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          Editorial


          900 Words


          Jason Sizemore

        

      

    


    
      Hello Apex Magazine readers. I’ve missed you.


      Our last formal issue was released on May 7th, 2019. Due to major personal health issues, we placed the zine on indefinite hiatus. Many people didn’t expect to see us publish again. If I’m being honest, in those early months of recovery, neither did I.


      I certainly intended to bring the zine back once I’d recovered from having my left fibula replace my entire mandible. As the post-surgical complications mounted, my mood dropped, and so did my hopes of pulling Apex Magazine from its lengthy nap.


      As the winter of 2019 melted into the spring of 2020, I realized I needed the motivation that editing and publishing Apex Magazine provides. Plans were made. A Kickstarter was launched and funded in five hours. The cloud on my mood lifted. My health improved. Soon I was back to working full-time for the first time since January, 2019.


      I’m due for the last surgical procedure on my jaw in mid-December. Releasing issue 121 feels like the right way to celebrate the challenges I’ve faced over the last 22 months. I hope reading this issue brings you as much enjoyment as I had publishing and editing it.
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      Before I introduce the issue’s contents, I want to discuss some of the changes the relaunched Apex Magazine has undergone.


      1) We’re now bi-monthly instead of monthly. Six issues per year instead of twelve.


      2) The total content is almost the same. Every issue has six original stories, two reprints, two essays, two author interviews, one artist interview, and one short fiction review piece. Our podcast will feature two stories from each issue. Everything is doubled in count except the artist interview and short fiction review.


      3) The price of single issues did not double and only increased to $3.99.


      4) Same with subscriptions. A one-year subscription only costs $24.


      5) Apex-Magazine.com now has its own online store.


      6) I’m still editor-in-chief and Lesley Conner is the managing editor. Maurice Broaddus joins us as special fiction editor. Shana DuBois is our nonfiction editor.


      Our content will still be made available free online and released in parcels in the duration between issues. Our podcast will remain a monthly feature.


      Most importantly, we still need our readers support via a subscription purchase or backing us on Patreon! While I’m a proponent of crowdfunding, I am in awe of those publishers who are able to run them annually as they are incredibly stressful and time-consuming. I’d rather focus on editing and publishing the zine, and that means making Apex Magazine self-funding via subs and Patreon. If you haven’t done so yet and are able, please consider supporting us through one of these two options.
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      For our big return, we recruited three of our most popular past contributors to be a part of the relaunch: Alix E. Harrow, Cassandra Khaw, and Merc Fenn Wolfmoor. They each delivered an original story that exemplifies their strengths as writers and defines the type of surreal, strange, shocking, and beautiful fiction we strive to publish.


      “Mr. Death” by Alix E. Harrow is firmly in the sub-genre category of “reaper” fiction. As is typical with Alix’s fiction, she layers her plot with emotional depth and provides a payoff that isn’t entirely expected, but wholly earned. One of my favorite writers, Cassandra Khaw, gives us “Love, That Hungry Thing.” Every work of Cassandra’s fiction holds the promise of something unusual, something new. Khaw writes dreamscapes that are unique to her style and sensibilities. There’s a reason she keeps popping up in Apex (and nearly every other pro zine). Merc Fenn Wolfmoor writes the kind of dark fantasy that blends repressive dystopia with glimpses of optimism. Their “Gray Skies, Red Wings, Blue Lips, Black Hearts” pulls the reader on a heroic search for the soul of a lost girl. The city landscape Merc creates is memorable, cruel, and one I hope to visit again.


      After our Kickstarter funded, we opened to submissions. One of the first stories we received was Fargo Tbakhi’s “Root Rot.” This one generated a lot of buzz with our slush readers. It’s an emotional, powerful post-colonial dystopian story of a Palestinian man struggling to find his place in a segregated Mars city. “The Niddah” by Elana Gomel is cautionary tale showing how easy the world slips into authoritarianism and misogynistic practices when under duress. In “Your Own Undoing” by P H Lee, a loyal wizard’s familiar asks you to write your own story to save his master.


      Rounding out the original fiction is the winner of our annual Holiday Horrors flash fiction contest: “All I Want for Christmas” by Charles Payseur.


      We’re delighted to bring two classic works to our pages this issue: “Roots on Ya” by LH Moore and “The Ace of Knives” by Tonya Liburd.


      Author Usman T. Malik struggles with Covid-19, mortality, and writing in “Story-less: A Forethought.” Malka Older examines the dangerous powers of fiction in media in “Trapped in Stories.”


      AC Wise returns with her short fiction review series “Words for Thought.” Russell Dickerson interviews our cover artist Vicki be Wicked. Finally, Andrea Johnson interviews authors Fargo Tbakhi and P H Lee.
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      Thank you for joining us for our relaunch. See you in March!
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          Root Rot


          6,400 Words


          Fargo Tbakhi

        

      

    


    
      
        
          Fargo Tbakhi (he/him) is a queer Palestinian-American performance artist. He is the winner of the 2018 Ghassan Kanafani Resistance Arts Prize, a Pushcart and Best of the Net nominee, and a Tin House Summer Workshop alum. His writing is published in Strange Horizons,  Foglifter,  Hobart,  The Shallow Ends,  Mizna,  Peach Mag, and elsewhere. His performance work has been programmed at OUTsider Fest, INTER-SECTION Solo Fest, and has received support from the Arizona Commission on the Arts. He is currently a Halcyon Arts Lab Fellow and works at Mosaic Theater. 

        

      


      By the time I hear that my brother is looking for me, and has somehow scraped together enough credit to get on a commercial flight to New Tel Aviv, and that he’s also brought his three-year-old daughter on her first interplanet trip, my insides are already rotten. Can’t get to the doctor without citizen papers, but I know. I can feel it. Lungs, liver, stomach, whatever—they’re done for. Most days I wake up, bleed, drink, bleed, and pass out. I am fucked beyond any reasonable doubt. 


      When the two OSPs are finished beating the shit out of me outside Farah’s (only place in the Arab Quarter with a liquor license which means what’s happening currently, a beating that is, happens less frequently than if I was drinking somewhere else) one of them checks for warrants. I’m swaying like something in the breeze though the provisional government never fixed the generators so there isn’t any breeze this part of planet. Sometimes I blow in my own face just to remember what wind felt like.  


      “Hey, you got a brother?”  


      Word drops into me. Shakes me up bad to hear it and for a second I almost don’t process what it means. Then I do and want to die. I spit out some blood and nod.  


      “Posted a bulletin. Yesterday, looks like. Asks if anyone’s seen you. Want me to forward your location?”   


      I try to think and then try not to think, and for a second I am really still, and then that second is one of the worst things I’ve felt in years, so I stay quiet and make a gesture like I’m going to hit the OSPs and they start in again and, later, when they’ve gone and I get feeling back in my body and start to register the pain, I go back inside and then I pray and then I don’t look at anybody and then I drink until I pass out.  
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      When I start wishing I was dead I know it’s morning. I spend a few minutes trying to work out where I am. Still at Farah’s maybe. In prison maybe. In the street probably. As long I’m not at the house. Take a few minutes and press at my body. Feet. Stomach. Throat. Eyeballs. Thighs. Feel like crying but don’t.  


      My fingers are crusted with blood, and I think one might be broken. For a second, I think the blood might be dirt, that red Mars soil, and I get confused and think maybe I’ve still got a job, maybe it’s years ago and I’ve just been dreaming all of this pain, and maybe I’m still handsome and unbroken, maybe Farah and I are still in love and I can still make something grow, I can still get my fingers in the dirt and hear it, and then I shift slightly and get a bomb’s worth of pain from my ribs and my vision blurs blue and when it clears I know the soil is blood. I know where I am and who and why.       


      I turn over and make myself puke, and it’s that familiar yellow color with the little bit of blood threading through it like embroidery. Try and see my face in it but can’t. I’m sure if I could I’d look worse than dead. Skin pale and covered in bruises, my hair falling out, a few teeth gone in the back and I swear I’m getting shorter too. Maybe if I just lay here for a while nothing will happen and then I can start drinking again. 


      “Get up.” 


      Maybe not. Guess I’m at Farah’s. He kicks me in the ribs and cusses me out until I sit up.  


      “Hi,” I say. Voice sounds like a bad engine and I know my breath is probably toxic. I’m struck by the hugeness of how unwantable I am. Farah used to think I was pretty when I was clean. I used to think so too. Well nothing’s inevitable but change and skyscrapers as they say.  


      Farah’s just standing there and his arms are folded across his chest. I want to lick it like some wounded animal, him or me I don’t know but there’s some combination of animal and wound. “Hi,” I say again. 


      “You can’t come back in here.” 


      When Farah and I were together we used to draw on each other’s chests little maps. Plots of land we wanted to live on, spots on Mars we’d go and build our freedom. He would laugh and then when things got bad he wouldn’t laugh so much. But the ones I drew on his chest were so real to me. I never laughed.  


      “I’m okay, I just need to rest today. I’ll be okay. I won’t come back tonight, I’ll go somewhere else and cool off and come back tomorrow.” 


      “You can’t come back in here, ever.” 


      Really detailed mine were with all the land sectioned off into what types of plants I was going to have and then I’d get so excited to tell him how I’d figured what they needed from Mars soil and sun and air and he would listen and smile or listen and look so sad when things changed and I did too.  


      “Okay.”  


      “You haven’t paid your tab in months. And when you get in fights outside it’s bad for business. Offworld Settlement Palmach fuckers are over here constantly for you and no one wants to deal with that.”  


      Farah was the one who was waiting for me outside Ansar VI when I got out but I didn’t know what to say and neither did he so we didn’t. And he took me back to the bar and poured when I asked and that’s it and that’s where we’ve been since. 


      “It’s bad for business. And it’s bad for me. They’ll take the liquor license and maybe my papers too. And I don’t want to ever look at you again.”   


      I sit there like a puddle and try not to think. If I keep my eyes focused on the puke I won’t let what’s happening in. It’ll stay out so I can move and breathe some. I stare at the little thread of blood in the bile and in the corner of my eye I see Farah start to go and the desperation in me rears up.  


      “Fathi’s here,” I say.  


      He stops and I can see he’s being really careful with what’s on his face. Blank like a stone wall.   


      “He’s looking for me. OSPs told me last night. Please don’t do this.” 


      “Maybe you should see him.” 


      “Don’t want to see him. Please. I love you.” 


      “Fuck you.” 


      “Okay.” 


      “You owe me too much for that. Just too much.” 


      “Okay.” 


      We both shut up and I know that we might not ever stop shutting up now. That we might be shut and closed forever and no openness ever coming back. Every day there are moments like this when whatever might have been waiting for me in the future just goes away, I can feel it just burning up. I wish I could stop drinking. No I don’t. I wish I’d never come to this planet. No I don’t.  


      “I’m going to code the bar’s door against your breath until you settle the tab. Maybe Fathi can help you. I don’t know. I don’t think I can anymore. If I ever could. I’m sorry.” 


      Yes I do.  


      “Please. I can’t pay. I don’t have anything left.” 


      Farah and I touching the dirt before this was New Tel Aviv, when it was still new. Holding seeds. Playing with gravity and dreaming of freedom. Kissing. The way I could make him laugh like the sun was out and we could photosynthesize. 


      “You could always sell it. You know somebody in the city will pay good money.” 


      It. Flash of red. Memory. Dirt. Petals. Whatever.  


      “Don’t have it. Confiscated. All gone,” I lie.  


      Farah shakes his head, really tired-seeming. Looks like he’s going to say something, maybe argue, push me to do what I should, but he doesn’t. I think I’m glad about that but I’m not really sure. It’s a long time before he talks again.  


      “Either pay your debts or don’t come in here again.”  


      “Okay,” I say. He reaches out and puts his fingers on my knee and I remember how much he used to like touching it, how he liked to feel where it’d been broken and reset. We hold still like that for too long so I say “Can I have one more drink, just to get me going, for today?”   


      For a second his face looks like it’s got something like pity on it, and for that I’m grateful. It’s all I ever want.   


      I get out and sun hits me like a missile, and if anyone outside is looking at me with any kind of anything on their face I don’t know it, I can’t see anything at all.   
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      Getting to the other side of the Arab Quarter means going through the New Tel Aviv settlement civic center but I really don’t have a choice if I want to get some cash and keep drinking. If I had better papers and hadn’t been in prison I could drink somewhere anonymous and illegal and maybe fade away but oh well. Walking to the delineation gate I stop by the dried out water tanker (left over from when we were still trying to fully terraform the Quarter, when any of us thought this could be home) to visit the cat. She came up on the second or third rocket from somebody’s alleyway in Khalil and when things were good she was adored and we joked about making her mayor. Then we all got fucked and she did too. Once the settlements got on the Mars train and surrounded what we had we were all panicking and trying to stay free and in the panic nobody took her with them. Now she’s forgotten like me. Like all of us I guess, but me especially I like to think. I check on her when I’m sober enough to remember.  


      I crouch, eye the underside of the tanker. She’s there looking like I feel. We look at each other for a while and eventually I reach out my hand to try and pet her. Too far back and I’m stretching to just get a scratch, something to let her know I’m here. No luck. Oh well. Yank my hand back out and go to look at her again but she’s gone. I stay down there for a moment because it’s cool and my head hurts. The space where she was, where my hand couldn’t reach.  


      Closer to the delineation gate I find some kid selling flasks. I manage to convince her to take some synth watermelon seeds I found in my pockets for a flask of arak which is all I can afford since nobody drinks it anymore. It does the trick and soon I’m numb again. The thing about drinking a lot is that there’s nothing meaningful about it. Just fucks you up and you’re not in the world anymore and there’s no past or future really just one foot in front of the other if you can manage that. And sometimes you can still kind of experience what’s around you only it’s not as intense on a personal level. Like now, when the arak’s fuzzed me up, the settlement drones flashing hasbara holograms aren’t so annoying. They’re kind of like insects that aren’t biting. Just something to look at with corpse eyes. 


      At the gate the guard asks where I’m going and checks my papers, which are shit, obviously. I say I’m just going across to the other side of the Quarter and I’m sticking out my arm before he’s even finished looking. Window opens and the little mechanical arm comes out to stick my vein. Once they’ve got the liter of my blood they approve a fifteen minute pass to get through to the settlement. The blood loss and the arak have really messed me up but I think I can manage getting to the next gate into the Quarter in time. They’re usually pretty good about getting the blood back in once you’re there depending on the line, though once or twice I’ve gotten someone else’s liter. Probably healthier than whatever I’ve got going on, probably might have saved my life. I don’t know.   


      The settlement civic center looks the same as always. Clean and stupid. The glass looks terrible and it never lasts. And they’ve ruined all the landscape work they made us do in Ansar too, synthetic olive trees on every fucking corner like a postcard. And the synth poppies look as sad as I knew they would. I stop and bend down to feel them, the sickly genetic smell. None of the settlers know how to grow anything real here and none of the Palestinians have the resources even if they did know which they don’t.  


      Before the settlements when this was just empty planet it was so possible, just crammed to the brim with possible. It was going to be free and we were going to learn the land and find God again and all that bullshit. I believed it so deeply I left everything behind on Earth. The people who couldn’t leave I cursed and tore from my heart. I was stupid and I thought things would be different. And when the settlers followed and they liked the wide open planet so much they left the old land behind, they declared any flora from Earth contraband and put me away. Now we’ve got a provisional government I don’t know or care about and my brother’s been living in Reunified Palestine for years while I drink myself to death, which reminds me my brother is here for me, and I want to just pull up everything with roots on this fucking planet, just salt the ground and then salt myself too. But I’ve only got a few minutes before the blood loss passes me out so there’s no time for being angry or anything else. 


      At the other delineation gate there’s a protest on the Arab side. They’re holding signs in Arabic I can’t read. Somebody took down one of the hasbara drones and they’re passing it around like a football though it doesn’t really roll. People are dancing and something’s on fire. I don’t know what they want, not sure I can even guess anymore. Some days I’m sad about losing the language, but most days I don’t mind it. Ansar policy is to reprogram prisoner consciousness with Hebrew once they wipe the Arabic which serves me fine. I like not understanding things.   


      The blood bot gives me my liter back and I stand a little straighter. I’m looking at the faces of all the Arabs through the light-meshed gate and I hear myself thinking they’re idiots, they’re evil, we ought to just shut up and die and float out into space, cold and empty as every day here, all we deserve. Sometimes I don’t know what’s my voice and what’s the guards at Ansar VI and what’s the drones and what’s the drink and what’s Farah and what’s God. All I know is when the protesters make space for me to stumble through their anger, when they touch me and tell me to join them, I loathe, I loathe every cell on my body that feels and I loathe every second I’m breathing and the pit opens up in me and I want something more and I don’t know what it is. So I push them away and while they’re yelling and spitting at me collaborator coward fucking drunk I drain the last of the arak and I say thank you to the drone when it passes out an Arab in front of me and I can pocket a few loose coins that spill out from her hands like petals.             
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      When I get to Abu Khaled’s he’s curled up on the floor and I can tell he’s soiled himself. Touch his forehead and it’s hot as an iron. Probably he’ll last a few more days and then go. I wonder if he has papers for the house or if it’ll go to the settlers. Last place I ever felt decent was in this front room of his—curled up a lot like he is now and crying nonstop while I tried to dry out for the first time in years. His hands on my head. His hands. Remembering feels terrible so I dig a nail into my palm until the pain brings me dull again. I need to get him stable and then ask for some cash. That’s it. That’s all.   


      I get his pants the rest of the way off and drag him into the tiny bathroom and into the tub. While I rinse him off and he’s groaning, eyes floating open-closed like a camera shutter, I look at him. Skin used to be brown but now it’s some sick grey blue. Bruises everywhere. So thin you could think he was just pastry.  


