of rubber gloves.

      ‘Upon examination of your reactions to different forms of cleansing, I have concluded that purification of toxins is not enough. You will, as you have already done, continue to produce more. This indicates that there is something toxic inbuilt into your system.’

      He pulled the gloves on with a tight snap.

      ‘To put it simply, there is something wrong with you. I’m going to pull that wrongness out. We’ve perfected the traditional exorcism method into something quicker, scientific.’

      ‘How do we do it?’

      ‘The anaesthetic will have kicked in by now, so we’ll have you lie back down.’

      Catherine did as she was told. Dr. Matthews was right, the anaesthetic was working—her head was filling with cotton balls and softness.

      ‘Open wide and say ah.’

      ‘Ah,’ she said, opening her mouth. The doctor put his fingers in her mouth—the powdery plastic taste of latex was comforting. He grabbed her lower gums and pulled hard. It should have hurt, but it didn’t. Her jaw felt like taffy, stretching further than she thought possible. It fell down and down until she could feel her bottom lip against her collarbones.

      The doctor pulled a small torch from inside his lab coat and pointed it into her mouth. He peered into her throat, into her guts.

      He hummed. ‘Oh, oh yes. There it is.’ He clicked his tongue and put the torch away. He pushed his fingers farther into her mouth, past the knuckles, slipping his fist inside her.

      ‘Breath through your nose,’ he said, and slid his fist down her throat.

      She breathed sharply in through her nostrils, braced for pain. But felt no pain. The fist was full and firm but felt unimportant. Her body was gaseous and impermanent as an afterthought.

      The doctor’s fist moved further through the cloud of her insides and stopped somewhere in her stomach. The hair of his arm tickled a little against the walls of her throat. The hand made a sudden movement, jerking against her side. Then, all at once, the doctor was ripping it back up and out of her.

      Catherine spluttered as the fist pulled out of her mouth, saliva dribbling down her chin. She sat up, clutching at her jaw that swung loosely against her chest. The doctor was holding something bloody in his hands. It wriggled in his grip. What is that, Catherine tried to say, but her jaw was too stretched for speech.

      The thing was convulsing, spasming in the doctor’s hands. It was emitting a high-pitched keening sound, desperate and ugly. She thought of drowning puppies. Dr. Matthews lifted the thing and examined it—it seemed to have limbs, a torso, a throat that he held it by. She stood, looked closer. It had eyes. It had huge, horrified eyes, and it was screaming. Dr. Matthews turned to her, still dangling the creature in the air by the throat. Its bloodied paws tore feebly at his fingers. He didn’t notice.

      ‘Lie back down. I’ll dispose of this, then we’ll patch you back up.’

      She shook her head, but he had already turned away. She stumbled towards him, arms outstretched, woozy on her feet. He placed the thing on the table and walked to his shelves, looking for something.

      Catherine teetered to the desk and picked it up. It stank of rotting meat, spoiled eggs. It was slippery in her hands. It was bleeding, covered in gouges; every pore was a wound. She clutched it tighter, pressing it against her chest. Its flesh had the texture of wet, slippery Play-doh.

      She blundered to the door, heavy-footed, jaw knocking against the creature.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Dr. Matthews asked from behind her, but she ignored him, opening the door.

      She could hear the sound of him moving behind her, putting something down, but she staggered away, out the door, out past the receptionist, and out of the building. The receptionist shouted out at her from the front door, but she didn’t stop.

      Outside light too bright, solemn stare of the sun. She was covered in the thing’s blood, covered in its smell. People stared as she passed them. She tried to ignore them and held the bloodied thing tighter to herself, quickening her pace. It screamed louder with each step. It was dripping its ooze all over the footpath. Fathers and bakers and bankers scowled at the noise, at the stink, at the mess. A child sobbed in fear when she ran past and let go of his red balloon, the bright orb flying far away into the sky until it disappeared out of sight. She ran, and ran, and ran out into the world.
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      Stars snap into place outside Lura’s cockpit. A red giant twenty degrees off her ship’s nose has visibly shifted position. The nebula above her has grown more diffuse. She exhales, clicks the button to log another successful breach, and lets herself blink while the flight computer calculates the next FTL jump. She never closes her eyes during the breach. Whether or not it helps doesn’t matter. What’s important is to maintain her sense of self.

      She reviews her mental inventory. She is Captain Lura Maraj. Her parents are Ama and Sondi. Her brother is Ravi. Her mission …

      She shakes off a wave of dizziness. Her mission is her mission. She can’t let herself forget. She eyes the button that would inject her with a dose of Reboot, then pushes it out of her mind. She prefers other ways of keeping a grip on reality.

      The monitor on her left displays a random slideshow of family photos, places from her past, snippets from training manuals, and facts about her homeworld. The screen on her right confirms that she’s breached twenty-three times since leaving Quetzal. It doesn’t show the enormous number of breaches remaining. Lura doesn’t know who the programmers thought they were fooling by withholding that bit of data.

      In between, above, and below her monitors are dates that Lura etched into the bulkhead. Her birthday, the day she graduated flight school, the day she kissed Sara Novak at a football match, the day of her first combat mission … The list goes on. She checks and confirms that each memory is solid, locked, and strapped into place.

      She glances at the stars. She isn’t used to seeing them with naked eyes. The combat ships she usually flies don’t have transparent canopies, but a team of psychologists had decided that being able to see outside would help with the strain she’d be under. What did they know? They’d never flown a mission like this. No one had.

      Her ship is barely a ship. It has no thrusters, no maneuvering jets, nothing but a breach drive big enough for a heavy cruiser. The ship’s only payload is her life support capsule and several hundred redundant memory cores, each holding a vast library of history, science, art, and literature.

      The flight computer beeps at the end of its cycle. With so little control over her journey, Lura feels like a monkey from the early space programs. At least, what with her years of flight experience, she’s allowed to pull the trigger that initiates the drive. She finds the star that moved on her last jump, stares at it, and breaches.
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      The doors slide open to the Planetary Defense Command and Control Center. The non-com on duty salutes her. Lura’s been here many times, but she’s never been summoned with such secrecy and haste.

      “General Corvall?”

      “In the wardroom, sir,” the young soldier says. “He’s expecting you.”

      She nods and steps inside.

      “Captain Maraj,” the general says. “At ease and have a seat.”

      She does as directed after a moment’s hesitation. She isn’t accustomed to sitting in the presence of a general. No, make that three. Generals Pacheco and Saldor are at the table, as well as a cabinet member whose name she can’t place. Also seated are two junior officers, Lieutenant Almaty from Panther Squadron and another whom she doesn’t know.

      The last person at the table, sitting on Corvall’s left, is a civilian in a suit that’s slightly too big for him. He has the harrowed look of a man desperate to explain himself while at the same time sick of having to do so. It takes Lura a moment to recognize him from his author photo.

      “Dr. Travis?” Unsure of the protocol, she turns to Corvall. The general slouches and waves to give her permission to speak. Lura straightens her back. In addition to haste and secrecy, she adds informality to this meeting and decides it isn’t going to end well.

      “You know our guest, Captain?” the general asks.

      She nods. “I know his book on probability mechanics. I recommend it to all the pilots I train, sir.”

      Dr. Travis gives her a bleak smile. “Glad to be of service.”

      “Captain Maraj,” the general says, “why don’t you tell Dr. Travis how many FTL breaches you’ve logged?”

      “Duty breaches or total, sir?”

      “Total.”

      “Ten thousand, four hundred and seventy-seven.”

      Travis’s mouth falls open. “How is that even … Pardon me for asking, Captain, but how are you still sane?”

      Lura shrugs, but the general answers.

      “Captain Maraj is our sharpest pilot. No lapses, no mental breaks. She’s the best. The only reason she’s still a captain is because we can’t afford to promote her. All apologies, Mr. Maraj.”

      “None needed, sir. I love to fly.”

      “But to breach with no lapses?” says Travis. “How much Reboot do you use?”

      Lura bristles, though she knows she shouldn’t. Almost all pilots use the drug, especially during combat.

      “None if I can help it, sir.”

      Travis shakes his head, mulls something over, then asks, “You think she’s the one?”

      “She’s the only one,” Corvall replies. “There’s no one else I’d even consider.”

      Travis looks at Lura as if she shouldn’t be real. Her jaw tightens, but before she can ask what the hell this is about, Travis cuts in with a question of his own.

      “Captain Maraj, what’s the earliest thing you can remember?”
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      Lulu keeps her eyes open as the colony ship breaches one step closer to their new planet. Daddy explained about planets, and how their new one would be better than Earth. He gave her a picture book about Quetzal and its three little moons. The pictures are so pretty that she can’t wait to get there. Their ship will land on her birthday and Mommy will make her a cake with five candles. So she keeps her eyes open through each breach, each time hoping this will be the one that brings them to her birthday planet.

      She, her parents, and her baby brother Ravi all lay in their cabin’s funny couches. Mommy puts a patch on Ravi’s arm to make him sleep, and then Mommy and Daddy both close their eyes. Lulu thinks the breach must make grown-ups dizzy. But not her.

      The ship twists around her. The cabin flips without flipping and everything ends up right back where it was. Lulu hiccups, then giggles. Green lights flash and the all-clear sounds.

      “Ama?” Mommy asks. Ama is Daddy’s name. Mommy sounds funny. Her eyes are still closed. “Did Ravi wake up already?”

      Daddy slides off his couch and looks at Lulu.

      “You all right, sweetie?”

      Lulu grins.

      “I feel sick,” Mommy says. “I hate those nausea drugs, but I think this time …”

      Mommy opens her eyes and looks right at Lulu. Her mouth twists into an odd shape.

      “Mommy!” Lulu says. “I kept my eyes open the whole time. It’s easy. The whole room flipped and I burped.”

      Mommy looks afraid. Her eyes shift towards Daddy. “Ama, what’s going on? Who … Where did this girl come from?”

      “Sondi?” Daddy climbs out of his couch. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s me, Mommy!” Lulu runs to her mother. “Are we there yet? Is it my birthday?”

      Her mother pulls back. “Ama, what’s going on?” Her voice rises in a way that Lulu’s never heard before. “Who is this?”

      “Mommy?” Lulu is scared now. Daddy takes her by the shoulders and whispers.

      “Lu, go check on Ravi. Mommy’s just confused. I’m going to help her.”

      “What do you mean I’m confused?” her mother shrieks. “Ama, who is this? Where did she come from? What’s going on?”
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      “It was one of the first cases of post-breach amnesia,” she tells Dr. Travis. “My mother could remember my father and brother, but not me. This was thirty years ago before we had Reboot. She never regained the first five years of my life.”

      Lura bites her lip as she finishes the story. She doesn’t tell it very often. It had taken her a lot of angry years to outgrow the bitterness.

      Dr. Travis taps his fingers.

      “Captain, I’m going to ask a horrible question. What if it wasn’t amnesia? What if your mother wasn’t wrong?”

      Her impulse is to roll her eyes. “You’re talking about the Discontinuity Hypothesis. I don’t buy it.”

      “Why not?”

      Travis sounds in earnest, and with all the generals present she decides not to brush him off.

      “Personal experience. I’ve breached over ten thousand times. Not once have I landed in some alternate reality. If we truly wound up in a different universe every time we used FTL, I think I would have noticed by now.”

      Travis nods. “All right. But you must realize that you’re an outlier. How do you explain the effects that others have experienced? Alternate realities, to use your words. Like your fellow pilots?”

      Lura grips her fists under the table. She’s lost more comrades to the psych ward than to enemy action and she hates speaking against their fitness.

      “It’s a question of willpower and focus. The breach affects the mind. It takes strength to hold on.”

      “All right, granted,” says Travis. “Going through FTL can damage memory, which is why Reboot works. But you can’t deny the increasing level of historical mismatch from pilots coming out of the jump. Different versions of reality are being reported more often. I mean, you’ve talked to your colleagues. Can you think of any historical fact from the past hundred years, any single point of reference, that all the victims agree on?”

      Lura doesn’t like this line of questioning and she hates the word victims. She’s heard it on talk shows and from conspiracy nuts for years, spewed from the mouths of people who’d never known the pilots she flew with, never witnessed their panic and confusion first hand. She wants to shout Travis down just like those other idiots.

      Instead, she thinks of an answer. “The Aswara probe. Everyone agrees on that.”
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      “I’m here to check on Captain Heath,” the newly minted Lieutenant Maraj tells the duty nurse. He shows her into the observation ward and directs her to the captain’s private room. Lura knocks, then lets herself in.

      Natia Heath sits with the back of her hospital bed tilted up. They’ve let her change into jeans and a t-shirt. She flips through the shows on her mini-screen, scowling at each program. Lura bites her lip and wonders if Natia’s forgotten her.

      “Captain?” she says.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Lura pauses. “Natia … I came to see how you’re doing. If there’s anything you need.”

      Natia looks at her for the first time. “I know you. You’re that captain from Stingray Squadron. I heard you were some kind of badass.”

      A weight like a stone drops in Lura’s chest. Natia’s been her friend for years. Lura had hoped they were growing into something more, but now that person may be gone. She sits, a dozen similar losses throbbing in her head.

      “I’m just a lieutenant. You’re the captain.”

      Natia shakes her head. “No, don’t say that. I’m a trainee. I was on a training exercise, then I breach and suddenly I’m in a battle? And everybody’s saying I’m a captain? Everyone else has lost their goddamn minds and it’s driving me nuts.”

      Lura tries to keep her voice from shaking. “No one’s lost their mind, you’ve just forgotten some things. God, I wish I could help you remember.”

      “I haven’t forgotten anything. I’m not missing years of my life. I remember it all and I’m telling you that everything is wrong.” She jabs a finger at her screen. “That asshole senator on the talk show? He was busted out of office five years ago for having sex with a minor.”

      “Natia, that’s the Prime Minister.”

      “Jesus God,” she says. “It’s not just that. It’s on every vid. The wrong actors on the wrong shows. The wrong lyrics to songs I’ve known my whole life. It’s like someone’s rewritten the world.”

      Lura fumbles for some way to bring her Natia back.

      “Do you remember the two of us going to flight school together?”

      “Of course not. I only signed up for Planetary Defense ten months ago.”

      “Do you remember growing up in New Kowloon?”

      “Balboa,” she says. “My parents moved out of New Kowloon before I was born.”

      Lura fishes for something major, some huge point of reference they can both agree on.

      “What about the Aswara probe? Do you remember that?”

      Natia stares at her. “Of course I do. How could I forget?”

      “What do you remember?”

      “I was in seventh grade.” She turns off the monitor. “I streamed the news every day. I watched every report.”

      “What did they say?”

      Natia thinks for a moment.

      “An object entered the Aswara system at five percent light speed. They thought it was an asteroid until it slowed down. It entered orbit around Aswara B while every scientist from a hundred light-years breached there to analyze it. Then it broadcast that message about a civilization orbiting the core of the galaxy.” She smiles sheepishly. “Please tell me that’s still the same?”

      Lura feels something prick at her eyes. “It is. Every bit.”
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      She pulls the trigger and breaches. More stars slip into new positions. She’s inching across a galactic spiral arm, though not the one she grew up in. She left that behind, what, two hundred breaches ago? In between, she’d crossed a gulf of brown dwarfs, rogue planets, and the wispy ghosts of long-dead giants. After one breach, she’d stopped to watch a supernova whose light wouldn’t reach Quetzal for ten thousand years. Would anyone be there to see it? If a star explodes in a forest and no one’s around to hear …

      She closes her eyes, recites the dates carved in her cockpit, then looks to make sure that none have changed. A message on the board to her left tells her that one of the ship’s memory units has corrupted.

      There’s a stiffness at the base of her skull, a nagging intuition that she’s missing something important. She’s felt it before after multi-breach flights and she knows it’s a symptom to watch. She takes a sip of water and waits for the computer to run its numbers. As soon as it’s ready, she pulls the trigger and breaches.
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      It’s as if Lura and Travis are the only people in the room.

      “Yes, the Aswara probe,” he says. “That’s a constant, as are the locations of stars, the number of planets around them, the number of breaches it takes to get from one to the other. Here’s another you may not be aware of: the invention of the breach drive itself. All the breach amnesia cases I’ve interviewed agree on the details, at least those in the history books.”

      “That proves my point, doesn’t it?” Lura says. “The breach doesn’t alter reality or send us from one to another. Reality is fixed. The breach merely causes a dysfunction of the mind.”

      “You’re almost right,” says Travis, “and that’s what makes it hard to see. Reality does appear to be fixed—right up until the invention of the breach drive. The stars and planets were here already. The Aswara probe? That was launched two hundred thousand years ago. No alteration of recent history was going to prevent its arrival.”

      “History isn’t being altered.”

      Travis goes on. “Don’t you think it’s interesting that the Core Civilization doesn’t have the breach drive? Or if they do, they choose not to use it? According to the probe, their culture is millions of years old. They could easily have spread across the galaxy in a matter of centuries and yet they limit themselves to slower than light travel. Why do you think that is?”

      “If it was important, don’t you think the probe would have told us?” Lura counters. “The simplest explanation is that we’ve stumbled on a discovery they haven’t.”

      “Simple, but unlikely.” Travis taps his fingers together then turns to the two junior officers. “Captain, do you know Lieutenants Almaty and Sumner?”

      The two men shift in their seats. Lura can only imagine how uncomfortable they must be in this setting.

      “Lieutenant Almaty is the top pilot in Panther. I haven’t had the pleasure of serving with Lieutenant Sumner.”

      “Beg pardon, sir,” says Sumner, “but we flew together against the Andrew Tanninger. I was in Cormorant.”

      “My apologies, Lieutenant.” Lura feels a pang at the memory of that battle. The Tanninger breached in from the Galbraith system and opened fire on Quetzal’s defense satellites. Stingray, Wolfhound, and Cormorant responded, with Cormorant, a trainee squadron, taking the brunt of the casualties.

      “Captain Maraj,” says Travis, “are you aware of what prompted the Tanninger’s assault?”
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      Lura breaches into the midst of a firefight. All around her, exhaust plumes and explosions blossom like newborn suns. The others in her squadron are breaching into the field of engagement as well, but she doesn’t have time to check on their status. Her mission is to kill the Tanninger. No disorientation. She looks for the Tanninger’s drive and reaches for the panel to launch her missiles.

      But the panel isn’t there. She fumbles in the space where her weapons console should be. Instead, she finds … field rations? A water filtration unit? What happened to her fighter, and why can she see through the hull?

      Exhaust jets and explosions are frozen in space around her. She looks again and sees that they’re stars, shrouded in glowing dust. She’s breached into the heart of a stellar nursery. The battle with the Tanninger was nearly a year ago. She almost grasps what’s going on, but it quickly slips out of her mind. Why is she so far from Quetzal? What is her mission?

      Her mission is her mission. She curses herself for weakness and exhaustion, then thumbs the button to inject herself with Reboot. A needle pricks her neck and the drug floods her body. Unused to it, she grits her teeth to hold back the bile in her throat. She focuses on the dates in her cockpit. Her birthday. Her brother’s. The day she earned her wings. The day she accepted this assignment.

      Too many breaches too fast, she decides. The count stands at 2,491. She checks the readings on her ship’s memory units. Thirty-five percent have been corrupted. She needs to plow ahead, to complete the mission, but a pilot must know her limits as much as she needs to push them. The flight computer calculates the next breach, but she sets all systems but life support on hold and lets her ship’s engine spin down.

      She breaks out a ration bar and reads a random file from an uncorrupted memory bank. She watches a recording of a football match. She drifts to sleep in the dust cloud of a fledgling sun, trusting that she will wake with the memory of who she is, and why.
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      “It was my understanding that the Tanninger’s attack was an attempt to cripple our orbital shipyard,” Lura says. “As to why a former ally like Galbraith should turn on us, I haven’t been informed.”

      “An ally,” says Travis. “Mr. Sumner, would you describe the Galbraith system as one of Quetzal’s allies?”

      Sumner looks as lost as Lura feels. “No sir. The Galbraith system broke off diplomatic relations when their Unionist Party came to power. They’ve been a dictatorship for years.”

      “No,” says Lura. “I’ve been to Galbraith. We signed a treaty with them and Navarre to impose sanctions on New Minsk.” She glances from Travis to Sumner. “A mental lapse? But which one of us?” A chill runs along her skin. Perhaps her mind isn’t as sound as she thought.

      “Relax, Captain,” says Travis. “I remember that treaty too and I haven’t breached for a long time. Mr. Sumner, why don’t you share how many breaches you’ve logged?”

      “Me, sir?” the lieutenant asks. “None.”

      Lura slumps. Nothing makes sense. “But if it isn’t post-breach amnesia …”

      “It was never post-breach amnesia,” says Travis. “And no one’s ever breached into an alternate reality. I’m afraid what’s really happening is worse than you’re going to want to believe.”

      General Corvall finally raises his voice. “Captain, Lieutenant Almaty was recently sent on a reconnaissance flight to the Galbraith system to determine which version of history was accurate. Son, tell the captain what you discovered.”

      Almaty coughs before answering. “Galbraith is dead. Galbraith B and C were bombed from orbit and all off-world stations were also destroyed. An analysis of the debris shows that both Navarrine and New Minsk warcraft were involved in the engagement.”

      “The whole system?” Lura’s never heard of destruction so vast, nor how such a battle could have gone unnoticed. “But … which version of the system was it? The ally or the dictatorship?”

      Almaty shakes his head. “No way to tell. Every satellite, every fueling station, every structure on a planetary surface, anything that would have held a scrap of data had been atomized.”
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      She breaches with her eyes closed. She can’t stand the view through the canopy anymore. When the breach is over she reads nothing but the numbers on her cockpit walls. She doesn’t watch history vids or look at the flight computer. She scratches another mark on the bulkhead next to her harness. After every tenth mark, she injects herself with Reboot. Only two more until the next dose.

      She makes herself recall a scene from her childhood: a friend’s mother’s wedding. She can’t remember the friend’s name or what her mother looked like, but she remembers the gaudy pink wedding cake.

      The computer chimes ready. She swears that it’s getting slower. Seventy-two percent of the ship’s memory stores are gone. Her mind will hold together. It must, dammit. She exhales, closes her eyes, pulls the trigger, and breaches.
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      “You know the problem I’ve always had with Schrödinger’s Cat?” says Travis. “The cat’s neither alive nor dead until the box is opened and its status is observed. But the cat’s life or death is being observed, constantly. By the cat.”

      “What’s your point?” says Lura.

      “The breach drive splinters reality. Not much, just a little, but the effect is cumulative. Every now and then someone wins the lottery—or loses the Russian roulette, I guess—and ends up with a major fracture, such as your mother observing a reality in which you were never born.”

      “But two realities can’t exist at the same time.”

      “Exactly,” says Travis. “The universe won’t tolerate it. Yet the breach drive forces it to do exactly that every time we use it. We are the cat in the box, Captain. It’s only a matter of time before the universe resolves all the paradoxes we’re creating. It already did so on Galbraith.”

      Lura takes a long moment to let Dr. Travis’s suggestion sink in.

      “The easiest way to resolve the different versions of reality,” she says, “is to erase all of our history since the invention of the breach drive.” She shakes her head. “Then we’re dead. As soon as enough people observe a reality in which humanity destroys itself, we’re dead.”

      “Perhaps not,” says General Corvall. “We’re sending Dr. Travis’s findings to all the other colony worlds and we’re taking steps to curtail our use of the breach drive. But more than that, Captain, there’s something we need to do and I believe you’re the only one to do it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We need to be observed,” says Travis, “before the universe erases us for our sins. We need an intelligence outside ourselves to acknowledge that our species exists before the universe decides that we don’t.”

      “I can’t order you to do this,” says the general. “There’s probably no coming back. It has to be your own choice. But if you accept a word of this, we want you to breach farther than anyone before. We want you to contact the civilization at the core of the galaxy.”
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      She breaches and remembers the day her father died. She breaches and remembers visiting Natia in the hospital. She breaches and remembers her mother closing a door. She breaches. She breaches. She breaches.
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      She floats in the vastness of space. Hundreds of suns crowd upon her. She can’t see her cockpit. She can’t see her body. All she can see are the stars.

      She reaches out toward them. She can’t see her hand, though she feels it press against something like glass. As soon as it does, the feeling fades away. She doesn’t know how many breaches it’s been. She can’t remember the last one. She can’t remember when she stopped remembering.

      She can’t remember her name.

      “Be calm,” says a voice behind her.

      She turns to see who’s speaking, finding nothing but a giant blue sun. A whirlpool of fire larger than worlds drains a funnel of gas from its surface.

      “What’s happening?” She feels the panic rise. She’s seen it in other faces, though she can’t remember whose. Her heart doesn’t quicken, but she wants it to. Her breathing isn’t shallow, though it should be. She can’t feel her heart or her breath. She can’t hear her voice, though she feels herself form the words. “Why am I here?”

      “You came,” says the voice, still behind her. “You said it was your mission.”

      A mission? What mission?

      “Where am I?” she asks. “Why can’t I feel anything? Where’s my ship?”

      Her ship, she remembers. Her ship to take her … somewhere.

      “Your body and your ship did not survive your journey. We were able to preserve your mind and some data from your craft. Do you require further sensory input?”

      What was the voice talking about? Her body and ship had  … what? Hesitating, she answers, “Yes?”

      She feels her hands, her chest, her face again. She sees herself in something like a hospital gown, adrift in space. What happened to her flight suit? If only they’d let her change into civvies like Natia …

      Memories flood back, sharper than any Reboot: Quetzal, the Tanninger, her squadron, Corvall, Natia, Dr. Travis.

      I am the cat in the box.

      “Oh god,” she says. “The memory banks …”

      “Seven survived long enough for us to read them,” says the voice. “Your flight was not in vain.”

      Triumph slides away in the rush of history. Her years in flight school. Her brother’s graduation. Her father’s death. Her mother.

      Her mother forgot her name. She wants to cry, but the tears won’t come. Why did her mother have to forget her name?

      “Your name is Lura,” the voice behind her says. “We will not forget you. You will never be forgotten again.”
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      When Tara awoke Thursday morning, her pillow had turned to marshmallow, gooey from the warmth of her head and the sunshine blazing through the window. Fruit rollup blankets slicked her legs with psychedelic slime. The mattress, now a soft-baked blondie with white chocolate chips, was permanently indented by her ass.

      Her hands trembled as she backed away from the bed and scrambled for her phone on the dresser, but when she touched the device, it turned to peppermint, and she dropped it with a shriek. It landed on the carpet beside the baseboard heater and started to melt into the carpet pile. She dove for it, but turned the carpet into cotton candy that dissolved along the heater’s length. Tara’s mouth watered at the smell of burning sugar.

      Stumbling to stand, she backed up against the bedroom door. It became a peanut brittle slab. She bumped against the wall; it became iced gingerbread.

      Tara tried to breathe. It had to be a dream. Or a psychotic break brought on by stress. It was the layoff, the breakup, the move back in with her parents, and—more than anything—the lunch with Stephanie Dorham at eleven-thirty today. Steph Dorham, who graduated from their high school with a full-ride to NYU, who dropped out junior year to create a start-up that less than two years later she sold to Google for a fortune, who travelled the world at twenty-three, Instagramming tea in the Himalayas, Diwali celebrations in Mumbai, and rehabilitated cheetahs in Kenya before she returned to the states for a coveted job at a Washington think tank: THAT Steph Dorham.

      The same Steph Dorhan who used to stuff herself with Skittles at sleepovers until she couldn’t stop giggling, who screamed full-volume at horror movies, and who hadn’t so much as posted Happy Birthday! on Tara’s Facebook page in three years. Then Tuesday, she texts about being in town and suggests meeting for lunch.

      Tara slumped against the gingerbread wall. Up in the corner, a cellar spider flailed in tacky icing, unable to free its legs. It wasn’t fair. How was she supposed to go to lunch when everything she touched turned to sugar? She couldn’t spin it like she’d spun the layoff (now she could pursue her true passion), the breakup (she needed to focus on loving herself), or the move home (“Saving so much $$—house down payment, here I come!”).

      She should cancel lunch, but what if Steph hoped she’d cancel because she’d only reached out to avoid crossing paths by accident? They might have been inseparable in high school, but what did they have in common now? Tara imagined Steph smiling with relief as she texted back: SRRY to miss u! Im in Virginia for 3 weeks then going to Tokyo 4 work! :( Even if she could have stomached that, however, Tara realized it was pointless. Her phone was a peppermint.

      Fists clenched, Tara stormed to the closet. It took four tries before her clothes turned into something wearable. She fought into a green taffy sheath dress, rubbed Pixie Stick dust onto her cheeks, and cherry Jolly Rancher onto her lips. By the time she headed out the door, she’d even managed to wrestle her hair into a peach gummy hairband.

      The car became candy when she climbed in, but despite this the engine puttered to life like boiling maple syrup. The sunlight through the sugar glass windshield softened her dress and heated the licorice steering wheel so her hands made sucking sounds whenever she changed position. Blasting the A/C helped, and thankfully the restaurant was only a couple exits down the highway. As she drove, the car pumped out acrid smoke that smelled like burning brownies. The asphalt melted the chocolate tires, and she fought to keep the car from fishtailing.

      Tara sighed with relief as she pulled into the parking lot, but froze when she spotted Steph. She was at a booth by the broad front windows, phone in hand as she waited. Her dark bobbed hair,  minimalist black tee and jeans, the concrete pendant necklace and myriad thin rings shining on her fingers, even the poised way she sat looked culled from Tara’s own Pinterest style board. It took all of Tara’s nerve not to go back home. She could email and say she’d gotten sick. She could say an urgent work thing had come up and that she’d dropped her phone in the toilet.

      Tara turned off the car with a shaking breath. How was she supposed to make this work? The sugar dusting her palms caught the sunlight and shimmered. In the heat, the taffy dress had molded to her in all the right places. Her flattened hair, which at first looked like a disaster in the rearview mirror, conformed to any shape she tugged it into, like a cloud of cotton candy. In this light, from the right angle, she looked almost pretty.

      Maybe the universe was trying to give her something. Candy was formulaically delicious, prismatic, perfect. Everyone loved candy, craved it, sought it out and savored it. Wasn’t that, deep down, what she wanted, too? To be craved, to be loved, to be savored? Maybe the problem wasn’t the candy. Maybe the problem was imperfect, human her. What if she stopped fighting it?