      When I’d stumbled in, that night I was trying to be good, he was patient. I cried and he just sat there and touched me, just a little, just to show he was there, and eventually I slept, and the next day he fed me and we didn’t say anything to each other since he only spoke Arabic and I didn’t. I was close to dead from trying to stop drinking cold, but he kept me alive and I got back to normal. I’d hated him for how kind he was and how it made me feel okay for a moment so one night I drank enough so that I knew I’d do something cruel, and I did, and so I left and knew that it was my fault that I was leaving, which was right. After that I didn’t see him again, but I went back once, late at night when I knew he was asleep, and I worked for hours until the sun was just coming up, sweating and freezing and pissed myself but couldn’t stop until it was right, until I’d made him these long wooden planters with bell peppers growing in them, real ones, part of the stash of seeds I’d hidden, or at least I hoped they were growing, but they were definitely there. I felt good, so I went and loitered near the border fence until the OSP spotted me and did what they do, and I fell unconscious feeling nothing. 


      Now he’s shivering in the tub all wet. It takes me a while to get him out and into the bedroom because I’m starting to shake from not drinking since the arak a few hours ago. The room is nearly empty. Only things around are socks and his paintings and cigarette butts. Get him on the bed and pull the sheet over him and it pretty quickly gets soaked in his sweat, and a little after it’s got some of mine on it too. Abu Khaled is shaking and I’m shaking and I can’t think straight, and I’m trying to ask him how he is, or if he can hear me, or if he has any money he can spare, but I can’t get the Arabic out though I really try and remember. So for a few minutes the two of us are just making sounds at each other, groaning a little like birds. He starts to sound like he’s in a lot more pain, and I don’t know what to do or say so I start crying and just touching him, his head, his neck, the soles of his feet, shoulders, stomach, just putting my hands on him the way I would put them on soil, just getting to know what it is. He starts trying to say something, and I’m listening harder than I ever have. 


      “Law samaht,” he’s saying, over and over, “law samaht, law samaht.” I don’t know what he means except that his voice sounds like he needs something. And I’m remembering what he did and what I’ve done and didn’t do, and I can’t fucking understand what he’s saying and I’m a sorry excuse for flesh so I take some deep breaths and I leave him there crying out like I was an angel who turned away. And in the front room I find a few crumpled up shekels and stuff them in my pockets. Hold down some puke and try to stop shaking. Hear him still in the room saying what he’s saying, needing what he’s needing, and I walk out and I shut the door, and in the yard the wooden planters are empty.  
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      Next morning I’ve got a few ribs broken. Last night I took Abu Khaled’s money and went to a bar in the civic center. Wasn’t enough money to settle my tab at Farah’s, so I figured it was worth it and besides some settlers might beat me bad enough that I’d be passed out until my brother’s gone back to Earth. No such luck obviously as I’m awake now. Neighborhood drone picked me up walking toward the bar and put me on the municipal timeline, so some settlers came by and I hit one of them kind of half-hearted but enough to get beat. It felt alright. I actually think one of them might have served as a guard at Ansar VI, but I couldn’t be sure, passed out too quick and besides I can’t remember much from those days. This morning the money’s gone and I still haven’t had a drink, so things are pretty bad. Can’t even puke. Can still feel my insides breaking down. I’m willing them on.  


      Out of options, so I get up from the civic center street and limp through the delineation gate. Nothing left to do but go to the house. My head is killing me and something in my side is aching, in addition to the broken ribs. Maybe they’re poking some organ, something fragile in there, just puncturing it with every step I take back toward the house. Or maybe that’s just all my fuckups talking.  


      The breath scanner at the front door is busted, stripped for parts by someone since I’ve been here last, so I muscle down the door and get inside. Most of the inside’s been stripped too. I stopped caring about it a long time ago so I let it happen, even encouraged it sometimes. Not much left inside the wooden walls, most of it synth wood but a few planks here and there real that I brought with me on the first rocket. Standing inside it’s still, empty like the remnants of a ghost. A reminder of what gets left when I try, which is nothing. A wave of something hits me and I feel sick, really sick, a new level of pain and nausea. Get on my knees to wait for the puke to come. I know what to do in my throat to coax it out and I do, little burps and swallowing, and soon enough there’s a new puddle of bile on the floor, some arak smell and more blood than usual. Something in me knows there can’t be much of this left. I rest my forehead on the floor. Red dirt tracked in by looters mixes a little with my sweat and I rub it around a little: Mars makeup. Almost pretty again. Don’t want to get my head up from the floor or open my eyes so I crawl with my forehead pressed to the synth wood floor like some protracted migratory prayer. Feel my way around to the little closet I used to keep seeds in. Check first for the liquor compartment—found, broken, and emptied. I figured as much. But I reach behind and underneath and open up the second compartment, the one nobody knows about, not even Farah when we shared this place as lovers and comrades and fools. Eyes closed I’m fumbling around in the dark trying to find the last part of the person I was and then I do. I stay still for a little, and feel the blood pump in my body and around my rotten organs and through to my bruised and broken and reset arms and into my fingers and then somehow a little bit into the soil that my fingers are feeling, and through the soil into the roots of the last real poppy on Mars, the last remnant of the place I thought this planet could be. 


      When they took me to Ansar I’d already started drinking. Already just a shadow and welcomed the Palmach vehicles, the shackles. Farah already gone even when he was with me, the country on Earth already reunified, free. I knew I’d missed whatever a person’s life could be that was good. The ship had flown. I gave up everything and let myself conceive of the life held in the imagination of Ansar VI and that was all. But still I kept this plant. Sometimes, in that sweet spot when the drink loosens my mind but doesn’t wipe it, I remember the little poppy and get wistful, swear to myself I’ll find a piece of land for my own and get things going, start over, eke out home through the sweat and the tears, and then I take another drink and it all just seems too hard so I let go again. But here it still is, rare as all hell, almost impossible to keep alive on this planet. My last resort.  


      My hand still stuck in the compartment and illuminated by the artificial sunlight bulb I installed, the misters come on. Wet fingers, a little caked up blood or dirt washing off, and when the sound is done I can hear somebody behind me in the room. I try to yank my hand out and turn around and get up off the ground all at once and do none of them, somehow end up hitting the ground face first. When I can open my eyes and lift up my head a little some things swim into view, two pairs of feet, one big, one heartbreaking small, and I know.  


      “Hi, Fathi,” I say, trying to push up onto my hands and knees but not quite getting there. Suddenly my arms feel like spun sugar. Nobody says anything while I keep trying to get up, scoot over to the wall and sort of push up against it to get some leverage. Eventually I give up and stay on the ground. I shut my eyes and move my face so they’re pointed where I know Fathi’s face will be and then I open them and I keep them trained only on his face. I can’t look at her. I don’t want to see how she’s seeing.  


      Fathi looks older but then he always did. People always used to guess he was the older one of us and sometimes I thought they were right. I was born first but Fathi was born smart. Born good maybe. He’s dressed in nice jeans and a yellow collared shirt and I start counting the hairs in his beard to avoid looking at her.  


      “I’m here to take you home.” 


      Looking right in his eyes I try to smile a little. “Like that British song. Remember that? Pack your things I’ve come to take you home. Something like that right? Only I don’t have anything to pack.” 


      “Farah told me you’re sick. Dying.” 


      Fucking Farah.  


      “Solsbury Hill, that was it. Gabriel. You remember? Every time we’d play it Dad would tell us Peter Gabriel was pro-Palestine. Remember?” 


      “I don’t want you to die.” 


      My eyes are locked on Fathi’s face like a leech but I can hear her breathing, I can feel her here with us seeing me and I don’t know why these memories are coming to me now but I need Fathi to remember them with me. I know I smell like alcohol and blood, probably other things more vile and sick, but he’s looking at me without any pity, without any anger even, and for once I let myself sit in that non-judgement, in that love, and I don’t run away this time. 


      “Do you remember that? Fathi? The song?” 


       “I remember that. Of course I do.” His eyes are soft and blue. I can feel one of my ribs poking into my skin and I wonder if it’s bleeding but I can’t look down to check because I might see her. “It’s been a long time, habibi.”  


      “Yeah.” My mouth feels like brick and dust. “How have you been?” 


      “Good. Things are good.” 


      Fathi used to cover for me when I came home late back on Earth. When the soldiers were looking for me after throwing rocks. When our parents were looking for me after boys. Fathi was my anchor and I’ve only been able to drift so long because I didn’t have him here with me.  


      “You know things are different now, back home. There’s a place for you there.” 


      “I don’t know. I don’t know about that.” 


      “I do.” 


      Fathi and I playing football. Trying cigarettes together. The way he held me when my heart got broken. The way his face looked when I left him in the morning, asleep like an angel, and I took my bag of seeds and crawled through miles of tunnels to get to the rocket and held Farah’s hand while we sobbed and the land got smaller and smaller and then gone.  


      “I left. I gave it up. It doesn’t want me back.” 


      “It doesn’t want you dead either.” 


      “I left you there. I left you all alone and I went away.” 


      “Yeah, you did. So you’re a piece of shit. What else is new.” 


      Even sick as I am Fathi gets a laugh out of me. But the laugh hurts my ribs which remind me I’ve got ribs which reminds me I’m a person and so on. I try to avoid thinking those things because they hurt so I say something to get this to stop. 


      “I’m glad I left. And I’m glad I didn’t take you with me.” I don’t feel anything when I say it, because I’m staring at the corner of Fathi’s mouth and praying he’ll get hurt and leave. I don’t want to do this. Fathi’s eyes I can’t read and he comes forward, leans down to me and touches my forehead. Like some insect landing on a bloom. I’m blinking hard and he’s wiping off the sweat from my brow. Fathi speaks soft to me while he holds my hand.  


      “I will forgive you no matter how hard you try to stop me. B’hebbek. Remember? B’hebbek. You can still come home.”  


      The Arabic doesn’t process in my brain but it does somewhere else. And I know he’s telling the truth. His mouth is in that little curve it makes when he’s being sincere. It used to make me annoyed that his body was bad at lying and mine was too good. I want to shake him and tell him to lie for both our sakes, for her sake.    


      “I don’t have papers. They’ve got me on no-transport. There’s no point in trying.” 


      “One of the port employees agreed to get you off planet. They’ll get you papers and a ticket on our return flight and you can live with us. You can come home.” 


      “How much?” 


      “Sixty-five thousand.” 


      His words are sieving through me like water, and the drink-guards-God-me voice is saying You could get that for the poppy, easy. This is it. This is the moment. This is your soil telling you to come back. This is goodness finally coming to meet you where you are. Trying my hardest to listen. To believe that this is my voice and that it’s telling the truth.  


      “I’ll try to get the money.” 


      When I let myself say that my eyes almost waver, almost drop down to meet her gaze and let her see me. But I don’t. Fathi looks down at her, and then at me, and his eyes get harder, sadder. I watch the muscles in his arm tighten, relax, tighten.  


      “The flight leaves at 11. Meet us there.” 


      He turns to leave, tugging at his daughter’s little arm so gently, just the way I used to tug at his when we were kids.  


      “Fathi?”  


      He stops and looks back.  


      “How’s the soil?” I say. He smiles.  


      “Lush,” he says. “Waiting for you.” Between the three of us, Fathi and his daughter and me, something almost begins to grow, something almost claws its way to taking hold. I close my eyes, and as they leave the little one says “Buh-bye” but I hear it for a moment as “alive.”  


      Alive.  
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      Now everything’s a blur. The blood bot a blur. The still-raging protest a blur. Hasbara drones projecting blurs as I get close to the Import/Export and Contraband Office in the civic center, hands obsessively going to the little package of soil and life hidden in my crotch, making sure it’s still there and I didn’t break it. Now the IEC guard checking my papers and getting ready to jail me. Now whispering into their ear what I have and who I need to see. Now the higher up. Now the little room and the surveillance bots blanked for a few minutes. Now I’m taking out the poppy and now the higher up’s eyes going wide and now “Name your price” and now I hear somebody’s voice saying “Sixty-five thousand” and now one of the times I can’t hear if it’s me or God or drink or death or love but now the cash in a discreet little tote bag and now the poppy leaving my hand and now the last chance I had at what I’d dreamed of gone into the hands of a bureaucrat who’d sell it for more than I’d ever dare to dream. But, now, I don’t care. I have what I came for. I know where I’m going. And all the way back through the civic center it’s like I’m floating like the gravity’s gone out again though it hasn’t. And I get my rotten blood back and I keep walking and as I walk I’m shedding so much weight: the poppy, Ansar, the drones and the blood bots, the IEC, the beatings and the OSP, the settlers, Abu Khaled, the protest, the Quarter, hope, home, hope. And then I get where I’m going. And I’m silent as I push over the tote bag of money. And I speak in the voice of somebody too stupid and too wrong to do any different and I want to say so many things but instead I say “This covers the tab and then some. I’m going to sit here and drink and I don’t want you to ever try and stop me” and Farah looks at me like the way you look at something that’s not there anymore, like the way you look at where a plant used to be or a vase or a building, and then something in his eyes changes and he pours me something clear and unknowable and that’s the end of it, and I drink until I can barely speak, and then when I’m ready I go to the port.   
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      Can barely stand. Make it to the viewing section and find the hole Farah and I hacked into the lightmesh fence years ago. Sneak through and collapse onto the bit of shadow on the edge of the takeoff platforms and find the one rocket gearing up for a launch. Where Fathi is. Where she is.  


      Pain in my back and in my stomach. I don’t care. I take a swig from whatever I brought from Farah’s and things quiet down. Just my rot and the settlement’s rot and the planet’s rot all communing, all sharing a body. I’m blissful knowing I did exactly what everybody with any sense thought I would do. I’m already somewhere floating outside anyone’s jurisdiction. And then I look over at the rocket and my eyes roam to one of the windows and there she is.  


      It’s too late to look away, I’ve already seen her and I swear she’s seen me even though I know that’s not possible, I’m too far away and it’s dark. But I believe we’re looking at each other. She’s plain looking and sweet, a brown curtain of hair and her eyes like two onion bulbs, little I mean, and light. If anything was left of my heart she would break it. I can’t remember her name, if anybody ever told me in the letters to Ansar or on the bulletin or maybe Fathi said it or fuck maybe she told me herself once but I can’t remember. The ship’s starting to lift off and I send my soul with it. I touch my empty knee and I whisper like she can hear me.     


      I tell her they’re right about me. They always were. I’m bad and I’m a criminal and a threat and I tell her it’s okay, that she doesn’t have to be that way, that people disappear from your life and you can forget who they were or what they did to you or what they looked like drunk, I tell her she’s home and she should know that she’s home, that her dad is good how I’m not, I tell her that God loves her and the land loves her and I tell her that poppies need lots of sun and not too much water and she just has to care for them until they’re gone, and I tell her that they self-seed so beautifully that she’ll forget about them for years and then, so suddenly, like heartbreak or hope or pain, just so fucking quick, they’ll come back, and she won’t even remember they were ever so far gone.   
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      While you’re washing the floors (he does love to make you wash the floors, doesn’t he?) down on your hands and knees with cold, soapy water soaking your pants, I come to you in the form of a gray-striped cat.  


      You look at me and you don’t recognize me.  


      It hurts that you don’t recognize me, your own familiar that you made from a part of your own soul, but there are more important things for us to deal with right now. I push through the hurt and speak to you, saying, “This is not a story you are reading. This is actually happening, and it’s actually happening to you.”  


      You don’t believe me. You probably think that me speaking to you is just a narrative device. Regardless, you go right on washing the floors like he told you to this morning.  


      You think that you’re reading a story, that you’re not actually down on your hands and knees, washing the floors like a servant in your own academy-by-the-sea. You’re imagining that there’s an entire world out there, a whole life full of cars and taxes and international commodities markets and who-knows-what else.  


      But there isn’t. That whole world, that whole life, is an illusion.  


      This is real.  


      This is not a story. This is a curse.  
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      At night, while you are standing up in a closet not sleeping (you don’t sleep anymore), just standing up in a closet like a disused mop, I come to you in the form of a housefly.  


      You look at me and you recognize me from the last scene. It still hurts me that you don’t remember, but at least it’s a start.  


      I land inside your ear, my forelegs dipping into your earwax, and whisper to you, telling  you what happened. Because you imagine that this is a story you are reading, I tell it to you as if it were a story.  


      Once upon a time, you were a scholar and a sorcerer. People came from each and every land to wait at the hundred steps of your academy-by-the-sea, to pay or promise or beg to study with you, even for an hour, even for a day. Most of them left disappointed, back to their petty tricks as conjurers and illusionists. You would choose a lucky few—and how you loved to choose!—to take as your students, to train in names and numbers, in magnets and multitudes, in all the subtle forces of the world. Years later, they would go out from your academy-by-the-sea as great sorcerers, becoming heroes or tyrants or sages, famous or infamous, but always your disciples, spreading further, always further, the glory of your name.  


      He was there one day, among all the other hopefuls on the hundred steps of your academy. He was poor and scared and young and hungry. Did you first notice him because he was beautiful? Or did you already see his power, boiling thick like tar inside of his heart? I cannot say, and I dare not guess, even though I am a part of your own soul. But I do know this: You stopped and looked at him. Then he met your eyes and your whole body shuddered.  


      You asked his name.  


      “I don’t have a name.”  


      You welcomed him and you named him Shazhiji and he bowed his beautiful head and he smiled.  


      Did you know, even then, how dangerous he was? You must have seen at least a hint of it. But you took him as your student anyway. Did you think that you could contain his power? Did you think that you could master it? Or did you convince yourself that it did not matter, because he was young, because he was untrained, because he was beautiful?  


      Only you know the answers to these questions. Even I, a part of your own soul, cannot answer them for you. But I suppose that it does not matter now. You took him in, you took him as your student, you trained him and guided him and gave him every answer to your own undoing.  
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      While you are washing his students’ dishes, your arms deep in scalding water, hands chapped and red and raw from the rough brushes and rougher soaps, I come to you in the form of a black and white rat.  


      It was hard for him to get you to wash the dishes. Washing dishes is complicated and boring, both of which present unique difficulties to his particular holds over you. Because you will only do as you were told, a complicated process requires him to give you a very specific set of nested instructions. Often, he lacks the patience to formulate your instructions correctly, and you’re left alone for hours, motionless, dishes undone, your arms cooking in the water.  