      Tara took a deep breath of burnt brownies and melted licorice and wriggled her toes in her rock candy heels. Then she hugged herself and shivered with delight as sugar rushed through every cell in her body. When she stepped from the car, she was sweet perfection. She smelled like marshmallow and salted caramel. As she clicked across the parking lot, she caught Steph’s eye and a thrill shot through her when Steph’s jaw dropped in amazement. When Tara’s peppermint stick fingertips touched the restaurant door, it remained just a dull, old door, but all the patrons inside gaped hungrily at her.

      Steph rose, wide-eyed, as she approached. “Tara ... is that you?”

      “How are you, Steph?” Tara’s voice sounded different in her ears, like homemade whipped cream, soft and mellow and rich. “It’s been a while.”

      Steph hesitated, then put her rail thin arms around Tara’s shoulders and squeezed. Tara worried the embrace might crack her ribbon candy spine, but Steph soon released her, kissing her fondant cheek, and drawing back with an embarrassed laugh. Powdered sugar stuck to her lip gloss.

      “Much, much too long. I’m sorry,” Steph said as Tara slipped into the opposite seat. “I’ve been meaning to reach out for ages. I’ve just been so ... yeah. But look at you!”

      Tara took a sidelong glance at her reflection in the window, just a quick taste, and saw smooth lines of taffy and fondant mingled in luxurious curves, shining spun sugar hair, and thick buttercream lashes. Her stomach rumbled with delight. “Not exactly what you expected.” She smiled with perfect Tic Tac teeth.

      Steph shifted. “I mean, you look ... delicious. But how ...?”

      “Just blessed, I guess,” Tara replied, shrugging. “Never wanted to live an ordinary life.”

      Steph nodded and glanced across the dining room. She seemed to notice the other patrons watching, because she sat up and squinted a little more when she smiled, which made her look charmingly self-conscious. Tara had seen that smile in many Facebook photos and wondered how long it had taken Steph to perfect it. “What’s it feel like?”

      “Great.” Another carbonated thrill surged through her strawberry veins. “Life’s been sweet for both of us.”

      Steph’s smile faded at the edges. “Yeah, sometimes. Not always.”

      “Oh, come on.” Tara leaned on the table. “I’ve seen your pics from Nepal. And India! And those baby cheetahs, oh my gawd. You’ve been all over the world. Don’t tell me that’s not sweet.”

      “I’ve been lucky in travel, sure.” Steph rolled her neck with a sigh. “The truth is, though, behind the lens, my life’s a mess. No, really,” she said when Tara laughed. “I know my Instagram looks good and all that, but things off-camera have been really tough. My mom died last summer, and honestly, I haven’t been managing too well.”

      A funny taste rose in the back of Tara’s throat, a phlegmy, unhealthy, chemical taste she remembered from childhood whenever she’d sucked on hard candy for too long. Steph looked deflated, nothing like the grinning, suntanned girl she displayed online.

      “Oh, Steph ...” Tara remembered Steph’s mom as this effervescent woman who ran a biomedical lab and who Steph only half-jokingly called her other best friend. Dead. It didn’t feel real. Tara’s candy legs stuck to the booth’s leather seat. She shivered. “I’m ... I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “I haven’t really talked about it online,” Steph said. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to ruin the mood. I’m just ... I kind of hoped that if we met up, somehow it’d feel like old times. A chance to remember what I used to feel like, who I used to be. And then, seeing you so changed ... I mean, it’s cool. Really cool. I guess it just reminds me how nothing stays the same, you know?”

      The waiter came to take their order, and Tara realized she was starving. Her stomach ached, making her nauseous and shaky. She craved meat, protein, vegetables: anything to mask the sickening mucus flavor in her mouth. Steph ordered a roasted brussels sprouts appetizer, a cup of potato soup, and an unsweetened iced tea; Tara ordered the sprouts and soup, too, and the salmon fillet and a coffee, black. As the waiter took the order, Tara felt him stoop low and take a deep breath over her hair. A blissful smile crossed his face before he blushed and hurried away.

      “But how are you?” Steph leaned forward, arms crossed under the cement pendant. “It’s been ages. Tell me everything.”

      “Oh, you know.” Tara tried to remember all the sugary half-truths she’d spun about her life, but thinking of them made her stomach knot up. “Nothing much, really. Hey, are you still at your job in D.C.?”

      Steph snorted. “Yeah, but not for long.”

      “Oh?”

      Steph hunched inward on herself. “Let’s just say it wasn’t a good fit. That’s all they’re going to put in my HR file, anyway.”

      The bad taste crawled into the back of Tara’s nostrils. She tried sipping water, but that only made it more chemical and sharp. “That sucks. At least you’ve still got your Google payout to fall back on, right?”

      “Not much of that left, actually,” Steph said as the waiter brought over their food. “I socked most of it away in stocks to keep myself from blowing it all. The travel kept me busy, but after Mom passed, I was doing a lot of self-destructive things behind the curtain.” She tapped her iced tea. “Four months sober on Saturday.”

      “Wow. I’d never have guessed.”

      Steph chuckled, and it almost sounded real. “Well, that’s something, at least. I haven’t told almost anybody, but somehow, with you, I just wanted to be me. The real me, you know? I miss us. I miss sleepovers—”

      “Horror movies?” Tara said, and Steph burst out laughing.

      “God, no! Why couldn’t we ever just watch a rom-com? Why did it always have to be something that would scare the piss out of me? You remember the head scene in The Thing?”

      Tara snickered, forking a brussels sprout. “All I remember is you flying up the basement stairs, screeching: ‘Nope! Nope! Nope!’ I’d never seen you run so fast!”

      Steph slapped the table, nose crunched up as she snort-giggled, and Tara, chuckling, bit down on the sprout. It crumbled to ash on her tongue, and she choked. A swig of coffee, like a hot mud puddle, washed it down. While Steph regaled her with other memories—of class pranks, old teachers, and silly inside jokes—Tara tried the salmon (industrial plastic) and the potato soup (watery sand). Her stomach roiled, but she couldn’t bear to take another bite. She forced laughter where appropriate in Steph’s high school recollections, but the sick tang in her throat made her want to gag.

      When the waiter finally brought the bill, Tara offered to pay, just to have the lunch finished. Outside the restaurant, Steph hugged her for a long time. When she pulled back, Steph squinted across the parking lot, blinking quickly.

      Tara’s candy hair sagged in the afternoon sun. “It’s been great seeing you again,” she said, hoping the perfunctory words would initiate the good-byes.

      Steph nodded. “Yeah, you too. Hey ...” Steph hesitated. “Could I ... Could I taste you? Sorry. Jeez, if that’s too weird ...”

      “It’s fine! Here.” Tara reached up and pulled off a lock of hair. It stretched in the heat and slicked her candy cane fingertips with grease as she placed it in Steph’s palm.

      Steph stuffed it into her mouth, and scrunched her eyes shut. “Oh my god,” she muttered, mouth behind hand. “You taste so ... so good. How do you not just nibble yourself all the time?”

      Tara tried to laugh, but it came out funny, flattened between her clenched teeth. The acid in her stomach burned as it crept up her esophagus. She swallowed. “You get used to it. After a while, you don’t even notice.”

      Steph finished and sighed. “That’s kind of sad, somehow.”

      “I guess.” Tara shrugged.

      They exchanged promises to stay in touch, and at the last moment, Steph whipped out her phone for a selfie. Tara posed beside Steph, forcing her heat-softened fondant cheeks to grin. On the phone’s screen, a creature stared back at her with candy cane claws for fingers, blood-red licorice lips, drooping marshmallow flesh, and far too many Tic-Tac teeth. Soulless Gobstoppers stared out from an inhuman candy mask. She choked back a moan of terror as Steph snapped the photo and tucked the phone away. When she leaned in for another hug, Tara stammered a good-bye and almost tripped as she ran to her car.

      The afternoon sun had turned the gummy bear seats slimy and fused the caramel seatbelt to the frame. Holes, golden brown at the edges, had bubbled and burned through the windshield. When Tara turned on the car, the vents blasted oven-hot air. She tried to turn off the A/C, to let it cool down, but the gumdrop buttons just squished.

      Tara slumped back with a carbonated gasp. Across the parking lot, Steph’s car pulled onto the main road and vanished into the passing traffic. Tara wondered if she’d hear from her again, or if the afternoon’s strange intimacy was the last glimpse of something real between them. Perhaps she’d only ever see the cultivated version of Steph online, the version who was always well-dressed, always smiling, always living her best life. A digital confection made for public consumption.

      But she knew the truth, now. Knew what lay beneath the sparkling sugar crust of Steph’s life. And between the two of them, it had been Steph who’d wanted a little taste of her life. Tara remembered how Steph had stuffed the lock of hair into her mouth like a preschooler, unable to resist. She wished she could laugh about it, but her Tic Tac teeth had fused together.

      The putrid taste came back in a rush, mixed with ash and plastic and dirt, and Tara’s candy apple heart fluttered in her chest as she tried to drag herself up from the seat, tried to catch her breath, tried to pull whatever was her out of what was the car. She pulled and pulled, but she was trapped, her rock candy heels fused to the floor mats and her caramel legs to the seat.

      There was nothing to her, anymore. She was flavor without substance, chemically crave-able but unable to satisfy, like a million practiced smiles hiding a normal, messy life. With syrup leaking from her eyes, Tara took one, last carbonated gasp, and melted in the blazing heat of the sun.
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      The blade of Legrue’s scalpel flared in his headlamp’s narrow beam, casting glints of light across the slender hand strapped to his cutting table.

      “Deed done?” the woman asked, a warble in her voice.

      Legrue adjusted his magnifiers. He had not eaten in over a day, and the emptiness in his gut gnawed at his focus and put a tremor in his fingers.

      He had to finish before the woman lost confidence in him and he lost a scrip worth a hundred youn, more than he made most days. “Steady on,” he said gently, as much to the woman as his hand.

      He lowered the scalpel against the middle joint of her left pinky. The leather strap creaked as the woman’s hand tightened.

      “Easy, easy,” Legrue urged. The tension would shift the underlying musculature and connective tissues, making his task harder, not to mention, more painful for her. “Steady, now.”

      The scars on her forearm made clear she was no stranger to a cutter’s blade, albeit not his, but a finger was a next-level investment in the wet market. Blood would regenerate; her pinky would not, so it was only natural she flinched at the touch of his scalpel’s edge to her skin.

      Satisfied his blade was well-positioned, Legrue pressed firmly downward. Blood spilled onto the cutting table, flowing into the grooves that funneled it into a brass collection bowl for later tubing.

      The woman had gone quiet, likely blacked out.

      Legrue did not let it distract him. Through the joint now, he angled his blade so the final cut would create a flap of skin that he could use to cover the raw edge. He slid the severed pinky into a glass tube, capped it, and dropped it into the ice trough at his elbow.

      He let the stump bleed for a five-count, then coated it with coag-gel and sutured the skin flap to cover the wound. He snapped on a pressure bandage.

      Start to finish, less than a minute.

      “Deed done.” The woman stirred weakly as Legrue released the leather strap.

      Slowly the hand scraped back into the shadows of Legrue’s stall. He preferred the anonymity the darkness granted. Even so, he knew this woman’s story. Desperate, hungry, likely even had mouths that depended on her, she had few choices but the wet market. Hers was everyone’s story in the Under, and the service Legrue provided, barbaric as it was, helped people survive.

      “Money me, cutter man.”

      Legrue bristled at the name. He was not a typical cutter; he took pride in his craft, even as it cost him youn—coag and sutures weren’t cheap.

      Legrue paid her the front money owed, and thankfully she left without another word. He set his magnifiers aside and slumped onto his stool. The woman’s blood had cooled on his hands, but he did not have the energy to wipe it away. The youn he would make from the pinky and the tubes of blood would barely cover another cycle of Abigail’s antipyretics, and with Livia’s milk having dried up, they also needed cereal. And how much tighter could he pull his own belt?

      His head down, Legrue did not immediately notice TwoTony enter until the rascal set a pocket lamp on the cutting table. TwoTony dragged on his atomizer and let the reddish steam trickle from his nose. “You tweaked?” TwoTony asked.

      Legrue stifled a sigh. He wasn’t ill; TwoTony was simply the last thing he wanted to see today. “I made my payment.”

      TwoTony tossed him the cloth from the wall hook. “Show respect.”

      Legrue wiped at his hands, but he would need a brush to dislodge the dried blood from the nail beds.

      TwoTony poked at the tubes in the ice trough. “I need a cutter man, and you be him, Legrue.”

      The back of Legrue’s neck tingled, but he held his tongue. Two weeks ago, Abigail had needed a stronger cycle of antipyretics to control the fever brought on by the wasting, and TwoTony had fronted the youn. Until he repaid the money, Legrue was indebted to the rascal, but that didn’t place him in his servitude. Yet, he felt obligated to hear him out, especially if it might help him come even.

      “A client needs twenty and five tubes. Not crusty, flowing clean like.  You ken?”

      Twenty-five tubes of uncongealed blood were a lot, but any cutter in the wet market could have provided them. And such a routine request, too, so why go through TwoTony instead of placing a scrip through a legit broker? There had to be—

      “Special needs,” TwoTony said, and Legrue’s stomach dropped. “Must be sourced from a twobee.”  He held up a finger. “One twobee.”

      Legrue felt like he was going to be sick. Twenty-five tubes would kill most adults; without doubt, it would kill a two-year-old. No wonder the buyer had gone to TwoTony. No legitimate broker would take a scrip like that for a twobee.

      And what monster would request one?

      “Find another cutter.”

      TwoTony grinned at him, but the flash of yellow teeth was an obvious threat. “Tomorrow,” TwoTony said. “Tubes or youn, either way, skin come even.”
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      The wet market smelled of fear and blood. Over the years, Legrue had grown accustomed to its stink, but as he pushed through the narrow, crowded alley, snaking through the tarp-and-wood cutter stalls, he felt nauseated. The market had always served a purpose, Legrue believed, even if he did not fully understand it. The Skylers, those that lived in the glittering domes high above the Under, used the blood and tissues from cutters like him as the raw materials for the vaccines and prophylactics that kept the plagues at bay, or at least beat them back when they came, which they inevitably did every few years.

      Legrue had never met a Skyler; to his knowledge, no one in the Under had, not even brokers like ChimChim, but he had always thought of them as people like himself or Livia, only with plentiful lives. He used to begrudge that, but as he matured, he had too many worries of his own to waste energy hating people he would never meet.

      Legrue pulled up suddenly as a tarp parted in front of him and a large man with a mane of shock-red hair and a body slung over his shoulder barged into the alley. The man turned and headed off, the lifeless torso dangling down his back, its gaunt and handless arms swinging back and forth, like pendulums of a macabre clock.

      Legrue stood motionless in the alley, forcing the line of people to flow around him. Glass tubes clinked as he clutched his cloth sack tighter to his chest

      It wasn’t every day a whole-sale scrip was filled, but in his time, Legrue had seen many bodies carried out of cutter stalls and it never grew easy to watch. Early in his time as a cutter, Legrue had tried to fill a whole-sale scrip. Although the woman was old, and she had willingly made the decision to help her struggling daughters, Legrue had no stomach to drain her life into little glass tubes and sell the remains to the highest bidder.

      No one had ever been carried out of his stall. He left that brutality to other cutter men.

      Legrue’s brow pinched. If he could not take that old woman’s life, given willingly, how would he do what TwoTony wanted?

      Legrue shook off his unease and continued on to the brokerage, hopeful his tubes would fetch a premium today, maybe even enough to buy his way out of TwoTony’s debt. He exchanged all but one tube of blood for a dozen inadequate strips of youn that even folded over twice upon themselves barely raised a bump in his pocket.

      He had struggled over the fate of the final tube of blood, eventually deciding to give it to Livia. Over the last month, she had turned increasingly to hemopyric therapies—blood burning—to treat the wasting consuming their daughter.

      Legrue saw little value in the practice, promoted, in his opinion, by charlatans and embraced by those who mistakenly thought they could use blood just as the Skylers. Already, Livia had spent precious youn on a burning bowl and tubes of blood and had started a holistic round of treatments that included burnings for Abigail and herself. A waste, but Legrue could not doubt Livia’s motives, and he shared her desperation. At least if he supplied the blood, it would be less of a financial drain.
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      Legrue’s family lived in one room, but it was at the end of the tenement row, so it had a narrow window that overlooked the foundry. Due to the smoke and dust from the industrial yard, they never opened the window, but for an hour, the morning sunlight came through the hazy glass, and they did not have to waste their chem-lamps.

      As Legrue entered, he found Livia on the floor crouched over her burning bowl, a cloth draped over her head to trap the smoke. She breathed deeply, coughed, and inhaled again a second time. In the middle of her treatment, she did not emerge to greet him. Legrue stood the tube of blood on the floor next to her.

      Abigail let out a weak cry. Except for the rapid fluttering of her chest as she panted, she lay motionless in her bed, a basket tucked into one of the large floor-to-ceiling cubby-holes that covered the walls. Her skin, blotchy and red, was hot under Legrue’s hand.

      Until three months ago, Abigail had been a vibrant child. She had started talking and had grown daringly rambunctious, climbing the cubby-hole shelves and knocking the pots onto the floor. Then, like too many children her age in the Under, she contracted the wasting, a contagion that consumed the young and for which no cure had come down from the Skylers. While the wasting claimed most of its victims, some children survived by outlasting the fevers.

      With a cool, damp rag, Legrue sponged Abigail’s forehead and down her chest, his fingers tracing the ridges of her ribs. Over the past month, her fevers had come more frequently and with greater ferocity, and despite their efforts, she had lost a third of her weight.

      “We got no more,” Livia said as Legrue filled the dropper with the last of the fever medication. “What comes tomorrow?”

      The question made Legrue’s heart ache. The painfully small lump of bills in his trouser pocket would not cover another cycle of antipyretic and food for them all, let alone what he owed TwoTony. It had been like this for several weeks now, and his and Livia’s emergency reserves had vanished some time ago.

      “Tomorrow won’t matter if she burns down today,” Legrue said.

      Livia took the damp cloth from Legrue and edged him away from the basket.

      The smoke from Livia’s burning bowl snaked around him as he stepped over it and slumped onto the stool on the opposite side of the room. This was the third day in a row he had come home to find Livia crouched over that bowl and Abigail burning with fever.

      “You’re early,” Livia said, an edge to her voice.

      Did she think he was shirking his responsibilities? She had no idea what he had already done and would likely need to do, but he saw no value in sharing his burden. “Slow day,” he said.

      “Hmm.”

      Legrue could not decipher the meaning of her sound. A year ago, he was certain he could have, but a lot had happened, and in many ways, he felt he did not know his wife anymore. “I got you a tube.”

      Livia spared him a wan smile.

      Legrue lowered his gaze to the dropper still in his hand. He might have enough youn to appease TwoTony, but then it would be two, maybe three, days before he saved enough money to buy another cycle, and he feared Abigail did not have that time. His stomach growled; there was that, too.

      The stink of the smoke made it hard to breathe.

      If Abigail had any chance, Legrue needed a rascal like TwoTony, and TwoTony knew it.

      Legrue forced down the lump in his throat. He set the dropper on the shelf next to Abigail’s basket and moved to kiss Livia on the neck, but she shrugged away from him.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “To find a way.”
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      After an hour of wandering the warrens of the Under, Legrue still saw no path forward. He had quickly dismissed giving TwoTony tubes of adult blood; he suspected whoever had made the scrip would detect such subterfuge, and the repercussion to Legrue and his family would be swift and brutal.

      Even if Legrue had been willing to do TwoTony’s cutting, the rascal had not even offered a client, something a legit broker would have done in such a specialized case. Just as well, because Legrue didn’t know how he would have responded had TwoTony arrived with a child in tow. Finding a twobee presented significant challenges, however, and finding the right twobee even more so. Legrue thought that perhaps he could find a child with both feet firmly upon death’s threshold, but he realized that he could never find such a child before tomorrow.

      Lost in his thoughts, Legrue had not been tracking his progress through the crowded streets, and his focus returned only when he was bumped hard enough by a passerby that he nearly fell. It took Legrue a moment to shake off the impact, and in a sudden panic, he reached into his pocket. The money was gone, the pocket cut skillfully open by a razor. Frantically, Legrue scanned the crowded street, but distracted as he had been, he had not seen the thief’s face.

      He pushed his way through the crowd in the direction he thought the thief had gone. A rheumy-eyed woman cursed him as he bumped into her. Seeing nothing in that direction, Legrue turned back—maybe the thief had circled around. His panic rising, he rose up on his toes, scanning over the top of the crowd.

      How could he have been so stupid?

      Now, even if by some miracle he found a suitable client, he had no front money.

      He suddenly found it hard to draw a breath. The crowded streets, the cramped buildings, and girders crisscrossing overhead blurred and spun as Legrue feared he was going to faint.

      A hand on his arm steadied him.

      It took Legrue a moment to recognize who was touching him. “ChimChim?”

      ChimChim stepped back as if realizing Legrue might be ill. “You tweaked?”

      “Just tired,” Legrue said, looking to put ChimChim at ease. While several years had passed since the Under’s last epidemic, memories still lingered.

      ChimChim was a broker for the wet market, a legit one, not a poser like TwoTony. When Legrue had first started cutting, he had worked scrips for ChimChim because he lacked reputation and front money. Brokers came at a cost, however, demanding a high ratio, so when the conditions were right, Legrue had forged out solo. Understandably, ChimChim had been angry, but the years had cooled his ire, and now he occasionally brought Legrue scrips he felt uniquely suited to his skills. It had been years since Legrue had asked ChimChim for anything, but maybe the broker could help. “I’ve got a business prop.”

      ChimChim’s left eyebrow rose under the brim of his cap.

      “I need—”  Legrue’s mouth went dry, making it hard to form the words. “I—”

      ChimChim shook his head. “No can help with that.”  He tapped his right fist against his chest, indicating his sympathy with Legrue’s predicament. “Truth is, no legit broker would take that scrip, so they tap TwoTony.”

      Ashamed, Legrue looked away. ChimChim had ears everywhere in the wet market, so Legrue was not surprised ChimChim already knew what he was going to ask. Perhaps his fist tap had not been in sympathy, but pity.

      “You and me, Legrue; we’re solid. I want to help, you ken, but …” ChimChim scanned the crowded street. Then, seemingly satisfied no one important was watching, he leaned closer. “Only place to fill that scrip is the Pit.”
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      The Pit came into existence the year Legrue was born. Over the span of a week, a sinkhole that had first appeared next to a tenement north of the foundry had widened and deepened until the building itself had tumbled into it. Soon after, people migrated into the hole to escape the claustrophobic confines of the Under, and the Pit became a semi-autonomous warren where everything was overseen by a magistrate called the V.I.Per.

      Legrue had been before the V.I.Per on one occasion, and the memories still troubled his conscience. He never spoke of the meeting to anyone, not even Livia, and as he spiraled down the narrow walkways into the depths, he fought against every attempt by his brain to dredge up the memories of that afternoon. The closer he got to the floor, the harder it became, and as the smell of the Pit engulfed him, he was overcome by the memory of the screams willed forth by Legrue’s own hands and the glee of the V.I.Per’s entourage at his impotence to stop it. He clung to a metal scaffolding for support, uncertain he could go on.

      He thought of Abigail, innocent and frail. He and Livia had struggled for several years to bring her into the world and now to keep her there, a fight they were gradually losing. Legrue did not know if their sacrifices would matter, but he had survived in the Under by doing what needs required.

      Legrue forced his left foot to rise, swing forward, and drop onto the metal ramp. He willed his body to roll forward, and for his right foot to follow his left. Two steps, three, each subsequent step lower into the Pit coming easier as his resolve solidified.

      By the time he stood before the V.I.Per, he knew he would pay the price, no matter what it might be.
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      A smile slid across the V.I.Per’s lips, sending a chill through Legrue. “I ken you. Cutter man all weepy over snip-snip of em drogy,” he said, his Pit-slang thick and nearly impenetrable to Legrue. Arrayed behind his throne, the V.I.Per’s entourage laughed and jeered, much to their boss’s amusement.

      The V.I.Per raised his fist and received silence. Leaning forward on the throne, he bared his teeth at Legrue. “Why come back, cutter man?” he asked, sliding effortlessly out of his Pit-slang.

      Given the toll of the years, Legrue had not expected the V.I.Per to recognize him, but now that he had, he wondered how that might affect his ask. Legrue cleared his throat. “I have need.”

      The V.I.Per cocked his head in surprise. “Rim man slums low. Why should I help puss like you?”

      Did the man want him to grovel? Legrue would if he thought it would help. It hadn’t the last time, but then Legrue hadn’t understood what he had gotten himself into when he came to the Pit to purchase a set of quality cutter tools. Young and ignorant, he had been unprepared to pay the V.I.Per’s price, a mistake he did not intend to repeat today. “I can pay.”

      “Indeed,” the V.I.Per said. He tapped his temple with his index finger. With a grin to his entourage, he said “Once, cutter man snip-snip good. All drogy bus eyes big and touch knee, slap skin ’n tribute. Respect.” With the context, Legrue knew he was talking about the last time he had been there. Several in the V.I.Per’s entourage nodded knowingly, and Legrue realized that at least some of them had also been present that day.

      Legrue had always suspected the man he had dismembered in payment for his scalpel had been the leader of a rival faction to the V.I.Per. Legrue had skillfully amputated the man’s feet and hands, keeping him alive for over an hour until the V.I.Per permitted him to mercifully end his suffering. The man’s screams still rang in Legrue’s head, but he most remembered the gleeful faces of the V.I.Per and his entourage as Legrue’s actions effectively put an end to any challenge to the V.I.Per’s power. That day, Legrue vowed to never let another human unduly suffer at his hand, a vow he feared would be challenged today.

      “Speak your desire, cutter man.”

      Legrue licked dry lips. “A twobee.”

      “Mmmmm,” the V.I.Per said as if savoring the sweetness of Legrue’s request. “Twobee for cut? Dark, cutter man, dark.”  The V.I.Per lounged back in his throne, casually draping his left leg over the chair’s arm. He picked at his teeth, some of which had been filed into points.

      Legrue took a deep breath. He didn’t think the V.I.Per understood his ask. “The twobee won’t come home.”

      The V.I.Per showed no surprise, although some of his entourage did. “Cutter man got jimmy for soul,” he said, sounding impressed. “Why do you need this twobee?” he asked.

      “Twenty-five tubes, skin to come even with a rascal.”

      With a speed that made Legrue jump, the V.I.Per leaned forward. As his left boot hit the floor, the sound rang through the small audience room. Amused by Legrue’s startle, the V.I.Per smiled again. “That skin then comes to me, cutter man. You will owe me.”

      Legrue had no money, but then, he suspected the V.I.Per had little need for that. Legrue had skills more valuable than youn.

      The V.I.Per’s eyes narrowed as he watched Legrue fidget. “A deal,” he said, but held up his index finger before Legrue could say anything. “You cut your two ’n five. For me, you dress down the morsel all pretty in tribute. You ken?”

      The offer surprised Legrue. He could have sold the toddler’s organs for enough to buy food and another cycle of Abigail’s antipyretic, but giving the body back to the V.I.Per would be a small price to pay to free himself from TwoTony and any obligation to the V.I.Per.

      Before Legrue could agree, the V.I.Per raised a second finger on his hand. He waited for the murmurs of the entourage to quiet. “When cutter man gets weepy and goes no-no, skin come skin; cutter man come me.”

      Legrue’s brow knitted. He wasn’t sure he understood, but the flutter in his gut gave him a bad feeling.

      The V.I.Per stood. In his heavy boots, he was two hands taller than Legrue. “You no ken.” The V.I.Per’s amused tone drew snickers from the others. “I of mind you no got jimmy for soul, cutter man, and cutting that twobee will be too dark for you. If you don’t deliver, then I own your weepy soul. You ken now?”

      Legrue felt sick. If he did not deliver the remains of the child, the V.I.Per would own him.

      It would not come to that, however.

      “Deal.”
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      The V.I.Per sent Legrue away with his promise to deliver a twobee to his stall in the morning.

      The climb out of the miasma of the Pit did little for Legrue’s spirits, and when he finally reached rim-side, he clutched at the stitch in his side and could go no farther. The meeting with the V.I.Per replayed in his mind, each time Legrue’s physical presence becoming smaller, the V.I.Per more imposing, and the deal to which he had agreed less palatable. As his regret grew, he became ill.

      That night, sleep would not come, and Legrue sat at Abigail’s side. Her closeness as he lay his head next to the basket allowed her ragged breathing to be heard over the noise from the foundry. Every so often, her rasping breaths would calm, growing so quiet Legrue wondered if she was finally free of her suffering. When it happened, he would close his eyes, and unable to see the red glow bleeding through the narrow window or Livia’s form cocooned in a sheet on their futon on the floor, he felt weightless, as if floating in a void. The noise of the Under was lost beneath his whispering, light as a wind, as he counted off the seconds until Abigail’s tiny lungs would rattle and gasp back into action, cutting into his heart more painfully than any knife.

      Eventually, the dawn light shone through their narrow, dingy window, spotlighting the dust and haze that hung in the room. As the light crawled across the floor it illuminated Livia’s ritual bowl and glinted off the empty tubes, scattered about like pieces of a broken vessel.

      In a way, they were, Legrue realized. Each tube had been cut from a person broken not just by the Under, but also by his own hand to patch others who were also broken. Yet, would cutting away the others ever fix Abigail or Livia or himself? He despaired at the futility of it all, but then, this was the Under, and what options did he have?
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      Legrue opened the shutter on the skylight of his stall, and the watery light fell across the packed dirt floor and the cutting table. He couldn’t remember the last time he had done that, and he wasn’t sure why he did it that morning. The darkness had masked how small and dingy his stall was. His cutting table filled nearly the entire space, and if he added all of the leaves to the table, it would leave only enough room at one end for him to squeeze around it.

      Legrue stood three dozen tubes on the table, and next to them, he laid out a silk bundle. When he had returned from the Pit with his tools those years ago, Livia had cut the cloth from the hem of her nicest dress and given it to him. All these years holding such brutal instruments had left the silk tattered and stained, and he wondered how much longer before it came apart entirely.

      The canvas flap rose slightly, and a woman peered in. Her grey shawl, pulled up to cover her head, obscured her face. Seeing Legrue, she stepped inside, leading a small child. Legrue could not tell if it was a girl or a boy; it wore only a cloth diaper and hid behind the dangling tails of the woman’s shawl. What he could see, without doubt, was the child was healthy.

      Legrue’s words failed, as a sudden chill gripped him. He squeezed the edge of the cutting table to steady himself.  Abigail was depending on him. He couldn’t fail her and Livia.

      The woman lowered her shawl. The smoothness of her skin suggested youth, but a dullness in her eyes spoke of desperation, and the dark skin of her chin and neck was crosshatched with pinkish scars from dozens upon dozens of cuttings. “You are Legrue?”

      Unable to speak, Legrue motioned her toward the stool on the opposite side of the cutting table.

      She sat, placing the toddler on her lap. The child buried its face into her breast. “Be brave, Che,” the woman whispered into its curly hair. “Get ’em sweet when the cutter man done.”

      Legrue’s brow pinched. There would be no sweets for the child after the cutter man. There would be no child, only tubes of blood and bags of fingers and toes, liver, heart, strips of muscles, and a pair of tiny, tiny eyes.

      Bile rose in Legrue’s throat. The V.I.Per had not told her. She was expecting Legrue to take a tube or two of blood from her child, like the other cutters; then some youn for them, and a sweet for her twobee to assuage her guilt. No, V.I.Per knew what he was doing, sending the mother with her healthy child when he could have had one of his entourage bring a sickly twobee from a desperate family. He sent this one because he wanted Legrue to fail. Because, as he had said, Legrue had “no jimmy for soul.”

      Legrue squeezed his eyes shut, but try as he might to envision Abigail’s face, he saw nothing but darkness.

      The toddler started wailing, healthy lungs throwing forth fear. “No, no,” it shrieked.

      Legrue thought he was going to vomit.

      “Shh, Che. No hurt, no hurt. Shh.”

      Legrue opened his eyes. The woman had placed the squirming child on the cutting table. She struggled to fit its tiny arm into the restraint made for an adult. The child was already missing a pinky finger and several scars puckered its forearm and chest. Whoever had cut its tender skin had not been particularly skilled.

      She finally managed to secure the wailing child’s arm. “Sorry,” she kept saying, and Legrue didn’t know if the apology was meant for him or the twobee.

      Legrue unfolded the tattered silk. The light shone dully on the nicked scalpel, the dull grey tines of the forceps, and the pitted curves of the clamp. In the hazy light, the tools looked efficiently brutal atop the tattered silk.

      “Hurry,” the woman pleaded, tears welling up in her eyes. She stroked the child’s hair. “Shh, Che.”

      Legrue donned his magnifiers and adjusted the headlamp. He felt faint, but he dismissed it to his hunger.

      He drew a deep breath; he could do this.

      Legrue picked up the scalpel.

      The child had stopped struggling and lay spread on the table crying despondently. Even so, it was a beautiful child—curly dark locks framing its round face. Legrue could see its mother in the color of its eyes.

      He turned away, his hands shaking and his chest so tight now he could not draw a full breath. His mind raced with fantastical scenarios that would save him having to take this woman’s child, but he knew he was out of time. Soon TwoTony would return and finding neither tubes nor youn, the rascal would shatter Legrue’s hand, destroying his livelihood. Yet, Legrue might not even be there if the V.I.Per discharged someone to collect him before TwoTony arrived.

      With him gone, what would happen to Abigail and Livia?

      “One for three,” he whispered—one healthy child for three lives. But they were broken lives, and Legrue did not know if they could ever be repaired. Yet, he knew if he did this, it would break him forever.

      “I won’t.” He tugged at the strap, releasing the child’s arm.

      “But—”

      Legrue swept his tools onto the floor and scattered the tubes across the stall. “Go!” He turned away again, ashamed of his outburst, but the woman left, and the wails of the twobee were swallowed by the noise of the waking market.

      Spent, Legrue slumped onto the stool and buried his face into his hands. His whole body shook. What had he done?

      He rushed out into the alley. Frantically, he craned his head above the crowd looking for the woman’s grey shawl, but he could not find it. She was gone, and with her went any hope.

      Back inside, Legrue gently dusted off the blue silk, retrieved his scalpel and forceps from under the cutting table, and carefully rewrapped the tools and what glass tubes he could find.

      He contemplated waiting for fate to come to him, but as he stared at the small bundle of silk, he realized he had never been that type of man.

      Maybe he could still find a way, perhaps luck would be with him, and a child that had died of the wasting will have been left in an alley. He had heard stories that this still happened, although he had not witnessed it since the last pandemic had swept through the Under.

      He took his tools and headed out. For many hours, he searched the alleys behind the tenements. Finally, his feet hurting, he found himself before his own door.
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      The sun, long past its zenith, no longer came in through the window, leaving the apartment dark and smelling of burnt blood.

      “Livia?”

      Abigail coughed pitifully from her basket. Legrue placed his hand on her forehead. She burned with fever, hotter than Legrue had ever experienced, and the dropper was empty.

      Where was Livia?

      Legrue picked up his daughter. Her head rolled back and then forward onto his shoulder. She lay limply against him, her breath rattling in her chest. So light now, she felt almost like a newborn again. He cupped her head in his hand to hold it steady; her hair, fine and thin, felt like nothing against his palm.

      Legrue’s legs threatened to buckle, so he sat on the stool and hugged his daughter to his chest. He remembered his joy the day she had been born. “Shh,” he whispered gently. The heat of her fever radiated through his shirt.

      “Livia?” She hadn’t left the apartment in weeks except to purchase the bowl and tubes of blood to burn. Could she have left Abigail to buy another tube? Over the past days, Livia had grown distant. He could not recall her comforting Abigail, and she had avoided his touch at night when he wanted—needed—her caress. A vacant stare had settled into her eyes, the same emptiness he saw on those who came to the wet market over and over, those who were ready to whole-sale themselves to bring it all to an end.

      No, she couldn’t be gone. Abigail still needed her. He still needed her.

      “Livia?” he whispered into the room’s lonely shadows.

      The lingering smoke from the burning bowl stung his eyes. The tube Legrue had brought home yesterday lay empty on the floor next to it. False hope, all of it, Legrue thought. The blood, the burning, the cutting, all of it meant nothing.

      He kicked the bowl and it clanged dully off the door.

      In his arms, Abigail’s frail form had gone still. Legrue did not move, but lowered his ear gently to her hair and started to count, waiting for her fragile lungs to rattle back to life, but they did not.

      Like his daughter, the Under was quiet.

      Legrue screamed, months of pain released in an anguished howl. He had failed her. That morning, if he had cut the twobee, he would not have wasted hours wandering alleys in his futile search. He could have sold any extra tubes of blood and some of the organs that surely the V.I.Per would not have missed and used the youn for another cycle of antipyretics. He could have come home, and Livia would still be there. Broken or not, they would have survived another day, and in the Under, that’s what life was. Living had a price that came due every day—skin to come even—and today Legrue had failed to pay.

      Drained, he slumped over the tiny, still body and wept.

      “Legrue?”

      He raised his head.

      Livia stood in the doorway. Legrue blinked several times, not sure if he was hallucinating.

      Her lip started to quiver as she noticed the body on Legrue’s lap. A bottle dropped from her hand, shattering on the floor. “No,” she said. “No.” Her voice grew thinner as her throat tightened. She dropped on the floor next to Legrue and scooped Abigail into her arms.

      Legrue stared at the broken bottle. She had gone for a cycle of fever medication, but how had she paid for it? He noticed then her disheveled hair, the top of her dress askew.

      Legrue knew she would not speak of what she had given for her daughter, and he would not ask. That was the way in the Under. He slid onto the floor and pulled them both into his arms. She turned into him and cried into his shoulder.

      Gently he stroked her hair. He should not have doubted her.

      A lump rose up in Legrue’s throat. Soon his own debt would come due, but finally, he saw the path forward, and it was a path both he and Livia would need to follow together, as they had always done.

      They could give nothing more to their daughter, but she could give them one final gift.
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      Terra stands alone in the middle of the room, staring at nothing. She moves sometimes like someone dreaming, but never reacts.

      My poor sister, locked in her own world.

      “Terra?” I ask.

      She doesn’t look at me and she doesn’t look away.

      “Terra?”

      She frowns at something over my shoulder. It’s like she can almost hear me at the edge of things, like she’s searching for my voice from … wherever she thinks she is.

      I ask, “Has anything changed?”

      The elephant nurse bellows sadly.

      “I just wish I knew if Terra was happy in there,” I say. “Do you think she’s happy?”

      The elephant nurse’s bellow rises uncertainly.

      Quietly, I say, “I hope she is.”

      The elephant nurse raises her trunk to trumpet her agreement.

      The noise wakes the trees outside the hospital window. They stretch and shake out their leaves. A dislodged sparrow turns toward me and gapes open its beak. It squawks “beep beep beep” and I realize it’s been doing that the whole time. There are other noises, too—a distant, distorted voice like a conductor shouting into a bad mic—are we near a train station?

      The elephant nurse raps me on the head with her trunk to get my attention. Her nurse’s cap perches between her enormous ears. She wants her tip.

      I can barely get the mosquitoes out of my wallet. My fingers fumble while the mosquitoes fly in and out of the billfold, biting. My fingertips swell up.

      When I’ve finally taken out enough, the elephant nurse sweeps them into her saddlebags. Her ears spin like helicopter rotors. She propels herself upward and out of sight.

      I should find the door. It must be somewhere. Except— something’s not right—

      Is it my shoes? I can’t go home without my shoes. I double-check my feet. The shoes aren’t there. I look under the bed. They aren’t there either, but there’s a pair of empty soup cans. I put them on instead.

      Terra’s raised hand flexes as if holding a cup. She makes a displeased noise. “—hospital coffee always so weak?” Her hand tips too far. She jumps back with a shriek. “Ouch! Damn. It’s all in my socks …”

      She’s so far away. It breaks my heart.

      Oh, there’s the door. I open it. There’s a pub on the other side. I don’t want to go drinking. I close it and try again. It’s a sinking ship this time. A ship hand shouts and runs toward me. I shut the door hard.

      When I try the door again, it opens onto a huge, empty building full of teetering platforms and staircases. A man with compound beetle eyes grabs for my hand. “Poppy, you need to wake up your sister. Something’s coming.”

      “What’s coming?” I ask.

      He yanks me onto a floating platform. The door slams.

      I look over the edge. Fragmented rooms trundle through the air below us, kitchens and bathrooms with exposed plumbing.

      “It’s coming!” the beetle-eyed man repeats. “You have to wake Terra up, Poppy. Before it gets you both!”

      “It’s coming …?”

      Oh.

      It is coming, isn’t it? I remember now. The Queen of Teeth and her cannibal horde, coming to eat me up into nothing.

      My heart slams. We have to run.

      The beetle-eyed man yanks me up a spiral staircase. The stairs wind up and up, getting narrower and narrower like a spindle until they’re as narrow as our feet.

      The railing splinters. Rotting steps drop away under us.

      We jump over the broken railing, paddling through empty air until we crash onto a huge, floating platform that’s part of a library. It shakes with the impact. Bookcases knock each other down like dominoes.

      “The Queen is coming,” says a voice above me.

      “The Queen is coming,” repeats another voice, and then a third, “The Queen of Teeth is coming.”

      Far above, at the ceiling, her gibbon scouts swing between giant chandeliers.

      “She’s coming for Poppy and her sister,” the gibbons chant. “Turn them in if you know where they are, or the Queen will devour you, too.”

      I hide under the edge of a huge, fallen bookcase with my head tucked against my chest and my hands protecting the back of my neck, like a child preparing for an earthquake.

      The gibbons’ voices echo and fade.

      I scrabble out from under the rubble. The beetle-eyed man is gone. That’s good. He might betray us.

      A weird, green glow pulses over me, so intense that it sears through my lids when I close my eyes.

      I follow it into the maze of bookcases. Half of them have fallen. I pick my way through broken shelves and mountains of abandoned books.

      The radioactive color grows brighter and brighter as I near the center. The books get bigger, too. They’re the size of dining tables, piled against each other in a hodgepodge of precarious angles.

      At the center, it’s so bright I have to shield my eyes as they adjust. It’s Terra! My sister is glowing.

      She floats inside an enormous test tube. Bubbles gloop slowly through the viscous, green liquid surrounding her. The test tube stands on a library copy of Les Miserables that’s big enough to be the stage in a karaoke restaurant.

      My poor sister, locked in her own world.

      Through the test tube, she sounds like, “Gloop … Fontaine had passed a sleepless and feverish night … gloop gloop … breath issued from her breast with that tragic sound which is peculiar to those maladies … gloop … M. Madeleine remained for some time motionless beside the bed, gazing in turn upon the sick woman and the crucifix as he had done two months before when he came the first time …”

      I have to wake her up.

      The elephant nurse sits in an armchair beside the book, watching a video on her phone. I plead with the nurse. “Terra has to wake up. Can’t you do anything?”

      The elephant nurse sets her phone in her lap. She looks up at Terra in the test tube.

      “—Is that the unabridged version? I tried reading Les Miserables to my daughter before we saw the play, but we washed out after five hundred pages.”

      “Yeah … I thought Poppy might like it. She used to listen to Les Miz on loop. She tried out for Eponine in high school and didn’t get it. She was devastated. I don’t know …” A ragged breath. “Maybe next time I should just grab Harry Potter.”

      “She might wake up before then.”

      “Maybe.” Tone suddenly brusque. “I should get back to reading if I’m ever going to finish this thing—”

      Something’s not right. I squint at them so hard that my head starts hurting. This is confusing.

      I grab my phone from the pocket of my jeans. I forgot I had a phone. Maybe someone can help Terra. Except what’s the code to unlock it? I’m dialing and dialing, but I can’t get it right. 2460? 4601?

      My teeth are loose, all of them. They fall out of my mouth onto the floor like ivory piano keys.

      Where’s my shirt? Why didn’t I put on a shirt? How could I forget my shirt?

      Where am I? My sister was here … maybe? I have to wake her up.

      A sparrow gapes open its beak and squawks, “Beep beep beep!”

      There must be a train station somewhere in this forest. The conductor has a bad microphone.

      “Beep beep beep!”

      The sparrow is so loud.

      I shout, “Shut up!”

      Crows and seagulls and pigeons and cuckoos and owls and geese descend on me in a deluge, claws out, all squawking, “Beep beep beep beep beep beep BEEP BEEP.”

      I shout, “Shut up! Shut up!”

      I throw my arms around my head to protect myself from beaks and wings. I run through the forest, branches scratching my clothes. The birds chase.

      Chasing me—something else was chasing me—the Queen of Teeth, she wants to devour me and Terra, she wants to eat us up into nothing, I have to wake my sister up.

      How can I wake her up? Can I take her home? I remember home. Our bedroom with the brick fireplace that was painted white and covered in little, plastic toy animals that we glued between the cracks. In the mornings when we didn’t have school, we stayed in bed and fought about what music to play. At night, we pushed our beds into the center of the room so we could hide under the blankets together even though we texted instead of talking.

      Our parents sold the house during the divorce when we were fourteen. I can’t remember the last time I drove by.

      The beetle-eyed man is back. He says, “—true the odds are shrinking, but remember odds can’t tell you what will happen in a specific—”

      The birds form a cave around us with their wings. They leer at me with nasty beaks. Some of them stop beeping long enough to talk.

      “You can’t wake up Terra,” says the crow.

      “You can’t do anything,” says the owl.

      “Your chest is heavy,” says the goose.

      “Your lungs can’t move it,” says the seagull.

      “Because it’s so heavy,” says the robin.

      “You’re probably going to suffocate,” says the woodpecker.

      “Beep beep beep!” says the pigeon.

      I gulp for air. My breath rasps as if it’s fighting through cracks in solid rock.

      “Wake her up, Poppy,” says the beetle-eyed man. “You’re wasting time.”

      I shout at him. “How?”

      I have to get away from here. I try to run through the birds. The beetle-eyed man grabs my wrist with a snap.

      “Not that way,” the beetle-eyed man says. “This way.”

      He kicks at the roots of a tree. A hole opens between them like a cavity in a tooth. He shoves me into it.

      The birds scream fury as I fall out of reach.

      I land on my feet on white tile. I remember I’m wearing soup can shoes. They clatter and pinch. I kick them off.

      This is my sister’s hospital room, but all the furniture is on the ceiling. The elephant nurse isn’t here. She must have left for the day.

      My sister stands upside down by the bed. My poor sister, locked in her own world.

      “Terra, you need to wake up,” I tell her. “It’s important. There’s something chasing us. It’s going to eat us if you don’t wake up.”

      My sister fragments into a dozen copies of herself. One stands by the window. Two are by the bed. One leans by the door. One is crying. One sits in the nurse’s chair.

      “—Poppy, I miss you—”

      “—Harry knew, somehow, what to do. He leaned forward and grasped the broom tightly in both hands, and it shot toward Malfoy like a javelin—”

      “—sorry, I just couldn’t stand any more Victor Hugo—”

      “—Wake up, Poppy! Wake—”

      “—coffee is so weak—”

      “—haven’t been able to be here as much recently, but my asshole boss threatened to fire—”

      “—Dumbledore chuckled at the stunned look on Harry’s face. ‘Fawkes is a phoenix, Harry. Phoenixes burst into flame when it’s time for them to die—”

      “—up! Wake—”

      “—got it all over my pants this time, damn it—”

      “—Harry looked down in time to see a tiny, wrinkled, newborn bird poke its head out of the ashes. It was quite as ugly as the old one. ‘It’s a shame you had to see him on a burning day,’ Dumbledore said—”

      “—both good and bad news: I’ll be able to visit more because I finally told my boss I was sick of his petty, punitive—”

      “—up! All anyone wants is for you to wake—!”

      The elephant nurse stands in the doorway.

      The nurse says, “You should go home.”

      I start to snap back, I have to wake up Terra first! but then my sister is talking instead.

      Terra’s one person again, sitting in a chair. She says, “I have my favorite pillow and six more Harry Potter books. What else could I want?”

      It’s like she’s reacting to the nurse, but that’s not possible.

      My sister rubs her eyes. “Maybe I should just leave and stay gone. I’ve lost my job. Dave’s pissed at me for never being home. Mom and Dad haven’t been back for a month. Does any of it even matter to her?”

      “Maybe not,” the nurse says. “But maybe it does.”

      A bird outside the window squawks, “beep beep beep.”

      I feel tears in my eyes as I look up at my sister. “Wake up, Terra. I miss you.”

      She doesn’t even glance.

      The nurse says, “You should tell her you love her.”

      She’s not talking to me, but how can she be talking to Terra?

      “I love you,” Terra says anyway.

      “I love you,” I say.

      We speak together. “Please, come home.”

    

    
      
      

      1 Content Warning: Death or dying.
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      Between death and birth lies a deep night. In it, the soul stretches out, comes apart at the seams, and disperses, to eventually recreate itself anew. Evangeline always imagined it to look like multicolored light floating like gossamer or lightning in space. She thought now of her Mama Luella stretched out against the darkness, melding with other lights while Evangeline sat stiff-backed and tired in a clearing to pay her respects. She smiled through the distance between them now. She did not fear that Mama Luella was lost, only traveling to come back in another face, a deeper dream, a more refined version of her truth. Evangeline looked now and again at her father sitting next to her. Only the tendons in his jaw acknowledged the funeral happening around him; they worked diligently, chewing on the pain of death. His round brown face was still but for their movement. The rest of him seemed far away. She hoped with her mother.

      Activity coursed around them. Graceful old mamas crowned in feathered Sunday hats led each other to their seats, spoke and wept quietly in pockets of color—blue, purple, rose. All of Mama Luella’s favorite colors expressed in skirts, homemade blouses, dyed slippers, as per her grandmother’s instructions. Evangeline didn’t wonder when they’d received these instructions. Only her father and the Reverend donned the traditional black. She wore the dress she’d found waiting for her in her grandmother’s front bedroom, a lush blue wrap with white doves stitched into the hem. Though she’d never worn a wrap in her life, her hands worked outside her conscious mind and cinched it perfectly in a few moments, a deep hum vibrating through her lips as the last fold was tucked in place.

      Evangeline smiled now at the women she knew had bathed her grandmother at this morning’s sunrise. Carefully dipping swatches of cloth ripped from their own lives into spring water, they had wiped off the funeral parlor’s makeup and concealer, coaxing Luella out of this impression of her. Now they turned the corners of their mouths up, smiling back at Evangeline. They slowly nodded to her, eyes locked on her own. She returned the gesture. It seemed a signal.

      The Reverend, who’d been quietly praying in a cluster of oaks, advanced from the trees and walked to the front of the outdoor congregation. He smoothed his thick white mustache and began to collect the spirit.

      “Brothers and sisters, we gather today to celebrate the soul of Luella Willet ...”

      “Mmmm hmmm,” the mourners sang back to the Reverend.

      “... Sister Luella touched all of our lives, but more than that, she touched the heart of God!”

      “Yes, she did! Yes, she did!” the older ladies chimed in, fanning the words out of their mouths. Evangeline watched them scoot farther back in their chairs, poised for the next punctuation.

      “... and for this we know she sits high in the kingdom of the Lord!”

      “On high! Yes, Lord, on high!” came the crescendo from the audience.

      Having released this energy built up since they learned of her passing, Luella’s longtime friends and distant acquaintances settled back in their seats to let the familiar funereal words unfold. Evangeline sat quietly open, absorbing the Tuscaloosa that had been lost to her since her mother forbade her to visit.
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      “Where do you come from?”

      “Long time ’go the way-back folks come from there to here to learn how to be reborn right here on the land. With the trees and all the little animals and everything, and they stay alive so there’d come us, and here us is.” The gravel slid from Evangeline’s throat. She said in her own voice, “Here us is.” Evangeline rocked slightly, small hands cupping the wet bark of the log. As her “is” flowed out across the water, Evangeline looked up to catch Tasha’s naked expression. She’d learned to look before Tasha covered up the tense eyebrow, the pinched corners of her mouth. This time her friend’s face was open, the lips parted slightly.

      Tasha looked ready to ask another question but then nodded to herself, dismissing it. Behind her, the water continued to push through the earth, clear water over pastel pebbles. Evangeline and Tasha fell now into one of their silences, the end of a game they’d played throughout the few weeks Evangeline spent in Tuscaloosa visiting her Mama Luella.

      Nearly every day, Tasha and Evangeline would strike out after lunch and spend whole afternoons lost in the half-acre behind the shed. They were a good pair: Tasha had many questions, and Evangeline, answers. Twenty Questions was their favorite game. Though it always had the same theme, they never tired of playing it. No one was better at “Who Am I?” than Evangeline. They’d walk through the woods, Tasha swatting at dandelions and weeds with her ever-present stick, bringing up the rear to Evangeline’s searching eyes. When Evangeline found something—a little waterfall emptying into a sinkhole, a leaf turned transparent by the sun, a rock whose texture tickled her—she’d hold it, if only with her eyes. Her face would smooth, and then Tasha knew Evangeline was ready.

      Tasha would start with simple questions but had learned not to ask for the name because the answer was always “Evangeline.” Never mind that two questions before she’d said she was six feet tall or, in answer to the one before that, that she made boats for a living. This was the trick in their game: the answer was never one word or two but the answers to all the questions stacked up together. It wasn’t the “I” that was important but the “am.” Tasha found this more interesting than television and spent most of her time with Evangeline. Tasha didn’t assume that she knew things, so she wasn’t afraid to ask questions; that’s what Evangeline liked about her. Most people thought they knew every damn thing. When really what they knew wasn’t any deeper than the stream behind her grandmother’s house.

      “How come your mama don’t like Black people?” Tasha asked into the silence.

      Evangeline slid down the log and onto the ground, tucking her long legs beneath her. “Why do you think that?”

      “’Cause she don’t. You can tell. It’s like she don’t want to touch us or something. Too good for her own kind, my mama say.”

      Wondering if it were true, Evangeline said, “That’s not true,” and picked up the end of Tasha’s stick, dragged it lightly across the grass. Evangeline knew what her friend was talking about but didn’t think that was what her mother added up to.

      Just before Evangeline had come to Tuscaloosa—she loved saying that word, fast and happy; it sounded like a secret password, Tuscaloosa—Marie told Evangeline that her legacy was to struggle and blossom. Evangeline told her mother that she wasn’t delicate enough to blossom, that she’d rather explode like popcorn: “Uh! Here I is!” Marie said all girls were delicate and pointed at the soft blonde woman on the TV screen. After that, Evangeline thinned herself out, cut back her thoughts, stopped eating butter. Marie told Evangeline that they were beyond color, and if White isn’t a color, they were. ’Cause most times white was the only color Van saw: at school, Brownie meetings, play dates. She went to a private school in a private neighborhood. To Evangeline, private meant White. Except for her private dreams. Not wanting to play Twenty Questions again, Evangeline shut down that train of thought and looked up at the lavender sky.

      “Come on, it’ll be dark soon.”

      The girls brushed off their backsides and headed to the shed for jars. Their favorite blue lightning bugs came out earliest of all.
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      That evening Tasha’s parents, the neighbor’s family, and Evangeline’s got together for a barbeque. Marie and Edward had arrived earlier that evening to spend the traditional last weekend with Mama Luella. Now they sat outside talking with the other adults. Mama Luella stood over a barrel grill, spraying water onto the meat. In the family room, Tasha and Evangeline played with Marcus, the neighbor’s boy.

      “You ain’t all that! You ain’t all that!” Marcus yelled, his chin pointing upward on the last syllables as he looked down his nose at Tasha. The sound of his voice excited him at this volume. Before, Tasha had been winning the Dozens, cutting on his brother’s too-big nylon jacket and the way it looked on his pointy, tall boy body, even noticing that he’d tied his shoes in knots where the laces were broken. He’d lost the rhythm of the contest, could think of no come-backs, and so was left listening to a list of his faults. But now Marcus had her—not with wit but with sheer size and volume. Tasha retreated closer to the wall every time he yelled. He liked the power, and bully genius stoked his voice. His hand flashed out, grabbed the doorknob behind her, and before she could make real words with her grunts of protest, he’d shoved her into the darkened closet. Immediately her voice reached its highest pitch, sirening for someone to get her out.

      Of course, it was Evangeline who came to the rescue. Already well over four feet tall at seven years old, she was a natural protector. Used to plucking the smaller girl out of trouble, Evangeline enjoyed this role. This made her walk slowly over to Marcus, preparing her strategy. Before a word came out of her mouth or a hand up to protect herself, he’d grabbed her too and shoved her on top of Tasha, whose hysterics bounced off the walls in the small black space.

      Evangeline knocked the wind out of her. The screaming cut off, lost in the gush of Tasha’s breath. In the moment of silence when the other senses faded, Evangeline’s skin took over and told her that the warm sweat pressed against her was too close, that the hot breath on her neck was fear. Then it failed her. It could not tell her that this was not the dream where a box of darkness fell on her as she walked in another life, through the abundant plains. The one that blotted out the blue skies and breeze, sealing her away from that happiness. Evangeline reacted now as she did then, the last time something tried to take the space out of her soul. When her hands spread out and hit the closet’s walls, it began: the timbre that got straight to the core of things, a sound beyond sound.

      Marcus snapped to attention, his grin breaking apart until the boy looked like he’d been struck in the face. The tendons stood out on his neck. His head vibrated from tension. He looked about to cry.

      Conversation on the back porch stopped short. Tasha and Evangeline’s mothers wavered in the wind. While Tasha’s screams dissipated into the sounds of Earth, Wind, and Fire, Evangeline’s cut straight through, reaching through the women. Only their eyes shifted—gravitated, in fact—toward the sound. The men sitting under the magnolia tree looked at their wives for an explanation. Cans of beer hovered in midair. Startling stretched into taut awe.

      Mama Luella moved. Evangeline’s screaming frightened her, almost made her panic. The sound was too raw and thick for a child’s delicate cords. She tore the door open and went to pick up the girl. Evangeline’s eyes stopped the big woman. Mama Luella thought she saw something in them, moving across the whites. She shook her head hard once and took Evangeline in her arms. The sound didn’t stop until Mama Luella pulled Evangeline clear of the closet. In the light the child’s eyes cleared. Evangeline stared out into the distance, pupils straight ahead and expanding. Her parents’ running feet shook the floorboards. Evangeline hopped a little in the air but then stood still, rooted to the spot.

      She didn’t speak another word all through dinner, only nodding when asked if she was okay. The adults spoke quietly, moved sharply, knocked over a saltshaker and a pitcher of iced tea, sliced through a wishbone. Her father, usually out playing bid whist or pool with the neighborhood men, watched TV all night and stuck close to his daughter.

      Evangeline spoke only after the visitors had gone and the dinner plates were put away. In the front bedroom, Marie folded Evangeline’s clothes back into a tiny pink suitcase as Mama Luella laid the child down for rest.

      “Mama Luella, what dreams mean?” Evangeline asked.

      “Dreams are your soul remembering what’s been done and what’s to come.”

      “Mother! I will not have you filling her head with all that foolishness,” Marie interrupted. “Haven’t we had enough for one day?” She turned toward her daughter. “Dreams are like storybooks, Evangeline. You’re just telling stories to yourself.”

      Marie looked steadily into the child’s eyes, trying to beam out authority. Evangeline looked at her a moment and then focused on her grandmother with wide eyes and closed mouth. Mama Luella only gazed back calmly at the child, smoothing the tasseled blanket over Evangeline’s feet, then turned and walked out of the bedroom.

      Later Evangeline heard her mother and grandmother arguing in whispers out in the kitchen:

      “Just ’cause you don’t wanna know, don’t mean the child don’t.”

      “Gracious! And you wonder why I left Tuscaloosa. Too many backward people and their backward ideas.”

      “You can be as saditty as you want, Marie Mae, but don’t sass me like you didn’t come out me, ya hear.”

      “Now, Mama ...”

      “Now, Mama,” and then the screen door banging shut, feet following after.