      But as bad as the complexity is, the boredom is worse. Because you think that this is just a story you are reading, if it gets boring, you’ll just skip ahead. When you do skip ahead in the story, your entire body goes limp and falls on to the floor along with any dishes you were holding.  


      Still, despite these problems, he makes you wash the students’ dishes every night. You break a lot of bowls, and you have the cuts to show for it.  


      “Who are you?” you ask me. You recognize me easily now. “Why do you keep insisting this isn’t a story?”  


      “Because it isn’t,” I say. “Because it is a curse.”  


      “I don’t know what that means,” you say, as I run along your shoulder and hide in the armpit of your shirt.  


      “I’ll tell you,” I say. I still remember your magic.  


      You cannot control someone’s mind with magic. This is not because of any particular law or because of any romantic capacity of the soul. It is simply rooted in the relationship of magic with the physical world.  


      You can control a living body with magic. But you cannot control it well. Bodies are subtle things and not at all suited to the gross motions of a magic spell. If you move a body with magic, you will sprain its ligaments, break its bones, bruise its muscles and bleed its veins. Perhaps you care about this, perhaps you do not, but regardless, it is true.  


      The brain is, of course, simply a hunk of water and meat, as prone to magic as anything else. But a brain is even more subtle than a body. Try to force it with magic, and all you’ll do is cause a stroke or, if your control is particularly precise and subtle, a seizure.  


      All of these techniques are largely useless for any degree of subtlety or control. Better, and easier, to animate the dead, or the cold waters, or a pile of stones. Better still to study prophecy or will or fireworking—skills that any wizard might need.  


      You told him this—Shazhiji—when he came to you in that early purple evening with his beautiful body and said that he wanted to learn to control minds. You told him this, all clearly, each part each, explaining when he did not understand. Did you know, then, that you were only teaching him your weaknesses? Did you still think that, because you named him your student, his power was yours to control?  


      “Still,” he said. “Still I want to learn.”  


      Because he was beautiful, you did not deny him. Because he was beautiful, you let him study whatever he wanted. Because he was beautiful, you sowed in him the seeds of your own undoing.  
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      While you are on your knees, eyes streaming tears, bowing at the foot of his great seat, when he has long since left, and it is the middle of the night and still you knock your head, again and again, the impact ringing through your skull with each “I’m sorry,” I came to you in the form of a guardian dog.  


      “That is your seat,” I say. “You carved it with a word from a single block of granite.”  


      “I’m sorry,” you say, but you have nothing to apologize for.  


      I lick your face, but you don’t stop. Why should you stop? To you, this is only a story you are reading.  


      “Do you remember me now?” I ask, although I know that you do not. “Do you remember the familiar you grew from the seed of your own soul?”  


      “I’m sorry,” you say, and knock your head again.  


      “Don’t be sorry,” I say. “I still remember, and I am a part of you, just as you are a part of me.”  


      “I’m sorry,” but I’ve already begun.  


      There was no academy-by-sea when you first came here, young and hungry and mourning. There were no hundred steps, no great white doors, no towers, no libraries hidden or overt. There was simply a cruel old woman who everyone hated, living alone with her magic on the cliffs-beside-the-sea. But she saw you and, even starving, even untrained, even half-mad with grief, she saw your power and craved it for her own.  


      I will not tell you what she did to you, then, when you did not have the power to fight back. Your life—this story—is miserable enough without it. But one day by the sea you found a smooth round stone. You held it and you felt the weight of the sea inside it and it seemed to you as small as a world and as large as alone. You wanted to take it back with you, to have it but more to have something that wasn’t hers, that was yours, that she could not demand and could not destroy.  


      But as soon as you had the thought, you knew that she would never allow you to have anything, even something as simple as a stone. You knew, so you hid your stone in a sea cave, and every night when the sky was at its thickest you would pick your way down the cliffs to the cave and hold the stone in your hands and tell it all your secrets and cry it all your tears. You would tell it about your family, about the sins you’d done unknowing, about the anger of her fists and the chill of her hand across your back in the middle of the night.  


      You didn’t realize it, but I was already growing then, out of all those bits of your soul too jagged for you to hold. I grew and grew until that stone my egg was too small to hold me, until one night you came down, and instead of your familiar stone, there was me, your familiar, amidst the broken rocks in the form of a sand crab. You knew me right away. You laughed, and I scuttled up your leg and across your shoulders, and we danced like that, me a crab and you still a child, until the moon had sunk beneath the edge of the sea.  


      You did not know, then, nor did I, that we already held the key to our liberation. That I was a part of you, your familiar, a part of you deeper than your body, deeper than your power, deeper even than the name she gave you. I am the part of you that she could never break.  
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      When I come to you in the form of a night bird, you are alone in the round room on top of the tower, with the window that looks out over the ocean, breaking your own fingers, one at a time. He told you to do it, of course. Whether he was angry at some imagined slight or simply cruel, I cannot say. Right now, you are holding your left index finger in between the thumb and forefinger of your right hand. Your pointer and middle fingers are already broken. Your pointer finger has swollen black and purple, and your middle finger, still red, is on its way.  


      We are alone in the room. At first, he was with you. He thought that it would be exciting to watch you break your own fingers. But after you broke your left pointer finger, he gasped, and threw up, and ran out of the room.  


      But he told you that you were breaking your fingers, one at a time. So you are breaking your fingers, one at a time.  


      I cry out to you, but you don’t respond. You press harder, as hard as you can. The middle joint of your left index finger gives way with a sharp, wet noise. It is extraordinarily painful, but worse than that, it feels wrong, nauseous, some thing out of place. Your own body. Your own body. You take a moment to lean to the side and vomit onto the floor.  


      You don’t mind, though, because you imagine that this isn’t really happening to you. You imagine that this is a story you are reading. It isn’t.  


      “You have to stop this,” I tell you. “Someday soon he will have learned all he can from you. He will grow tired of torturing you. And when that happens, unless you stop this, he’s going to kill you.”  


      “It doesn’t matter,” you tell me, gripping your left pinky finger. “This is just a story that I’m reading. It’s already halfway done. And then I’ll finish it, and I’ll never have to think about it again.”  


      “You need to understand,” I say, but you don’t understand. The lower joint of your left pinky gives way, and you hold the upper two joints in your hand. You can feel the bone grating against itself in a series of sharp pain pain pain. One part against another.  


      Your own body.  


      You look down at your fingers at odd angles, your ruined hand, swelling through purple into black. You look at me.  


      “How did this happen?” you ask, and I tell you.  


      In the middle of a black night Shazhiji came to you. You opened your door for him, of course you did, to look at his beautiful face in the light of your old lamp wick.  


      “I have found it,” he said, his face grinning, wild like a mountain cat is fierce. He had not slept, his hair plastered all down with summer sweat, all excited shakes, but still beautiful, still.  


      “You’ve found what?” you asked. When you took his face in your hand to calm him, he stopped.  


      “I will tell you,” he said. “I will tell you a story.”  


      Master, he began, you were right. I spent months searching through all the libraries—yes, even the ones you think you’ve hidden from us—in your academy-by-the-sea, reading motion and physic and all manner of neuromancy, and there was nothing. A brain is a brain, whatever electric within it thinks and feels and knows is all well beyond the knowing of greater mages than you or even I.  


      You should have known then. You should have stopped him. But it was already too late.  


      Still, he continued, the problem ate at me. What matters a sorcerer if not for power? And what matters power if not the mastery of other men? To gain even a respect, to gain even a mastery, that is the work of a lifetime, and most lifetimes insufficient to even that. So much better—yes?—if they can be mine to take.  


      Conquered by my failures, I took to wandering long days outside the academy-by-the-sea, and in those wanderings I came across an illusionist, working his cinemas in that parliament of hovels that passes for a village beneath the academy-by-the-sea. All around him, children crowded—and men and women too, I’m sure—each one enraptured by the sound and the fury. As I watched them, it occurred to me that they were very much ensorcelled, and not by the naive illusion, but instead by the story of it. They were not confused, but they thought it real nonetheless, because they wanted it to be.  


      This is not the power of illusion, although illusion is its media. This is the power of want. This is the power of a story.


      He paused and met your eyes, and your whole body shuddered.  


      But that, he concluded, is not quite the whole of it. The trick is an illusion, yes—to think that mere illusion was the key!—but the illusion is not the story. No, the illusion is everything that is not the story.  


      Because you think this is a story, you will do just as it says. Because it is only a story. Because you have decided that it does not matter, and that is what matters most of all.  


      Look, even now: You think that this is a narrative device when it is, in truth, a cage that binds you whole.  


      By the time you knew it, it was already too late. You were lost in that first moment, when he began his story and held you within it.  


      “Get down on your knees,” he said, “and beg for my forgiveness.”  


      You got down on your knees, nightgown riding up, stones pressing hard and sharp against your knees. You hit your forehand on the rock, again and again. You begged for his forgiveness.  


      “I do not forgive you,” he said, his right foot pressing just beneath your skull, “and I will never call you Master again.”  
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      When you are already halfway in the water, when the waves and ice lap against your shins and knees, I come to you in the form of a great white bear.  


      “Stop,” I say.  


      This morning, he told you to walk into the sea.  


      You keep walking, dragging your broken body slow step by slow step. You look down at your hands, black and cracked. There’s the smell of salt and gangrene.  


      I push my snout against you. You try to walk around me, but you’re too weak to think. You fall face-first onto the wet rocks. I nose you over so you don’t drown in the salt sea or the blood of your broken nose.  


      I speak to you, and I tell you what you must do.  


      You must look at yourself, I say, you must look at your hands and your face and your pride and your entire self.  


      “I don’t want to do that,” you begin to say, but you choke on blood and bile in your throat.  


      Because I am a part of you, though, I know what you were going to say. “I don’t want to do that,” you were going to say, “because this is just a story that I’m reading, and besides, it’s almost over. Why should I think about myself? Why should I think about what’s happened to me, about my hands and my face and my pride and my entire self?”  


      You must think about it, I say, because when you do, you will realize what has happened. You will realize what he’s done to you. Still, trapped, you will take a step forward, and then another.  


      But then you will feel, again, within you, the roots of your power, even now, waist deep in ice and brine. You will plunge your hands into the water, drawing the very life of the sea where your ancestors lived before the dawn of time, when the waters of heaven and earth were undivided. You will call the brine to you as blood, and guided by all your names and all your knowings, by the whole of your magic, your hands will knit themselves together, will return that rot to the sea and take in exchange all life and strength and power. You will squeeze your hands shut, and then, laughing, you will splash yourself with the water and rub the ice along your body, all shocked and real and true, the wounds closing behind them, your face, let the tide take all the bruises and your broken body and your broken mind.  


      You will stand, then, your full height and call to you all your names and servants, magnetics and electrics, and you will stride forth from the sea in the fullness of your power, towards your academy-by-the-sea, to find it waiting for you, oh yes, your academy-by-the-sea has been waiting for you, despairing for you, mourning for you. Hark! How the crowds part before you, the master. Hark! How the great white doors open at your slightest touch. Hark! How the students he corrupted cower at your mighty name. Hark! Your academy-by-the sea will be yours once more, as it always was and ever shall.  


      You will go, then, to where he holds court of toadies and apprentices; you will stand before him, still dripping from the sea, whole and unbent, no story to trap you now, all ablaze with your own name. Even then he will, surely, draw up his power against you, for he has learned from you all these months of his domination, all the secrets you held yourself and all the names you never spoke, for fear you might be overthrown. He has power, yes he has power, but this will not be a duel of sorcerers.  


      Instead of all the spells, instead of all the incantations, you will instead reach out, looking at his face, wondering how you ever found it beautiful. You will reach out, with your whole and perfect hands, and you will take hold of his name, Shazhiji, the name you gave him, and in front of all his apprentices, right before the fullness of his power, you will break his name to powder at your touch.  


      After that, it will not matter. After that, he will already be lost, not only to you, who was his master but the magic and time and history and anything of note. No more will be the glory of his name. No more will be the treacheries he told.  


      You will do all that. You will do all that and you will do so much more, the rest of your magic and life and time. You will do all that, but only if you  


      Stop reading this story. You must stop reading this story. To defeat him, to save yourself, you must stop reading, right now, and turn away. This story will not save you. It contains only your undoing.  


      To defeat him, to save yourself, you must write your own ending.  


      #  
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      #  
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      “Sister,” pants the white fox as it dangles upside-down from the railing, its tail like a question mark, its grin like something the devil had won from Saint Peter. “You’re getting soft.”


      I pinch my midriff and shrug, winking an eye. “I’ve been busy.”


      “No, no, no.” It chortles, all teeth and the sly red hint of a tongue. The parent-god themself speaks only in keigo, but their messengers won’t abide such formality. Over the years, I’ve heard these foxes converse in Louisiana creole, gossip like gang-bangers fresh from Peckham, even debate in Bislama. Today, however, this fox’s all Brooklyn, every diphthong authentically and anachronistically New York, New York. A taunt. That version of Gotham is long dead, black-blue with bodies, and all that is left of that city is him. “That’s not what I meant. Sister, don’t play dumb with us. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”


      “Maybe, I do. Maybe, I don’t.” Sunlight knifes through the foliage. Post-apocalyptic anywhere has a tenderness to it and Tokyo is no different. Patches of the city still bleed, the psychic resonance of a million casualties deafens. But here, under the eaves of the shrine, jewelled with summer rain, it is beautiful. “Who knows?”


      “You do, sister. But alright, I’ll bite. I’ll talk.“ And its smile lengthens into a warning. “You’re getting soft. A decade ago, you wouldn’t waste your wishes like this. But now? Now, you’ve gone and given up a proper promise, all for that little counterfeit fox of yours.”


      “Every fox is a fake next to you and yours,” I soothe, the flattery half-ritual already.


      “Riiiiiight.” The god’s emissary screams a laugh, and the cicadas cease their chorus, scandalized by the interruption. “Right, right, right. So tell me. Tell me what makes that pretty little fox-thing worthy of a borrowed boon, why don’t you? Tell me and maybe I’ll whisper this request into the right ears.”


      “Because his smile in the right light looks like another word for home,” I say without recitation, with the ease of rote. When the fox cocks its head in reply, I continue, softer than before. “Because he cares so damn hard that I don’t know what to do about it, sometimes, and the thought of him is an ache. Like coming home from the blizzard and letting your heartbeat thaw in hot water. That same kind of sweet, slow pain.”


      “And you’d be happy with such a simple thing?”


      “Brother, I could build a life around that.”


      The white fox reverses the tilt of its sleek head. “But he won’t build a future around you.”


      I smile, slightly forlorn. “Yeah, well, that’s never been what’s it about.”
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      The gods woke as we fled the planet and boy, were they hungry.


      To this day, deities remain a contentious topic despite how they’ve made themselves common on our ships, manifestations drawn from every version of themselves. For example: Odin, one-eyed and stentorian. Odin, as portrayed by Ian McShane a lifetime before, Odin as recognized in comic books, Odin as a roar of thunder. That sort of thing.


      Mine called themselves Daji and declared themselves victorious over all other foxes. Daji, Dakini, even Reynault in France, who they assure me was once as numinous as them. At least, until they cracked Reynault open and supped on his marrow.


      But we’re digressing. Before, if their fiction is to be believed, they were happy to content themselves with glasses of alcohol, rice dressed with sweet soy and blanketed with fatty char siu. Money; always a favorite. The nights, however, have become as long as grief these days. The gods now require better nutrition and blood, as history endlessly repeats, fills that need like nothing else.


      I found this out one night when I was desperate. When he was ill, writhing in sick bay. I offered a pour from my veins and Daji’s messengers lapped it up, giggling like children throughout.


      “Sister, he doesn’t deserve you.”


      At that, I only dug deeper into the vein. “I know.”


      
        
          [image: ]

        

      


      “Ama?”


      I slide a look over my shoulder as Rita jogs into view, voluminous hair bramble-wild in the humidity. Sweat glistens along her jaw, drips; it gleams along the holocaust of her right cheek, the muscles wefted into something like rough wool, skin crocodilian where it isn’t absent, flesh all pink. “Yeah. What’s up?”


      “I heard you talking—”


      A shrug. I’m not a priestess. Not really. Daji isn’t my god to hawk.


      “I’m always talking to someone.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, let go, a smile following after, a hound on the hunt. “Usually they’re under the age of two and about ready to shit on my suit.”


      Rita gives one of her rare laughs, the sound of her voice precise, dangerous. Bad whiskey on a bleak night. Recruits get themselves killed over that noise; it’s a lie that says everything’s good, everything’s safe, everything’s alright, don’t think too hard on any of this, don’t think, just go. “Yeah. Sorry. We’d look into getting some help—”


      The rain starts up again, machine-gun fire on the wooden roof. “Promises, promises.”


      “You could teach someone.” Rita slants a reproving look, and I half-shrug into her admonishment, both shoulders going up, staying up. The white fox isn’t anywhere to be seen and neither is the offering I’d brought, vacuum-packed and primly divided, each section labelled. Not one of Daji’s menagerie has ever remarked on whether the gesture is appreciated, but since no disapproval has been expressed either, I’ll continue my little courtesies. Gods are strange these days.


      “I could.”


      “Why don’t you?”


      “Because you’d pitch me out of an airlock if I did.”


      Rita shakes her head. The light threads itself through her scars, transforms her skin into a mosaic. “Lies. I wouldn’t have a cook if I did.”


      “I appreciate that you appreciate my functionalities. It says a lot about what you feel in regards to my personality.”


      “The less said about your character the better.” Rita drags fingers through her curls, restless. I don’t blame her. The pret—our word, a colloquialism, not the official epithet—gravitate towards biophysical activity, evidence of synaptic function. If someone told me a decade ago that this is what we’d be fighting, afterimages and psychic runoff, I’d have—no, I probably wouldn’t have laughed. But there’d have been incredulity, skepticism.