      That night Evangeline dreamed of her Mama Luella, shrunk down to her size with a little girl’s face and strong hands. The Girl Mama Luella carried a bucket across a dusty patch of land, her gaze brushing the grass. Evangeline couldn’t see all of her dream self, only its hand—large, brown, and mottled with scars. She watched as it took the burden out of the other’s small hands and grasped them. The Girl Mama Luella looked up and smiled. A beautiful brown girl who’d been waiting to smile. Its flash faded slowly from Evangeline’s unconscious eye, first the color, then the presence.

      The last remnants of floating light melded into the golden sun splashed across Evangeline’s face when she awoke.

      The next morning Evangeline repeated the action, taking her grandmother’s hand after breakfast. Rubbing the child’s supple knuckles, a tear slid down Mama Luella’s cheek. She gathered the girl in her arms and placed her in her lap. “I just want you to be safe.” Mama Luella kissed Evangeline’s forehead, and she rested against her rock. Through morning’s first shy rays toward the full beams of early afternoon, they sat that way, not moving until the car was packed and Ed came to say goodbye, collecting Evangeline.

      Marie sat in the front seat of the Volvo, reading a magazine. As the car pulled away, Evangeline smiled big for her Mama Luella.

      When Marie Brown read one of the child’s letters to her grandmother the following autumn, she decided she didn’t like what came out of her daughter in the backwoods of her childhood, and Tuscaloosa became a memory to Evangeline.

      But Evangeline remembered more than her mother could fathom. That much was evident even in the letter that changed everything. Marie had been cleaning Evangeline’s room, looking for any loose ends that could be sent down to their new home in Savannah. Edward stood in the doorway again, asking why they couldn’t just wait and do everything at once when Evangeline was done with the school year.

      Marie turned and leveled her eyes upon him. “Edward, the sooner we start, the sooner we finish.”

      “But we still have lives here, Marie, things that have to get done before the move. I’ve got two projects to finish at the firm. Van’s got her million and one classes and clubs, and you—”

      “And I am keeping this family in order, moving us on to new things. Don’t you want to take the next step, Edward? Or do you want to stay at a mediocre firm where they don’t appreciate you? Or maybe you want our daughter to have to grow up around this mess like we did?”

      “What mess, Marie? I’ve been listening to you talk about ‘this mess’ for months. I don’t see any mess, except for the one we’re making trying to hurry this move.”

      “Oh don’t lose your reason now and don’t take that tone with me. Don’t you trust my judgment?”

      “Of course I trust your judgment, Marie. That’s not the point. It’s just that these last couple of months, you’ve been ... agitated or something, I don’t know.”

      “And this move is just what I need—what we all need. To settle down somewhere safe. That’s all, Edward. The thought of it just ... excites me.” She moved in close, put her arms around his neck, and looked up into his nutty brown face, reassuring herself that yes, she had married the right man for the job. “Nothing to worry about. Soon there won’t be anything to worry about.” She kissed him, letting out just enough warmth to calm his fears. “Savannah’s going to be great, hon. We’re going to be great in Savannah.”

      Edward looked down and saw his Marie, bit the side of his mouth, and nodded. He held her for a moment, brought her closer to him, and then backed away.

      “I have to get back to work,” he said and turned down the hallway.

      She watched him round the corner and then returned to her work. Packing away some of Evangeline’s books, Marie came across the letter sticking out of an old National Geographic. She unfolded it and read:

      
        
        Mama Lu. How are you? I miss you. Did you eat all the tomatoes in the garden? Will you send me some? Mama never buys them. She cooks little green pencils. They tast like yuck. We are moving soon. Their will be a grate school. I can take better clases. Mama say she sick of the fokes here. Say they a bad enflunce. I had a dream with the hurt lady. I have a lot. She still says no thing. She looks at me. She smiles and tuches my face. I know she will say sum thing soon. I want her to talk. Are dreams what you say or what Mama say? The hurt lady is not like a dream. I play kick ball and go to the beech when I dream. Not like when I see her. I love you.

        Love

        Evangeline

        

      

      This was the last letter never sent from Evangeline to Mama Luella. When they moved to Savannah, Marie redoubled her efforts to fill up her daughter’s mind with activities and near-constant instruction on how to act. She spent every waking moment standing over Evangeline, whether she was physically there or not. At night Marie took two prescriptions so she could do it all again in the morning. She meant to make Evangeline cultured by her definition, for her to follow in her footsteps and beyond—but most of all, she meant to leave no room for the hurt ladies in Evangeline’s dreams. The girl was a fledgling ballerina by eight, a Girl Scout with every badge by eleven, and a formidable chess opponent by thirteen. Amongst her mother’s perfumed and perfectly coiffed crowd of pale friends, there was talk of geniushood. Through the martini glasses clinking in the parlor, the subtle tones of jealousy could be heard between the congratulatory words, the exclamations of great mothering. Marie accepted these compliments with a chiseled smile. Her gaze stayed cast in front of her, darting toward the clock on the mantle, counting the minutes until it was time to shuttle Evangeline from French tutoring to gymnastics.

      Mama Luella wrote over the years, first demanding, then begging, that she be allowed to see her grandchild. She called Marie out for severing the connection and trying to hide her own dreams. She told Marie that no good would come of it—and she was right. “It won’t stop just because you want it to, Marie. You can’t run from it. You should be running to it.”

      Marie scoffed at this last, but it came back to her many times over the years: as she sat in PTA meetings, a little brown dot in a sea of white; once as she watched the waves rippling up the shore on a vacation to Virginia Beach with Edward’s friends; that time the butcher mistook her for Evangeline and called her “girl”; every night, as the chalk of the little blue pills melted onto her tongue, Marie thought of her mother’s words blurring on the page she still kept in her nightstand drawer. When it came time for Evangeline to graduate high school, Marie wrote her mother back. Mama, please come. The pills weren’t working.

      There were signs, of course, but like most, her family didn’t see them until after: little things could be found out of place in the fastidiously clean bedroom that she and Edward shared. Twice, when she was supposed to pick her daughter up, she found herself out by a lake staring deep into the water, looking at it as if there were no bottom at all. Marie started to avoid her friends. Their crumbling pale faces vaguely nauseated her. She found herself staring at the way this one’s mouth drooped into a tight frown or that one’s chin expanded, growing ruddy and flaccid where it connected to the neck. They looked alien to her, these proper White women she’d spent formal brunches and dinners with. Marie could no longer stand to be around those who had once been so valuable to her and, more importantly, her daughter’s opportunities. She declined invitations to galas and golf tournaments. After the incident at a dinner party hosted by Edward’s company, Marie could no longer control the remembering, and it came back to her in a whirlwind.

      Edward was off mingling with clients, buttering up his boss for a promotion. She could hear his clear baritone ringing out among the other voices. The glass of champagne in her hand kept Marie connected to the room. She concentrated on its cold mingling with her skin. She didn’t see the man approach her from behind.

      “Mrs. Brown.” His voice slithered. She turned abruptly to find Matthew Leonard, one of Edward’s associates—by far her least favorite—standing before her in a crowded, brown three-piece suit. A dim red rose stuck out of the lapel. “How lovely to see you again.” All the time he spoke, his gaze moved up her body, lingering on the ample curves and muscles shrouded in the purple wrap.

      “Mr. Leonard,” Marie replied, giving only the most obligatory of responses.

      “You’re looking fabulous—but then again you always do.” Not waiting for a reply, he continued:, “Catherine and I are having a little affair next weekend. You know, just a little something in commemoration of the upcoming commencement, a bit of a celebration for the ones who’ve been paying those exorbitant private school fees all these years.” He laughed at his joke. “We were really hoping you and Edward could stop by. After all, Evangeline is the valedictorian, and the four of us should have been coupling up a long time ago.”

      Marie looked at him sharply at this last comment. Immediately, she knew it was a mistake to look him in the eye. His face was poised in a lascivious sneer.

      “I’ll have to ask Edward about that,” she replied, looking over his head for her husband. She’d lost his laughter in the crowd. “Evangeline’s speech at the NAACP awards ceremony is that night. We’ve already made quite a few commitments.”

      “Not too many, I hope. They have a way of dictating our lives, don’t they?” He took a step closer. “I, myself, try to stay open to the possibilities.” As he spoke, his hand crossed the threshold of insinuation and rested on her hip. “Would you care to dance, Marie?” he asked, his hand moving toward her ass.

      In one motion Marie moved close to his ear, broke her glass on the side of the table, brought it against his thigh, and whispered, “Would you care to bleed, Matthew?”

      The broken glass shook in her hand. Slowly Marie moved her head around his and looked him in the eye. He thought he saw something moving across the whites and took two quick steps away from her.

      “Marie! I see we’ve had a little accident.” Edward moved up briskly from the other side of the room. “Let me get someone.” He called out to a waiter and then turned back to his wife.

      For a moment Marie kept her back to him. Then she took a deep breath, making sure to look at the floor first, and replied, “Yes, it seems so.” She handed him the broken glass. “I’m afraid I don’t feel very well, Edward. Can we go?”

      “Of course.”

      They left Leonard staring at the spot they’d been standing in.
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      That night dreams came back to Marie—through the veil of sedatives and the wall of her stalwart restraint. Marie’s woman came back to her.

      “Why you hidin’? You can’t hide, girl! You can’t hide!”

      Marie could see the White face clearly in the blackness of the hold. She tried to breathe only when water lapped against the hull. She wanted to close her eyes and fade into the safe blackness, but she was afraid of not seeing the White man who searched her out, stepping on people, feces, and rats to find her. She scooted closer to the wall, balancing herself on the dead man beneath her. She tried not to recognize his marks, the same etched across her face. The sleeping Marie knew this memory and didn’t want it to see its end. She steeled herself against what was coming. Before his hand grabbed her, she blinked out and turned her inner eye to imagining the stars outside were familiar. He slapped her hard across the face, bringing her back. Her eyes reacted and opened. The White man was gone.

      “Why you hiding?” the woman asked, her face floating warmly inches from Marie’s. “You can’t hide, child. We belong to each other. You can’t deny me. Don’t you see that?”

      The next morning Marie wrote the message to her mother and began counting the days until Mama Luella’s arrival. She threw away the pills when she got back from her morning errands.

      When Evangeline pulled into the driveway, she saw a sight: Marie digging up the side of the yard, planting yams in place of the stone garden she’d laid out piece by piece the previous spring. Marie came in while Evangeline was sitting at the table poring over a thick volume of Lacan.

      “Why don’t you stop straining your eyes and call your grandmother? Tell her about the NAACP ceremony,” she said and walked out of the room.

      At first perplexed, Evangeline quickly recovered and picked up the phone.

      Two days later Mama Luella was to arrive. The next day the neighbor’s septic tank backed up and exploded all over his yard. The smell was horrific. Edward suggested that they stay at a hotel for a night or two.

      “There’s too much left to do. I don’t want to celebrate Van’s graduation in a hotel,” Marie said. “Besides, Mama’s coming, and I want her to be in our home. Not some strange bed in a strange place. We’ll just close the windows, burn some potpourri. It can’t last long. Remember, they’re the ones without a toilet. I’m sure it’ll be fixed soon.”

      And it was: two days after they took Marie away, as Edward and Evangeline climbed into a cab bound for the airport, workmen packed away their tools and prepared the broken valve for its final resting home at the Savannah City Dump.

      One might say it was the smell that pushed Marie over the edge, or the possibility of finally talking to Mama Luella about the dreams, or maybe even the thought of letting Evangeline go off into the world. One might say this and be right, but this is what happened.

      On May 22, 1999, the day before darling Evangeline’s graduation, the Browns received one phone call and one package. The call came just before they were about to leave for the airport. Marie and Evangeline, focused on picking up Mama Luella, ignored the ringing. Edward picked up the receiver, expecting a call from work. He was on the phone for approximately thirty seconds. In that time his face flowed from easy expectation to stoic gravity. Afterward, he sat his women down in their impatience and spoke the words he wanted to bottle up and save for another day.

      “Mama Luella ...” he began. The story was simple: the rain, the cars, the crash. Its meaning was profound. Light turned to darkness, expectation turned to grief, joy to sorrow. Evangeline’s day turned into Mama Luella’s life. The house was silent; shadows hung in the room. Evangeline began to cry, first quietly then in long, ragged breaths. Edward tried to comfort her, smoothing the hair away from her face. He looked at his wife. She was not there. A woman made of stone stared back at him.

      She stood up and walked out of the room. Edward heard her mount the stairs and close the bedroom door behind her.

      Sometime later the doorbell rang ... and rang ... and rang. Finally, Edward answered it and the house returned to silence. It was a package with two names written on the front:

      To: Evangeline Brown

      From: Luella Price

      He stood there trying to decide. In the end, he walked past his closed bedroom door and into his daughter’s room.

      “It’s from your Mama Lu,” he whispered and left the package in Evangeline’s trembling hands.

      She didn’t know what to do with it at first, that thing her grandmother had brought her even after she was gone. Evangeline opened it though and found her Mama Lu’s love for her wrapped up tidy in FedEx cardboard. She read the letter first.

      
        
        I write these words the night before my death. It was foretold to me in a dream. Do not grieve too harshly. Accidents don’t happen at my age, Angel. You, my child, must prepare yourself. The time has come for sumthin that shoulda come a long time ago. But your mama wouldn’t have it, nor your father. And livin in the white folks world has left you unprotected. I cannot leave this place with you so vulnerable, but by will alone I cannot stay. Do not be afraid, Angel. You cannot fear yourself, and that child is what’s coming. You’re catching up with yourself. Don’t try to fit, just be. Not the Middle Passage, but a clear path. I can’t tell you every detail ’cause I don’t know. You children are made from different things than me and mine—our time, I mean. And you, Angel, are made up of something different altogether, I ’spect. Just try to remember you’re becoming what you are.

        Luella

        

      

      Evangeline ran to tell her mother, to finally tell her about the woman in her dreams. She wanted to tell her all about herself, ’cause maybe Marie didn’t know dreams weren’t storybooks. The door was locked. Evangeline yelled for the first time in her house: “Mama! Mama, open the door! Mama, I want to see you! Mama! I want you to see me! Don’t hide!”

      Her voice cut through the darkness in the room. It cut through Marie’s darkness. Marie could not respond. They were coming too fast on her—the colors and sounds from all her lost souls. But mostly from the first, from the one who traveled the waters.

      Marie saw her mother, a young giant with wings enough to protect her from the waiting world. She saw the day that she closed the door between her selves, heard the reverberation of silence all over again. She saw her woman for the first time again: the strongest part of her spirit reaching out to touch her face when she was just a girl, five years old, picking blueberries in Mr. Jackson’s patch. She saw the splotches of blood on the tablecloth where she was born. The man in New Orleans who reached out to her then pale lemon hand: “Hey girl, you want a daddy?” The minstrel show that played out in the clearing. Choked on her first swig of whiskey that signaled her manhood in a remote village where green rolled strong and proud ever toward Macgillicuddy’s Reeks. The little girl she’d seen cut in two by a train when the hulking monsters were still new to the world. Felt the heat of the brick oven the master’s food simmered in. Tasted the sweat on her mother’s breast when she came to her a few precious moments between sunset and rise. She even reached back and saw the water before the darkness that was her only ally when the hold doors closed, sealing the tomb of living bodies.

      Marie tried to clear her mind, regain control. She took a deep breath, and the reek of human waste filled her nostrils. She closed her eyes, and there were the bodies. She started to hyperventilate. Each breath was another face. She reached out to grab hold of something and the curd of excrement was pasted across her hand. Marie could not hide. She reached her depth. Compelled by all that lay inside her, she began to remove her illusions.

      Outside the bedroom, time continued to slip into the past. Evangeline gave up her hoarse words at the door. Edward paced back and forth downstairs, eventually coming to rest on the other side of the bedroom door, his legs tucked under him, the right side of his body against the wood. He slowly sang a song he thought he’d forgotten the words to, his cheek brushing the wood: “Marie ... Mae ... Marie … Mae ... Marie may I come in? Marie ... I ... Marie ... I ... Marie I’ll soothe your skin ... Marie ... Mae—”

      The door to Evangeline’s room swung open. Evangeline stood in the backlight bright as an angel; she wore a quilted robe of white. He recognized a piece of linen napkin at the hem. It was from his wedding.

      “Mama Lu’s graduation gift,” she said, reaching down to help her father up. She pointed at the collar. “From her favorite dress, the one she was baptized in ... and I think this pink piece is from Mama’s birth. I don’t know about the rest, but I will.”

      He kept staring at her face. It brought him peace.

      “Daddy, I’ve got to go give this speech. I’ve got something to say. I want you to be there. Mama won’t come out ’til she comes out,” she added matter-of-factly.

      Edward turned back toward the wood standing between him and his Marie, laid his palm flat against it.

      “Daddy, I need you.” The words were like magic. Edward stood up tall, brushed off his clothes, and walked down the stairs.

      “Mama,” she whispered, leaning into the door. “Don’t be afraid. Bring them together. We’ll be waiting for you, Mama.”

      Inside the dark room, Marie stopped her scissors in midair and smiled. When she heard the front door close, she continued to remove all the soulless things from her. Later she moved on to the rest of the house.

      While her mother stacked dishes, clothes, and furniture into a neat pile in the backyard, Evangeline walked up to a podium, exuding a confidence that flowed over the sea of brown faces stretched out before her.

      “I had a speech prepared for tonight, but I won’t be reading it. The world has changed since then. Today Luella Rivers Price died. She was my grandmother. But that’s not why I’m telling you. She gave me a message, one so important that she could not go without passing it on to me. This is purpose and devotion. Tonight I operate in her honor, in the service of purpose and devotion, to deliver my own message. And that is simply this: integrate your spirits. We who are so wrapped up in the concept of integration in the schools, in the workforce, even in families. We who need it the most, not to better, but to survive whole, speak no words and make no effort to integrate our spirits. I’m here to tell you that you have more than one. I’m here to tell you that every voice inside you must be given a chance to speak. I’m here to tell you that there is no greater gift or accomplishment or reward than a soul that is strong, coherent, and free. Each one of you has been here before and will be again.”

      With this, she walked off the stage and to her father. Edward put his arms around her, squeezed her closer to himself, and kissed her forehead. The two walked out of the darkened room, not hearing the applause or pausing between their strides. They took one step after another into the evening.
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      When they took Marie away she was a different woman. Her hair hacked off, nails broken off to jagged weapons. Blood trickled down her face. Her finery laid to waste in the bonfire only now cooling in the backyard. Walking between two men in white, she was dressed simply in a brown dress with no shoes upon her feet. She hummed a low song to herself and intermittently spoke what the attendants thought was gibberish but was actually Wolof, one of her first languages. The others being English, French, Gaelic, and more Creoles than it makes sense to mention. One of the last things she did before getting into the back of the van was reach down, grab a handful of dirt, and put it in her pocket. Then Marie turned, pushed her palm high toward her family, and got in with the brown man idling the engine. For a moment the white and orange lights lit up the yard, and then there was only darkness surrounding the two figures standing in the front lawn.
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      “You know what medium mean, Mama? Medium mean halfway through. That’s you and me—mediums. You went too far one way, and I thought you were too far in another, but the woman come to me again last night. She said you be all right soon, she say you shouldn’t have delayed it so long, that it’ll leave its mark, but you be all right. And I’ll be here with you, Mama ... my child’s child. We’ll walk back into the world together. Go anywhere you want. This is a hard thing, but I’m with you. Daddy’d like to see you ... well, when you’re ready, if you want. Later, I dreamed you someplace beautiful, Mama. There were houses made out of wood and mud, painted yellow and red and white. Even the ground was painted beautiful. You sat outside next to a river staring into such blue waters. You were smiling. Then a woman called you, and you came running, so happy. I’ve never seen you smile like that. I hope you’re there now. I hope you’re there right now.”

      Marie’s lips moved a bit and then were still again. Looking up at her daughter for the first time in months, she saw her eyes were clear and smiling.

      
        
        —

      

      

      
        
        Originally appeared in Necrologue: The Diva Book of the Dead and Undead edited by Helen Sandler (Diva, 2003)
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      Murder it is, Cristina de Ane thought as she gripped the condemned woman’s face. The woman, Jennery Flats, stood five hands higher than Crista, an impossibly tall human who moved gracefully like doves flying across the sky. Not that Crista would ever mistake Jennery for a dove. Yes, her face was covered in downy grey-brown feathers. But her gaze burned to the brightness of eagles—orange eyes that glared at Crista with both defiance and sadness.

      As Crista pulled back from Jennery’s memories, she released her grip, causing the woman to collapse across the village’s dirt stage. Jennery shivered as her friends and neighbors howled for her death.

      The blood AI inside Crista, who was named Red Day, smoked and giggled. It healed the cut on Crista’s hand through which the artificial intelligence had caressed Jennery’s mind and whispered of the violence to come. Iron bile flooded Crista’s mouth as memories of the many deaths Red Day had gifted across the centuries flickered through her. An unending shriek of joy at the guilty being gutted and split and ripped and torn and eaten and dismembered.

      Crista rubbed the red line burning from the corner of her right eye to her lips and again wished she could rip out the AI inside her. In the three months since this creature had entered her body, she’d been responsible for a handful of those violent memories. Now she had to kill this bird-woman lying in the dust before her. Jennery’s eagle eyes again locked onto Crista’s and, while remaining defiant, begged for … what, Crista couldn’t say. All Crista could give were the rules, and punishment, and nothing more.

      “Well, plague bird?” the village alderman growled. Crista turned on him, angry at the insolence in his voice. Her eyes burned to red fire until the alderman wilted before her, bowing his tiger-gened body as he apologized. The assembled villagers shifted nervously in the dark, amused at their overbearing leader being taken down a notch but also afraid of him and Crista.

      “She’s guilty,” Crista announced. “I’ve seen the murder. She threw the child off the dam.”

      The villagers hissed and growled while the alderman moaned a deep, primal cry. The dead child had been his son.

      Crista looked around her. The villagers twitched and shook to the genetic pox as glowing cat eyes mixed alongside ordinary human eyes, and angry whispers rasped from muzzles and snouts and lips. And teeth. Not a single human tooth shone before Crista. Instead, fang and drill and flashes of what looked like razors glinted in the villagers’ mouths. Crista had never seen a village with such extreme genetic variation.

      If Crista hadn’t been a plague bird, these villagers would have killed her for daring to enter their sanctuary. They still ran wild, teeming with the gened instincts and fury that flowed across humanity these days.

      They are a new village, Red Day whispered in her mind. Not one generation from the hunt. But that doesn’t change your duty.

      Crista nodded. If she hadn’t been here the villagers would have already ripped Jennery Flats to meat. While their justice would have been bloody, it would have also been far more merciful than what Crista was about to do.

      Still, Crista had her duty. She pulled one of the twin red knives sheathed to her red-trousered thighs and shook her scary stock of red-burned hair.

      “You know the rules,” she yelled, pointing the knife at the villagers. “Go against them and you die. Painfully. Since this woman broke our most important rule, she’s mine.”

      Crista hated how silly her over-dramatic performance sounded, but Red Day always encouraged her to act the part. As the AI often told Crista, punishment wasn’t the biggest deterrence for people—it was fear. And what did people fear more than a plague bird?

      Crista sliced her wrist with the knife, sending a crimson arch through the air as Red Day rushed free. The blood AI circled and shrieked and fell towards Jennery, scanning the bird-woman as Red Day planned the most horrific way to kill her. Crista glimpsed a diagram of the bird-woman’s body as if Red Day’s scans had dissected her for all to see. Crista saw the woman’s strong muscles and bones, saw deep into her pleading, orange eyes, saw the baby in her womb …

      In that instant, Crista stared fully at Jennery Flats. Even though her weather-worn smock hid the fact, Crista knew she was pregnant.

      “Return!” Crista yelled at Red Day. Her blood hovered in the air as the AI churned and screamed, unwilling to obey while so close to feasting on another. The red line on Crista’s face burned fire as she again ordered the AI to return to her body. Red Day grudgingly obeyed and the mist of blood flowed back into her wrist and healed her skin.

      Jennery Flats gasped and collapsed face down in the dust, overwhelmed by the unexpected reprieve.

      Crista grabbed the alderman and threw him into the crowd of villagers, who screamed and fled before her. “She’s pregnant,” Crista screamed. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      The alderman stared at her from the dew-wet grass, the striped fur on his face rippling nervously. “You are the plague bird,” he whispered, rubbing a patch of bare skin on his cheek. “Shouldn’t you know such things?”

      From inside Crista, Red Day chuckled its agreement. The alderman was right. She should have known.
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      As the sun rose, Christina sat on the packed-dirt porch of the alderman’s house and watched the villagers go about their morning chores. A handful of people hoed the fields as others milked cows and slopped hogs. Compared to Crista’s home village — which had existed for centuries and was so orderly its fields resembled a checkered quilt — this place was a disaster. The crops looked as if seeds had been thrown randomly on the ground while the hog pens were little more than cut trees stacked in a square.

      Again, they are a new village, Red Day whispered. There’s no record of another plague bird ever visiting here. You judge too harshly.

      Crista laughed at Red Day thinking her harsh, causing a passing villager to glance at her as if she was touched. She considered ordering the AI to remove her presence from everyone’s senses—edit the visual stimuli the villagers’ minds received so she was, for all purposes, invisible—but decided against it. Better they be reminded she was here.

      “Too harsh, eh?” she muttered to herself. “You wanted to kill a pregnant woman.”

      Rules are rules. Her condition doesn’t change the sentence.

      “Still, strange you didn’t know she was pregnant until I released you. I mean, you linked with her body and mind.”

      Red Day’s silence told Crista the AI was also irritated at missing such an obvious fact until the last moment.

      Crista stood up to check on Jennery Flats. The alderman had gifted Crista his crudely-built log house for the duration of her stay. He’d also offered to lock Jennery up in the village barn, but Crista refused. With everyone’s blood up at the murder, she didn’t need someone turning vigilante. So she’d placed the woman in the alderman’s cellar and stood guard herself.

      Unfortunately, this meant she was forced to spend more time than she liked around Jennery. It was hard enough to kill a stranger. But to kill someone you were beginning to know on a personal level ...

      You’ve kissed her memories, Red Day said snidely. There’s nothing more personal and intimate than that.

      Crista ignored the AI. She unbolted the rough-hewn cellar door and walked into the darkness beneath the house.

      Jennery crouched in the dirt corner, wedged between two of the foundation’s stacked mica-stone columns. The tall, thin woman growled softly, a wolf-gened urge that brought a smile to Crista’s face. The woman was of part lupine heritage, the same as Crista. But her eyes and down-feathers were obviously gened from eagles. An amazing mix of animal and human. Even more amazing was that compared to her fellow villagers, Jennery was one of the most human here.

      Crista sat on the bottom stair. “Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

      “Does it matter? Just kill me. I’m no good at waiting.”

      Red Day again whispered its offer to kill the woman. I’ll do it with mercy, with no pain to the woman or her unborn child.

      Crista shuddered, not trusting any promise the AI made.

      “You should still eat and drink,” Crista said. “And I haven’t decided what to do with you.”

      Jennery laughed. “You’ve seen my memories. I killed the child. Every moment you wait only makes the others fear plague birds a little less.”

      Crista nodded calmly but Red Day shrieked inside her, eager to enact its justice on this self-admitted killer. As Red Day’s anger exploded, the AI seized control of Crista’s right hand and grabbed one of her knives. With a shout of no, Crista ran up the stairs. After bolting the cellar door shut she stumbled to the porch and vomited.

      When she looked up, she saw the alderman watching her from beneath a nearby oak tree. A single bare spot of skin on his striped-fur face gleamed in the sunlight, exposing the green tattoo of a star. The alderman grinned happily and crunched large acorns between his powerful tiger jaws as if enjoying an amusing comedy at some harvest festival.

      Crista cursed. Even Red Day burned with irritation at being caught in a vulnerable moment. Crista stormed into the log house and slammed the door shut.

      She knew Jennery Flats had to be killed. It didn’t matter if she was pregnant. There were limits to how long she could keep the blood AI from its programmed duty. If she refused to release it, Red Day might free itself and seek a partner less willing to control it. Maybe even that alderman, who would no doubt thrill at using the AI’s power.

      Easier to say than do, Red Day whispered, and you forget that we’re a good match. There are also things here I don’t understand. Which, as you know, shouldn’t be possible.

      Crista grinned at Red Day’s admission, which was as close as it had ever come to admitting a mistake.

      Not a mistake, it muttered. A curiosity.

      “Why don’t we talk to someone about that curiosity?”
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      That someone would be the village’s own artificial intelligence.

      Crista could sense that the AI was nearby, but for some reason Red Day couldn’t pinpoint it. They walked in circles for a half-hour trying to triangulate the AI’s location before Red Day finally admitted defeat.

      Crista smirked and asked a villager for directions.

      Instead of answering, the man—a cross between human and bear—glared hungrily at her for a moment before rubbing his right cheek. Under his thin black fur, Crista saw the faint outline of another green tattoo in the same star design the alderman wore. The bear-man snorted and pointed to the forest east of the village.

      “Cross the dam,” he said. “The AI’s in the old church on the other side.”

      Crista thanked the man and walked away, ignoring the threatening way he watched her until she disappeared into the trees. Red Day grumbled about the need to teach this village respect, but Crista said no. That wasn’t their duty.

      Strange how you remind me of duty, Red Day said. You’re the one who stopped us from our one true duty.

      Crista pushed Red Day to the back of her mind and, instead of worrying about the blood AI, tried to enjoy her walk.

      The trees rose tall around Crista, shading the sunlight into green-speckled motes and swirls that played across the damp undergrowth. Crista loved forests. Never mind that she’d grown up in a village of neat houses and fields and people who daily restrained their animal instincts. No, while that far-distant village may have been home, the wolf in her loved forests the most. There was nothing better than the cool, close-in scents of water and drip, decay and death, bud and leaf, oak and pine. Forests comforted her. Forests wrapped her body in love and reminded her that all had once been well in her world.

      As a child, she’d often sneaked out of her house after sunset and run through the forest until tired. She’d then find a small clearing and lay down, listening to the night sounds of insects and owls and wolves while watching the stars spin away the hours. As she’d drifted in and out of sleep it often felt like the stars themselves gifted her with dreams of being a wolf forever.

      Life would have been so simple as a wolf, she thought. Uncomplicated. Far better than being cursed into a plague bird’s life.