      “You know what I like about you? I always know where I stand with you.” I let my shoulders drop, thumbs hooked through my belt loops. Civilian attire is always so risky, but I miss pockets, miss the convenience of draping fabric, the feel of cotton. The breeze snakes through the undergrowth, a faint rustling. A floral sweetness suffuses the air, luscious, nameless. Humanity’s exodus catalyzed the parturition of a billion new species; bacterial and vegetal and animal, every phylum contributed offshoots to this new ecosystem.


      “Careful.” Her eyebrows go up. “Or I’ll really jettison your ass.”


      I bark a laugh, avid and hungry. “Promises.”


      Rita’s expression pares itself of playfulness. In its place, she installs a portraiture of the decorated commander: analytical, apathetic. “What are you doing here, Ama?”


      A Cold War of ciphered expressions before I allow a smile to tender my submission, eyes lidded, a lie slotted into my smile. Rita sighs, compromises on pretending on that whatever I’d say next is something approximating honest fact. “Just felt like—I don’t know. Giving back a little.” I palm an orange-red pillar, let my expression color sly. “The shrine was kind of enough to stay upright despite the end of the known world, so I figured it merited some gratitude in return.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “Honestly,” All teeth now, my grin. Gods are vectors of contagion, their idiosyncrasies breed like viruses, infect with impunity. All worship is a contract of sorts, tacit permission for the numinous to edit their flock. You can’t help but evolve in their proximity. “What’s wrong with a little prayer in our line of work?”


      Her expression calcifies, a snarl coiling her ruined mien. “Everything.”
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      We fled to the stars before Earth let out its last breath and drifted between galaxies for four hundred years, listening to the heartbeats of our ships. Fiction would have you think that such an enterprise would turn the species feral, but the truth is kinder. Humanity lost its fear of itself, shed its hate like a mouthful of rust. When you have nothing but each other, you learn to love your neighbour. You do that or you die.
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      “Not that again.”


      “Serotonergic activity increases the—”


      I flap a hand. “I know, I know. You don’t have to keep banging on about it.”


      “We’ve lost six already.”


      Eight, I think, not wanting to remind Rita of that cat’s cradle of charred bodies I’d found on the riverbank in Seattle. Two new recruits who’d been separated, who did everything right but still died with their spines fused into a black rope of burnt muscle, teeth hard and small and commercial white, studding jawbones like bridges of charred fat.


      Still, no reason to bring up the dead and even less purpose in bringing up guilt. Casualties are all part of the business.


      I study Rita’s features for a hard minute before I shrug, my apathy invoking a look of chagrin. She rakes a hand through her hair again, shakes out the curls. She’d been a girl once: soft, certain in the world’s charity. And despite the banality of that revelation, its raw absurdity, it surprises me. I search her countenance, wondering if I could decode an image of that child from the wreckage of her face, some uncharacteristic vulnerability to suggest that Rita wasn’t harvested from a cloning facility, full-grown, cynical from activation.


      “What?” I say.


      “Talk to me.”


      “What do you want me to say? I see trees of green, red roses too?” I enfold the world with a gesture. The rain maintains its desultory assault. The air thickens, a green sweetness on the tongue. Through the trees, I see the detritus of Tokyo, verdant, its skyscrapers excised of their original purpose, nothing more than trellises now, overrun with new life. “I see them all. Yeah, I—”


      “That’s not what I meant.”


      I cock my head. “Meaning only the slightest disrespect, Colonel, but if you’re dissatisfied with me in any way, I invite you to file a fucking report. Otherwise, you don’t have jurisdiction over what I do during my free time.”


      Rita’s tongue laves across her mouth in a quick motion. Her fingers spasm into claws, then fists, squeezing shut. We’d sparred. Of us two, Rita is quicker, more practiced, but I’ve the advantage of density, my frame made to endure. “This is not about your performance.”


      “Then with even less respect than before, Colonel, I ask that you fuck off and let me do what I need to do.”


      “Fucking hell, Ama. Can’t you—we’re not fighting here. This isn’t a war between the two of us. You and I? We’re not enemies.” Sentences like buckshot, violent.


      “Nope.” Deer, pelts red-brindled and muzzles tusked, spring from the undergrowth, and I pivot on a toe to watch as they bound across the road below, their bodies reflected in the dark glass of a shop front. Inside, mannequins like desiccated bodies, haute couture rotting into shreds. “Not enemies.”


      A sigh. “I know what you’ve been doing.”


      I slant a look across my shoulder, the horizon bleeding to dusk. A smile spills again into place as I dip my head, body tensed against the implied accusation. “And?”


      “You’re going to kill yourself this way.”


      “I’m careful,” I say, carefully, picking my way through the sentence, eliding anything that may be construed as incriminating. Every marine is kitted with telemetric machinery, methods with which to conscript and transmit data: barometric pressure, atmospheric nuance, confession. “I’m a trained medic. I know the limits of the human body.”


      “You’re an idiot.”


      “It’s not your business anyway.”


      Implacable, Rita continues, pursues her interrogation without a pretext of courtesy. “Yes, it is. You’re my friend, Ama. Like it or not, I care about you. And he doesn’t—”


      “Still not your business.”


      “Fuck me. Will you just listen?”


      “Love makes you do stupid things, I guess. ” Conversation, like everything else, is subject to weaponization. A pair of foxes skulk from the undergrowth, bleach-pale and too broad along the scapulae, almost primitive in the way they hulk. They bay like wolves, like women halfway to wolves, like things wilder than both, sublime in their lack of classification.


      “What are you hoping to accomplish?”


      “I don’t know,” I tell her with a frayed smile. “I’ll let you know when I stop lying to myself.”
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      I spoke to Daji. Once. When I represented an unprecedented novelty: a mercenary who would be a priestess, without training or even the excuse of familial affiliation, with nothing but audacity and avarice. They came to me in the ship’s hold. A murmuration of porcelain foxes, hundreds-strong, each as delicate as a child’s phalange. When they spoke, it wasn’t in chorus but in concert, their discourse Mozartian in its elegance. They sang and the ship sang with them, ecstatic, effusive.


      “He will never give you what you want.”


      “Probably not.” I told them. “But that’s not the point.”


      “He won’t love you back, you know? Not the way you want him to. Not the way you could be loved.” Daji disclosed futures in potentia: a woman, black-haired and solemn, a ring on a pale finger; a man, gaunt, starved of ego; daughters without the preamble of romance: two adopted, a third hand-crafted by medical professionals. So much uncomplicated happiness, only a decision away from corporealization. All I needed to do was ask.


      Gods are cruel that way.


      I closed my eyes against the Technicolor possibilities, breathed out. “Maybe. But that’s not what we’re here to talk about.”


      “So, why?”


      The answer’s always inelegant, always has been inelegant. Without the framing of my private neurochemistry, without the context of love, its poetics, my response has never been anything but clumsy, sentimentality absent of sense. So I said nothing on the topic, instead deflected with a question. “What will it cost me?”


      “What will what cost you?” Daji disseminated themself across the space, multiplying between seconds, until the infrastructure swarmed with enamelled bodies, their eyes a universe of unblinking stars.


      “My wish.”


      “It depends on how much you want it.”


      My voice husked without intervention or irony. “Like air.”


      The quality of the light altered, became syrupy; halogen deepened to gold; the seconds slowed to something like honey; a meadow-sweet aftertaste of clover you could crunch between your molars. “Tell us again. Tell us what you want.”


      Their instruction turned in my breastbone like a key.


      “Keep him safe.” I said and the words had the suppleness of practice. They no longer hurt on exit. The yearning expanded in my breast. “No matter what, keep him safe, keep him safe.”


      “No matter what at all? No matter what I ask?”


      “No matter what.”


      And Daji laughed like a thousand worlds ending at once.


      
        
          [image: ]

        

      


      “All this is for—”


      “Yes.”


      “Why.”


      I pinch my tongue between incisors, press down until the taste of rust steeps in my mouth. It isn’t until a rill of wetness winds down my chin that I pause, thumbing at the blood. Swallow, smile. But the lie of nonchalance doesn’t come easy this time and behind my ribs, my heart drums a dirge. Ten years of prayer, of consorting with spirits from a thousand light years away, all for someone who has never looked past next Wednesday. The irony is an incision, a cut in a lung, and when I breathe, it hurts.


      But this story was never about me.


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Ama.” Rita thumbs the trigger of her ion-pistol, then palms its grip in the next stroke. The rain recedes, seeps between the cobblestones and spreads into puddles, an upside-down window to the bruised-plum firmament, suddenly so very dark now, deepest indigo save for the gold lacquering the mountain line. I gaze out at Tokyo, the city inert and still. The air flexes. Somewhere, a fox screams. “Don’t.”


      “Don’t what?”


      “Don’t lie to me. Don’t try to weasel out of this. Don’t do this to—” Leather, petri-grown, sliding over leather. A motion in the periphery of my vision, gunmetal gleaming. “—us.”


      I look back to her, the firearm in her grip, no threat as of yet but the nascent vow of one. Rita’s expression is a reflection, familiar in a way that I wish it wasn’t, that exhaustion intimate as a fillet of muscle from my thigh. I know that look. Worn and weighted down, weathered, weary, dragging regret like someone else’s sins. Rita’s spent forever trying to save me from myself. “Didn’t know we were dating. I’d have dressed up for you more, otherwise.”


      Click. “Please don’t make me do something I’d regret.”


      “Like what? Shoot me? Is that where you’re going with that? Because we both know you’re not supposed to pull out a gun unless you’re planning to use it.” I spread my arms, palms turned up. “No one is getting hurt by this.”


      “Except you.”


      “That’s not your cross to bear.” I take a step forward. “That’s not your fucking business either.”


      Rita doesn’t back down, only lowers the barrel so the muzzle aligns with my knee. Her expression is glacial, the look of someone who has brought more people out of this world than in. “Why do you owe him this? What the fuck did he do to deserve any of your consideration? This is a security risk.”


      “It wouldn’t be if you didn’t insist on hanging around.”


      “That isn’t the point. This is still a security risk. A member of personnel—aka, you—is still at risk from these activities. And gods, I—I can’t understand why you’re taking these chances, why you’re putting yourself in harm’s way. Because as far as I can tell, this whole thing’s been in his favor and all you’re doing is bartering for scraps. Hell, does he even know you’re doing this? That thing with the Daji shrines?”


      “I’ve sent images.”


      “And what did he say?”


      I grit my teeth. “He said he appreciated the sentiment.”


      There is no warning between the moment when Rita makes her decision and when she fires, the bolt cleaving through my augmentations, past bone, boiling synovial fluid to steam. The shot is precise, intense; it cauterizes the flesh as it passes. I collapse, panting, my vision haloed by magnesium flashes.


      “The fuck did you do that for?”


      “Daji needs a sacrifice, right? That’s how it works?” Rita bends down, face frescoed with darkness. She unholsters a knife, small and primitive, slices a curl of fat from my thigh before rising to her feet. “A friendship’s got to be worth its weight in something.”


      A buzzing noise suffuses the atmosphere, lower than the sound of cicadas, lower even than the hiss of old-fashioned television static; something that murmurs through the spine like the song of a million pale foxes. Through the torii gates, I see something move, a teardrop of a body uncurling, and it’s anyone’s guess if it is one of Daji’s messengers or the pret come to feed, and if there is any difference between the two.
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      I’ve ferried two hundred and twenty-one souls across the river of death, and I can already tell my two-hundred-and-twenty-second is going to be a real shitkicker. I know by the lightness of the manila folder in my hand, the preemptive pity in the courier’s face as she gives it to me. I read the typewritten card paper-clipped to the front with my stomach tensed, braced for the sucker punch. 


      
        
          Name: Lawrence Harper 

        

        


        
          Address: 186 Grist Mill Road, Lisle NY, 13797 

        

        


        
          Time: Sunday, July 14th 2020, 2:08AM, EST 

        

        


        
          Cause: Cardiac arrest resulting from undiagnosed long QT syndrome 

        

        


        
          Age: 30 months 

        

      


      Jesus Christ on his sacred red bicycle. He’s two.  


      Two is, by break room consensus, the worst age for reaping. Their souls are still baby-soft and cottony, wholly innocent, but full of the subtleties and quirks that define their selfhood. They’re balanced right at the teetering edge of themselves, so full of potential it makes your eyes water just to be near them. 


      Also, two-year-olds are contrarian bastards and it takes several hours and a family-size pack of M&Ms to coax them across the river. 


      These days, with the child mortality rate comfortably below 7 per 1,000 births, we don’t process too many of the under-fives—some of the older reapers like to bitch about how we’ve got it soft, reminiscing about the good old days before seatbelt laws and vaccinations and the EPA--but six-point-six out of a thousand is still six-point-six too many. Every reaper hits one eventually. 


      This was my first, in my three years of reaping. I was starting to think somebody upstairs was looking out for me, shielding me in case one of the under-fives turned out to be a little boy with corn silk hair and dark eyes. In case I cracked like an egg and had to retire early. 


      Every new reaper is shielded, at least a little. The first dozen or so deaths we’re assigned are generally people with one spiritual foot firmly in the grave: your stage-IV seventy-year-olds, your left behind spouses, your great-grandmothers who just overheard the term assisted living floating up the stairs. 


      There’s something satisfying about those reapings. A routine heroism, like covering a shift for your hungover friend or shooing a trapped bird out the window. Those are the times it’s easiest to believe my supervisor’s speeches about the pristine order of the universe and the cyclical shape of time and the necessity of death. 


      (Some reapers dance around the word death, preferring verbs like passing or ascending. My supervisor—Raz, Reaper Recruitment Coordinator and Archangel of Secrets—believes euphemisms are a form of cowardice, and Raz doesn’t recruit cowards). 


      But eventually you run out of easy deaths. 


      Eventually the courier slinks into the locker room and hands you a manila folder without quite meeting your eyes and you know you’re in for it: newlyweds in car crashes; leukemia that was supposed to be in remission; restraining orders that didn’t work. Or sometimes it seems fine—88 years old, ischemic stroke, 4:12PM—but when you arrive you find a soul so wasted and dim, so shriveled by bitterness and regret that you want to stop the clock and say: Look, you’ve got a week. Try a new ice cream flavor. Listen to the Hamilton soundtrack. Call your son. Live, you damn fool.  


      Except you don’t because you can’t, and because of the pristine order of the universe and the cyclical shape of time, et cetera. Instead you sit beside him and watch the plaque crumble from his carotid and drift sluggishly up to his cerebral artery. The fizz of electricity in his brain goes dark and the sour muck of his soul rises from his body, glaring. It’s a long ride across the river that night. 


      So I don’t come apart when I see little Lawrence Harper’s name on that neatly-typed card, the curve of that 3 staring up at me like half a heart. I lay the folder in my scuffed briefcase—I was never a briefcase-carrier before, but fashion in the hereafter runs twenty to fifty years behind—and head out for 186 Grist Mill Road. 


      I already know how it will go: I will wait beside him in the night (does he have a bed shaped like a plastic race car like Ian did? Does he kick the blankets off his legs every night?) until 2:08AM, when the bird-wing flutter of his heart will go still. I will tuck his ghostly hand in mine as I lead him through the dark to the riverbank, and when we reach the other side I’ll watch his soul disperse into the depthless firmament of the universe. It will be achingly sad but also kind of beautiful, and afterward I’ll sit in the break room and drink burned coffee and cry. Leon might come by and give me the Circle of Life speech from The Lion King and we’ll both laugh and he’ll thump me on the shoulder and say it’s just the way it goes.  


      And then tomorrow I’ll open my next manila folder and do it again. 


      Not because I’m a heartless bastard; they don’t recruit heartless bastards to comfort the dead and ferry their souls across the last river. They look for people whose hearts are vast and scarred, like old battlefields overgrown with poppies and saplings. People who know how to weep and keep working, who have lost everything except their compassion. 


      (The official recruitment policy is race and gender-neutral, but forty-something white males like me are a rarity. We are statistically less likely to experience shattering loss, and culturally permitted to become complete assholes when we do. We turn into addicts and drunks, bitter old men who shed a single, manly, redemptive tear at the end of the movie, while everybody else has to gather up the jagged edges of themselves and keep going). 


      Raz told me she also looks for people with kind eyes and a high tolerance for bureaucracy, who have never cheated at anything in their entire lives (poker, Settlers of Catan, marriage). “You can cheat a lot of shit,” she says, “But not death.” 
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      Lawrence Harper doesn’t have a race car bed, thank God. Instead he has a twin mattress on the floor of his parents’ single-wide. He also has: a Spiderman blanket that smells like a thrift store, dusty and flowery; a plastic Buzz Lightyear clutched in one sweaty fist; reddish hair, skim milk skin; a heart that will fail in approximately eleven hours and twelve minutes; and a soul that shines like a comet streaking across the last midnight of summer.  


      Even for a two-year-old, it’s a stunner of a soul, vibrant and hungry, bonfire bright. It’s the kind of soul that might lead revolutions or write symphonies in an adult, but in a kid it mostly translates to trouble. I bet his parents spend a lot of time smiling fixedly at strangers as they haul him out of restaurants or pry him out of trees. I bet his grandma refers to him as “a handful” and refuses to babysit except in emergencies.  


      I bet they’ll miss him like hell once he’s gone.  


      That’s what makes this job tough, of course. It’s not the dead rejoining the limitless love of the universe; it’s the ones they leave behind, who have to keep on trudging through the world beneath the burden of their terrible, limited love. 


      I settle cross-legged on the carpet, trying not to nudge the piled laundry or set off some battery-powered toy. Reapers have what the training manuals call “limited corporeal capacity,” which means we can move stuff but not much, like when you’re in a dream and your limbs are filled with wet sand and everything is impossibly, illogically heavy. 


      I figure most ghost stories are the result of clumsy reapers, although there are late night break room rumors of reapers who went rogue. Who abandoned the Department and haunted the living world until they faded into tattered wraiths. I don’t know if I believe those stories, because A) what kind of asshole wants to spend eternity creeping around a Victorian mansion or an old psych ward, scaring teenagers, and B) Raz or one of the other archangels would atomize them so instantly and thoroughly there wouldn’t be enough drifting motes of soulstuff left to tell a story about. Raz is the kind of sweet, middle-aged Black woman with whom you do not fuck. 


      I’ve never been tempted to do anything more than bum a cigarette or flick a light switch, myself. (Except the one time, right after my own funeral. I slunk back into my shitty, tobacco-stained apartment and took the only thing in it that I cared a damn about. But it wasn’t a big deal and nobody saw.) 


      Lawrence stirs beneath his Spiderman blanket and sits up, his hair smeared sideways, his eyes blue, unfocused. His dad must hear the rustling on the baby monitor because he turns up two seconds later, a lanky, tired man in sweatpants. He drapes Lawrence casually over one shoulder and pads back down the hall, and for a moment I’m too choked with envy and pity to follow them. Envy because he’s holding his son in his arms, sleep-soft and sweaty; pity because this is the last time. 


      By the time I make it out to the kitchen Lawrence is snapped into a plastic booster seat crunching off-brand Cheerios. He looks up as I enter and I figure it’s nothing, just a coincidence, but then his eyes focus on me. Lawrence waves. 


      I’ve been seen before, but not often. For most people I’m a prickle at their hairline, a smudged not-quite-reflection in the mirror behind them, a strange and unwelcome awareness of their heartbeats in their ears. Reapers are the reason fewer people board doomed flights and good dogs sometimes bark at nothing. 


      But the way Lawrence is looking at me—head tilted, eyes flicking from briefcase to old-timey suit to beard stubble—I know he sees every single undead inch of me. 


      I wave back, awkwardly. He smiles. I press one finger to my lips. He copies me, then whispers “SHHH” so loudly that his dad laughs and shushes him back, and then they’re drawn into a competitive shushing game that lasts through snack time and outside into the sweet fresh-clover smell of the July afternoon. 


      Their yard is several inches past overgrown and littered with sun-faded scraps of plastic. I don’t feel the heat so much these days but I can tell from the wavy lines coming off the trailer that it’s hotter than the hell that doesn’t exist. Lawrence’s dad settles into a busted lawn chair in the shade while his son wanders. I trail after him. 


      Lawrence picks up a stick and slashes invisible enemies, narrating a story that sounds like a combination of Toy Story and Star Wars. He tosses a tennis ball at the trailer for a while, apparently intrigued by the showers of rust that pour out from under the siding, then throws it, for no reason at all, to me. 


      And I catch it, like a dumbass. It strains against the insubstantial edges of my existence. Lawrence holds his arms out, waiting.  


      I can’t quote the Book of Death line and verse the way Raz can, but I’m pretty sure there’s a policy somewhere against playing catch in broad daylight with a doomed two-and-a-half-year-old, surrounded by the green hum of summer. 


      But like—fuck it. I toss the ball back. Lawrence misses it, because two-and-a-half-year-olds have the coordination of drunk bear cubs, but it doesn’t matter. I am immediately promoted from boring stranger to Imaginary Friend and conscripted into a series of opaque games involving tennis balls and shrieking and running in circles around the trailer until even my death-cold skin is flushed and sweaty and my chest is aching, as if my heart is either mending or breaking. 


      By the time the game ends the sun is slanting pink and sideways and the world has softened like butter on the counter. Lawrence collapses backward onto the densest patch of clover and lies still for the first time since he woke up. I can see white streaks of cloud in his eyes and, if I squint, the red muscle of his heart contracting and releasing in that secret, imperfect rhythm. His soul blazes back at the sky, wide-open, a private infinity of possibility. 


      I wonder if Ian’s reaper watched him like this, with something aching and tender lodged like a splinter behind their breastbone. I wonder if Ian’s soul shone this brightly (I know it did). I wonder how it will feel to watch a soul like this disperse into the endless everything, scattered into a billion lonely atoms. 
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      Raz was my reaper. She showed me my folder afterward and the card paper-clipped to it: Sam Grayson, 44 years old, 11:19AM EST, respiratory failure resulting from small cell lung cancer. The cancer came courtesy of a pack of Lucky Strikes a day for fifteen years or so; my personal fuck you to mortality after Ian. 


      I couldn’t see her, but I could sort of sense her: a soft, amber gaze hovering at the edges of the hospital room, watching the labored rise and fall of my chest. 


      It's department policy to spend at least four hours prior to death with the soon-to-be-deceased. It’s supposed to “forge emotional bonds between souls and reapers” and “encourage compassionate care”—the department has been working tirelessly and fruitlessly to combat the whole sweeping robes, menacing scythe stereotype—but Raz believes in a full twelve, even during busy weeks (flu epidemics, civil wars, the holidays). 


      So she sat at my bedside through the night and half a day until my clogged lungs bubbled into silence and my pulse stuttered and I drowned in carbon dioxide and cancer. I died thinking fucking finally. 


      I could see her, then: a brown-skinned woman somewhere between thirty and seventy wearing a white cable-knit sweater and comfortable Levi’s. 


      She smiled—a professional smile, smoothed by centuries of use, but still somehow genuine—and launched into what I now recognize as a version of the same “welcome to the afterlife, kid” speech I’ve given two hundred and twenty-one times. It begins with some variation of “it’s all right,” which is an absolute lie and both of you know it, but which manages to imply that there’s some sort of plan, a system in place, and usually buys you a few minutes to explain the rest. 


      It worked on me. I drifted, perfectly placid, as Raz explained that I was dead, and that we would shortly be stepping together into a vast and endless darkness, broken only by an even darker river, which she would guide me across. Then there was a lot of other stuff about how my soul would unravel and rejoin the spangled cosmos, and how the universe itself was love, which is all true but is still unforgivably hokey. 


      And then she paused and I had the feeling—even as machines beeped in ineffective alarm and my soul hovered above my body like steam above pasta water, milky and vaporous—that we were going off script.  


      She tilted her head, the gentle amber of her eyes sharpening. “Or,” she began, and let me tell you the human brain is capable of a lot of wordless scenario-spinning in the infinite space following the word or. Or this isn’t the end. Or this is a bad reaction to my meds and I’ll wake up hungover but alive. Or I get a pair of feathered wings and I’ll go soaring through the pearly gates and Ian will be waiting for me on a puff of cumulus, laughing his wild laugh, and these fifteen years of heartache will be wiped clean, set right, the moment my palm brushes the soft corn silk of his hair. 


      But she didn’t say any of that. She handed me a cream-colored business card with my name embossed cleanly on the front—Sam Grayson, Junior Reaper, Department of Death—and offered me a job. 
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      Just before dark, Lawrence’s mom shows up in a puttering Corolla. She wears a red apron with Tractor Supply embroidered across the top and smells like rubber and chicken feed and the gray film of receipt paper, but Lawrence doesn’t care: he practically teleports into her arms, face mashed against the stringy bone of her shoulder. 


      The Harpers clatter together into the trailer and start the dinnertime circus of bib and highchair, mac n’ cheese and canned peas he won’t eat, adult conversation slipped expertly between threats and pleas (“if you spit your milk out one more time I’m taking it away—did you pay the gas bill?—two bites, baby, eat two bites of peas”). His dad pulls on a polyester uniform and pours himself a thermos of burnt coffee. Before he leaves he kisses the back of his wife’s neck and she tilts her head back, eyes closed. 


      I can see how tired they are, worn thin with work and worry. I can see how there’s never quite enough money, how they rinse out Ziploc bags and resent the loss of milk-splattered macaroni. But I can see, too, that it’s worth it. That they’ll keep working and worrying and the impossible alchemy of love will turn never enough into plenty. 


      Except that, at 2:08 AM the following morning, their son’s heart will stop and I will ferry his soul across the river and their lives will be permanently, irreparably fucked. 


      I want to leave. I want to step sideways out of the world and reappear back in the break room, smoke a stolen cigarette with Leon and forget all about the Harpers. 


      Except Lawrence would still die. Except there would be no friendly stranger waiting to take his hand and show him the way. He would wander alone into the darkness on the wrong side of the river and wisp away into nothing instead of everything. 


      So I stay. Raz doesn’t recruit cowards or bastards, after all. 


      Lawrence’s mom does bath and bedtime on her own while Lawrence chatters about Maui’s magical fish hook and his big kid underwear and his new friend who’s very tall and sad. She makes the right noises—really? that’s great sweetie!—but she’s not really listening, and I have a sudden, wild urge to shake her until her teeth rattle.  


      This is it! I want to say. This is the conversation you will replay again and again for the rest of your life! You will wish you took his soft cheeks in your hands and looked into his eyes and said: I love you, Ian, and wherever you go a part of me will always follow, across that dark river and into black beyond, through every eternity. 


      But I keep my fists balled in my pockets as she zips him into pajamas and plugs in his nightlight. Her last kiss is a routine brush of her lips across his forehead. “Night, love.” 


      “Night, Mama.” 


      The door clicks. He thrashes for a few minutes before falling abruptly and profoundly to sleep. 


      I watch the treacherous thump of his heart, counting out beats. I’ve watched enough heart failures and cardiac arrests to hear the fatal hitch in its rhythm, the tiny irregularity that will fail him when he needs it most. He’s a brave kid—the kind who laughs at barking dogs and watches the garbage truck with an expression of aspirational awe—or he wouldn’t have made it two and a half years without startling his heart into seizing. 


      But tonight something’s going to scare him or thrill him. A nightmare, maybe, formless and childish, that will send his heart into an ungainly gallop. Then it will stumble. Then it will stop. His parents won’t even know until they open his door in the morning, wondering why he’s sleeping so late. 


      I see the nightmare arrive, drawing a line between the pale red of his brows. The line looks fresh somehow, like tracks in new snow, as if he’d never really frowned before. I watch his heart beat faster, tut-tut-tut. The delicate chambers pulse raggedly now, losing the rhythm they’ve practiced for thirty months. Thirty-nine months, I guess.  


      His heart seizes. The frown line deepens. His mouth opens as his pale skin goes from red to white to pearl-blue, and I see the first wisps of his soul rise like steam from his body. 


      I don’t think. I don’t debate or decide. I just—do.  


      I reach between his ribs and wrap my hand around his heart. It feels impossibly small against my hand, a hard apple plucked too early from the tree. I squeeze it as hard as I can with my fingers that don’t exist and my fist that isn’t there. 


      His heart shudders back to life like an engine on a cold morning. It flutters against my hand as the blue leaches out of his lips and his soul spools back into his body. 


      I sit beside him until dawn, watching the miraculous thud of his heart and thinking: he’s alive, he’s alive and also oh, fuck. 
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      It’s the failure to submit my Certification of Soul’s Passage that gets me, of course. You can’t forge them or fake them or forget them; when a soul disintegrates into the void it automatically generates a sheaf of papers in triplicate, signed with the last fading imprint of a soul as it leaves the world, and Lawrence Harper’s soul is still very much in the world, tethered to his illegal heartbeat. 


      Raz finds me sitting on the pier, splashing my feet in the river of death. I’m half-expecting her to skip the small talk and go straight to the smiting but instead she sits beside me on the dry decking, the soft white of her sweater brushing against my shoulder. 


      She’s quiet for a while. And then: “You know it doesn’t work like this, Sam.” 


      “Yeah,” I say, because I do know, and what else am I going to say? That there was a beautiful boy and I didn’t want him to die like my beautiful boy died? That I didn’t want to ferry his soul to the far side of the river and watch it merge, however beautifully, with the infinite love of the universe? And P.S. fuck infinite love, give me the desperate, finite love of the living? 


      I don’t say any of that, because I don’t (quite) have a death wish.  


      Raz says, softly, “Would you like me to reassign him?” 


      Even burrowed deep in my doomed funk, I feel a flick of surprise. Deaths aren’t reassigned, traded, escaped, called-out-sick-on, avoided, or skipped; your deaths are your deaths, no matter how grisly, and if you can’t handle them you have a brief but blunt conversation with your supervisor after which no one ever sees you again. None of us know where you go, but it’s  unlikely that it’s anywhere pleasant. 


      I look directly at Raz for the first time and find her face glowing with that terrible, bottomless compassion. She draws a Lucky Strike from her breast pocket and passes it over. She touches her fingertip to the end and it glows hot orange. “Do you still have the picture?” 


      I don’t move. I don’t breathe. 


      Raz knows. She knows that I flagrantly ignored the chapter in the Book of Death on Releasing Your Worldly Connections and Severing Familial Ties. She knows what I stole from my shitty apartment. She probably even knows that it’s resting right now in my breast pocket, directly above my heart. 


      I swallow once, inhale smoke. “He was—he was a good kid.” 


      “I know, Sam.” Her voice is still so gentle. “And so is Lawrence, and it’s bullshit that they have to die, but that’s how it is. It’s the ugly half-bargain of living, and it’s our job to make it a little less ugly when we can.” She pauses and adds practically, “And we can’t save every cute kid. We can’t cheat death.” 


      But I think: I did. How long did I buy Lawrence? How much would I pay for another day, another hour with Ian? 


      I don’t say anything. Her voice turns considerably less gentle. “That car was going eighty-five miles an hour when it hit the ice. There was nothing Leon could have done to stop it, no matter how many rules he broke.” 


      Leon. I never knew who reaped Ian’s soul and hadn’t asked. Leon is a good dude—soft-spoken and big-hearted—but for a split second I want to drag him into the river with me and hold us both under until our second and final death closes above our heads. 


      “I’m going to ask you again: do you want me to reassign him?” 


      It’s a kindness. A favor, and Raz doesn’t really do favors. I am obscurely warmed and almost tempted to accept—but I don’t want Lawrence reassigned. His death belongs to me. However many beats his heart had left, they are mine to witness.  


      “No. I’ve got it. Thanks.” 


      Raz leans across me, plucks the still-lit cigarette from my fingertips and flicks it into the river. Her breath against my ear is sulfurous, too hot. “Then don’t fuck it up this time.” 


      She hands me a freshly printed card with Lawrence’s name on it—July 28th, 5:22AM,  cardiac arrest again—and vanishes. 


      I run my fingertip around the crisp edge of the card and realize I was wrong. It wasn’t a kindness or a favor: it was a test. 
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      It’s July 28th and I’m in the back bedroom of the Harpers’ damn trailer again, watching Lawrence’s heart pump like a tiny red bellows in his chest. 


      Except this time I’ve had two weeks to anticipate it. Two weeks to sit in the break room refilling my coffee from the pot that never empties, feeling the time-softened folds of the Polaroid in my breast pocket, thinking about the order of the universe and the Circle of Motherfucking Life and things you can’t cheat. 


      This time I know exactly what I’m going to do. 


      At 4:00 in the morning, one hour and twenty-two minutes before he’s scheduled to die, I take Lawrence’s hand. I stroke his forehead with barely-real knuckles and he half-wakes. He smiles a muzzy, sleepy smile and sinks back into sleep. 


      I keep holding his hand. I make sure that nightmare never comes. 


      At 5:23AM Lawrence’s heart is still beating, red and wet and alive, and I’m smiling so hard I can feel my face splitting along the seams. I want to sing. I want to weep. I want to recite the poem I memorized in seventh grade because it was the shortest one on the list: how do you like your blue-eyed boy/Mr. Death?  


      I know I didn’t cheat him, not really. Mr. Death always wins in the end. But maybe sometimes—if you’re stubborn and sad and tired as fuck of the way things go—you can win a hand or two. 
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      I stay with Lawrence til dawn, wondering idly if I should cut and run while I still can. It seems more important to stay, to watch the stubborn thu-thumping of Lawrence’s heart, the miraculous pooling of drool on his pillow. I should have spent more time watching Ian. 


      I feel it when she arrives: an abrupt rise in temperature, a whiff of brimstone. I look out the narrow window to see Raz standing in the yard like the end times, like vengeance in a cable-knit sweater. I look back at Lawrence one last time and am pleased to find I don’t regret a single damn thing. 


      I slip through particle board and fiberglass and corrugated tin of the trailer wall and stroll to Raz with my hands in my pockets. I smile at her. It’s not really the time for genial smiles—I’m about to be atomized or incinerated or disappeared, whatever the hell they do with reapers who fuck up—but I can’t seem to stop. 


      Raz smiles back. “You idiot.” Her eyes are still kind. Behind her I see the faint, fiery outline of wings. 


      I shrug. 


      Raz steps forward and reaches two fingers into my breast pocket. She withdraws the Polaroid, flesh-warm, and studies it for a long second. “I knew the second you went back for this that you wouldn’t last,” she sighs. “A reaper has to forsake his worldly attachments, relinquish his earthly loves.” 


      “Yeah, but…” My eyes fall on the picture, upside-down: my son at four, caught at the apex of a swing that will never fall, his corn silk hair haloed by a summer dusk that will never end. Ephemeral. Everlasting.  


      I shrug again. “But fuck that, you know?” 


      Raz laughs. She tilts her head. “Tell me, Sam: What would you do if I left you here?” 


      “Left me?” 


      “Burned your records. Pretended you’d never worked for the Department of Death.” 


      “I would stay.” The answer comes easy and honest. “I’d watch over Lawrence, keep his heart beating another day, another hour, for as long as I can.”  


      “Even if it meant you could never cross the river. Even if you would fade into nothing instead of rejoining the great everything.” 


      Would I trade my eternity for one little boy and his tired parents? The infinite love of the universe for the fleeting, finite love of the living? 


      “Yes.” It occurs to me what absolute horseshit it is that I spent the last thirteen years of my life on earth wanting to leave it and yet now, in death, I’ve found something worth staying for. 


      Raz nods, unsurprised. “That’s what I thought.” There’s a wistful something in her eyes as she smiles at me. “You were a good reaper, Sam. Tough enough to do the work, soft enough to do it right—two hundred and twenty-one times. I’m sorry to lose you.”  


      She sounds genuinely sorry for whatever it is she’s about to do to me. I wonder idly if it will hurt. 


      “Could—could you assign Leon to this case, after I’m gone? He’s a good guy. I want Lawrence to be with someone who—” 


      Raz is distracted, rooting in her jean pocket for something. “No.” 