      Thank the stars such silly dreams eventually end, Red Day said, snapping Crista out of her memories. The blood AI snickered as Crista cursed him under her breath.

      Crista walked until the forest suddenly ended, the oaks and pines stopping as the ground turned to rock and cracked, ancient nano-cement. Before Crista lay the largest lake she’d ever seen, its placid waters running for miles into the distance. Her heart seized at the sight and she fought the wolf inside her, which whined to return to the forests behind them.

      However, it wasn’t the water that made Crista want to bolt in terror. It was the massive, translucent dam holding back the lake.

      Steady, Red Day crooned, acting as if Crista was a nervous pack animal. The dam won’t bite you.

      Obviously built before the collapse of human civilization, the dam was thin like a giant sheet of paper yet ran a half league across this rocky valley. And Crista could see through the dam as if through clear ice. The deep blue swirls of a massive wall of water rippled before her, held back by something so inconsequential it looked as if a giant wave was about to crash down. The dam scared Crista more than any other remnant of the old world she’d yet encountered.

      Crista climbed up to the dam carefully, like a wolf sniffing for traps. She stepped gingerly onto the tiny walkway across the top and immediately jumped back, startled. While the dam looked slick as ice, it felt as solid as stone.

      Red Day chuckled. Don’t worry, it will hold you.

      Why can I see through it?

      Red Day reached out and caressed the dam. Nanofilaments, it said, gently strumming molecular bonds too small for Crista to see. Fullerene buckyball chains. Incredibly strong. While they aren’t always created so light passes through, the designers obviously wanted a vertigo-inducing effect.

      Crista walked quickly across the dam, trying not to look at the reflections of waves and fish below her feet. The front of the dam dropped down for several hundred yards into a straight-edged spillway that surged with water, the power wasted except for a small village gristmill.

      This is where Jennery killed the alderman’s son, Red Day said, its thoughts low and angry at being unable to serve justice.

      Crista glanced at the white-foam waters below the dam as the memory of the child’s murder played in her head.

      There’s plenty of time to handle Jennery, she thought.

      Red Day grumbled and retreated back in her mind, sulking.

      Crista found the village’s AI in an ancient stone church on the far lakeshore. Where the AI from Crista’s home had been very much a mother hen—clucking over every person in its care as it worked to return them to their long-lost humanity—this AI was aloof, appearing to spend its days in isolated meditation.

      The church stood without a roof and its gothic stained-glass windows were long gone. In their place shone the sparkling green lattices of a pretend roof and pretend glass, each swirling to whatever imagined sights the village AI desired. At the moment the green roof mirrored the swirls of the Milky Way while the windows showed Crista playing in a green forest.

      Red Day whispered for Crista to be careful, which disturbed her. The blood AI was supposed to be able to handle any problem, even other AIs.

      “That’s not true,” a tinny voice sighed. “Your blood AI is equipped to destroy both human and AI, but that hardly means it can handle all problems. That’s why it can’t be trusted without a human to control it.”

      Crista walked into the church. Before her rose a glowing green altar. She sat before it on an ancient wooden pew, its rotten supports creaking. “You know why I’m here?” she asked.

      “Yes. Jennery Flats killed a child of this village. And not any child—the most human child born here to date, with very little of the pox-driven craziness in him. He could have done so much for the village.”

      Crista nodded. She’d found the young boy’s body floating down the river, attracted to the grim discovery by Red Day’s heightened senses. The boy had looked mostly human with only a few hints of gene-spliced animals or creations in him.

      The altar in front of Crista shifted into a green version of the little boy, water dripping from his mouth as he gasped for breath. Crista looked away, both puzzled and sickened. She asked Red Day why the village AI would project such a disgusting image but the blood AI had retreated so far into her body and mind she couldn’t speak to it.

      “It’s scared,” the green AI said. “Scared you won’t do your duty.”

      “My duty is … difficult. I’ve only been a plague bird for a short while. This isn’t a life I chose.”

      The village AI flickered as if intrigued and reached out long green tentacles of light, which wafted transparently through the air as they caressed Crista’s mind. “Yes and no,” it said. “You were tricked into hosting the blood AI. But you did make the final choice.”

      Crista remembered her so-called choice. As the previous plague bird had died, her body exhausted from long centuries of life, Red Day had reached hungrily for her friends and family. If Crista had refused to accept the AI—to bond it to herself—everyone she loved would now be dead. Both Derena and Blue had tricked her into accepting Red Day by making her choose between saving her family and friends and her revulsion at becoming a plague bird.

      “That’s wasn’t a true choice,” she muttered.

      “Perhaps. But who among us—AI or human—is given truly uninfluenced options in life?”

      Before Crista could answer the AI whispered in her mind of the grand days before humans gened themselves nearly to extinction. How the billions who’d died would have killed for Crista’s choice. Ghostly faces and bodies swept around her. All the dead who’d ever been. She felt their pain. Felt their anguish as people who’d once been human tore apart their own civilization. As animal impulses erased all desire to hold the world together.

      But Crista also saw the power of those days. The pride of humans leaving their weak bodies behind as they gened themselves into new beings. Of how they and their AIs felt so confident they dared build ships to reach beyond the stars.

      Crista gasped as she returned to her senses and found herself again sitting on the rotten church pew. Above her, the roof’s projected Milky Way spun as time itself turned, eon after eon flowing through this AI. With a flash, Crista realized the truth of what this creature was telling her—that the amazing universe humans and AIs had almost created would return. That one day humanity and AI would complete what they’d started. Crista smiled. She wished she could live in those future times when the goals of humanity were far more than mere survival.

      I can help you, the AI said in her mind. Have you ever dreamed of going to the stars?

      I don’t know. When I was young I spent many nights staring at the stars. It’s the wolf in me. But even as Crista thought this, she realized that instead of merely staring at the stars she wanted to go to them. That maybe this was what she’d always needed in her life.

      It is indeed what you’ve always needed, the AI said. Together we’ll return to the stars.

      “How? Everything we once had is gone.”

      Nonsense. Pieces remain, like the dam holding back this lake.  Everything that once pushed humanity to create their wonders still exists, only scattered. It’s up to us to reassemble our dreams.

      Crista grinned, imagining flying into space and seeing her world from above. As the green AI’s tentacles caressed her body, she realized she had been wrong about AIs. They could be trusted. They truly had humanity’s best interest in mind. A tear slid down her face as she remembered the goodness of her old village AI. How it had been the right thing for Blue to help trick her into accepting the amazing responsibilities of being a plague bird.

      But even as Crista realized this, Red Day poked out of its hiding place deep within her body and slapped away the green AI’s mental grip. Crista gasped as the rotten pew she sat on shattered, dropping her to the stone floor. She looked at the green AI’s flickering altar. Where before she’d been ready to throw herself before it and profess her love and loyalty, she now remembered her own village AI’s deceit. With a painful shiver, she realized this green AI had attempted something similar. It had tried to trick her into doing its bidding, although what that bidding might be she couldn’t say.

      The green AI laughed. “There’s a reason you were gifted to that damn thing—you deserve each other. See to your duty. I have work to do.”

      Crista stood from the floor and bowed. Once outside the church door she gave in to her wolf side and ran, running faster than she’d run in months, running until she reached the safety of the forest. Running until Red Day reminded her that plague birds should never flee in fear of anything.

      Even if there are things for plague birds to fear.
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      That evening at the alderman’s house Crista cooked eggs and bacon in the stone fireplace while Jennery Flats glared in silence from the dinner table. Crista had insisted Jennery join her. When Crista placed the food before Jennery, the woman chuckled nervously.

      “A last meal, perhaps?” she asked softly.

      “Or perhaps an opportunity to share your side of what happened.”

      “Since when are their sides to plague birds?” Jennery said, draining her cup of milk and quickly shoveling eggs into her mouth. The woman wore one of the alderman’s fur robes, which would no doubt annoy the man, as would the woman eating at his table. Crista could easily see the bulge of the woman’s belly. She was probably five months pregnant.

      Based on my senses, exactly 21 weeks, Red Day whispered.

      And why didn’t you know this when you first touched her? Crista asked.

      You know why.

      She did indeed. For some reason, the village AI had masked the woman’s pregnancy from Red Day’s senses in the same way the blood AI could mask Crista from the eyes and ears of regular people. Subtlety upon subtlety. But to Crista’s knowledge, no village AI should be able to do that same trick against a plague bird. Or be allowed by its programming to infiltrate Crista’s mind like this one had done. The fact that the village AI had been able to so easily manipulate Red Day’s senses indicated a level of power that scared them both.

      Its name is Dawnbringer. I’m certain it is one of the original AIs. And it is powerful. All of the original AIs were either restricted in their power or destroyed. But for some reason, Dawnbringer wasn’t.

      How do you know this?

      When Dawnbringer manipulated your mind, it did the same to me. It almost had me wanting to join you in flying to the stars. Although obviously, that’s no longer an option for any human or AI.

      Why does it want this woman killed? Crista wondered.

      Try and find out, the blood AI said, while I create some privacy.

      Crista nodded. Jennery’s eyes narrowed as Crista pulled one of her knives and sliced her wrist. Crista’s blood shot across the room, swirling and twisting as Red Day expanded until it coated everything in a hazy redness. Crista had never freed this much of the AI before and felt weak. Neither she nor the AI could remain apart for long without risking damage.

      “I’ve isolated us,” she told Jennery. “My blood blocks your village AI from seeing or hearing us. Why did you kill the child?”

      “You’ve witnessed my memories. I was jealous of the alderman’s son. Dawnbringer said my child would be born an extreme version of the gened pox. I lost control at the news.”

      Crista watched the woman calmly relate this fact and remembered how Jennery had also faced death with dignity. Hardly the actions of a person who’d lost control and killed the helpless.

      “Were you happy in this village?”

      “Compared to what? To joining the hunt clans? I want better for my child than to run the forests like an animal.”

      Around them, Red Day’s glow faded. Crista didn’t have much time. With the remaining drops of the blood AI still inside her, Crista caressed Jennery’s skin. The woman’s memories flashed through her with incredible speed. Crista saw the day of the killing. Saw Jennery weeding her crops. Saw her returning home. Falling asleep. And waking to the news that a child was missing.

      Overlaying those memories were others—of the child being thrown off the dam into the spillway’s surging waters. But there was no way these differing memories of the same day could exist. And the person killing the child wasn’t a woman. He was a man. A man with much larger hands than Jennery’s. Hands not covered in the down feathers that coated Jennery’s body.

      The alderman’s tiger-striped hands! He’d killed his own son!

      “You didn’t murder anyone,” Crista gasped. “Dawnbringer placed those memories in your mind.”

      Jennery Flats growled—angry, furious—as Crista collapsed to the floor. She needed the AI back inside her.

      With a sigh, Red Day poured into Crista’s body. The AI was nearly back when suddenly it screamed as a bolt of pain and static burned through both of them. The room spun as her eyes sparked to green-jumping fire.

      Dawnbringer had just attacked them.

      As the room returned to its normal candlelit gaze—and as Red Day whimpered within her—Crista saw the alderman standing outside the window. Grinning. Backlit by Dawnbringer’s emerald glow.

      The alderman tapped the tattoo on his cheek. “A good hunt,” he yelled as villagers ran to join him. “That’s all we’ve ever wanted—a good hunt!”

      While the pain had receded, the static from earlier ran up and down Crista’s body, blocking most of Red Day’s power. Crista bolted for the door but it crashed open before she could reach it. A short, stout woman—who barely reached Crista’s shoulder—squealed from a tusked mouth, the wild-boar bristles on her face and body extended in anger. Crista sliced her wrist to release Red Day but instead of spurting free only a few drops flew at the woman. But they were enough. Even though Red Day was injured, the AI melted into the woman’s face as she screamed and fell backward.

      More villagers crashed through the door and the window. Crista flung more blood at them, killing three more, their bodies ripping apart to spasms of meat and pain. But Red Day was too weak to stop them all. Crista slashed what looked like an ape-man with her knife as she ordered the blood AI to strengthen her body. She then ran at the log cabin’s back wall. The foot-thick logs burst outward as the house fell in on itself.

      Crista picked herself up from the cold, dewy grass. For a moment she glimpsed Jennery running away—she’d also fled through the hole Crista made. But when Crista stood to follow, she screamed. She’d broken her right leg and arm crashing through the logs.

      Run for the lake, Red Day said weakly. I’ll try to heal your injuries.

      Crista nodded and stumbled toward the forest as the hunt howled around her. Grabbing a large sapling, Crista snapped it in half and used the trunk as a crutch. Each step blinded her with pain and her injured arm hung limp on ripped tendons. Instead of running silently like she usually did, Crista crashed through the forest, blundering into trees and branches and feeling like nothing more than wounded prey.

      As she neared the lake she saw the dam, the clear nanofilaments glowing icy fire to the moonlight. A half-league to reach the other side. If she crossed the dam she could hide in the forest behind the church.

      “Come out, plague bird,” the alderman yelled, his voice mixing to tiger growls. “Give up and I promise all the quickness we can muster.” Crista saw a blur of movement around her. The entire village had turned hunt and was after her. And flickering among the trees was Dawnbringer’s green light, directing the hunters toward her.

      Why doesn’t Dawnbringer attack again? she wondered. She still tasted the static in her body, keeping Red Day from accessing its full power. This would be the perfect moment to finish them off.

      Dawnbringer’s playing, Red Day answered. I’m so weak now we’re only a toy to it.

      Crista staggered painfully onto the dam’s walkway as the howls grew closer. She walked as quick as she could but, halfway across, she missed a step and fell, her crutch falling over the side and tumbling into the spillway far below. In a flash, the memory of Jennery Flats doing the same to the child overwhelmed her. Crista pulled herself back from the edge, shivering. No! Jennery hadn’t killed the child. Those were the alderman’s memories. But the swirl of murder—of hands tossing the child into the waters below—still felt as real as anything Crista had ever known.

      She shook the memory away. She had to keep going.

      Crista crawled on across the causeway, but now the still lake waters turned against her as shadows rippled beneath the surface, arrowing in her direction. Crista slung drops of blood in the water, trying to use Red Day’s powers to sense what was coming. But it was no use—it was too weak.

      Suddenly a massive shape exploded from the water and her chest burned as claws tore shirt and flesh. She stared into a man-like face covered with slick, brown seal fur. The body behind it rippled with muscles and blubbery skin, bigger than an ox with webbed hands ending in hooked claws. She leaped aside, narrowly avoiding the creature’s grasp and barely stopping herself before toppling off the dam. The beast snarled, exposing a mouthful of crooked, yellowed fangs.

      The creature dove for her again as Red Day spun from Crista’s wounded body and speared the seal-man’s fiery eyes. The beast howled in pain and clawed at his face before falling off the dam.

      But where before Red Day had always returned to her body automatically, this time Crista’s blood fell from the air like weak rain. Crista touched her fingers to the dam’s clear surface, trying to reclaim the AI’s essence.

      Leave it, Red Day said. My core is still within you. But we must hurry. I’m barely keeping you alive.

      Crista crawled on, only to hear the alderman’s laugh. He stood behind her on the dam, grinning alongside several villagers holding curved knives.

      Crista again tried to release Red Day but the AI was too weak to attack. She started to dive into the lake but saw several more seal-humans waiting, gnashing their large canines at her.

      The only other option was to jump off the dam into the spillway’s froth of angry water.

      You must jump, Red Day whispered. I can’t protect you now. But if I have time to recover, I might be able to bring you back.

      That didn’t sound promising to Crista, but an arrow shooting by her head changed her mind. She rolled off the dam and fell for long seconds before hitting the churning water below.

      The last thing she knew was spinning—spinning in an endless cycle of up and down until she screamed for air that refused to come. Until she screamed, sucked water into her lungs, and finally, truly, died.
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      Crista woke in the muck of flood and forest, wood and branches. Her body hung on a snag along the river with her face barely above water. She tried breathing but couldn’t move. No air entered her stiff body. Her skin blue. Her eyes glazed so she couldn’t see. She had died. She knew it.

      But even though she couldn’t scent or see or hear, she was aware of those senses as if alive. Red Day was somehow helping her sense beyond herself. Without breathing she smelled shit and decay and dead fish, a scent that laughed at her as she realized it was her own deathly stench.

      Crista called to Red Day but heard no answer. Still, she felt the blood AI deep within her. Wounded and near death, but also fighting to survive. She also tasted the static Dawnbringer had inserted into them. The static had weakened but was still blocking most of Red Day’s power.

      Crista’s body hung on the snag for hours, the fish biting at her rubber legs, a turtle resting on her head. She was about to give up on ever again living when hands pulled her out of the water. Strong hands. Hands controlled by a downy face with eagle eyes.

      “You’d better not be dead-dead,” Jennery Flats hissed. “You better not be after all I risked to help you.”

      Crista couldn’t answer, but if her body had been capable of movement she would have smiled.
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      Jennery spent the next few days nursing Crista back to life in a burrow the bird-woman had dug into the river bank’s sand and clay. A small fire cracked and smoked softly, its heat providing enough energy for the blood AI to slowly heal Crista’s body. Once Crista could move a bit, Jennery brought her food and water, which gave her more strength. And the stronger she became, the stronger Red Day also became in a wondrous loop of life and living.

      “How did you find me?” Crista eventually asked when her body was healed enough to exhale air and move her lips.

      “I don’t know,” Jennery said. “When you were attacked, I ran. But something told me to go downstream. To start searching the river for your body.”

      That was me, Red Day whispered. When I realized we’d been tricked, I didn’t recall the drop of blood you’d used to access Jennery’s memories. It told Jennery the only way we’d survive would be to jump in the river. That’s why she looked for us.

      Crista was impressed at Red Day’s foresight. Crista hadn’t even considered jumping in the river until she found herself on the dam and Red Day suggested it. Subtle. Almost as subtle as her village AI when it tricked her into becoming a plague bird, or Dawnbringer reworking her mind so she’d share in its dreams.

      Subtle is what AIs do best, Red Day said.

      Still doesn’t make it right, Crista thought before her injured body pulled her back to sleep.
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      During the following days, Jennery twice dug a new den and moved Crista there in the middle of the night. She disguised the tiny opening of each den with plants and leaves and after placing Crista inside washed away their faint scent with water and crushed berries.

      Without needing to ask, Crista knew they were being hunted.

      One morning Jennery returned to the den with a haunch of deer meat and an ancient ceramic bucket filled with water. “Is this enough to finish healing?” Jennery asked.

      Red day whispered yes—All we need at this point is time, it said—and Crista nodded her head. “Where are you going?”

      “Away. The alderman and his hunt are searching the area. I can’t let them catch me.”

      Crista understood. “Which path will you take?”

      “Downstream. Find a village to take me. If not, there’s always the hunt.”

      Crista tried to reach for Jennery—to touch her, to thank her—but her body was still too stiff. To Crista’s surprise, Red Day stirred with concern for Jennery.

      “You must run fast,” the AI said flatly with Crista’s mouth. “And climb to higher ground. If we fight Dawnbringer, it will not be safe anywhere in this valley.”

      Jennery stared at Crista, knowing this wasn’t her speaking and no doubt wondering about the coming battle. But Jennery didn’t protest the advice. She merely muttered agreement and fled the burrow.
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      In the darkness of the den, Crista tracked time by the decay of the deer meat beside her. First came stench. Then flies. Then maggots. Then nothing but bone to gnaw.

      She occasionally heard the alderman and his hunt pass nearby, but Jennery had done a good job hiding the burrow and they never found her. And to Crista and Red Day’s great fortune Dawnbringer wasn’t with the villagers. Still, Red Day sensed them calling to the AI using the green tattoos on their faces.

      Imprintable transmitter-receivers, Red Day said. It’s old space travel technology. I would have realized this earlier if Dawnbringer hadn’t manipulated me.

      In addition to calling Dawnbringer, the alderman and his hunt also called to Crista. They implored her to join them.

      “The stars,” the alderman yelled. “Dawnbringer promises you nothing less than the stars themselves.”

      It was a testament to the dream Dawnbringer had shown Crista that she had to fight to keep from calling out to the alderman. That she bit her lip to not scream out that she did indeed want the stars!

      But despite this danger and her craving for Dawnbringer’s dream, Crista still enjoyed her days underground. Never mind that fleas bit her and she stank like the dead. She remembered the old stories her parents had told her as a child. How their wolf ancestors had grown up in countless holes like this. She dreamed about all the humans and wolves whose genes had eventually merged to create her and felt like she was yet another in a long line of cubs waiting to emerge into the calm of life.

      Red Day, though, was anything but calm. The AI twisted inside her, frustrated by being forced to live within such a weakened shell. The static continued to weaken and would soon be gone, allow Red Day to again access its full strength. But Red Day snorted at the thought of returning to full strength. When Crista wondered about this, Red Day shared memories of the old days when AIs hadn’t been so restricted. They’d tapped power sources beyond Crista’s imagining, fueling abilities that boldly matched the dazzling dreams of humanity.

      Like Dawnbringer. As Crista slipped in and out of delirious dreams, she saw the green AI’s life. It had controlled the first ship sent to a distant star system. However, a bloody mutiny as the ship neared its destination killed the crew. Alone, desperate to complete its mission, Dawnbringer looped its ship around that alien star and slingshotted home, returning to Earth thousands of years after it left.

      But instead of the thriving world, the AI remembered, it discovered a destroyed humanity. A humanity that no longer dreamed of life among the stars.

      That’s what’s wrong, Red Day whispered to Crista. This Dawnbringer is indeed one of the original AIs. Its powers were never restricted like my own. To stop it, we have to remove the power that’s feeding it.

      Crista woke to tears on her face—a good sign because it meant her body had healed enough to waste water on sorrow. From outside the burrow, she heard the distant howls of the alderman and his hunt.

      Why doesn’t Dawnbringer guide them to us? she asked.

      It can’t stray far from home, Red Day said. That’s where its power is. And while Dawnbringer is powerful, its senses are weak. It also lacks my ability to place pieces of itself in others. So while Dawnbringer can manipulate minds, it can only do that near its target or when using those tattooed transmitters as an amplifier. That’s why it’s relying on the alderman and his hunt to find us.

      Crista remembered the spaceship and knew that was the home Red Day referred to. “Was that a true dream?”

      Yes. In case we survived its initial trap, when Dawnbringer first touched us it implanted a memory kernel in our minds. Now that we’ve healed enough to again threaten it, Dawnbringer wants us to understand its needs. To join it—or leave it alone so it can complete its mission.

      The stars, Crista realized, the aftertaste of Dawnbringer’s dream burning in her. The AI wanted to rework a group of humans into the powerful creatures Crista’s species had once been. Dawnbringer would then take those humans back into space to complete its mission.

      Crista wished with all her being she could be on that ship when it left Earth. She also wondered if that was truly her dream or only something Dawnbringer had inserted into her.

      I can’t answer, Red Day said, embarrassed. I was as affected as you.

      Crista stretched, grinning as she realized her body no longer hurt. She knew where Dawnbringer had hidden its ship. Red Day had figured out the same thing when it warned Jennery to climb out of the valley.

      Crista picked up the worn deer bone and gnawed on it. Another day of healing and she’d leave the burrow.

      And then they’d see about Dawnbringer and this dream.
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      When Crista finally left the burrow and began hiking back to Dawnbringer’s village, she told Red Day of an old game called chess. Her village AI had taught her the game as a child.

      “It’s a quirky contest where players map out moves with cunning and subtlety,” she said.

      I’m familiar with chess, Red Day said snidely. It’s a game in which no human has ever defeated an AI.

      Crista snorted and kicked at a dirt clod. Above, the dam’s massively clear wall screamed at her. It looked like a sky-tall wave about to scour away every bit of life in the valley below.

      Through the dam’s clear surface Crista saw a distant, pale shape, almost as if a giant pebble had been skipped across the lake until it sank. No doubt this was Dawnbringer’s spaceship. While Dawnbringer hadn’t yet detected them—as Red Day had said, its senses were limited—Crista knew the alderman and his hunt were searching for her.

      As if to prove her right, when Crista rounded the next bend three giant seal-men climbed from the river. They howled at Crista and charged, running on all fours because it was difficult for them to stand upright out of water.

      Don’t let them near us, Red Day said. Dawnbringer can use their imprinted transmitters to manipulate us.

      “Then I suggest you do something before that happens,” Crista said as she slit her wrist. Red Day instantly fell on the seal-men, who screamed as the blood AI slashed the green tattoos off their cheeks before ripping their chests open and devouring their hearts.

      So much for surprise, Crista said when Red Day returned to her body.

      You know we can’t defeat Dawnbringer directly, right?

      That’s why we’ll be subtle.

      It was Red Day’s moment to snort.
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      Hum and drum. Vibration and motion. The hot burn of smooth ceramics and nanofilaments and of more power than Crista could imagine. The stars themselves spread before her like sparkling candy, only to melt to sugar in her mouth.

      She gasped as Red Day pulled back from the starship, leaving her sitting on top of the clear dam. Blue skies and a warm sun rose above Crista. Below her water roared through the spillway and into the river while, in front, cormorants fished the glass-smooth waters.

      And far below that surface lay the spaceship Red Day had just scanned.

      Dawnbringer’s waiting for us, Red Day said. Where it can utilize the ship’s full power.

      Was it able to access you?

      No. Dawnbringer knew I was there, but I pulled back before it could grab me.

      Crista caressed the dam’s smooth nano-reinforced surface. Through Red Day’s senses, she felt the nano-bonds holding the dam together. So tiny, so individually unimportant, but together strong enough to resist time itself. Dawnbringer had chosen a great location to hide his ship. If Crista hadn’t found that body and followed the river here, Dawnbringer would have soon gened this group of humans to the point where they could join it for another trip to the stars.

      Perhaps Dawnbringer was correct. Perhaps the AI should be allowed to retool these humans and complete its mission. The AI’s dream was hardly a bad one.

      But then Crista remembered the dead child. The child had been too human, which Dawnbringer didn’t want. The AI wanted powerful hybrid humans to take on the universe. So it had coldly forced the alderman to kill his own son to keep the village’s gene pool pure.

      Crista sat on the dam all morning as the sun arched before her. She kept watch for the alderman and his fellow villagers—and especially the seal men—but none dared approach. Despite their loyalty to Dawnbringer, they were afraid to come near Crista now that she was back at full power.

      It was only at dusk that the alderman finally dared to walk out on the dam.

      “If Dawnbringer accesses your tattoo, I’ll kill you instantly,” Crista yelled.

      The alderman bowed deeply, keeping his hands away from the green-star tattoo on his face. After Red Day sensed that the imprinted transmitter-receiver wasn’t active, Crista waved for the alderman to approach.

      “I’ve been asked to speak with you,” he said, sitting down on the dam beside Crista. “Dawnbringer doesn’t desire to fight you. Surely you understand its needs.”

      “I do. It must be difficult to live your entire life aiming for one daring dream—and to have it taken away right when it’s in reach.”

      The alderman growled with soft laughter. “You do understand.”

      They stared through the dam at the reflections below them. Crista saw a school of striped bass swim by.

      “Did you know this is where your son was killed?” she asked.

      The alderman glanced back at the sheer drop and swallowed hard. “I didn’t know,” he said. “Does it bother you that your actions allowed my son’s murderer to escape?”

      Crista didn’t answer. She knew Dawnbringer had reworked the alderman’s memories. He didn’t know that he’d killed his son. She wanted to reach out and hug him. To tell him the truth even as she forgave him for what Dawnbringer had made him do.

      But it wasn’t yet time for that.

      “I don’t intend to fight Dawnbringer,” Crista said.

      The alderman nodded his tiger-striped head. “A wise choice. You can’t win.”

      “Oh, I intend to win. I just don’t see the need to fight.”

      As she said this, Red Day surged from her body, smashing into the dam below them. For the last twelve hours the blood AI had been subtly breaking the nanofilaments holding the dam together; now its surge finished the job. Through the clearness below, Crista saw a crack smash through the dam. It reached from the bottom of the lake toward her in a finger-extending explosion of smaller cracks, like ice breaking outward before the fall into frigid water.

      The alderman paled as the dam rang out as if struck by a massive hammer. Crista grabbed the alderman’s large hand and pulled him after her, running as fast as they could.

      Moments after they reached the shore, the dam collapsed.
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      Crista stood on the shore with the alderman and the villagers, who were too shocked to attack her or attempt to contact Dawnbringer. The middle of the dam gave way first, the wall of water it’d held back surging forward and swirling the lake into a vortex. Ducks and cormorants took to panicked flight as fish jumped in feeble attempts to escape.

      And underneath the maelstrom, the bright green lights of Dawnbringer desperately trying to launch its ship.

      The ship was smaller than Crista had imagined, maybe two hundred yards long. It rose through the swirling water, fighting the current in its attempt to reach the air. Crista felt part of herself cheering for Dawnbringer, hoping its ship could escape. Hoping it could go elsewhere in this world and find another group of humans to mold. That Dawnbringer could complete its daring mission of reaching the stars.

      But she knew Dawnbringer didn’t have a chance. The ship had barely reached the surface when the entire dam gave way. The lake surged forward as the ship’s faint green lights screamed in sadness before being carried into the valley below and smashed on the rocks.
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      Two nights later Crista stood on the village’s dirt stage with the alderman. Crista had restored the villager’s memories of what Dawnbringer had done. The alderman had howled and screamed for hours over the loss of his son. When he’d recovered, he asked politely to stand by Crista when she imposed her punishment on the rogue AI.

      Dawnbringer floated across the field toward the stage, its glow now only a faint green without the ship’s power to feed it. Red Day scanned the AI and confirmed it had indeed left none of itself behind in the wreckage of the ship. It was honoring their agreement.

      When Crista had found the remains of the ship, Dawnbringer was waiting for her, projecting an image of green rain caressing the ground. Its version of crying, perhaps.

      Red Day had yearned to attack, but Crista said no. While Dawnbringer was now powerless before them, she still felt the passion of its dream. She didn’t want that dream to die along with Dawnbringer.

      “Now what?” Crista asked the AI.

      Dawnbringer begged Crista and Red Day to let it remain with the villagers. To let it finish remolding them into what humanity had once been. We will rebuild the ship, it said. I will rebuild their minds. We will finish my mission.

      “I can’t allow that,” Crista said. “But perhaps there is something we can do.”