      “Why?” 


      “Because Lawrence Harper is no longer under the jurisdiction of the Department of Death.” She hands me the thing from her pocket and adds, “And neither are you.” 


      There’s a silent rushing of wings, a flick of heat, and Raz is gone. I blink around the yard, empty except for the dew-pearled lawn chair, the scattered plastic toys, the precious trash of the living.  


      Then I look down at the cream-colored card in my hand: Sam Grayson, Junior Guardian, Department of Life.
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      I am not the woman I once was. 


      None of us are. Epidemics are the fire and we are the candle wax. When the fire burns out, we are melted and reshaped.  


      When I was in college, I read a book about the influence of the Black Death on the ecclesiastical art of Europe. Golden icons of the Madonna and the child before. Frescoes of dancing skeletons led by the grinning Death after. The Danse Macabre. As if they could possibly know … 


      But the bubonic plague had been eradicated decades before I was born, in that sunny interval between pandemics when science promised that the horrors of the past were … well, in the past. I grew up with vaccinations, and antibiotics, and the belief that every disease had a cure. I still remember the TV ads of my childhood where smiling couples lounging on the beach offered a medicine for bad mood, and loss of love, and unhappiness. At the time I watched them with detached curiosity because, of course, nothing like that could ever happen to me. 


      The cracks had been there all along, but the illusion collapsed on the eve of my departure to Berkeley for my senior year, when my mother announced that she and my father were divorcing. I yelled at her, accusing her of selfishness. Why would she do that to me? We were happy, weren’t we? Every time this scene flashes before my eyes—which is every day—I feel a hot wave of shame like the first symptom of MHF. What I meant was that I was happy in the shelter of my deliberate ignorance about my parents’ hollow relationship. And the worst thing was that I did not really care whether my father was around. I needed my mother, and I should have known she would be there for me, no matter what. But I was stung by what I perceived as her betrayal and I said cruel, stupid, unmeant things that buzzed in the charged air between us like a cloud of hornets.  


      That was the last time I had seen her. She moved back to the UK the next week—and disappeared, along with the entire population of that country.  


      “Gemma!”  


      My husband’s voice. I winced. Nick does not often address me when I am in the niddah. It is considered bad form, and he is a stickler for propriety. When we met, I often joked that he was more British than me, even though he was born in Outer Richmond, a suburb of San Francisco, while my birth certificate said London. But the faint traces of my British accent had dissipated long ago, and nowadays I never brought up the subject of my foreign birth. There was a stigma attached to your origin in the graveyard of the world.  


      “What?” I stood, stretching my stiff muscles. We have a big house, so there was no need to make my niddah shelter so cramped. It was bad enough that it had to be windowless. But there were unspoken assumptions about how comfortable—or rather, uncomfortable—a woman had to be made during her dangerous time of impurity. And did I say Nick was a stickler for rules, especially unwritten ones? 


      “The police are here.” 


      “Why?” 


      “They want to see you.” 


      “What?!” It felt like I’d been punched in the face. I grabbed the edge of my narrow cot to steady myself. “They can’t! I’m …” 


      “I know what you are!” Nick growled from behind the locked door—the door that was always locked for five days every month and to which only he had the key. “But it is urgent. Put on your restraint!” 
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      The golden era of global health was shattered by COVID-19. There had been epidemics before, of course, but since they had all taken place in the Third World, they did not disturb the placid assumption of the developed countries that the Danse Macabre of ages past had been stopped for good. Then the coronavirus had opened the door and ancient nightmares came pouring in. Even though a vaccine was soon mass-produced, the complacency was gone, never to return. There were some years of fragile and uncertain calm before the Kashmir ebolavirus. Before MHF, and my mother’s disappearance. That was when I went to college, majoring in Art History but eyeing law school. Women could be lawyers at the time. Now, paradoxically, my formerly useless Art History degree brought in a trickle of income as I taught online courses to bored, secluded housewives.  


      I turned off my computer and stood in the dimly lit room, blinking like an owl about to venture into daylight. It was strange how quickly we adapted to the new conditions. Viruses are better teachers than Sunday schools or madrasas. What countless generations of misogyny could not accomplish, a pandemic did. I, who used to wear skinny jeans and a tank top everywhere, was now feverishly pulling on my veil, my arms snagging on the rough fabric. 


      The sack-like garment covered everything, but my face, pale and unwashed, remained exposed. It was like an inversion of one of my fondest memories. During COVID-19, people had to wear face masks. Every time we went out, my mother would put on her designer red mask and hand me an identical smaller one. She would kneel by my side and we would look together in the mirror: a woman and a girl, our red-veiled faces clustered together like a flower and a bud. It made me feel secure, that mask.  


      No mask could protect against Mutational Hemorrhaging Fever.   


      Nick knocked again, and I realized I did not have time to apply makeup. How long before they insisted that we should cover our faces, too, like the pious women had done in India and the Middle East for ages? I had seen those pictures in my studies: burkas, abayas, chadors ... Only eyes were showing and sometimes even they were shadowed by a net or a fold of gauze. To preserve female purity and chastity, they said. Women still covered up the old-fashioned way in Saudi Arabia—what was left of it.  


      I tugged down the black fabric that fell down onto my sneakers and grasping the ties, managed to manacle my own wrists. Some women also hobbled their ankles, but I refused to do so, much to Nick’s displeasure. Speaking of which, I heard his impatient tapping on the door once again. 


      “Ready!” I yelled and the door opened. 


      I emerged into the crystalline light of Californian summer. Sitting in niddah, your time-sense is scrambled. Even though I knew it was 3PM, the glorious sunshine streaming through our glass wall caught me by surprise. My eyes watered, as I tried to make out the figures in the living room. They kept their distance from me, nobody more so than Nick who was standing by the open front door as if ready to bolt at the first inkling of danger. Ridiculous, of course: you could not outrun a virus. But I focused on the two people standing slightly closer. A man in a suit and a covered woman. She was not wearing her restraints—those were only for those few, like me, who, for whatever reason, had to break their niddah. But the veil had become compulsory for all females, even though there was no real reason for it.  


      The woman was older than me, with strong features and a dark complexion. In times past, we would call her East Asian. Now Asia was as remote as Mars. 


      I stood by the open door to my niddah quarters, feeling mildly agoraphobic. I saw that the man’s hand was resting on his gun. There had been cases of women killed by vigilantes on the mere suspicion of being impure. 


      “Gemma Drennan?” the woman asked. 


      “That’s my maiden name. I’m Gemma Russell now.” 


      “Was your mother Nina Drennan?” 


      “Yes. What is this all about?” 


      “Your mother is alive,” the woman said. 
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      MHF … A dry scientific nomenclature trying—and failing—to dispel the horror. They had more imagination in the Middle Ages, not afraid to call plagues by their proper names: the Black Death, St. Vitus Dance … There had been some spooky labels circulating on social media at the beginning when the pandemic appeared to be just another flash-in-the-pan scare, jangling the planet’s frayed nerves. The Scarlet Plague, the Bleeding Contagion, even the New Ebola. Only that last one had even a smidgeon of scientific validity. The virus that caused it was a mutation of the Ebola virus. Unfortunately, while the traditional Ebola had a vaccine, there was none for the Kashmir ebolavirus that caused MHF. 


      The first reports of a strange affliction coming from India were met with a heightened sense of foreboding—the aftereffects of COVD-19. But the reports were so bizarre that it took the medical community, still reeling from the coronavirus, a lot of time to figure out what was really going on. And when they did, it was too late. 


      MHF began with fever, fatigue, muscle ache: the generic symptoms of just about any disease. What happened next, however, was unique. Some people recovered. Some died of internal bleeding or raging fever that could not be brought down.  


      And some—very specifically—changed. The Danse Macabre coming back with a vengeance. 
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      “What do you mean, my mother is alive?” I asked stupidly. 


      “We received an email from her,” the woman said. “Addressed to USCIS. Asking that her American citizenship be reinstated, and she be issued a new passport.” 


      United States Citizenship and Immigration Service. I was sure the agency had been disbanded. It was not like they had anything to do. 


      “But my mother was in London!” 


      “The email was sent from the American Embassy in London. What used to be the American Embassy.” 
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      MHF is spread by exposure to blood. The virus is in everybody by now. I had seen it swimming in my own blood—a spiky sphere like a miniature hedgehog. But it is dormant. It does nothing.   


      However, if exposed to even a small amount of someone else’s fresh blood, whether via a scratch, transfusion, or absorbed through the skin, it wakes up. It takes you over. And then you are either burning in fever, go into a coma, recover—or … 


      Of course, the social consequences of that are incalculable. Crash victims are left to bleed on the pavement or dispatched with a sniper’s bullet through the head—authorized by an act of Congress empowering sheriffs and cops to perform sanitary triage. Children are restrained to prevent them from scratching or injuring themselves until they are old enough to be shown videos of Dancers. Training by trauma. Transfusions are outlawed and so are most surgeries. Childbirth is attended by midwives in full protective gear who are either suicidal or saintly. And menstruating women are put in seclusion, away from their partners and families. The ancient tradition of niddah, a menstruating hut, has been resurrected.   
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      The East Asian woman’s name was Radha. She and I sat together at the kitchen table while the men—Nick and her partner—hovered uneasily in the background. It was not that women were less deadly to each other than we were to men. A drop of my blood on Radha and she would join the damned. But women trusted each other. And men no longer trusted us—if they ever did.    


      She showed me a printout of the email. It was an ordinary request for the reissue of a passport. It was as ancient and brittle in my hands as an object from the Titanic. 


      “Did you try to contact the Embassy?” 


      “Of course.” 


      “And?” 


      “No answer.” 


      Satellite pictures of London showed squares being reclaimed by weeds and Regent Park drowning in vines. The Thames flowed clear. There was movement in the countryside, but nobody was sure what it signified. All transatlantic flights and most domestic flights were grounded: too much danger of an accidental injury in a confined space where droplets of blood could travel from one passenger to another. MHF had neither cure nor vaccine. 


      “But there must be electricity in the Embassy if the computers are running! Wi-Fi, servers …” 


      Radha shook her head. 


      “The email was not sent from there. We traced it. It was rerouted several times, sent from a private computer in Felton.” 


      The name sounded familiar, but I could not place it. And suddenly it clicked. 


      Felton was a tiny town in the Santa Cruz Mountains, twenty miles away. 


      “Are you saying …?” 


      “Yes, Gemma. Your mother is here.” 
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      The emergence from niddah involved humiliating tests to prove to your partner and the medical authorities online that you were no longer polluted. Normally I resented the tests. This time I went through the whole rigmarole absentmindedly, thinking of what Radha had said in that first meeting. 


      After the MHF’s massive and simultaneous global outbreak, after the grounding of all flights, and the internet being flooded with terrible videos of Dancers, I desperately tried to reach my mother. My father had moved to a small town in Indiana that later became known as the Scarlet Ballroom. I knew he was dead, and it was a sort of detached comfort to me; we had never been close but at least I could bury him in my mind by delegating him to the precious memories of childhood. My mother, on the other hand … I kept waking up at night and talking to her: apologizing, explaining, justifying myself. She did not know what was happening to me. She did not know I had married Nick after her disappearance. She had never met him. We had been dating for a couple of months when he proposed during the height of the pandemic. At the time, I saw it as proof of his devotion—he was willing to expose himself to the danger of blood contagion for my sake. Later I realized he had simply been prescient. The strict marriage rules of traditional societies that we, Westerners, had scoffed at for so long came into fashion as the dating scene dried up and Tinder went out of business. You could control and monitor your wife in a way you could not control and monitor a stranger. 


      “How did she come back?” I had asked Radha. “Are there flights between the US and Europe?” 


      “Actually, yes. Military, commercial, cargo. Life goes on.” 


      “If you call it a life,” I muttered. 


      Radha shrugged. There were dark circles under her dark eyes that made them appear larger. I noticed that she had applied some thick eyeliner and mauve lipstick. I liked it.  


      “Anyway,” she continued, “these flights are strictly monitored. Your mother did not arrive on any of them.” 


      “So?” 


      “So, either she slipped on the last passenger flight from Heathrow under an assumed name and has been living here ever since, or there are some unauthorized, unknown flights that have kept going. In any case, we need to find out.”   


      “You are not really the police, are you?” I asked. 


      “No.” 


      “The FBI?” 


      “What does it matter?” 


      “I want to know what law enforcement agency still employs women.” 


      Radha smiled. Her teeth were a little too big, a smidgeon of lipstick on their whiteness.  


      My mother put on her makeup every day before going to the university, even when she was not teaching, only working in the lab. She taught me that beauty is a matter of self-respect.  


      Nick told me I was a good cook. He told me I would be a good mother. He never told me I was beautiful. 


      Recently he had started talking about family purity. He hinted that a face veil would be a great idea. I scoffed; he sulked.  


      He and Radha’s unnamed partner were sitting in the kitchen and drinking beer. Nick did not offer us any.  


      “But why to write a letter to USCIS? This is ridiculous.” 


      “Not unless she wanted to get in touch with you and didn’t know how.” 


      I frowned. This made sense. My mother did not know my marriage name. She did not know where I lived. There were still ways to find out such things but only if one was a real computer pro—an increasingly rare breed in these days of the dwindling and fragmented internet. My mother had been a biology professor; her knowledge of computers was no better than mine. 


      “OK, you found me. Now what?” 


      “We want you to meet her.” 


      “Wearing a wire?” Recently I had become addicted to pre-pandemic thrillers. Their quaint plots of free-wheeling assassins, plane-hopping around the world, gave me a nostalgic thrill. Some of those assassins were female.  


      Radha smiled. 


      “Something like that.” 


      “But why? If you know she is in Felton, why don’t you just bring her out?” 


      “We don’t know where she is. We hope she’ll come out of hiding to meet you.” 
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      The protective suit I wore was incredibly awkward. I looked like a Michelin Man with a face shield. 


      Nick pointedly refused to see me off when the sleek, black car pulled into our driveway. He had threatened to prevent me from going, only to find out that he had no legal power to do so. Laws lagged behind the growing societal support of the purdah and the gynaeceum, so the pre-pandemic laws still gave legal autonomy to married women. 


      Radha was in the back seat of the car, driven by a glum-faced man who brought down the plexiglass partition the moment I stepped inside.  I looked back at our large, glass-walled home, searching out the bricked-up window in the back—the window of my niddah room. 


      I fidgeted, trying to find comfort inside a suit whose rough seams chafed my inner thighs. The tiny recorder had been so cleverly concealed that even I did not know exactly where it was. 


      “How many are there?” I asked. 


      “About a hundred.” 


      “All immune?” I asked incredulously. Some people were immune to MHF, but they were rare. Scientists still could not identify genetic markers for immunity. To have a whole colony of them would be astonishing. 


      Radha did not respond, staring fixedly ahead. I persisted. 


      “If my mother is immune, maybe I’m immune too.” 


      The driver must have heard our conversation despite the plexiglass. He snorted. 


      Then it all clicked. The pieces of the puzzle shifted in my brain and suddenly everything became different—and dangerously clear. 


      “They are not immune,” I said slowly. “They are Dancers. Felton is a Ballroom.”   


      Such a fanciful name! But seals have their rookeries and gulls their colonies. Why not a ballroom? 


      Radha nodded. 


      “How is my mother surviving there?” 


      “This is what we want you to find out.” 


      A suicide mission, in other words. 


      I jiggled the door handle. The door was locked, of course. 


      I lowered my hand and sat up as straight as the suit allowed. The pieces kept shifting in my brain, the skeins of knowledge and understanding, straightening out despite being constantly tangled by fear of the disease. Nick. The niddah room. The blinking screen of my computer, channels of information drying up, my life narrowing to a vanishing dot … 


      “I will find her,” I said. 


      Something red flashed ahead, a gleam of scarlet disappearing into the woods so quickly that I could make out nothing. The driver swore and hit the brakes so hard that the car fishtailed, and Radha and I were thrown against our seatbelts. 


      “That’s it!” the driver yelled. “I’m not going any further!”  


      Radha told him we needed to be closer. 


      “I’m not taking orders from bleeders!” he snarled. 


      “I will walk from here,” I said. 


      The driver reluctantly unlocked the door. I pushed it open and clambered out. 


      Radha put a gun in my hand. 


      “You might need it,” she said. 


      The driver snorted again but said nothing. 


      “Thank you,” I told Radha.  


      She leaned close and whispered something so shocking that I was left wondering whether I had heard her correctly. As I walked along the grassy verge, heading into town, I still wondered. 
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      When I was seven, I wandered into my mother’s office. At first, I did not see her. The computer was blinking on the desk but her ergonomic chair was empty. 


      She was curled on the floor, a pile of yellowing paperbacks in front of her. The smell of paper dust mingled with her Vetiver perfume. She beckoned to me without lifting her face from the disintegrating book she was reading. On the book’s cover, a snarling, poorly drawn dinosaur stomped a car.  


      “A kaiju,” she said. “Do you want me to read it to you?” 


      I made a face. I was not crazy about giant monsters. My father often made fun of the fact that my mother was a nerd, cramming her bookcases with old sci-fi paperbacks, dog-eared pages spreading the musty odor of old adventures, while I was partial to Disney princesses. We disregarded his jokes, and eventually he stopped making them. 


      “Mum,” I said, “I want to study ballet.” 


      Putting her paperback aside, she stood up in one graceful, fluid motion, her swanky blue dress, the color of her eyes, creased from sitting on the floor. She stretched her arms to me. 


      “I wanted to be a dancer too,” she said. “But I was too tall. So, I became a biologist instead.” 


      I cuddled up to her. She did not feel too tall to me—just right. 


      “Can I be a dancer?” 


      “You can be whatever you want, Gemma.”  


      Now, twenty years later, it sounded like a curse. 
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      Only women become Dancers. 


      Men get sick, infected by blood. They burn with fever, they recover, or they die. Women get sick, infected by blood. They burn with fever, they recover, some of them die. And some … change.    
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      The redwoods’ feathered tops swayed gently in the cloudless sky. A bird chirped in the undergrowth. It was so peaceful that I stopped thinking about my mother, Nick, Radha’s words. I was just enjoying a walk. It had been a long time since I had hiked or even walked on my own. Solitary women, even fully veiled, were often attacked. 


      The protective suit was heavy and uncomfortable. Leaning against a tree trunk, I unzipped the suit and stepped out. I was wearing a T-shirt and leggings underneath and for a moment I stood there, enjoying the warm caress of the verdant air on my face and arms. I left the suit behind, but I took Radha’s gun. 


      When I turned around, a Dancer watched me no more than fifteen feet away. 
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      The Kashmir ebolavirus rewires your DNA. All viruses do that but none other so radically. The end result, should the infected woman survive, is something inhuman.  


      The stick figure danced toward me on clawed feet. It resembled a giant praying mantis, a seven-foot-tall skeleton covered with incarnadine leathery skin. A Day of the Dead reveler bearing a skull-like mask marked by scarlet swirls. It was every nightmare that made you cry for mommy when you were a child. 


      The Dancer was mercury-swift and dragonfly-graceful as it navigated the forest floor, the long, thorny spurs on its back-bent ankles jutting and quivering. My mother, a biologist, would have been fascinated by its strange anatomy—the tapering thorax ending in the sexless bulge of a narrow abdomen, the still-human teeth set in a lipless mouth, the unnervingly mammalian eyes protruding from the bony, lidless sockets. She would have studied how the creature fed; followed the knots of its stringy musculature; puzzled over its strangely articulated bones. Perhaps she would have been able to answer the question that still baffled scientists: why did Dancers attack? Normally they kept away from people. Even though they were not supposed to retain any trace of human intelligence, they were wary of men with guns. But, occasionally, they would congregate in giant flocks and run through towns and cities, biting and scratching, spreading the infection through their diseased blood.  


      Maybe my mother did know; she was here, after all, and she was immune. I would ask her if I survived this encounter. Meanwhile, I was spellbound by the creature: the graceful fluidity of its movement; the many hues of scarlet, red, and crimson that dappled its hide; the white teeth in the skull-like face. It was as beautiful as it was abhorrent.   


      I drew my gun. The Dancer moved closer.  


      Radha’s words rang in my ears. 


      I slipped the gun in my waistband and lifted my hands, palms up. 


      The consensus was that the extreme physical modifications induced by MHF damaged the brain, rendering Dancers mindless. Scientists claimed that Dancers’ reactions were as reflexive as the contractions of a severed lizard tail.  


      The Dancer stopped, its head swaying hypnotically. Its forelimbs were no longer remotely human. Scissor-like with ragged edges, folded like the forelimbs of a praying mantis, they looked unsuitable for any activity I could imagine. But then I realized that what I took for sawtooth protrusions were actually folded fingers distributed in clumps along the entire length of the forearm. So, they could manipulate objects, after all. I felt inordinately pleased with myself for figuring out a tiny piece of the Dancer’s biological puzzle. My mother would be proud.  


       The Dancer suddenly darted into a stand of tan oaks and disappeared within their dappled shade. I stood, shaking, before finally moving on. 


      Finding my way into Felton was not hard. I followed Route 17 along the verge of the woods. Soon enough, I found the abandoned gas station, pipes snaking on the splintered pavement. Clumps of weeds pushed through the cracks. Beyond it was Felton’s downtown: a couple of mom-and-pop grocery stores, a tiny antiques mall, a church, and a café decorated with an inexpertly painted mural of a cluster of hands reaching up from the ground and the inscription “Together we rise” which struck me as unintentionally ominous. The stores were locked and shuttered. A dusty Ford Corolla rested in the middle of the sidewalk. 


      It was tranquil. I lifted my face to the sun, luxuriating in its warmth. The fear drained out of me like the blood I shed in my niddah.  


      I started down the street, trying to figure out where my mother could possibly be hiding. Probably not downtown. I knew there were secluded homes among the redwoods—Felton had been famous for its streak of surly independence. On the other hand, if she had deliberately sent the email to bring me here, surely, she would hang around. 


      A torrent of red, glistening bodies burst into the street. Their insectoid arms flailing, whipping around; their clawed feet drumming on the pavement; their heads bobbing on skinny necks, teeth bared, skeletal masks thrust forward … It was not a dance but a stampede, an unstoppable wild charge, a frenzy. They would have trampled me, bitten me to pieces. I was too shocked to move.  


      Someone grasped a handful of my T-shirt and pulled me through a doorway. I fell onto the floor, gasping. I stood, frantically examining myself for open wounds. Public health requirements had trained us like Pavlovian dogs. I didn’t see any blood, but that didn’t mean I was safe. 


      I turned to face my savior. 


      The red leathery mask bobbed above my head. 


      I could have run away but the rest of them were outside, milling around, darting, pirouetting like a school of fish. Still, I could have pulled my gun, put a bullet in its head. Or, at least, screamed. 


      I did nothing. I waited as it studied me with its bright blue eyes. Its skin was soft and slightly wrinkled, the texture of human skin despite its lobster coloring.  


      It turned and went deeper into the house which, I realized, must have been a flower shop. Broken pots littered the floor. In the back, there was an office cubicle with some cabinets and a laptop on a desk. The laptop was plugged in and humming.  


      The Dancer stooped over the table and bent down, folded itself. It started typing with its distributed fingers. 


      “Gemma,” the screen said. 
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      My mother had never left the US. 


      She had given her passport to a friend who, naively, hoped that Europe would be safer. It did not matter; in those days of chaos nobody studied travel documents closely as immigration services collapsed with every other governmental agency. My mother had been staying with another female friend in Felton, unsure what to do. She wanted to be close to me, close to Berkeley where I studied at the time. But she knew how angry I was with her for breaking up what I, in my adolescent egotism, imagined to be our perfect family. So she waited and bided her time. 


      Her friend had her period. A tiny speck of blood on the washbasin, perhaps. 


      My mother became sick. Her friend took care of her for a while but when the terrible news took over the internet, she ran away, leaving my mother alone, shivering with bouts of fever that threatened to fry her brain. She survived the fever, the thirst, the shakes, the vomiting. But she was too weak to call 911. And when she managed to crawl out of bed, she had started to change. 


      “Does it really make you dance?” I asked her. 


      She nodded—such a human gesture. The spines on her backbone crackled as she leaned forward to type. Her anatomy was not suited for office equipment. 


      “Yes. It is a side effect,” she typed. “Like St. Vitus Dance. Sydenham’s chorea.” 


      Neurological damage, in other words. 


      The Kashmir ebolavirus was not a benevolent intruder. The rewiring probably came with a host of problems I knew nothing about. Not to mention the strong possibility of death. 


      “Can you talk?” I asked hopefully, even though I knew she would have already if she could. She opened her mouth: her tongue was fused to the roof. 


      “So … what are you?” 


      I hoped she would type: 


      I am superhuman. I am an alien life-form. I will take over and make the Earth into a paradise. 


      She typed nothing. 


      She was evolving. They all were, the Dancers. The virus had shaken the evolutionary mechanism loose and rattled the strands of DNA, and made … this. A new species. Some of them were wild. Some of them were sick. Some of them were dying. 


      And some were becoming. Something new, something different. How could she possibly know what? Ask a tadpole how it feels to be a frog. 


      The blood that flowed from my mother to me and from her mother to her … all the way back to the primordial ocean. Thalassa, the mother of all living.  


      In what was left of civilization, men were trying to dam the flow. Building barriers and partitions. Seclusion, separation, quarantine. 


      I remembered Radha’s words: 


      They are going to put all women in the niddah. Permanently. 


      I wondered briefly if it had happened before, in the ancient sands of the Near East or in the Hindus Valley. The practice of seclusion must have come from somewhere. 


      But what difference did it make? I was here. With my mother. 


      “Mom …” I said. 


      She lifted her inhuman limb and I could envision the flesh flowing, rearranging itself. She was a process, not the end result.  


      She picked up a shard of a broken flowerpot and dragged it along her forearm. A bead formed: red on red, almost invisible. 


      I touched my finger to it, feeling my mother’s blood flow gently into my veins.  
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      A girl has lost her soul down deep in the City. It wandered away while she chipped out another grave in the catacomb brickyards. She set down her pickax, wiped grit from her cheek, and noticed how empty her body was. Looked down at her wrist and found it blank.


      That’s what she tells Redcap Kestrel as she sits cross-legged on the abandoned warehouse floor, well away from the grimy windows. The girl who lost her soul doesn’t offer a name. Few people do in the City.


      “You want me to find it?” Redcap Kestrel asks. She crouches at a right angle to the girl, not looking her in the face. It’s for the girl’s sake. No one likes to look at a half-alive thing for too long, lest you find yourself on the wrong side of dead.


      “Yeah.” The girl swallows. “If I go back to the yards, people are likely to try and take advantage.”


      Redcap Kestrel understands. The soulless are easy pickings in the City. It’s all a matter of gradient. How much are you predator and how much are you preyed upon. It varies day to day, like most things in the City.


      The girl fidgets, rubbing her wrist where the sin stretches raw and glossy like a burn. She doesn’t quite turn her head; her gaze skips and skitters towards Redcap Kestrel, then away, away, away. “How much do you want?”


      Rarely has Redcap Kestrel allowed visitors, rarer still does she listen to those who need help. She ticks through the old scraps in her head, remembering how conversations like this go.


      “I’ll take a promise,” Redcap Kestrel says.


      The girl’s shoulders arch in defense. That’s dangerous, offering or asking. Too many ways a bargain can go wrong. Everyone knows that. 


      “It’s this.” Redcap Kestrel doesn’t have much of a voice to raise. It’s all tatters and frayed strings in her throat. “When I get your soul back, promise me you’ll wear a sleeve so it doesn’t go wandering again.”


      The girl blinks. A sleeve does about as much good as a wish. And it’s hardly a promise worth paying with. “That’s it?”


      Redcap Kestrel shrugs. “That’s all.”


      The girl hesitates, because nothing in the City is that easy. 


      “See,” Redcap Kestrel says, expending more voice and breath than she’s got to spare, “you wouldn’t take help for free, and I wouldn’t give it. So that’s the promise I want.”


      “That’s really all?” the girl whispers.


      Another shrug. Redcap Kestrel’s arms are taut with muscle and her shoulders are sharp like metal wings. She’s a half-alive thing, if one looks at her slantwise. She doesn’t wear the guard uniform any longer; all the leather she dons, she tanned it herself. There’s plenty of skin if you know where to look in the City.


      In the silence bubbling up between her and the girl, Redcap Kestrel sees all the times gone by when she ignored the helpless, when the desperate crawled to her and she stepped on their throats. There’s a lot of regret built into a hundred years of being half-alive. She’s tired. And this is the first time anyone has been brave enough to ask her for help so directly. The girl knocked so loud on the warehouse door, it was either listen to her story or kill her so she’d quiet up. Redcap Kestrel hadn’t been curious in a long while until the girl, and she wasn’t yet hungry.


      “All right.” The girl exhales and blows away the silence and the memories trapped in it. “Deal.”


      Redcap Kestrel hops to her feet. “Good. Wait here.” It’s dangerous anywhere else, and she’s got nothing worth the price of stealing. Meat and breath and bone are all that’s worth anything in the City.


      Redcap Kestrel lopes to the biggest window, glass tarred black and cracked with many a fist, and slips out into the streets. Her boots are worn thin save for the iron heels, hard enough to bruise a god. Her steps warn away the ones that fall into the predator shade, in that gradient that defines the City.


      The thing about souls is that they don’t wander off. Not unless a body is so broken-down that there are too many cracks to hold even breath inside. The girl isn’t that far gone. She’s still strong, still has grit, and still believes in a future. 


      So something stole her soul. Redcap Kestrel knows where to look for the things that steal and the things that kill. She lived among them for a long stretch during her existence in the City. She’s haunted and hunted where the buildings crumble, where the damned weep, where the perpetual twilight hides worse monsters than her. It’s like going back to the nightmares grown in a home you don’t remember.


      Up on the top of the horizon, the lights of the Prosperous Above shine. No one from the City is allowed past the Prosperous Gates. There are only rumors: clean water, food aplenty, fuel, medical care. It’s said that behind the Prosperous Gates, the grief-eaters can’t find you. A lot is said about the Prosperous Above.


      Redcap Kestrel was Prosperous once, long ago, before she ripped the demon from her heart. She doesn’t talk about that time. Her hands ache when she looks up every once in a while, and sees the Prosperous lights mocking the deeps of the City.


      The light hurts her eyes, so she’s stopped lifting her head up too far. There’s no reason to look up when you know you’ll never fly again.
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      Redcap Kestrel hasn’t been to the Brittle Warrens in a decade. She lost most of her voice and part of her throat last time. This is the mulched, bog-deep heart of the City. There are things that creep under the salted earth; there are things that crawl through the long-dried gutters; and there are things that cry out, and the things that eat the criers.


      She’s not interested in those things. She’s here to visit the most dangerous person she’s ever known: Windchime Owl, first and last of their name. 


      It’s not really fear, per se. Redcap Kestrel doesn’t have much of that left. Really, she’s hard pressed to decide if she feels much at all. This job she does for the girl, this is new, so it brings a spark of anticipation. It keeps her from thinking too much for a day, and that’s a rare treat for a half-alive thing like her.


      The slums are made from dilapidated stone and crusted darkness. The living scuttle close to walls and the dead haunt the narrow streets. The in-betweens are the ones you ought to heed. Redcap Kestrel walks as she always does: head tilted down, arms loose at her sides, her boot heels clicking. She skirts scummy puddles and mite-chewed corpses, steps over potholes lined with old teeth. 


      “Where you going, birdie?” calls a grief-eater from the broken curb. It’s stick-like, hungry: long bony limbs canted at uncomfortable angles, a face that’s just a wide, gaping hole rimmed in stretched flesh. 


      Redcap Kestrel glances at it sidelong. She still has her red cap: her skull shaved and tattooed scarlet with the litany of her oaths to the Gray Prince. She wears a hood sometimes—not now, she lost it somewhere she doesn’t remember—but those who’ve survived long enough in the City recognize her by her gait alone.


      “Going down,” Redcap Kestrel says. 


      “I can ease your burdens.” The grief-eater coos, extending a hand nicked with desperation bites. “It doesn’t hurt. Let me have a taste.”


      “No,” Redcap Kestrel says, because the grief-eaters always lie. She took one of them to her nest shortly after her fall. Asked it to eat away everything that hurt so she’d be numb. Grief-eaters are a misnomer. They only slake their hunger on the things you want to keep. 


      She let hers suck on her body and soul for days, even knowing what it was doing, until it tried to eat the memory of her oath-siblings from the Gray Prince’s guard. Then she killed it. 


      This grief-eater is too starved to be a threat. It slumps back against a charred brick wall. There’s so little in the City to feed anyone any longer. 


      Redcap Kestrel walks on.


      Legend says that the City was built in a crater so wide it could hold an ocean.  There are still stretches of empty rock far, far away, some wanderers claim, where the City hasn’t bled. Redcap Kestrel doesn’t believe those tales. The City is too vast. It’ll have touched those crater edges and spilled over and swallowed whatever is beyond. The Prosperous Above is like the City’s mirror, or maybe its heaven, just as vast and untouchable as the City.


      So down she goes, deeper along broken streets, hopping from stairway to stairway as the City burrows itself forever lower, away from the Prosperous Above’s sight. That doesn’t mean it’s all dark in the Warrens: the light here is soaked with bitterness and spite, a sharp incandescence that will betray you soon as not.


      Shadowy things skulk and hiss at her, but they know better than to get too close. She has to eat and she’s not particular about where her meals come from. Redcap Kestrel used to bask in the biggest light of all—a sun? a moon? hard to remember after so long—when she flew in the Prosperous Above. Darkness is easy. She knows the way into the pitted core of the Brittle Warrens; the City won’t let her forget what hurts most. 


      And then, sudden like a burst eardrum, she’s in front of Windchime Owl’s palace. The gates are pieced together from bits of finery: quilt squares and finger bones, gold rings and predator teeth, glass fresco tiles and chunks of tanned hide. Basalt pillars and a center post hold up the weight, and a handful of still-living skins sway and shiver miserably, stretched wide with hooks and cord. 


      The gate guard, a tremulous shadow stolen from a body once human, bristles at her approach. “Do you have an appointment?”


      Redcap Kestrel lifts her chin and tilts her head so the shadow can see her scalp. It flinches away and the gates groan wide.


      The maze through the Warrens is nonsensical: mirrors and salt pillars, rusted ore and carved stone, all paths twisting in, out, around. Stairways lead nowhere and pits gape in the walls. She keeps her gaze averted from the darkness, where Windchime Owl’s oldest secrets lie. She walks past a trio of lost souls, all scrabbling at a doorway upside down. Her heels click against mercury glass and she doesn’t look at the visions the mirrored floor shows. She’s not ready to go mad.


      At last, at the deepest point in the Warrens, she reaches Windchime Owl.


      They sit in a large nest made from fur and silk and lost ideas. They’re wide at the shoulder, head crowned with a white mane of hair, their skin bleached from decades of shriveled light. They’re every inch as terrible and beautiful as Redcap Kestrel remembers.


      Redcap Kestrel inclines her chin, taking a breath. 


      “You’re unexpected,” Windchime Owl says, their hands never still as they roll marbles between their palms. “Then again, you’ve always been bold, Red’kes.”


      Redcap Kestrel shrugs. “You liked that once, Win’owl.”


      “So I did.”


      Redcap Kestrel had a name before she joined the Gray Prince’s guard. It’s been scrubbed away: excised when she had her scalp tattooed in the red cap of her fledge. All the guard were identified only by their caps. She had a hundred Redcap sisters, and a hundred Bluecap brothers. Windchime Owl had a name, too, but they’ve never shared it. They were here when the City rose, or so the hauntlings say, and they will be here when the City rots beyond saving.


      Windchime Owl seems to be in a good mood, their latest meal still twitching at their feet. “What do you want, Red’kes?”