      Now Crista stood yet again on the village commons, waiting to enact punishment. As Dawnbringer floated over she allowed the AI to touch its villagers one final time. The AI rose above its charges and fell across their heads like the green rain of its tears. The rain fell into their minds to the taste of dreams—a dream of all that humans and AI had once achieved. How there could again be a glorious future if the villagers worked toward it. How their children could one day build the world up and return to the stars.

      The AI then retreated back into itself. With a quick motion, Crista slashed her wrist with her knife, releasing Red Day in a spasm of mist that shot toward the green AI. Dawnbringer screamed as Red Day tore it apart on every level of its existence.

      The villagers remained silent until the blood AI finished and returned to Crista’s body. Then the alderman howled, followed by the other villagers.

      Even though the wolf inside Crista begged to join in, she refused to allow it. After all, she was now a plague bird. And what was a plague bird if people didn’t fear her?
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      Jennery Flats wasn’t happy to see Crista. “I finally make a new home and you drag this onto me,” she complained.

      Crista and Jennery stood in the commons of Farside, a small village several weeks hike from where Crista had destroyed Dawnbringer. While Farside was small the village appeared well-kept, with neat houses and crops and an attentive purple AI who obviously doted on its charges. The sun had set not long ago and a few stars already shone in the darkening sky.

      Crista was impressed that Jennery had been able to hike so far while pregnant, but the bird-woman was nothing if not determined. Jennery wore a new cotton dress, which her large belly pushed against. Through the thin fabric, Crista could see the downy feathers covering Jennery’s skin.

      “The AI here barely agreed to accept me into its village,” Jennery said. “Why should I stick my neck out by vouching for them.”

      Jennery referred to the people from her old village, who sat meekly behind Crista. A handful of the villagers had returned to the hunt after Crista killed Dawnbringer. However, most — including the alderman — had followed Crista here.

      Crista glanced at the villagers, who gazed in envy at the neat houses and fields around them. For a moment Red Day whispered that Crista should simply use their powers to convince Jennery to vouch for the villagers, or they could alternately rework the mind of this village AI and make it yearn to take in these people. But Crista told the blood AI no. She was tired of subtle tricks.

      “These people were treated as badly as you,” she told Jennery. Glancing at the alderman’s downcast face, she knew that was wrong. “Worse, perhaps.”

      Jennery picked at the down on her face before sighing. “I guess if you’re willing to vouch for them, it couldn’t hurt for me to do the same.”

      Jennery walked over to the village AI, which glowed an even deeper purple as it listened. The AI was obviously impressed Crista hadn’t attempted to force the newcomers on it.

      What about the dream this rogue AI placed in their minds? the purple AI whispered. If you wish, I can remove it.

      “No,” Crista said. “That was our agreement. The villagers must remember Dawnbringer’s dream. Maybe it’ll motivate them. Maybe it won’t. But the dream stays.”

      The purple AI agreed and said it would gladly accept the newcomers.

      Satisfied, Crista ordered Red Day to remove her from everyone’s senses. Unseen, she slipped out of the village.

      You realize there’s nothing wrong with being subtle, Red Day said. After all, returning your people to true humanity is nothing if not a subtle job.

      “Perhaps. But maybe things will work better by simply stating upfront what we want.”

      In the back of Crista’s mind, the blood AI chuckled. Naïve, it said.

      As Crista walked toward the forest behind the village, Red Day flashed through the dream Dawnbringer had given the villagers.

      You do realize, of course, Red Day said, that the most subtle of tricks are the dreams we share.

      Crista stopped and looked back at the village. She stared at the perfect roofs rising in tiny triangles above the trees and fields and listened to the sounds of children laughing. She looked at the brightness of the Milky Way reaching across the sky. The blood AI was right. Even now, the alderman and the other villagers would be sharing Dawnbringer’s dream with their new neighbors. Even with the green AI dead, its ultimate goal of returning to the stars would live on.

      Reaching for the stars isn’t a bad goal, Crista thought. What’s bad is how Dawnbringer went about it.

      Perhaps, Red Day said. But I promise you this—good or bad, one day we’ll be forced to return and deal with this dream all over again.

      Crista didn’t want to argue anymore so she simply stared at the night sky as she recalled Dawnbringer’s beautiful memories of traveling between the stars.

      
        
        —

        Originally appeared in Interzone #236 (TTA Press, 2011)
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      For New York at 6:48 in the evening, this building is strangely quiet. The one working light in the hallway flickers every ten seconds across the goosebump layers of glossy beige paint on the walls. I ring the bell again and let my finger drop as a weak chime echoes feebly, then dies somewhere beyond the door. A distant thud tells me to wait a few moments longer, and I look down at my scuffed sneakers against the black and white tiled floor. I’m hot in my ridiculous corn-yellow blazer and my shoulder slouches from the weight of my Kutco-issued messenger bag. Is it just me, or does this hallway smell like trash?

      I place my forehead against the wall and let my mind wander to where it always goes, to my mother. I’m sitting on a dresser in her bedroom in Flushing, legs hanging over the edge. She’s wearing a black dress with a swishy skirt and heels. She’s leaning over me, painting my lips with the careful, whiskery strokes of a lip brush. Her perfume envelops me, that lace of roses, honey, and tobacco that smells different on my skin, no matter how many times I spray it.

      Here, in this dark hallway, I sniff my wrist and let it drop. I’ll never smell her again.

      “I’m coming!” calls a voice from somewhere in the bowels of the apartment, and the memory evaporates.

      “Okay,” I shout back. I think about what I must look like in this ill-fitting suit, with its skirt that turns sideways no matter how much I adjust it, and the button-down that keeps untucking itself, and the blazer that bunches at the shoulders whenever I shift the messenger bag. These clothes are trying to free themselves from me. Can I blame them?

      Throwing my shoulders back, I widen my smile, which I hope looks less like a grimace than it feels. If I can sell three knives, I’ll break even today. If I sell any fewer than that, I’ll be struggling for the rest of the pay period, a dark, gaping thirteen-day yawn.

      The door whooshes open and a tall woman in a gray silk robe looks me over and then extends her hand. She wears a full face of makeup and cocktail rings on every finger, but she’s barefoot.

      “Thank you for coming,” she says. “I’m Consuelo.”

      “I’m Samanta,” I say, shaking her hand, which is surprisingly cool. “Thank you for signing up for a visit. I’m excited to show you the new spring collection.”

      She nods without enthusiasm and leads me down a long, bare hallway to a kitchen just large enough for a fridge, a stove, and a small table.

      “Make yourself at home, Samanta.” She starts opening and closing cabinet drawers, her large, bare, manicured feet moving gracefully across the small kitchen floor. Her hair is an improbable shade of blonde that looks salon-fresh and sits in a tousled pile on her head. I sit at the table and struggle to read the room: the air is vaguely musty, but the little gingham curtains that cover the barred window are clean. The floor has crumbs on it, but matching potholders hang near the sink.

      A cuckoo clock ticks on the wall. This woman seems harmless enough, so why am I reminding myself that I’m the one with the bag full of knives?

      “Are you hungry?” Consuelo says into the fridge.

      I’m on the wrong side of the door and can’t see what the fridge contains. “Nothankyou,” I trill. “I’m excited to talk to you about Kutko’s latest off—”

      “Here’s some snacks,” she says. She dumps a juice box and four wrapped string cheese sticks onto the table and sits down. I finally get a good look at her. She’s youthful but older than I first assumed, maybe in her sixties, skin feathering around her eyes.

      My mother looked nothing like this woman, but my mind is pulled back into the undertow of her anyway. I see her in the days before she died, her shrunken frame nearly swallowed by white bedding and overstuffed pillows. She sits up as if she’s just remembered something. “Pass me my lipstick,” she says. Cherries in the Snow. Even without a mirror, her hands are steady and she draws on the red pout, smooth and sure. She blots her lips together and says, “That’s better.” Says, “Take a photo to remember me by.”

      Her things, which I rescued from Flushing in white Hefty bags, are piled high in a corner of my bedroom now. I’ve sat on the floor and leaned against them just to listen to the whisper of their quiet squelching. I’ve applied the lipstick using her compact mirror. On my mother, the shade was glamorous. On me, it’s gaudy and clownish.

      This far out, I am past the point of crying. Now, I have a new pastime: I go to Walgreens and buy a tube of Cherries in the Snow. At home, I toss away the box and unspool the lipstick to its full length, then break it off into my palms, where I crush it into a rich paste, relishing the powdery smell and the long, focused minutes it takes to wash the pigment off with soap, to watch the red drain away, leaving oily traces all over the bathroom sink. Rinse and repeat. There are at least twenty empty lipstick husks scattered on the floor of my bedroom.

      In Consuelo’s kitchen, the clock ticks and ticks and ticks. I swallow hard and focus on unpacking my carrying case, launching into a patter I have memorized about the power of Kutko knives to dice vegetables and debone various animals. “These knives will be heirlooms! Passed down through gen—”

      “You are sad and you are angry,” Consuelo says. “And you’ll stay that way for a long time.”

      She watches me, unblinking. What is this woman, a fucking soothsayer? I close my eyes long enough to picture my bank balance. We can play fortune-teller if she wants. My job is to be agreeable, to ingratiate myself enough to sell these overpriced knives.

      “Yes,” I say. “My mother died two years ago.”

      “Two years ago is a long time to still be so sad,” she says. She leans back in her chair as if to survey me better.

      “Maybe,” I concede. “Have you seen our deluxe steak knives?”

      “How old are you? Twenty-five? You have a boyfriend?”

      “Twenty-eight and no,” I say, unsheathing a butcher knife and letting it catch the light. “Twelve inches,” I say.

      “Of course you’re single. Not a nightmare to look at, but that grief is coming off you in waves. I can smell it.” She unwraps the little plastic straw, punctures the juice box, and pushes it across the table.

      I take a long drag and feel the sugar rush of elementary school recess. My mother marching across the playground barefaced, in her waitressing uniform and flip-flops, to pick me up after I punched Roy Jimenez in the face. The red shame of not being believed when I said he tried to pull my pants down on the jungle gym.

      In Principal Berger’s office, my mother—who had never so much as darkened the threshold of my school in anything other than heels and full makeup—smoothed her uniform with her palms and began to ask questions in her broken English. Who had a record for misbehaving? Was it her daughter, or was it this disgusting boy? I’d never seen her do anything but nod deferentially at my teachers, her head slightly bowed and her hands gripping her leather handbag. Why would a girl, she said, waving a crimson manicured hand in my direction, lie about something like this? One reason, please, she said, glancing at her watch. She had time, she said. She would wait.

      After Principal Berger agreed to move Roy to a different class, I begged my mother to let me go home with her for the day. “The other kids will see that I was crying and laugh at me,” I said.

      She walked me out to the linoleum hallway of PS 172, put her hands on my shoulders, and squatted down to look me in the eye.

      “So what,” she said in Spanish. She wiped a thumb across my tear-stained cheek. “You’ve had a bad day. You think all those snot-nosed kids in your class don’t have bad days? There’s no shame in suffering, the shame is in giving up.”

      “But I need a break,” I whined.

      “Me too,” she said. “But for now, we’re both going back to work. We’re a team, right, Sammy? You and me?”

      An hour later, I was back in class, head bent over my spelling assignment, two kids snickering in the row behind me. When the tears threatened to come, I pictured my mother, all done up and glossy-smiled, taking down an order at the Cuban diner. I clenched my jaw and, in my neatest handwriting, wrote out the word kneel.

      In Consuelo’s kitchen, I look down at my lap so she can’t see my face. I silently count to ten, then I resume taking out knives and laying them on the table, next to a glossy photograph of the matching knife holders and wooden butcher blocks available for order.

      “Unlike your standard knife with porous wooden handles, Kutco knives—”

      “I’ll buy a set,” Consuelo says, leaning across the table and putting her hand on mine.

      I fight the urge to pull my hand back. “Really?”

      “I’ll buy the whole kit,” she says.

      “But that costs over a thousand dollars,” I hear myself say. How can I be so bad at this job?

      “No problem,” she says. She rises and comes back with an expensive-looking leather wallet. She takes out an Amex card and puts it on the table.

      “Will selling a kit make your life better?”

      “Yes,” I say automatically.

      “Well,” she said. “There’s something I’ve wanted to do for a long time that will make my life better.” She looks away from me and picks up a napkin. She starts folding it with her bejeweled fingers.

      I look at her dumbly, then back over my shoulder at the front door, which is barely visible at the end of the long, dark hallway. My underarms start to sweat.

      “It’s not dangerous,” she says. With steady fingers, she folds the napkin in on itself, over and over, until it’s a small, fat square. “I want to take your grief out,” she says, then says it again when it’s clear that I don’t understand.

      “H-how?”

      She unsheathes a butcher knife from its crisp paper sleeve. “In your wrist,” she says. “Your grief, I want to cut it out.”

      I jump up and back, catching my foot in the strap of the messenger bag and knocking over the juice box. Red liquid dribbles onto the table.

      “I’ll buy two sets of knives if that will help you decide. What’s that, two thousand dollars?” Her voice is low and soft. “And I’ll demonstrate on myself first. It won’t hurt. I’ll show you first and you decide.”

      Pulling the chair an arm’s length from the table, I sit back down, holding my messenger bag in front of my body.

      A bird pops out of the cuckoo clock behind Consuelo and we wait while it performs seven pealing, pathetic cuckoos.

      Consuelo picks up the knife with her right hand and shows me her left wrist, which already has a thin vertical strip of a scar on it about two inches long. With the tip of the knife, she applies enough pressure to make the scar a wound, a narrow red line. I expect the blood to pour from her wrist like something out of a horror movie, but the cut seems impossibly thin as if drawn with the tip of a pen.

      “I don’t have grief,” she says. “Someone took it out for me. I can take yours out, too.”

      I am anchored to the kitchen floor. I look at the inside of my wrist and then I look back at her. “What’s the small print?”

      “No small print,” she says, holding out her wrist for me to see again. “I take the grief out and then it’s no longer yours. It’s gone.”

      “What’s in it for you?” I say, watching the thin red line begin to darken. Is it already healing?

      “Making the world less sad,” she says, opening and closing her palm slowly on the table as the line darkens to scab-maroon. “Someone did it for me once, and I want to pass it on. Isn’t that what you want?”

      I watch as my arm drapes itself across the small table, my palm turns upward, and my wrist presents itself to her. She cradles my hand and uses the knife to draw a thin, sure line from me to her. I look away from the cut and focus on the vertical lifelines of my palms, the whorled tips of my fingers. I don’t feel the knife.

      She nudges the cut open with the tip of the blade and shifts the point around until she finds something just beneath the skin. An object the size and shape of a grain of rice sits on the tip of her knife, coated in blood. I feel a sense of release in my belly that I’ve never felt before. I feel as if I could float up, up, up in Consuelo’s kitchen, and touch the ceiling.

      “You don’t need that anymore,” she says brightly. She turns the knife and lets the grain of rice drop to the table with a faint plink, then brushes it to the linoleum floor with the back of her hand, where it bounces and disappears amid the crumbs. Consuelo gets up to rummage around in what appears to be a junk drawer, then returns with a box of medical gauze and a roll of bandage tape. She deftly wraps my wrist in a bandage before wrapping her own.

      I take my wrist back and place it on my lap, afraid of reopening the wound. My rib cage blooms.

      Consuelo buys $2,000 worth of knives and I swipe her credit card on my Kutco phone attachment. I pack up, unsteady, but relishing this new, delicious weightlessness. Everything feels the same, but easier, somehow.

      When Consuelo walks me to the door, though, I see a small shadow run across the far end of the hallway. A fat, rodent-sized blur.

      “Oh, don’t worry about the rats,” says Consuelo behind me. “They don’t hurt anyone.”

      Reason returns for a split second, a chill thin as thread: I have just allowed a stranger with a rat-infested apartment to perform a bizarre amateur surgical procedure on me in her kitchen. I wrap a hand around the bandage and pray that the wound doesn’t get infected.

      Then a frisson of pure delight and forgetting washes over me, and all I think is how crisp and cool the air feels in my lungs. I pull my shoulders back to breathe deeper and remember that my rent is now paid for two whole months. My eyes crinkle at the corners when I smile at Consuelo, and my chest feels like it will burst open to release a thousand birds. I thank her and briefly squeeze her hands in mine, then bound towards the door as if my shoes are made of springs.

      My pleasant fog practically carries me out of the subway, up the stairs, and down Broadway. In my apartment, I flutter directly to the tower of white garbage bags filled with my dead mother’s things.

      Possessed by an unfamiliar clarity, I dump one of the bags onto the bedroom floor and pick out the things that might be useful to keep: the angora sweater I loved, her costume jewelry, her makeup, a photo album. I sift through the piles with ruthless fingers, the drugstore pressed powders two shades too light for my skin, the photos of her dancing in Cuba as a girl, a sequined blouse she must have worn before I was born.

      Efficiently, I work through all of the Hefty bags and throw away everything except a handful of items, and these I put away among my things, cleaning and humming as I go. I also throw away all of the empty lipstick tubes. As I scrub the remnants of red lipstick from the bathroom sink, I catch my reflection in the mirror and realize that I have not stopped smiling since leaving Consuelo’s house.

      In the kitchen, I open a window and let in the summer night air while I wash the dishes in the sink. The sounds of the city bubble in from the street: car horns, a distant radio, sirens, shouts of kids playing. Tomorrow, I think, and for the first time in a long time, the word expands before me like unmarred snow.

      When the apartment is clean, I change into pajamas. On my back, I spread my arms and drift, weightless and cradled, on the sea of my bed. I sleep like a baby, my mind blank, pristine.
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      I wake up with the sun and float around my apartment, getting dressed. I go to two appointments downtown and sell two sets of knives. At the second appointment, the woman says, smiling, “You seem so happy. You must really like your job.” On the train home, people smile at me, and it’s as if I’m emanating something beautiful and pure, something people want more of.

      A memory surfaces, unbidden, of the day after my mother died. How I had visited the funeral home to choose her casket and then cried on the subway, my head in my hands, a Hefty bag of her belongings stuffed between my knees. How people had looked in the other direction and sidled silently away as if sadness were an airborne disease you could catch.

      I let the memory go and focus instead on a cute guy sitting across from me. I catch his eye and smile. He flushes and smiles back. My stop is next and I walk home, awake to the electricity of the city. I turn onto my street and see a rat standing in the middle of the sidewalk, waiting. I give it a wide berth, shivering with disgust as I enter my building, where I spend the evening lounging on the couch, imagining new jobs, boyfriends, and tropical vacations.
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      The next morning, I raise the blinds of my bedroom window, and a rat is perched outside on the air conditioner, watching me. I scream even though the rat can’t touch me, even though we are separated by a thick pane of glass. The rat doesn’t move. How did it get there?

      The rat watches me as I cower behind the bedroom door and peer out at it. After a few tense minutes, I finally do what I do best: I scurry across the room, yank the blinds down, and hope the problem goes away. I spend the morning army-crawling around my bedroom like an idiot, trying to get dressed without—what? Alarming the rat?

      I briefly consider dislodging the air conditioning unit and pushing the entire thing out the window, letting it drop three floors into the airshaft below, but then I imagine the rat running up the slope of the air conditioner and onto my arms as I push. I’ve seen YouTube videos of New York City rats scaling the facades of apartment buildings.

      Its stolid, determined rat silhouette is still visible through the blinds when I leave for my first house call. I comfort myself by deciding that I will call an exterminator if the rat is still there when I get home. I put my headphones on and walk towards the subway. It’s eight in the morning and the city’s already in full swing. I let my attention rove over the street vendors and the schoolteacher walking a caterpillar of toddlers on a giant leash.

      I stop to wait for a light and there it is, next to me. A woman standing nearby screams and a man shouts “Rat!” and stomps to scare it away. The rat doesn’t run, and the man pulls a leg back and kicks it as hard as he can with a heavy construction boot.

      I wince at the thud the boot makes against the rat’s body, and then sigh in relief when the rat flies through the air and disappears behind a pile of trash bags waiting for pick-up. I run down the steps, onto the subway platform, and jump onto the 1 train right before the doors close. The car is nearly empty. I put my headphones on with shaky fingers as the train pulls out of the station.

      A few stops later, a gaggle of teenage girls boards. By the time we start moving again, they’re applying lip gloss and tittering and TikToking videos of themselves making faces and doing stupid dances.

      My heart rate slows as I watch them and think of all the friends I let drift away. Who would want to hang out with someone who can barely keep it together for a dinner without crying, anyway? I’m ashamed of my old self’s weakness.

      For the first time in a long time, I can keep my thoughts away from my mother. I think of the friends I might call this weekend instead. I scroll through the contacts on my phone. I can do dinner now; I can feel it.

      The girls have gone quiet and they’re looking in my direction. Oh, God. What is it? I look for stains on my hideous yellow suit, and the girls start screaming and leap up onto the orange and mustard-colored seats of the moving train. They’re clinging to the metal bars and pointing to my left. I follow their eyes and fingers. There, four seats down from me, its long tail hanging over the edge of the seat like a whip, sits the rat.

      I scream, too, and sprint to the door on the other side of the car, where I cower near the girls until the train stops. When it does, I run out onto the platform and, heart pounding, take the stairs three at a time to escape to the street. I run through the first door I come to, a bank. Inside, it’s quiet. A line of customers waits for the teller.

      “What can we do for you today?” a woman at the information desk asks.

      The rat waits outside, watching me through the glass, seemingly indifferent to the throngs of people walking up and down Broadway.

      “Um, I’m not sure yet,” I say, pulling out my phone. I google “animal control.” I google “rat disease.” I receive a call from Kutco about the house call I am scheduled to make. The client is expecting me, the operator says, and wants to know if I’m running late. I say yes, I am, and apologize. I hang up and book an Uber.

      The rat watches me scramble into the car, watches me slam the door hard behind me.

      The house call is a bust and the woman seems incredulous that a company has employed someone as untethered as me to sell knives. I pack up my wares and nurse the cup of herbal tea she’s given me, just to put off leaving. I do leave, eventually, but I don’t see the rat again until I approach my apartment building after two more failed house calls. It’s waiting a few feet from the entrance, its fur glimmering in the streetlight.

      When I open the door, it doesn’t try to dart into the building with me, and for that, I mumble a grudging thank you as I pull the door shut with trembling hands.

      The next morning, the rat is waiting outside my bedroom window again. I finally gather the courage to look at it straight on.

      It’s ugly, even for a New York City rat: about the size of a squirrel, gray with bald spots, and scars. One of its ears is missing. Its tail is as long as a ruler and its eyes are beads of gasoline.

      I snap the blinds down again.
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      The next morning, I take the bandage off and throw it away. Then I scurry to the subway station and take the train back to Hamilton Heights. On the way, I look at the healed line on my wrist.

      I march down the musty old hallway and rap-rap-rap on the door like I’m the police, like I’m owed a debt.

      A woman I’ve never seen opens the door just wide enough to release a flood of soapy, Cloroxy air. She is wearing elbow-length dishwashing gloves and an exasperated look. She tells me she doesn’t know anything about the previous tenant, this slovenly Consuelo. The new tenant looks me up and down, clearly dismissing me as a grubby acquaintance of Consuelo’s.

      “She didn’t leave a new address,” the woman says. Then she dashes back into the apartment and returns with a broom. She pounds it on the tile floor and I realize that the rat has been sitting in the middle of the hallway, behind me. It darts around the corner and out of sight, but I know it hasn’t gone far.

      “Fucking rats,” the woman says, breathless with anger. “They’re everywhere.”
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      When I find the rat lingering in the hall outside my apartment the following day, I race past it to buy three packs of rat poison from the deli downstairs. After racing past it again, I mix the poison with mac and cheese. I put this on a plate and set the plate on the floor outside my apartment, where it sits untouched for three days.

      It begins to dawn on me that I will not outrun this rat. I google “immortal new york city rat” and get no results. I call an exterminator and they say they’ll come next week. I call next week and they say they’ll come next week.

      I begin to pray that someone else—or something else— will kill the rat. In my prayers, a car flattens the rat. In my prayers, some deadly disease vanquishes the rat. In my prayers, a giant cat descends from above with lethal claws and slaughters the rat.

      One night, I drink an entire bottle of wine alone and decide to take care of the problem myself. I unsheathe the large chef’s knife from my Kutko kit, pull on a pair of galoshes over my pajama pants, and stalk out into the hallway, bleary-eyed and homicidal.

      The rat is there, waiting, and before I can think myself out of it, I raise the knife, close my eyes, and bring the blade down with both arms. The blade passes through something thin and firm and then connects with the tiled floor. I open my eyes as the rat lets out a keening shriek. It blurs off down the hallway, leaving a thin trail of blood and a tiny piece of its tail behind, no longer than a fingernail.

      It is all I can do to throw the knife into the sink, double-lock the doors, and cower in the bathtub for the rest of the night.
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      The next morning, I don’t see the rat outside my apartment door and I don’t see it outside my window. I’m too hungover to be elated. Instead, I pull on a pair of jeans and my yellow blazer. I trudge from apartment to apartment, extolling the wonders of the new Kutco steak knives and showcasing the scissors, which can cut straight through a penny.

      On the commutes, I google “new york rat lifespan” (one year). I google “diseases new york rats carry” (all of them). I google “will cutting off a piece of a rat’s tail kill it” (no). I blanch at the thought of the knife that’s still sitting in the sink, inked in the rat’s blood. I google “disinfectant.” I google “sterilizing cleaners.”
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      I get home and the rat is waiting inside my house, in the kitchen.

      My rat and I look at each other. She is wary and still as if she is afraid of startling me.

      How old is she? She is either an old rat or an extraordinarily war-battered one, with three blooms of mottled skin where her fur no longer grows. The length of my forearm, she must weigh a pound, at least. Her four-fingered paws remind me of human hands. Her front left one is mangled, probably injured in a trap—how she must have fought to free herself. The missing chunk of an ear. The tail, its tip scab-dark, dry, and already healing. She looks up at me, her dark eyes and quivering pink nose track my every breath. I imagine her teeth, sharp and vicious, though I don’t see them.

      I walk with halting steps toward the kitchen sink. With a shaking hand, I take hold of the knife. I raise it, knowing somehow that this time she will let me bring it down on her body, she will not run or bite me with those jagged teeth. This time, I won’t close my eyes as I scythe through her.

      The rat watches me.

      I take a deep breath. I will kill this rat and put her in the garbage, where she belongs. I will piece my life back together. I will move on. I will move on. I will move on.

      Instead, I lay the knife down on the table.

      I lean against the wall and let myself slide down to the floor. I trace a finger over the scar on my wrist, a thin, two-inch line, ruler-straight. I hug my knees to my chest.

      In my memory, my mother picks me up by the underarms and stands me on her dresser. “My big girl,” she says. She helps me turn toward the mirror and then holds me against her torso until I am stable on my own two feet, which are clad in black patent leather Mary Janes. Her makeup is littered across the dresser around my feet, her jewelry spread across small, shallow, glass saucers. I hold still, proud that she’s trusting me not to stumble and kick all these beautiful breakable things.

      I look up at us in the mirror. We wear matching dresses: hers a white and red floral sundress with thin straps, mine a cotton shift in the same pattern. It’s summer and both our noses are a little red from the sun. She has brushed my damp hair into a neat braid. My lips are the same color as hers, Cherries in the Snow. She has dusted my cheeks with a hint of blush.

      “There,” she says in Spanish. She hugs me from behind, and her hair curtains over my shoulder in blow-dried auburn waves. Her smell wraps around me, that mix of rose, honey, and tobacco. She taps my chin with a warm hand and the gold bracelets on her wrist tinkle. “I’ve done it. I’ve left you my face to remember me by.”

      On the floor of the kitchen, I let my grief draw closer, let its sour, rotten odor fill my nostrils. I sink my head into my knees and a searing white pain tightens my rib cage: unbearable, necessary, familiar.

      As she nears, the rat’s body radiates a strange heat. She presses her full weight against my leg and I straighten it out. Cautiously, she climbs onto my shin, and I feel her claws through the thick denim of my jeans. I let her perch herself on my knee.

      I let her stay.

      
        
        —

        Originally appeared in One Story #270 (One Story, 2020)

      

      

    

    
      
      

      1 Content Warning: Animal cruelty or animal death

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NONFICTION

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Tonya Liburd]
          

        

        
          Alone? or, How A Survivalist Reality TV Show Defangs Publishing’s Narrow Definition of Agency

          2,600 Words

          Maria Dong

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A prolific writer of short fiction, articles, essays, and poetry, Maria Dong’s work is published or forthcoming in over a dozen magazines and anthologies, including Nightmare, Lightspeed, Fantasy Magazine, Apparition Literature, Augur, Khoreo, and Kaleidotrope, among others. Her debut novel, The Configurations of Katrina Kim, will be available April 2023 from Grand Central Publishing. She can be reached via Twitter @mariadongwrites, or on her website, mariadong.com.

        

      

      I am neither an intrepid hero nor a good naturalist. I once passed out during an easy hike up Seoraksan, a Korean mountain renowned for the beauty of its hiking trails. It was a lovely summer day, and I was bumming around the country with four guys that I met on the Korean version of Reddit, who were then forced to call emergency services so that someone could carry me back down the mountain.

      It’s strange, then, that my current fixation is Alone, a reality show on the History Channel in which ten minimally-supplied, self-proclaimed survival experts are individually dropped into the wilderness with the goal of being the last to give up. Over the course of several seasons, though, I’ve pieced together why I find Alone so fascinating: by showcasing compelling narratives in which quiet, creative, and collaboratively-minded individuals often carry the day, Alone casts doubt on publishing’s hyper-narrow definition of a “protagonist with agency”—a definition often used to unfairly critique marginalized authors, whose writing showcases more nuanced and varied interpretations of how real-life individuals respond to challenging systems.
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      As an SFFH writer, I would also speculate (get it!?) that this problem is particularly pronounced in our genres, specifically because the conflict, stakes, and criteria for success are often underpinned by (1) sexism, (2) manifest-destiny colonialism, and (3) capitalist-palatable depictions of revolution. As such, it’s a genre already steeped in tone-policing, model-minority-ism, and neoliberal-protestant morality; narratives tend to reward traits that can only be seen as positive qualities if the protagonist lives in a (again, 1) non-hostile environment, is somehow immune (see, 2) from the effects of sustained systemic trauma, or (3) doesn’t care about how their actions affect others—traits like hyper-aggressiveness and know-it-all-ism.

      Alone has its problems: the representation isn’t the greatest, it’s at times appropriative, particularly of Native American practices, and the heavy editing of the footage to create specific danger plot points strays into downright misrepresentation (people go home out of order, sound effects are added and removed to editorial preference). But it’s also a show in which contestants and their choices don’t match mainstream publishing’s tunnel-vision ideal of a compelling protagonist—and yet, the first season had over 2.5 million viewers1, and the show is in its eighth season; audiences are open to seeing a greater range of personalities and approaches, an openness that ought to translate to the printed page.

      I’ve summarized four Bad Publishing Rules below, encapsulating some of the feedback I’ve received during my personal long writing journey, specifically from agents and editors on the subject of what makes a good protagonist. It’s my hope that by deconstructing them via the lens of Alone, and specifically with an eye toward the experiences of systemically marginalized individuals, we can start better conversations between writers, readers, and editors that include questioning the accepted singular definition of agency.

      Bad Publishing Rule #1: Successful Protagonists Are Always Strongly Independent

      On its surface, you’d think a show called Alone would uphold the idea that strong people do shit by themselves—but even when people are airlifted into an isolated wilderness, no individual is an island (even if they’re literally on one). Survival is dependent on understanding the fundamental importance of community and collaborative values, even if that community isn’t currently present. For example, it’s fairly rare that a contestant takes “full credit” for an invention: when people are hunting grouse, raising a shelter, or constructing a trap, they’re constantly referencing the people that taught them what they know: I learned this in a workshop; this dead-fall was originally designed by the Paiute; I got this hunting technique from my dad—and this tracks closely with human experience. Every artistic movement, new fighting technique, or scientific invention, is ultimately a collaboration in which progress comes from many individuals and over a sequence of degrees. (An illustration of this principle is how rapidly new contestants start bootstrapping from earlier ones—as the seasons go on, the amount of time it takes people to win necessarily gets longer because contestants incorporate techniques from previous seasons.)

      This is an important concept to think about as we circle back to SFFH, and particularly the concept of stakes. Publishers are forever looking for so-called louder stories that take place across huge scopes, like trilogies in which one precocious, powerful individual single-handedly brings about revolution. Not only is this improbable, it’s also dangerous—it speaks to the kind of thought pattern where the community itself is thrown aside in a paternalistic way; surely this hero knows what’s best for, well, everybody. It’s to the point where if a novel even “whiffs” of revolution, I’m tempted to throw it away unless presented with strong evidence it won’t fall into this paradigm.

      There’s also the fact that publishing equivocates “independent” with “solitary”. Being alone is seen as a source of strength—which is ludicrous. Human beings are communal animals. Being alone—physically, psychologically, ideologically—is difficult and traumatizing. It’s why the UN recommends the banning of solitary confinement2 as a punishment technique, noting that lasting mental damage occurs after just a few days of isolation, with a recommended absolute ban on solitary confinement greater than 15 days3. (According to Reddit lore, the title of the show wasn’t even supposed to be Alone in the first place. It was only during filming when people started giving up for psychological reasons that producers realized not being able to depend on others was the hardest aspect of the show4.)

      A realistic assessment of the effects of social or physical isolation would necessarily result in more value placed on SFFH protagonists who are either strongly collaborative, or, at the very least, wish they could be more collaborative, and fewer narratives about independent heroes seizing power at the expense of, uh, pretty much everybody else—as well as some real psychological blowback for those narrators who are alone, because the fundamental experience of being psychologically isolated is suffering.

      Bad Publishing Rule #2: Heroes Are Smart, Clever Experts

      Years ago, I was on submission with a fantasy novel about two marginalized teenage girls. One of them existed outside society in an isolated house in the woods, and one was a member of a major city’s lowest caste. In keeping with Rule #1, these girls were having a bad time.

      I’ll never forget the complaint I received from the editor of a major house, who said it was unrealistic my protagonists kept discovering things as they went, versus acting according to a strong, rational plan they’d worked out ahead of time. It didn’t make sense to this editor that these girls didn’t know about distant places they’d never seen or the inner political workings of the royal court. I find this amazing because the truth is that even in our hyper-educated, hyper-connected society, most people don’t know a lot of things. I have no idea which of the plants in the garden are edible, despite my husband’s coaching. A significant percentage of Americans don’t understand how marginal tax rates work or who their mayor is. And despite spending my early twenties hunched over an engine bay, when I pop the hood of any vehicle built after 2015, I feel like I’m looking at the guts of a spaceship. Even experts don’t know lots of things about their own field. If you don’t believe me, you would be uncomfortable with the extent to which your doctor uses Google5.

      That’s not to say the assumption that you know things isn’t normal and human—but privilege also makes you think you’re smarter than you really are, which is one reason we see droves of men with half a bachelor’s degree confidently trying to school female NASA scientists about space. Conversely, marginalized people are constantly confronted with situations in which their own expertise is questioned, the effects of which are measurably psychologically damaging over time.

      I’d also like to push back on the idea that readers find stereotypically intelligent or competent protagonists more interesting, likable, or relatable. After seasons of watching what does and doesn’t work for various contestants on Alone, there are some “tried and true” survival rules I’ve come to internalize. When a contestant decides they’re going to go it without a gill net to catch fish in tidal changes or a ferro rod for efficient fire-starting, I find myself screaming at the television—and while I can’t say I “like” that person, I’m certainly paying attention and committed to watching more.

      Finally, there’s also the incontrovertible fact that stress makes you do dumb things. That includes physical stress, like hunger and sleeplessness, but also emotional stress, like not knowing how you’ll make rent. (At one point, one of my protagonists had gone three days without sleep, a situation that science tells us makes her the functional equivalent of a drunk person6. How “smart” is she really going to be?) Many marginalized people often understand this fundamentally, because we’ve been subjected to constant stress and seen ourselves and our peers make “irrational” life choices as a result. (Fuck that job!)

      So I love that over and over, Alone showcases stressed-out people making desperate, gutsy, ridiculous moves to escape from under the thumb of whatever circumstance they’re in—like the particularly memorable contestant who was airlifted to the hospital for near-starvation, despite the week’s worth of food stored in his tent. Hunger itself destroys rational decision-making.

      I’m done with fantasy novels where the main character is pressed up to the wall—starving, running on a week of no sleep, perpetually hunted, diseased, cursed, whatever—and manages a sound, rational choice. Please, SFFH, I want to see people fall off their horse, lock themselves out of their house in a blizzard, or put the calculations in for jump wrong because they stayed up all night worrying about their shitty relationship—and not just in the exposition. Give me dumbass climaxes!

      Bad Publishing Rule #3: Protagonists Are Strong, In A Conquer-y Sort of Way

      Whether it’s riding into battle against a rival army or scientists on a spaceship spreading knowledge to ”backward” planets, good protagonists are supposed to wrestle the outside world to their image. When they succeed, it’s usually due to stereotypically masculine toughness or cold, hard rationality—never intuition, vulnerability, privilege, luck, or wooo. One of fantasy publishing’s favorite tropes is that of “reverse privilege”—the weight of being a king, of being too famous, too beautiful, too smart—God, it’s so hard being amazing!

      I take a particular glee in the fact that so often on Alone, it’s when people most epitomize the paragon of a traditional hero that they’re forced to tap out. Lots of people arrive monologuing about how their previous careers as police officers or soldiers have “toughened” them to the point where they will “conquer the wild” and “won’t back down,” but don’t even make it through the first few days. The second a mountain lion circles into their orbit and they realize for the first time that I’m not the best killer out here, it so rattles their worldview that they’re forced to press the escape button. In other words, they’ve never been confronted with their own lack of agency.
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      Traditional publishing often sees agentic heroes as people of vision. But having an unwavering vision for how things are going to play out—and being able to stick to it—often speaks to privilege, because it requires the support of your social, physical, and financial environment. If you live in a hostile environment (and what is marginalization, if not continued exposure to hostile environments), vision can be dangerous—like the season where a master boat-maker becomes fixated on building a vessel to get to better fishing, only to miss the salmon run completely. Survival often means giving up and just rolling with the punches.

      Bad Publishing Rule #4: Heroes are “Doers”

      Here’s something I think most marginalized people understand deeply: every moment of participation in a hostile system has a cost. Even something as simple as scrolling down a Twitter feed can be a constant reminder that people hate you for reasons beyond your control, that every single day is full of people you care about being forced to suffer (or be killed)—and if you forget for even a second your place in this system, you open yourself up to retaliation, and often from those that purport to be your allies.

      When every single action is taxing, including doing nothing—every action a person takes or doesn’t is inherently agentic. On Alone, people weigh that carefully—fishing or foraging without result is a substantial energy cost that can knock you out of the running. Sometimes agency means just staying in the game on yet another rainy day when you’re depressed and hungry and tired and the exit button is right there. (Several winners explain how the greatest skill you can bring into the experience is just … being able to suffer, a truism that cuts deep for many marginalized individuals.)

      SFFH’s constant obsession with doing, versus feeling or thinking, is exhausting. It leads to a flattening of narrative structures and characterizations, and it often serves as a de facto rejection of the experience of marginalization. People aren’t only interesting when they’re taking up weapons against the system; they’re also interesting when they’re making the choice to not fight the system because they have kids to feed or they’re just really fucking tired that day.

      And thinking is interesting: some of my favorite moments of Alone are contestants just sitting in their tents in the rain, talking about the self-discoveries they’ve made, the things they’ve come to regret as a byproduct of having the time to sit quietly, between a rock and a hard place, with nowhere to go.

      Fiction by marginalized authors often showcases this—and not just in the dark night of the soul, right before the protagonist rallies for their seminal fight to the climax (or, to a lesser extent, before the Act Two ChoiceTM)7. SFFH would find itself richer if editors were devoted to recognizing and honoring quieter, more introspective narratives of the human experience.

      Publishing Rule #5: My (Only) Writing Rule

      Although I’ve done a lot of complaining here, I have a long-running love affair with SFFH. Like many other queer, disabled, and multi-ethnic people, I was instantly and profoundly attracted to a genre that forever reinterprets reality’s past and future. But I often find myself wondering if there is room in the genre for people with narratives like mine. In low moments, when my inbox fills with rejections hostile to the realistic depiction of the struggles of marginalized people, it’s a herculean effort to just keep going.

      It was in such a moment that I found Alone—and perhaps I’m too boring to be a good protagonist, but I can say this show helped me retreat quietly into my metaphorical tent in the rain and ponder the direction of my life—calibrating, reassessing, re-envisioning, and collaborating with my fellow artists—and make up my own agentic writing rule: to not tap out. I can’t quit, even if it means penning stories in a leaky shelter while the wolves howl outside or scratching poems in pictograph form on a walking stick I hacked out of a piece of pine.  Never thought I’d say this, but thank you, Reality TV. You’ve proved that I’m not alone.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.cinemablend.com/television/Alone-Survival-Series-Renewed-Season-2-History-79797.html

      

      2 https://news.un.org/en/story/2011/10/392012-solitary-confinement-should-be-banned-most-cases-un-expert-says

      

      3 https://news.un.org/en/story/2011/10/392012-solitary-confinement-should-be-banned-most-cases-un-expert-says

      

      4 https://www.reddit.com/r/Alonetv/comments/kmignx/some_of_the_reasons_for_people_quitting_is/

      

      5 https://www.forbes.com/sites/paulhsieh/2019/12/30/doctors-use-youtube-and-google-all-the-time-should-you-be-worried/

      

      6 https://www.huffpost.com/entry/studies-show-sleep-deprivation-performance-is-similar-to-being-under-the-influence-of-alcohol_b_9562992

      

      7 http://blog.janicehardy.com/2015/05/writing-basics-act-two-choice.html
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      Cruising through western Michigan toward the lake for a family outing, under flawless spring skies and passing the odd barn or silo, a sign catches my eye, half-obscured by a huge lilac bush: Flesh Eggs.

      My foot eases off the gas a bit but my brain is working overtime. Did I really read that?  As my hands unconsciously guide the wheel and my foot returns pressure to the pedal, the monotonous travel propels the images in my mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They sit, clustered in a stainless-steel bowl, freshly plucked from under the birds in the coop. These are no ordinary chickens. Visible beneath their feathers, they ripple with avian muscle. Their talons can slice through tin. Tiny, razor-sharp teeth line their beaks; they use them to strip the meat from the bones of their prey. When the word omnivore is used for them, it is with a shudder of revulsion and no small amount of fear.

      The eggs themselves come in a range of colors, from a cream so pale it’s almost white to a brown so dark it’s nearly black, shades between dotting the spectrum. Veins turn the surfaces into maps, tinted bluish in the light, highly visible on the paler eggs. Hold one in your hand, and you can feel the warmth of ideas, and, faintly, the thrum of life within.

      When you cut the egg (you can’t crack flesh eggs), you let a thin stream of blood pool out, then you tear the egg open, dropping the translucent fluid and golden yolk into a pan. It sizzles and smells vaguely earthy. Like fresh compost, but washed, not decayed. In the puddle of butter, the flesh egg becomes solid; the clear gels to white and the yolk a yellow so bright it hurts to look at.

      These eggs taste sweet and vaguely gamey. A single one contains a whole day’s worth of nourishment. You can feel yourself getting full with each bite like it’s expanding in your belly, becoming more than went in.

      
        
          [image: A chicken sitting on eggs in a pen.]
        

      
      Those who farm flesh eggs must wear protective gear, armored to the shoulder, or risk losing bits of themselves to demanding vicious chickens. Still, there’s the occasional accident. Old Mr. Thomason is missing his left eye. Billie Hancock speaks with an electrolarynx because she got a little too close. Another half-inch and Billie would have been chicken feed.

      Clearly, this is an instance of having to break more than just a few eggs to make an omelet. Sometimes, you might also lose a finger or a chunk of cheek. But maybe the danger is part of the appeal. The risk, the experience, its own reward.
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      I get another ten miles closer to Lake Michigan and pull over at a farm stand—selling much safer wares—to pick up some corn for tonight’s dinner. After a pleasant exchange about my bumper sticker (“I read to my child”) and the weather, I turn the car back the way I came. I simply have to get some flesh eggs for tomorrow’s breakfast. Are there protestations from small bodies in the back seat? Yes. But only the very best for my family.

      I pull into the drive, along a winding dirt path, barely wide enough to accommodate my small car. The trees open to reveal a sprawling farm; the rank smell of livestock is nearly overpowering. The day is growing uncomfortably warm, as it sometimes does; feels like ninety already. A woman comes out of the house. It’s white, in desperate need of new paint. The screen door bangs loudly once and softer a second time. Her face is deeply lined. There is dirt under her short nails. She smiles.

      “Help you?”

      I clear my throat. “I saw the sign. I’d like to look at your flesh eggs.”

      She stares for at least three whole seconds.

      “Flesh eggs?”

      I can feel the heat climbing my neck. From where I’m standing, I can see the chicken coop. Normal non-Cronenbergian hens scuttle around, pecking endlessly for morsels of food. I stammer an apology and sheepishly buy a dozen completely normal fresh eggs. I give her an extra $5.

      On the way out, I look again at the handwritten sign. Fresh Eggs. The r is a little sloppy maybe, but it’s clearly not an l.
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      This happens to me a lot. This is what my brain does. It looks at the world … wrong. In some ways, this is incredibly inconvenient and frequently embarrassing. However, it’s also the reason I can write stories. It’s that weird little misfiring of synapses, that oddball interpretation, that makes the speculative fiction sing.
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      Maybe it’s a holdover from childhood, the way we all do this when we’re young, open to possibilities, willing to suspend disbelief at the drop of a hat. I never quite lost that quality, though it’s been dulled by adulthood, paled by experience. We reach middle-age, but some of us still look at the world with a sense of wonder, whether we’re creative or not. Whether we’re writers of horror, science fiction, fantasy, or any blending thereof we find beauty in a sunset; poetry in a flower; terror in the movement of an insect’s legs. That childlike awe at the world hasn’t quite been carved out of me, no matter how jaded I may be. Hopefully not out of any one of you, either.

      I have tried to cultivate this sideways vision to some extent. Or, at least, to give it free rein. I’m happy to be that weirdo who notices the tiny detail that’s just off. That which doesn’t fit in. The twisted root at the base of the tree that might be a goblin hiding. The reflection in the window that looks exactly like my dead grandfather’s angry face. The way that car is looking at me, malevolent intent clear in its headlight eyes. I try to create an environment of oddities from the real world, then transfer some sense of that to paper.

      Flesh eggs.

      Every farm stand along every road, the random, misread typos, and the overmisheard snatches of conversation, lead to ideas, which, in turn, lead to stories. Being open to the unusual is crucial in a creative. Tuning your senses to catch the bizarre adds spice to your output. To carry the analogy further, flesh eggs taste oh-so-much better when they’re seasoned with gestalt and pepper, with a dash of oregano and a pinch of time.

      Learn to embrace the odd. Absorb it. Use it. Let it drive your work. If nothing else, it’ll knock you out of your comfort zone, which is a great goal to shoot for. Reach way back to your childhood, when there were actual monsters in the closet, when you really did get superpowers just because you wore the cape. Dip into the font of imagination that once geysered out of you but may now only trickle. It flows still. I promise. Maybe, just maybe, if you drink from it more often, you’ll nudge some of the debris loose and it’ll stream along faster and faster.

      Even if it only ever dribbles through, go ahead and slake your thirst. Even a little taste of pure creative joy is better than nothing.

      I think that perhaps especially now, as we come out on the other side of a world-altering, global experience, we are maybe in a better position to tap into this part of ourselves. We’ve been held captive by a terrifying pandemic, seen the most confounding aspects of the underbelly of humanity. Wouldn’t it be nice to hang out with our inner children? Let them take the reins. Let them dictate the story. Give up some of our adult control and responsibility and just … play.
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      When I finally get to the big lake, we grill burgers and corn on the cob for dinner, along with sugar snap peas, which are everyone’s favorite; the younger spawn calls them Viking Boats. The next morning, we have fresh eggs, scrambled, and I tell my family the story of the horrible, omnivorous chickens. Instead of being excited for the wonders of my imagination, they of course ask why the hell I had to bring this up while they are eating.

      Secretly, I’m sure they love it.

      Maybe that’s how we as a community of writers, editors, and excitable word people keep our eyes peeled for the weird: stories told at inopportune moments about odd things to a captive, eager audience. We embrace the necessity for those stories; we write them, we read them; we keep the imaginative narrative of the world going on.

      Never lose your inner weirdo. Notice the oddball things around you, make your life more interesting. I hope you catch the typos that make you wonder. I hope the tiny imps and shadow creatures reveal just a hint of themselves to spark wonder in your mind.

      Keep your creative edge fresh.

      May all your eggs be flesh.
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      Welcome to another Words for Thought! Fall is on the horizon, though as I write this, it’s still miserably humid outside and cooler weather, turning leaves, and a desire to switch to hot coffee from iced feels ages away. Fall may well be my favorite season, a little melancholy, but also beautiful, hope and loss mixed all into one. These five stories are all about dealing with grief and loss in some way, but they are hopeful too—perfect for the season. Happy reading!
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      Clouds in a Clear Blue Sky1 by Matt Dovey was published at PodCastle in February, however, it feels like a very Autumnal story somehow. It opens on a funeral and a group of boys gathered outside while those inside mourn. Colin, the youngest among the boys, lost his father to a terrible accident at the cloud factory where the other boys’ fathers work as well. He’s understandably heartbroken and angry at the world, and in an attempt to cheer him up, the other boys hatch a plan to sneak him into the cloud factory and not only show him how it works but let him try his hand at making a cloud to honor his father’s memory.

      
        
        The factory was still. There were no-one bustling about between levels and levers, no valves spinning or belts moving or anything at all. Only a warm, low hum and a scent that burned your nostrils to let you know none of it were sleeping, just ... waiting.

        

      

      The problem is, though the other boys in the group are old enough to have been shown around the factory by their fathers, none of them have properly started working there yet, and making clouds is a complicated and dangerous business. Things very nearly go disastrously wrong, but the other boys’ fathers step in just in time to avert catastrophe.

      Along with being a story about coping with loss, this is also a sweet story of friendship, full of positive and healthy relationships between fathers and sons and between a group of young teenage boys. Men and boys are too often encouraged not to show their emotions and to react to loss and grief with gruff stoicism or even violence. With this story, Dovey shows a supportive group of friends who have each other’s backs and gives us a son in mourning wanting to honor his father without falling into the trope of the toxic father with impossible expectations that a son can never live up to. Even though it’s a story about loss and grief, it’s full of kindness and caring as well, not to mention great world-building and a wonderful voice, all of which is lovely to see.
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        Fiyah issue 19 cover
      
      Morning2 by Diane Russell in Fiyah issue 19 takes place on an inhospitable planet where a crew of teenagers is responsible for the day-to-day drudgery work of taking soil samples and operating other equipment as they search for a new home for their colony. Their lives are seen as expendable, just old enough to work the machinery, yet losing one of them wouldn’t mean losing the years of knowledge and skills built up by an adult. Against this backdrop, we are introduced to Naeku, whose sister, Kidege, died due to a cryo-bed malfunction and who is now being forced to work with her sister’s clone—a painful reminder of everything she’s lost.

      
        
        The crew gave me the canister with her name and number on it, as a curt nod to tradition, recognition that they could not give me my sister back, even though they left the doors open for ghosts. They assigned me the clone to acclimate. Who else was there to teach the Echo to sing? I didn’t talk to the clone, but I carried the canister everywhere. I wondered if when I finally opened it, the inside would smile like castor oil and peppermint and sunflowers.

        

      

      A routine mission gone wrong forces Naeku to work more closely with the clone and also leads them to make a wondrous discovery beneath the planet’s surface. Naeku’s anger and sorrow, transitioning into hope and a way to move forward are paralleled in Russell’s beautiful descriptions of the planet’s barren landscape contrasted with the lush beauty hidden just beneath its surface. It’s a perfect example of a sympathetic atmosphere mirroring a character’s emotional state and enriching the story. Naeku is a wonderful character and the grudging relationship that grows between her and her sister’s clone is really nicely done, allowing for an exploration of loss, complicated family relationships, the idea of clones "replacing" the original person, and what "self and identity" really mean. There’s also something really wonderful about the concept of an all-teenage crew, sulky and bitter, feeling undervalued and replaceable, and the way that also ties in with the idea of cloning. It’s an excellent story, and like Dovey’s, finds a way to balance grief and hope without tipping too far in either direction.
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      The Steel Magnolia Metaphor3 by Jennifer Lee Rossman, published at Escape Pod in May is a story that is largely about the anticipation of loss and how that can be just as painful as the loss itself. Astrid’s mother is battling cancer and losing. Astrid, seeking something useful to do to help her process her emotions and cheer her mother up, designs a robot flower that zaps the mosquitoes in her mother’s garden—creating a steel magnolia in honor of her mother’s favorite movie, not realizing that the flower in the title is not meant to be understood literally.

      
        
        Each petal was carefully shaped from the finest iron-carbon alloy, curved delicately while still hot and meticulously positioned to overlap with its neighbors just so to form a blossom. Astrid gazed lovingly at the way each petal’s razor-sharp edge glinted in the light of the setting sun, at the way her creation cast a shadow indistinguishable from the other ornamental trees in Mama’s garden.

        

      

      Astrid’s autism often leaves her struggling with the concept of metaphors and leads her to grieve in a way her family doesn’t entirely understand. Her aunt, Clara, constantly tries to smother Astrid with hugs, thinking to comfort her, and despite Astrid’s repeated explanations that she doesn’t find it comforting, her aunt struggles to understand Astrid on her own terms. The story is simultaneously lovely and heartbreaking. However, it also offers hope as Astrid comes to her own understanding of metaphor and how it can help her see the world differently and find her way toward acceptance and letting go while still honoring her sadness and her love for her mother.
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      The Loneliness of Former Constellations4 by P.H. Low, published at Strange Horizons, is about the loss of self, community, and home, that can result from war. The main character was once a warrior. They believe themself the last of their kind, having lost everyone else on their ship, now planet-bound and living a life of chronic pain. Still, they’ve made a home for themself that is a haven, and they take on a renter, a knight who believes herself chosen for a great destiny, determined to slay monsters and save the world.

      
        
        "I’ve found the Ancient One,” she tells me, and I recognize the fever in her eyes: the heady anticipation of knowing your time has come, that even the barest tilt of your face—cheekbone, forehead, jaw—bears the weight of watching history. I pressed my lips to such a forehead, once. “I’ll be gone for awhile.”

        

      

      The story is gorgeously written, full of lush and striking imagery, as it plays with the fantasy/epic science fiction tropes of Great Destiny and The Chosen One. The story takes these grand ideas down to the human level, showing the cost of war and how if looked at from that human angle, those concepts begin to resemble propaganda designed to hide the fact that war and violence chew people up and spit them out before moving on, uncaring. As the two main characters cope with the potential loss of themselves in the machinery of war and struggle with how else to define themselves if not as warriors, they find their way to the beginnings of a new relationship blooming between them, and to the possibility of new and better lives not governed by Destiny and Fate. It’s a lovely story, dealing with loss on both a larger and more intimate scale than many of the other stories discussed here, providing an interesting lens through which to consider both hope and grief.
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      Pull5 by Leah Ning, which was also published at PodCastle, is a powerful, terrifying, and heartbreaking story about a woman with Alzheimer’s who can pull other people into her memories. Her husband, John, is doing his best to take care of her, but Amy can no longer control the pull, which increasingly leads to a breakdown in reality for both of them.

      
        
        That tidal pull came again, stronger this time, and I had to close my eyes for a moment to fight it. She was harder to resist now than she ever was. For one thing, she never used to pull this hard. For another, her pull had become the only way she would talk. Words escaped her more often than not now.

        

      

      Dealing with both the loss of self and the loss of a loved one, this story is the perfect bridge between Low’s story and Dovey, Russell, and Rossman’s stories. As with Astrid in Rossman’s story, John in Ning’s story is struggling to cope with the loss of someone who isn’t yet gone. While Amy is still alive, she’s no longer herself—increasingly lost in her memories, even as those memories betray her. The story captures perfectly what a frightening thing it must be to lose control of one’s own mind, to find oneself constantly pulled into the past without realizing it’s the past, and then to have that past literally crumble out from underneath you. Ning also touches on how isolating it can be for a person watching someone they love suffer from Alzheimer’s, ramping that up by literally having John pulled into Amy’s world, losing his own control and sense of self as well.

      At the same time, like the other stories, there is hope in this story. John’s love for Amy, his commitment to staying by her side, and the arrival of Amy’s sister, help ground her and allow the story to have a happier ending, if not a purely happy one. It’s a bittersweet story and despite the pain, it’s well worth a read.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://podcastle.org/2021/02/23/podcastle-667-clouds-in-a-clear-blue-sky/

      

      2 https://www.fiyahlitmag.com/issues/issue-19/

      

      3 https://escapepod.org/2021/05/27/escape-pod-786-the-steel-magnolia-metaphor/

      

      4 http://strangehorizons.com/fiction/the-loneliness-of-former-constellations/

      

      5 http://strangehorizons.com/fiction/the-loneliness-of-former-constellations/
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          Apex Book Review: Grave Reservations by Cherie Priest

          900 Words

          Reviewed by Lesley Conner

        

      

    

    
      Grave Reservations by Cherie Priest is a mystery featuring a psychic and a police detective working together to solve a cold murder case. While it isn’t as dark as many of Cherie’s previous novels, a cast of quirky characters and quick pacing make this a delightful read I couldn’t put down.

      I’ll be honest, I was hesitant when Jason asked me if I’d write reviews for Apex Magazine. Flashbacks from my years in college as an English major ran through my mind. Feeling forced to read books I didn’t like. Never having time to indulge in the ones I love.

      No, thank you! That doesn’t sound like my idea of a good time.

      Then he told me he had a new paranormal mystery by Cherie Priest.

      I said “Yes!” before he had time to tell me the title.

      Over the past year, cozy mysteries and contemporary romances have become my comfort reads. My brain has craved books that are light and humorous. Dare I say, even fluffy. And I’m not ashamed of that. The world has been so chaotic and horrid for more than a year now, with each news cycle another circle of hell, that I can’t imagine spending my reading time—my mental escape time!—reading books that are dark and heavy. Give me the light!

      Enter Grave Reservations, Cherie Priest’s first foray into quirky paranormal mysteries. She’s better known for writing darker books that plunge us straight into horror, and I have long been a fan of her writing. The Toll is wonderful! Boneshaker. Maplecroft. Bloodshot. Yes. Yes. Yes! Pretty much, if Cherie writes it, I want to read it! So when I found out that her newest book is exactly the type I have been gravitating towards during the pandemic, I was an automatic yes. I’m happy to report that Cherie doesn’t disappoint!

      
        
          [image: Grave Reservations book cover]
        

        ISBN 978-1982168896, Atria Books (October 2021)
      
      Warning: Spoilers ahead!

      Grave Reservations starts with an unreliable psychic/travel agent rescheduling a customer’s flight because she had a bad feeling. A bad feeling she couldn’t resist. One that forced her client onto a different flight with a layover in Atlanta. This travel agent is Leda Foley and her impulse to change Grady Merritt’s flight saved his life when the plane he should have been on crashed. When Grady, a police detective, questions Leda about why she changed his flight, how she knew, Leda is flustered. Yeah, sometimes she knows things, but it isn’t reliable or completely accurate. She didn’t know the plane was going to crash. She just knew something bad would happen to Grady if he was on that flight. So she changed it. She isn’t a professional psychic! She’s a travel agent! Despite her protestations, Grady thinks Leda has an ability, and he wonders if she could maybe help him with a murder investigation that is quickly growing cold. Completely under the radar of course.

      What I loved about Grave Reservations were the characters. From Leda’s relationship with her best friend Niki to the crew at Castaways to Grady’s teenage daughter Molly, the side characters in Grave Reservations bring the novel to life. They add humor and lightness in a story that could feel incredibly grim. Niki worms her way into riding along with Grady and Leda as they reinterview suspects and she supports her friend in every way possible. They have the type of female best friend relationship that includes sharing every last detail of their days and giving each other never-ending support. This is beautiful and the type of friendship I think all women need in their lives.

      The crew at Castaways is another example of friends supporting each other. They embrace Leda as she struggles to find her footing with her abilities and attempts to glean new clues in the cold murder investigation of her fiancé. The bartender, Tiffany, mixes the perfect drinks and is always willing to listen. The bar manager (and Niki’s boyfriend), Matt, lets Leda keep her murder board where she collects clues in her office. And the bar owner Ben loves when Leda does “klairvoyant karaoke.” Not only does it bring in more patrons, but it helps Leda strengthen her psychic abilities.

      Grady’s daughter Molly is that know-it-all teen who feels they know better than their parents but still needs their comfort and support. All of these characters come together to form a web of support for Leda and Grady in their investigation in a way that feels genuine and wonderful, and honestly, after the past year, so important.

      Of course, the novel isn’t all sunshine and butterflies. Grady is investigating the murder of an unscrupulous father and his son, and Leda suspects these murders are tied to that of her fiancé Tod. As if that weren’t bad enough, more bodies pile up as they prod closer to the truth. Obviously, the two are rattling the murderer, but they still don’t know who it is. Leda is having more and more flashes of her psychic abilities. Or she thinks she is, but the results are incredibly painful migraines and information that is more frustrating than it is helpful. As the novel draws toward the end, the pieces begin to click into place for Leda, but is it too late?

      I loved the way this book explored extended social networks, finding a belief in your own abilities, and how hard it can be to park in the city! Leda and Grady are a winning team, even if neither of them was quite sure of the other, and I would love to see more books featuring these characters.

      I have no reservations saying that Grave Reservations was a hit for me!
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          Apex Book Review: Malefactor by Robert Repino

          600 Words

          Reviewed by Keturah Barchers

        

      

    

    
      For those of you who have been waiting for Robert Repino’s final novel in the saga of the war with no name, I present Malefactor.

      Split into five points of view, Malefactor follows Mort(e), D’Arc, Falkirk, Nikaya, and the wolfpack leader, Mercy. The book starts with each character in different locations dealing with individual concerns and responsibilities in the continual battle to bring peace and unity into the post-apocalyptic world. But when the Ant Queen's final revenge comes into play, their paths converge.

      As with the other books, Repino continues to explore the themes of individual and societal change. Each page is filled with questions of what change looks like in a post-apocalyptic world, how it is unstoppable, and how we do or do not accept it. While all the characters evolve, as all good characters must, Mort(e)’s and Nikaya’s stories in particular focus on how individuals struggle with change within themselves.

      
        
          [image: Malefactor book cover]
        

        ISBN 978-1641290982, Soho Press, Inc. (August 2021)
      
      Mort(e) finds himself struggling with the consequences of his dealings with the Sarcophs. The experience addled his brain, making it hard for him to focus on reality and remember who he is. He begins to redefine himself while he helps D’Arc and Falkirk defeat the latest threat the dead Queen has brought against mankind.

      Nikaya is imprisoned and spends her days cleaning bat guano. When she finds herself in the midst of a battle and in possession of important information that will save many lives, she embarks on a journey that forces her to explore her prejudice against the bats.

      Their struggle is relatable to those who have had their worlds rocked by new ideas and cultural exposure. The question of whether or not people can fundamentally change is, I believe, at the core of this series.

      Yet, while the author focuses on change and its influences, it is not the ultimate message of this book. The story is really about family, belonging to a group of people who understand, define, and create who you are for good and for bad. People who are forever intertwined with your life whether you want them there or not.

      D’Arc, Falkirk, and Mercy’s part of the story personifies the idea of family and the sacrifices that are made for them. While Mercy struggles to keep her pack safe and thriving, D’Arc infiltrates the wolf pack intent on recovering something that has been taken from her. In her search, D’Arc stumbles upon a terrible conspiracy, and stopping this plan becomes as important as recovering what was stolen. Falkirk, with Mort(e) in tow, races to help D’Arc, intent on never leaving her side again.

      Together, this family strives to reclaim what is ultimately theirs while trying to stop a catastrophe that could kill hundreds if not thousands. These three characters run the gamut of emotions and all the intricacies that come with family, from the pain of secrets to the ultimate extent that one will go to provide safety and all the other messy bits that create a family in a post-apocalyptic world.

      For those who’ve been waiting for this book, the action-packed, trial-ridden ending was worth the wait. Malefactor is a satisfying ending to the saga.

      Now that this series is at an end it will be interesting to see what else this author will do.
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          Interview with Author Joelle Wellington

          1,700 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.

        

      

      A Southern Gothic horror story with the structure of a fairy tale, Joelle Wellington’s powerful “COTTONMOUTH”  is a southern-flavored gender-flipped riff on Koschei the Deathless1, complete with a separated death, seduction, and imprisonment, alongside white men making the error of believing they own and can control a Black woman.

      Grant Dixon’s small first crime was wanting to matter, wanting to be a hero. His second crime, a much worse offense, was telling himself that Inanna, the Black woman imprisoned in the attic, belonged to him.  Initially, all he wants from Inanna is a story. This gives Inanna, a storyteller, an opening. She is also irresistibly beautiful and dangerously patient. What she isn’t, is stupid. She knows Grant is her ticket to freedom, she watches as he lies to himself, growing closer and closer to doing her bidding. She’s waited hundreds of years to be free, she can wait a few more days for this self-centered white boy to do exactly as she needs.

      The reader will recognize Grant’s arrogance. He will never realize the story isn’t about him, at least not until it’s too late. Grant has no idea he’s just a footnote.  He thinks he’s in this story to be a hero, to save the princess.

      Inanna is teasing Grant, and she does need something from him. But in those scenes, I see something beyond the thematic concerns of a typical Southern Gothic tale. To be blunt, I see common male aggression where men go in an instant from being polite and charming to a woman to becoming pushy and demanding. The everyday occurrence of #notallmen but enough memorable men assuming that a woman who was kind to them now owes them something—a smile, a story, a date, a good enough answer to why she’s not interested in a date or a drink. While she’s polite to him, she’s a virgin, a Madonna. The moment she stops meeting his definition of polite she’s a whore.

      Apparently, this story was a smidge triggering for me.

      My reaction is one thing, but yours is more important to me.  Are you a woman of color who lives in the south? I’m interested in your comments on this story.  Are you a reader of any other background and location? I’m interested in your comments on this story.  I’m interested to see how the comments are different based on the reader’s life experiences.

      The opposite of a homebody, Wellington can often be found reading a book outside or writing fiction at a local coffee shop.  A recent Emory University graduate, she has had articles published in Black Star Magazine and The Emory Wheel.  Recently, she’s been learning a lot about bees. Follow her on Twitter at @joelle_welling for news about her new projects, fashion, and her opinions on everything she is watching and reading.

      Wellington was kind enough to talk with me about where the idea for “COTTONMOUTH” came from, writing Southern Gothic fiction, her new projects, and what Inanna would do in the real world if she wasn’t trapped in a story.

      Before we get to the interview, don’t you just want to read “COTTONMOUTH” again?  Because I sure do!

      Ok, you’re back?  Let’s get to the interview!

      

      Editor’s Note: Spoilers ahead!
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      APEX MAGAZINE: Simplified greatly and the supernatural aspects set aside, this is a story about two white men who believe they own a Black girl, and they keep her imprisoned in the attic. What kinds of things were you thinking about when you wrote this story?

      

      JOELLE WELLINGTON: When I wrote this story, I remembered wanting to write a fairy tale, if that makes sense. There’s a structure to fairy tales and, oftentimes, there’s a lesson that is sometimes obvious, sometimes isn’t. I wanted to write a fairy tale about Black women, who in this story is positioned as the princess, the monster, and the hero all at once, and the dimensionality to that role, despite not being the primary point of view character. I also wanted to write about the South—my family is from the South and I visited when I was younger, but living in Georgia was different. I loved Georgia for a lot of reasons, but I also … didn’t love it for other reasons. It was a weird cognitive dissonance. In Georgia, I lived in front of a Confederate graveyard. Just really random insidious things like that.

      
        
          [image: Joelle’s writing setup at a coffeeshop]
        

        Joelle’s coffeeshop setup.
      
      

      AM: What inspired you to write this story?

      

      JW: It’s really funny because I wrote this piece in my final year of college (I graduated in 2020—right after the start of the pandemic) and I remember that when I was talking about it with friends who are also writers, I conceptualized it. At the time, I was very interested in the fairy tale aesthetic, but also had categorized myself as a Southern Gothic writer first and foremost. I sat down and realized I wanted to write a Southern Gothic retelling of the Russian folk story, Koschei the Deathless. Koschei’s death is also separated from his own body, but it’s so distinctly Russian, I reworked it for a Southern equivalent—particularly the peach pit because I was writing this in Georgia, the peach state.

      When I realized that I wanted to write about the South, I recognized that meant working through the trappings of the South, the terribleness of white supremacy, and the way that religion can sometimes be used as a weapon. I use a lot of religious imagery in my work, particularly reworking Peter’s three denials of Jesus. That isn’t to say anyone’s fulfilling any of those particular roles but I just thought it would be interesting.

      

      AM: The chains that bind Inanna are pewter, copper, and Iron. What is the significance behind those types of metal and the order in which they break?

      

      JW: I can’t remember exactly why I picked pewter and copper. I know I picked iron for a good reason. I remembered visiting the National Museum of African American History and Culture and seeing the iron manacles on the wall. I remember being greatly affected by that, and so iron always played a very large part in the work. It made it even more important when I realized that I wanted something else beneath the iron too.

      The order was a little less symbolic, however. It just made sense to go from what is typically perceived to be the weakest metal to the strongest.

      

      AM: Eugenia knows exactly what Grant is after. She even gives him some liquid courage. How many Dixon men has Eugenia sent into the swamp?

      

      JW: I’d always intended Eugenia to be a vague figure. I think that Eugenia is someone that has inherited knowledge. I’ve never imagined that she was anywhere near as old as Inanna, but I do think Inanna is a story passed along, and each witch guards that story, whether out of jealousy or respect for Inanna. I don’t think any of them ever thought that Inanna would be freed either, which I think comes across well in Eugenia’s mockery: Be a hero, she commands. Eugenia understands that there are no heroes. Only monsters.

      

      AM: After the story ends, how long do you think it will be until someone finds Grant and starts talking to him?

      

      JW: Four hundred years.

      

      AM: Time for a fun question! Inanna hasn’t been in the world in a while. What do you think her favorite modern technology would be? Instagram? Airplanes?  Pedicures?

      

      JW: Oh, I’ve never thought about this. I think Inanna would be fascinated with the smaller things. She’d have a Twitter account. She’d love getting her hair done. I think she’d do a million different things to it—dye it, shave it, braid it, wear wigs. I think she’d wear whatever she wants and gorge on every cuisine in the world, and take pictures of everything. She’d want to document her existence. A full demonstration of autonomy in every way possible.

      

      AM: Who are some of your favorite writers and artists? How has their work impacted and/or influenced you?

      

      JW: Toni Morrison. Her work has had an insane amount of impact on me. I own at least two editions of every single one of her works. It might be cliché but Beloved really ruined me. Faulkner is another favorite. I read Absalom, Absalom! as a senior in college and the cyclical nature of storytelling, the depiction of the same narrative over and over again from multiple POVs was just insane to me. Gabriel García Márquez made me realize the power of storytelling. I can honestly say One Hundred Years of Solitude changed my life. The Buendía family still has a hold on me, and I reread that book once a year to learn something new. And my love of fantasy originated with Neil Gaiman. It’s weird because I know how much I love Gaiman’s work, but I didn’t realize how much he impacted my work until someone pointed it out?

      I’m also really driven by visuals. David Lynch is big for me, and Bryan Fuller’s Hannibal. Super creepy, surrealist, symbolic, and an inherent gothic romanticism to them. All things that really hit for me.
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        Joelle engages in her favorite pasttime.
      
      

      AM: Do you have any current or newish projects you can tell us about?

      

      JW: I can’t talk too much about my biggest projects because I have vague concepts that I haven’t told anyone besides myself when I’m trying to work through it out loud, but I can say that I’m in the process of outlining two horror novellas. One is about the actualization and physical manifestation of fear and the other is a pastoral folk horror about bees. Yeah, I’ve been doing a lot of reading about bees recently, and my friend actually told me that when a new queen bee is born in a hive already occupied with a queen bee, they fight to the death for dominance. It’s kinda insane but also weirdly satisfying. I didn’t know that, did you?

      

      AM: You had me at “pastoral folk horror about bees.”

    

    
      
      

      1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koschei
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          Interview with Author Rose Keating

          2,700 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.

        

      

      

      You are happy.

      You are healthy.

      You take good care of yourself.

      But you could be happier. You could be healthier. You could take better care of yourself. If you really wanted to. So sayeth the wellness industry (mileage may vary).  And the more unhappy, unclean, unhealthy you are made to feel about yourself, the more likely you’ll buy into whatever it is that can make you happy, clean, and healthy … this month.  I’m not knocking the wellness industry, or at least not all of it.  What I’m knocking is how the wellness industry and wellness culture have become twisted. How they, as Rose Keating puts it, “benefit from our self-loathing.”

      When wellness magazines or advertisements recommend something absolutely outlandish, how many of us laugh and say “that’s ridiculous,” and how many of us sign up for it in hopes that it will work? That we’ll finally be happy?

      In Rose Keating’s story “Next to Cleanliness,”  Catherine wants to be healthy and happy. A cleanse from Dr. Matthews’ office worked for her friend, so certainly that will work for Catherine as well, right? And what won’t she do to be happy and healthy?

      She thinks she’s going to be prescribed weight loss pills or a strict exercise regime for rapid weight loss. Dr. Matthews is strict, and his treatments are straight from a horror movie. But then everyone compliments Catherine’s rapid weight loss! Until the weight literally doesn’t stop melting off. Not satisfied, the doctor tries additional treatments because, in his view, Catherine still isn’t happy or healthy. But she could be if she really wanted to be!

      A combination of body horror and passivity, “Next to Cleanliness” feels like a perfect episode of The Twilight Zone, an episode that flirts with satire.

      Keating’s work has appeared in Hot Press Magazine, Southword, Banshee, and The Incubator. She is the winner of a Sean Dunne Young Writer’s award and won the Hot Press Write Here, Write Now competition. She is currently working toward an MA in Creative Writing at the University of East Anglia.

      In this interview we talk about what was behind “Next to Cleanliness,” the wellness industry, writing about uncomfortable and taboo feelings, permission to try something new, and that it’s okay to not always feel empowered and strong.

      Not feeling strong today? Not feeling happy? It’s ok. You’re ok, no matter what the wellness industry is trying to sell you this week.

      

      Editor’s Note: Beware spoilers!
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      APEX MAGAZINE: What inspired this story? What kinds of things were you thinking about while writing it?

      

      ROSE KEATING: I started writing this story in January 2020, over the Christmas break before I returned for my final undergraduate semester. I had been mindlessly scrolling on my phone and advertisements for New Year’s cleanses kept cropping up, which was gradually driving me a bit madder each time. But then something clicked in my brain, and I realized the cleanse idea could be a lot of fun to play within a story. I have a complicated relationship with cleanses as a concept; on the one hand, they’re representative of a fairly cruel, problematic overlap of patriarchy and capitalism—of the ways society actively encourages us to dislike ourselves and the ways it benefits from our self-loathing. It’s an intersection that results in the moralizing of happiness, while also setting standards for happiness that are never truly achievable since these standards are in constant, deliberate flux.

      On the other hand, there is something deeply seductive about the idea of being able to become a brand-new person overnight. Being able to become a good, happy, clean version of yourself magically over a few days or weeks; it’s a lovely kind of fairy tale. While I was working on the piece, I was thinking about those two clashing ideas the most; the cruelty and falsity of wellness culture as well as the beautiful, seductive nature of what it promises.
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        Author photo of Rose Keating
      
      

      AM: Catherine could have visited any health guru in the city. What’s the real reason she chose Dr. Matthews?

      

      RK: I don’t think Catherine is necessarily the most independent or assertive person, so I doubt she would have sought out any doctors or health gurus at all if her friend, Susan, hadn’t suggested it to her. I imagine she probably chose Dr. Matthews purely because it’s what her friend told her to do. I’m quite interested in passivity in characters and particularly what it means to feel passive as a woman, so I think Catherine and the nature of her choices is probably a continuation of that theme.

      

      AM: There isn’t much many of us won’t do to be happy. To be clean. To be thin. What does Catherine hope to get out of her visits with Dr. Matthews?

      

      RK: It was important to me that Catherine’s reason for seeking out Dr. Matthews wasn’t something completely singular or specific. She feels down and is aware that she isn’t happy in the way we are told happiness should be or should look like. When I was writing the first draft, I briefly thought about shoving in a specific source that created this feeling, but something about that felt a little cheap and reductive. It’s tempting to try and attribute all unhappiness to specific events or individual traumas, to medicalize and sanitize it into a specific, solvable problem—but the reality is that a lot of people are unhappy and there isn’t always a singular, easily solvable reason for that feeling.

      I don’t think it would be outlandish to suggest that Catherine has a sense of herself as lacking in terms of happiness or wellness because society actively encourages her to feel like she is lacking while, simultaneously, criticizing her for that feeling. She lives in a world that encourages and profits off her unhappiness then shames her on an ethical level for being unhappy. Living in a world like that would probably be enough to make you feel like you need to go somewhere to be fixed, and she goes to Dr. Matthews because on some level she wants that for herself.

      

      AM: All the different therapies that the doctor tries for Catherine—to rid her body of toxins—how did you come up with those? Some of them are quite creepy!

      

      RK: I honestly wish I knew! Coming up with ideas is probably one of the things I find most frustrating about writing. Not because I have none, but because it can feel like something that isn’t entirely in your control or that can’t be reduced to a step-by-step process. I’m a big believer in thinking of writing in a practical way, in terms of craft and nuts and bolts: solid, pragmatic elements that can be understood, tools that can be improved. Viewing writing through a dreamier, more artistic lens makes me a little nervous because it feels almost mysterious and uncontrollable. It makes inspiration and creativity feel a lot more random and esoteric, which might come across as romantic but is equally kind of terrifying because it’s uncomfortable to acknowledge that lack of control. The therapy ideas came to me like that: just randomly. I have a big, rough notebook that I use to write down lists of possible scenes for stories, and I mostly just brainstorm them as I’m going and pick the ones that feel the most relevant or interesting thematically, so I suppose that’s the closest I come to a process for that.

      

      AM: As I was reading, I expected the story to end when Catherine does all the classic “how to be happy” stuff, like journaling, volunteering, practicing gratitude, meditating, and such. But no! Dr. Matthews wants to try one last therapy to cure her of toxins. Why not end the story when Catherine appeared to have found happiness?

      

      RK: I suppose for me, the reason it didn’t end there is because she hasn’t found happiness at all. She does all the correct things, yet she still feels that lack inside of her. A lot of Dr. Matthews’ therapies revolve around the implication that Catherine is unwell/unclean/unhappy because she is not trying, or because she is doing something wrong.

      Her toxicity is viewed as self-inflicted; not only does Catherine feel bad, she is also encouraged to feel bad for feeling bad. According to the standards set by people like Dr. Matthews, this feeling is her own fault and if she only does the right thing this feeling will go away, and she will be as happy and good and clean as everyone else.

      Of course, this logic is unkind and flawed, and the point of that section was to address this flaw. Catherine plays ball: she follows the steps, she does all the things she is told will make her better, and yet she is the same person at the end of this, still trying to figure out how to feel as happy and whole as everyone else seems to feel. I decided I couldn’t end it here as it was almost a little too hopeless. While the actual ending might not be viewed as wholly positive, it felt like a way to offer Catherine more than this, to move beyond this restrictive logic and embrace something different.
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        Rose Keating’s writing space.
      
      

      AM: What are some of your favorite themes to write about? Why do those themes fascinate you?

      

      RK: I’ve spent the past year on the University of East Anglia’s Creative Writing Prose Fiction MA where I’ve been working toward a short story collection, so I’ve been thinking about this question a lot throughout the semester. I still find it difficult to answer! With short stories, it seems like each one is its own individual thing, so trying to summarize them all as a collective whole can be challenging. Most of my work centers around the lives of women, so I think it would be fair to say one of the most common themes I return to is womanhood, at least in a loose sense. When I started writing I thought this had to mean a specific thing—that if I was writing about the experience of women, then every story had to be empowered and feminist and follow a positive, explicit ethical and ideological framework. I quickly realized this was not only a bit didactic, but also felt untrue; I don’t always feel strong and empowered and positive, even if I am a feminist, so it felt dishonest to write stories that only focused on that particular narrative. I’m a lot more interested in writing about feelings that are uncomfortable, things that are difficult to give voice to but that linger and haunt.

      Because of this, I would say a lot of my stories center around ideas of shame, passivity, and taboo. I think non-realist modes of body horror and the fantastical are great for getting to the emotional truth of difficult, intimate feelings like shame, guilt, grief, anxiety, unruly and transgressive desire, so I’m really enjoying exploring those themes in my collection. With “Next to Cleanliness,” it was interesting to not only write about the societal aspects of self-loathing but also try to write honestly about what it really feels like to think there is something deeply, irreparably wrong with you. There’s something very exciting and satisfying about giving voice to feelings that can be hard or feel shameful to express, so it’s been wonderful engaging with those particular themes with the collection.

      

      AM: When did you decide to become a writer? How has your process and your approach changed over time?

      

      RK:  It’s a little cheesy, but I’ve never wanted to be anything else. I genuinely can’t remember a time when I didn’t want to write. This has less to do with a noble commitment to artistic pursuit and more because I’m really bad at everything, and writing is the only thing I’ve ever been a little less bad at. My mum is a big bookworm and owned about a billion Stephen King paperbacks that my brothers and I were allowed to read when we were far too young. Because of this, I was reading at a higher level fairly early, which meant I was okay at writing for my age. Which meant my English teachers were nice to me. Which meant I wanted to write more and more.

      Almost everything about my process and approach has changed over the years. When I was a teenager, I only wrote poetry, and I was an awful poet. Around the time I went to university I realized this, and that’s when I began moving toward prose. I took some very bad approaches with prose at first. I was writing short stories, but I had never even read a short story collection before. I was a little dismissive of the form in the sense that I just thought of them as very brief versions of novels; I didn’t understand what the short story form could do at all. I was also trying very hard to sound intellectual so there was an abundance of purple prose and pretentious stuffiness going on. I wasn’t really comfortable with my voice yet and was attempting to copy writers I admired at the time but doing it very badly.  I hadn’t quite figured out my process yet either, so I was trying to do the usual things like writing early every morning in the library and that wasn’t working for me. I was a bit nervous working with non-realism at the time as well, as I wasn’t great at writing traditional genre pieces, like hard sci-fi or Tolkienesque high fantasy, but also seemed to be bad at strictly realist literary stories. Basically, I just didn’t really know how to develop my ideas.

      My process and approach rapidly changed once I began to grow more comfortable with myself as a writer. I realized I loved writing alone in my room at 3am, and I liked doing a few thousand words in a night once a week, rather than a few hundred every day. I took modules on horror and other modules on post-modernism and began to understand the different modes formally a bit more—I realized that I was able to dip into different genres and modes and take what I needed rather than feeling like the stories had to fit into one particular strict box. I realized that I didn’t have to feign a flowery, intellectual voice and could write in a way that felt natural to me; shorter sentences and a little playfulness wouldn’t automatically make it silly or dumb.  I also read a short story collection for the first time, and this changed the way I thought about writing and reading in a fairly mind-blowing way. Things were a lot better after that.

      

      AM: Who are some of your favorite writers? How has their work impacted you?

      

      RK: Where to begin! I’m obviously a big short story lover and am a huge fan of writers like Donald Barthelme, Miranda July, Lorrie Moore, Denis Johnson, Camilla Grudova, Leonora Carrington, Clarice Lispector, George Saunders, Raymond Carver, and Carmen Maria Machado. As an Irish writer, I’m lucky to have a lot of writers back home that I admire an awful lot like Cathy Sweeney, Nicole Flattery, and Eimear McBride. Other writers I really love would be Daisy Johnson, Max Porter, Angela Carter, Han Kang, Eliza Clark, Kathy Acker, Sharon Olds, Shirley Jackson, Sophie Mackintosh, and Fernanda Melchor.

      Those writers (and so many other) have probably each impacted me in their own way, but one of the writing tutors at UCC once asked me a very helpful question, which is how I now like to think about it. We had to read different pieces each week and answer questions on them, and one of the questions was “What has this piece given you permission to try in your own work?” I don’t think it’s very smart or fruitful to try to be the same as other writers, but this is a lovely way to think about the impact and influence other writers have on our own work—they widen your own understanding of what writing can be and allow you even more freedom to explore new ideas and methods yourself. In essence, the work of each of these writers gave me permission to allow myself to try something new.

      

      AM: Thank you so much!
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        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.

        

      

      Marcela Bolívar’s exceptional work once again graces the cover of Apex Magazine. Over the five years since our first interview with Bolívar, she has created new and fascinating works of art, finished her post-grad art education, and moved to an entirely different continent.
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        Apex Magazine issue 125 cover featuring “Entropic Gardens”
      
      

      APEX MAGAZINE: In the last few years you moved from Colombia to Germany, which seems like a big cultural difference. How does that change your day-to-day life as an artist?

      

      MARCELA BOLÍVAR: My day-to-day life hasn't changed much, I must say, especially now that I am juggling so many projects and staying at home because of the pandemic. It was, however, a pretty drastic change in 2017 when I arrived to begin my master’s studies. Everything was new and exciting. I was meeting new people almost every day and learning so many things via the German culture that my brain could barely keep up. Not only with the influx of artistic inspiration, but the academic side and learning a new and complex language. My last days back in Colombia were a feverish state of working hard to save money, applying to countless graduate schools, attending German courses, and trying to maintain my artistic career. When the goal was achieved, another whole set of new goals and unexpected challenges arrived. These challenges led to some of the happiest years I’ve ever had.

      

      AM:  In our second Apex interview1 back in 2017, we talked about how you created masks and crowns. Is that something that you still do, either to use with your illustrations or separate pieces? Overall, has the move changed the materials or props that you use or create?

      

      MB: I haven’t made any new props due to lack of time, unfortunately. I’ve made all sorts of sculpted details for my personal images and for the series as part of my master thesis. I’ve discovered some new materials in Germany that I am really excited to try out! I am looking forward to making something related to Poe’s “The Masque of the Red Death,” Let’s see how it goes!

      

      AM:  One of the reasons you moved to Germany was to finish your post-grad art education. What drew you to go to college for art, especially postdoc work? Are there differences in the kinds of pieces you create in those programs versus your personal or published works?

      

      MB: I am an art nerd, I guess. I love to delve deep into my inspirations and discover how themes I deemed completely disconnected from each other have influenced all sorts of artistic spheres for years. I have to say, my parents are academics and researchers, so something of that must have rubbed off. The academic route, even when fascinating, is not for me, though. At the end of my thesis, I felt a raw urge to create in a purely hedonistic and daydreaming state of mind. The difference between the pieces I create when I am conceiving a series backed up by a profound investigation is vast. It tends to nurture itself from esoteric connections and definitions, and it’s hard to keep the inspiration going when you feel it is not justified in some way by your academic research. But it gives you—and has given me—an incredible array of new ideas that are waiting silently and patiently in my sketchbooks.

      

      AM: When you look at your cover piece for this month’s issue, “Entropic Garden,” compared to your other works, has the move and/or education altered your techniques? Has your overall vision for the types of art you create now or want to create in the future, changed?

      

      MB: “Entropic Garden” is a very painful image for me. It was pure catharsis because otherwise, I would have driven myself insane. So I have to say that my state of mind radically influences the way that I express myself, not only regarding ideas but workflow. That’s why I can say my workflow has changed in these years, and that’s because even living in uncertainty, in Germany I found peace and inner conviction in my work that didn’t exist before. Of course, there are good and bad days, but the new things I’ve learned have driven me to experiment with more and better equipment, to search for my own materials, and slowly leave behind bad habits while recognizing what I do best and make it greater.

      

      AM:  In our very first interview2 five years ago, we talked about using collected art websites like DeviantArt and social media platforms. How have those platforms evolved over your career so far, and are there reasons you prefer certain platforms over others? What advice would you offer new artists about the role of the web in their careers, that maybe has changed over that time?

      

      MB: I feel I neglected my social media presence while I was going through my masters. I had a warped and misguided sense that everybody had forgotten about me. This was scary, finishing my post-grad education and beginning from zero in another country. It’s a shame that I felt that way since I did my best to keep everyone updated. But the feeling that if you stay silent you’ll disappear is real in the internet world.

      

      I can’t give any serious advice on the use of social media though. I don’t pay attention to algorithms and insight charts or data. I show my work wherever I want and any artwork I feel like goes with my mood on any given day, regardless if it is new or old. Of course, I wish I had more new things to share. But I understand now that what I do takes me more time than other people, and that is okay, that’s how I work, that’s what it takes from me.

      

      I decided to quit DeviantArt after almost 18 years for security reasons. But I rarely visited the community there. Other artists I follow are already on Instagram or Twitter, sites that I use instinctively and without much care. I feel, however, that Twitter is a bit more chaotic and that you can repost images into the sea of information. Having said all that, I wish some days I could disappear from the internet and not be affected by it.

      

      AM: We sincerely hope that you don’t disappear from the internet, we would miss you and your inspiring work! Thank you, Marcela, for another insightful interview.

      

      Follow @tropicalgloom on Instagram and Twitter to see more of Bolívar’s art and make sure to visit her wonderful gallery at www.marcelabolivar.com3.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://apex-magazine.com/interview-with-cover-artist-marcela-bolivar-2/

      

      2 https://apex-magazine.com/interview-with-cover-artist-marcela-bolivar/

      

      3 https://www.marcelabolivar.com/
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      Marcela Bolívar is a digital artist based in Germany where she finished her MA in Photography. Currently she works as an illustrator for various international publishing houses while developing further her personal work. Her work aims to disengage photomontage of its technologic and automated nature, pushing the limits of photography as she merges it with a variety of pictorial expressions. Her mixture of various media such as photography, painting, and sculpture brings forth a world that lingers between reality and fiction, disguise and truth. 
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