      “Your insight,” she says. “A girl lost her soul. I need to find it.”


      “Why?”


      Redcap Kestrel expected this. It’s no easier now than when she pondered it on her journey. Windchime Owl hates lies, even the slantwise half-truths and omissions that fuel the world. If Redcap Kestrel is anything but honest, Windchime Owl’s wrath will engulf her, and she isn’t certain she’d win a second fight. Her throat aches where Win’owl’s talons cut her clean to spine.


      “I needed help long ago,” she says. ”I should’ve asked.”


      The guard died because of her; all her siblings-in-wing. She lost her pride and her purpose, and she spurned her brother who fought to pull the demon out. Bluecap Shrike defied the Gray Prince, seeing through her, seeing what she had done, and she had refused to let him save her.


      Redcap Kestrel spits the last of her words out, ashamed. “But I didn’t.”


      Windchime Owl stretches, their body sinewy and fluid. Once upon an age, they were a Prince—or so the rumors say. A Violet Prince, with Greencaps and Goldcaps flying in formation at their sides. One story claims the Violet Prince forsook their duties and cast down their own legions, seeding the deeps with rage and loss. But it was so long ago, no one really remembers why. There are many stories forgotten in the City.


      Windchime Owl hops from their nest and offers a talon-tipped hand to Redcap Kestrel. “Give me a piece of your skin, and I’ll look for this lost-soul.”


      “For your collection?”  


      Windchime Owl sighs. “To taste. I miss your mouth.”


      Redcap Kestrel let the grief-eater suck away the affection she’d once had for Windchime Owl. They’d fought—and Win’owl had ripped out her throat—not because she wanted to leave, but because she’d wanted Windchime Owl to come with her. Let’s leave the City, she said, let us go Above. We can be Prosperous again. Together we can make the climb. She was a fool. Windchime Owl kept the laws and held back the deeper things that churned under the Warrens; if they abandoned the City, it would sink forever beyond reach of the Prosperous Above. Win’owl nursed her into something less broken after she tore the demon from her heart, after she fell, and she’d repaid that poorly.


      “Well?” Windchime Owl says.


      “Agreed.” Redcap Kestrel pulls a razor from her boot. She reaches back and cuts a strip of flesh from her skull, around the curve of bone, blood trickles down her nape. The air bites at raw nerves, and it’s almost refreshing to feel again. She hands Windchime Owl her dripping skin, the piece where tattoos read: and in the sky bright-burning. 


      Windchime Owl inhales as they take the skin, then they swallow it in a single gulp. Redcap Kestrel feels the damp warmth of their throat, the pressure of muscle constricting and pulling her flesh deeper. She shivers, and so does Windchime Owl, as they both savor that moment of devouring.


      Then the stinging pain and wetness on her neck jars Redcap Kestrel and she wipes clean her razor. “Uphold your word.”


      Windchime Owl’s eyes glaze over, a white film on which flickers a thousand microscopic images. They are the City’s pulse: nothing happens in these streets, in this air, in light or in shadow, that Windchime Owl doesn’t know if they choose. They curl their bare toes into the earth and tip their head back, throat an arch of pale scarring. 


      “Oh,” they say after a moment, and there’s distinct ... sadness, a regretful lilt in their tone. “Red’kes, you won’t like who took your girl’s soul.”


      “Who?”


      “Your brother.”
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      Windchime Owl tells her she can find the thief in the Lovers Quarter. Redcap Kestrel hasn’t felt shock in years. That electric moment, that impossible revelation, makes her breath catch.


      And then cynicism, the fabric of reality, wraps about her once more. She has no brothers any longer. All her sibling-guards are dead.


      Whoever this thief is, she will find it, kill it, and return the girl’s soul. Another day will settle into calendar dust and blur into the palette of time. Nothing changes much in the City.


      Your brother.


      Windchime Owl can’t lie, which is why they hate falsehood so fiercely. The words burr under Redcap Kestrel’s ear, an itch she can’t scratch. 


      She races back through the Warrens, an urgency she doesn’t want to dissect burning her muscles. She must hurry. Souls don’t keep long when stolen from bodies, and she’s moved ponderously, deliberately, until now.


      Running hurts and makes her think of the clouds.


      She used to fly. As one of the Gray Prince’s guard, she had wings of silk and steel and shadow, etched with scarlet spellwork. The magic came from the Gray Prince’s blood: it flared brilliantly in the light, full of grandeur when she flew in formation. It skewered her enemies’ gaze in battle and her wings pierced the sky like blades.


      The Gray Prince was the first to die under her hand when the demon gnawed at her heart, and afterward, she cut off her wings and jumped into the City below. The demon kept her alive. The fall hurt.


      She runs faster, now, her boots a staccato heartbeat on the streets. Her breath rattles in her throat, an enhanced pain that siphons away memories of the sky.


      The Lovers Quarter is a killing ground. 


      Once, the Prosperous Above’s light reached deep enough to kindle old spheres, globes of living silk that floated pale and luminescent over the park. Like moth-lures, the spheres promised tranquility and revealed only death. The Prosperous came down on moth-dust kites tethered Above to hunt the bedazzled City denizens, a sport that soon turned rancid. The Prosperous gutted the spheres for the light they didn’t need, filled with arrogance as bright as Above.


      So the shadow things and the hunter things and the mad things rose up and snipped the kite tethers. Without a way back, the Prosperous were trapped. The City things left Prosperous’ bones stripped and glistening in the streets until all the ground was carpeted in calcium and splinters. The things that lived in the City caged the richest and most delicate trophies in blown glass, and the bones eventually stopped wailing.


      Redcap Kestrel reaches the stones rimming the Lovers Quarter like islands from the floor of bones. She crouches, breathing ragged. The Lovers Quarter sank, like everything in the City does, until it is now a steep-walled pit with glass jars hung like lamps about the edges. She sees the thief ambling towards the lowest gouge of the quarter: the murky waters of the underground spring, thick with sulfur and despair.


      It’s human, skeletal, and wearing the scavenged blue rags of a guard uniform. A Bluecap’s threads. That dishonor of her old life sparks her rage like kindling. She lunges across the street, toward the edge. The thief spins around and stares up at her.


      Redcap Kestrel stills, cold and motionless as a fresco. 


      Below in the pit is the demon she ripped from her heart. It’s latched onto Bluecap Shrike, clinging to the base of his skull. 


      Her oath-brother. One of the Gray Prince’s Hawks: elite, proud, fearless. All dead now. Except her. She thought she was the last, when she watched Bluecap Shrike fall, broken-winged, into the Deathshead River so long ago. 


      Windchime Owl never lies.


      Shrike was a Redcap, briefly, before he came out as a man. The tattoos on his scalp are more purple than blue, and it didn’t matter, for the Bluecaps welcomed him. He was Redcap Kestrel’s brother-in-arms, her closest friend, and he was her anchor when she flew too high on arrogance. He had never betrayed the Gray Prince. She hadn’t let him save her.


      And now he’s here, possessed and dying, just as she once was, deep in the City.


      He lifts his chin, staring up at her with glassy eyes. The demon’s tendrils wrap his throat and dig into his ears. The demon is smarter now: it took his head instead of his heart, where it’s harder to wrench loose.


      Redcap Kestrel takes a breath, air hissing through her tattered throat. “We’re not finished, demon.”  


      She knows this wretched thing. It is jealousy and greed and dissatisfaction. It will never be sated. She let it into her heart when she thought it would please her Gray Prince: she thought it would make her faster, stronger, more brilliant than any of the other guards, and the Gray Prince would look on her with favor.


      She knows now that they never saw her, nor any of their guard. All were all peripheral to the Gray Prince’s own glory. Now she’s a half-alive thing, and still has her red cap and disappointment takes a long time to die.


      The demon wrenches its teeth from Bluecap Shrike, and her oath-brother collapses. His lips are already tinged drowning-gray. She doesn’t let herself flinch.


      The demon wriggles. You came to us.


      “That’s right,” Redcap Kestrel says, extending her hand and clenching her fist in challenge. “You belong to me.”


      The demon flies at her, a spill of burned oil, once as addicting as poppy and as beautiful as obsidian and as tempting as forgiveness. It ripples with teeth and hook-tipped legs and it smells of decay. She dives down to meet it in mid-air. She has no wings, but she’s never forgotten how to fall in the City.


      The demon’s greasy film bites down hard into her shoulder, coiling about her arm and neck. She carries it to the ground, landing hard on her back in the bones. She rolls, crunching brittle, bleached remains. The sound is like her heels: sharp and hard and echoing. The demon’s teeth nick her collarbone.


      It used to suck at the inside of her neck, sensuous, the stinging pain arousing as promises of glory. She saw the Gray Prince embrace her, call her their favored, and her wings turned silver at their touch.


      Redcap Kestrel lurches to her feet. She pries one-handed at the demon, her left arm numbed by its venom. The demon grinds through muscle, down into her breast, seeking the heat in her ribs. It is so much smaller than she remembers. When she first found it, when it crawled from the edge of the City into the Prosperous Above, it was mighty as a Prince itself. An eagle made of inverse light. Now it scarce stretches the length of her arms spread wide.


      It wants her heart, like it did before. It wants to fill her with its twisted dreams and promises of void. It wants to devour her like it does everything else, pressing visions into her eyes so she won’t notice how weak she’s become.


      She senses where it’s been. The demon, riding Bluecap Shrike, has preyed on the weary and made the poor hopeless. She tastes the dozen lives it has sucked dry since she drove it out.


      If you had only kept us, there would be no need for such waste, the demon hums. It is your fault we needed to feed so often. The blood is on your hands.


      She gasps, sinking to one knee. Faces blur like smoke before her, screaming, wailing, pleading, dying. Ten, then twenty, then—then Bluecap Strike, and after him, more and more and more and more, unless she accepts it back, unless she surrenders.


      Together, they will grow strong. Together, she and her demon will feed on Windchime Owl and the haunts and the girls who work the brickyards and the children in the river-reeds, and the people who beg for crumbs and the grief-eaters who crumple in alleyways: all will welcome her devouring, for there is nothing left to live for in the City.


      The girl’s soul is but a morsel in the demon’s belly; it is being digested with tantalizing slowness, and Redcap Kestrel can know that satiating fullness herself.


      Let go, you need us, you want us, you are nothing without us. Let us in, and we will let you climb from this tomb, take your place Above!


      No one escapes the City.


      We can, the demon says.


      “I’m too weak,” she says. She isn’t bound to absolute truth. “Share your feast … give me … strength …”


      The demon undulates. It coughs up the girl’s soul and Redcap Kestrel catches it, tucks it in her palm.


      Then she stops fighting. The demon squirms and digs and she grits her teeth against the pain—so sharp and fresh—as it slithers fully into her body, worming through her meat, and at last: it sinks into her heart. Not just the muscle and fat and veins, but deeper, into her innermost self.


      Its glee echoes through her like a cleaving knife, for now it can drain her like it has always wanted, revenge itself on her for disowning it. It will eat her heart and make her watch every delicious, spiteful bite—


      Redcap Kestrel laughs. She throws her head back and her splintered laughter bounces from the glass orbs and the shattered bones in the Lovers’ Garden.


      Inside her, the demon screams in rage.


      Her heart is empty, already hollowed out. And now the demon is trapped, nestled in emptiness, where it will wither and starve, and she laughs, she laughs, she laughs.


      Her body remembers; her bones and her flesh and her blood all recall how they were sustained on the demon’s vast, plentiful bounty. Meat doesn’t forget in the City.


      She’s hungry, and with the girl’s soul caught safely in her gloved palm, she has nothing else to eat except the squirming, wretched thing inside her heart. The demon shrieks, the demon flails, the demon is being devoured from within one spiteful, delicious bite at a time.


      Redcap Kestrel’s body contorts as it remembers how to feed. She arches her back, jaw locked. Only the wound in her shoulder offers escape.


      The demon, shredded into fragments of what it was, makes one last desperate escape. It is scarce the size of a singular wrist bone. It drills up through its entry passage and writhes like a maggot, one broken hook-leg caught on her collarbone.


      She grips the demon’s slippery body. Her arm is not so numbed anymore, nurtured by the demon’s sustenance. It writhes and thrashes, but she holds tight. She crushes it slow and methodical in her fist. Panicked, it squirts fresh memory at her.


      Down deep in the City, a girl lost her soul. It was stolen in the night: cold hands choking her silent, greedy teeth sucking her wrist and yanking out her deepest self. She’s ashamed that she didn’t fight harder. Didn’t leave more than a scrape of nails on the thief’s arms. The girl cried. The thief was gone, leaving her gasping and hollowed out. The demon likes shame. So heavy and rancid, dripping thick into the heart, where it rots away the will to live.


      Redcap Kestrel remembers shame, oh yes she does, the burning horror of her willing betrayal, the knife she slit the Gray Prince’s throat with. Remember how their eyes met hers, so full of hatred? Or the shame as she burned the rookeries and let her brothers and her sisters drift on ash. Oh, that deep and abiding shame that curdles her soul, the shame that will never let her forget what she has done—


      “You’re too late for that,” Redcap Kestrel tells the demon. “I don’t need you any longer.”


      It squirms, spitting again into her eye.


      It can find the others of her rookeries, the lost ‘caps scattered through the city! It can—


      —die. But not with her.


      She lowers it to the ground and crushes it with her heel. Grinds her boot down until there is nothing left of the demon but a smear of discontent. It squeals and the City swallows its final cry. The demon is dead.


      She allows herself one shuddering sigh and wipes her face. Her shoulder will heal. She’s not as hungry as once she was.


      Redcap Kestrel sprints across the pit to where Bluecap Shrike lies prone. He’s half-alive, like she always is. His body is more bone strung together with stretched skin and fragile tendons. He’s starving and he’s alone, but he lives. 


      Redcap Kestrel kneels. She cups the back of his skull in her free palm, supporting his neck. Blood seeps between her fingers. 


      “Red’kes?”


      She nods. “Hey, Bluetop.”


      “You ...” He coughs, a rasp-rattle of air in his lungs. “Look good.”


      Redcap Kestrel can’t stop a twitch of a smile. “You don’t.”


      “Harsh as always.” His eyes roll back. “Why’d you come?”


      She has no satisfactory answer. If she’d known he still lived, would she have sought him out? She’s not much for what-ifs or probabilities. So long she’s endured, a half-alive thing, day to day, carried along by apathy and stupor in the City.


      “There’s a girl,” Redcap Kestrel says. “Needed someone to help her.”


      Bluecap Shrike’s mouth quirks. He slides one hand atop hers behind his skull. “You would.”


      “Learned it from you.” The wound across her scalp still aches, crusted in scabs. She matches him now. They used to compare scars and he won more often than she. Redcap Kestrel lifts him into her arms. “You never let go.”


      His head lolls onto her shoulder. “Not ‘til you do.”
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      Redcap Kestrel carries her oath-brother through the City, untiring. She ignores the begging of grief-eaters, the threats from those who remember the Gray Prince’s guard, the offers to buy what’s left of Bluecap Shrike for soup. 


      She lays him in her nest to sleep. 


      “Red’kes?”


      “Here,” she says.


      She unfolds her old guard uniform from where it’s collected dust, fabric that once wrapped her in glory. It’s just a coat now. It’ll keep him warm.
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      The lost girl is still where Redcap Kestrel left her. It’s been a long time since someone genuinely surprised her.


      “Didn’t know where else was safe,” the girl mumbles, hunch-shouldered and wary. Under the defensive cowl there’s something else Redcap Kestrel hasn’t seen in years: possibility.


      The girl slept restlessly but safely, she says, and without dreams manifesting. This building is painted thick with Redcap Kestrel’s viscera, one brush-full at a time. She’s got her own nest and nightmares can’t intrude. If you live this long in the City, it’s because you learned how to survive.


      “Don’t lose it again,” Redcap Kestrel says, and hands the girl back her soul. 


      The girl swallows it down and looks at her wrist, which glows again with the faint imprint of life. Her name’s embedded in those lines and dots. Redcap Kestrel doesn’t read it, though. If the girl wants her to know, the girl will share.


      “Here,” Redcap Kestrel says, offering the scrap of her jacket hem. Too much effort to sew it back on. And then, because she’s still raw, and hasn’t let herself scar, she adds, “If you need somewhere to stay, there’s room here.” 


      The girl nods. She wraps her wrist, and inhales like she hasn’t breathed in days. “Thanks.”


      Redcap Kestrel shrugs, missing the weight of her wings. She limps to her nest, her heels dulled, and snuggles against her brother.
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      When Redcap Kestrel wakes again, Bluecap Shrike is drowsing by her side, and the girl hasn’t gone. She’s leaning on a shovel, her pickax slung over her shoulder. The coat hem is still bound tight about her wrist.


      “I’ll earn my keep,” she says, chin thrust out. “I like it here better than the brickyards. This place could use some renovations.”


      Redcap Kestrel blinks. Bluetop will need his own nest when he’s strong enough, and after that? Perhaps she’ll try and think of a future. She could use some help, and the girl is offering.


      Hope isn’t as rare as it used to be, not even this deep in the City.
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      Robby, seated in the living room on Christmas Eve night, recites The Rules to himself to the trembling grind of Daddy’s snoring.


      1. Santa visits every home on Christmas. 


      2. Santa enters through the chimney.


      This seems to break Rule 1, but Mommy quickly amends.


      2.1. Where there is no chimney, Santa makes one.


      She shows him a clip from an old movie of a chimney growing from the middle of drywall, yawning open like a jolly, laughing mouth.


      2.2. The chimney appears where the stockings are hung.


      It must, because every year there was a present from Santa and a full stocking. Robby runs his hands over the wall where they pin their stockings, imagining. It shows no bruising, no sign of having been torn apart and restitched. Robby tugs sleeves down over scars. The wall is not flesh.


      3. Santa gives what you want most.


      Robby never argues, but it’s wrong. Santa gives a new handheld, maybe clothes.


      This year will be different.


      What he wants most is for Mommy and Patty, Mommy’s secret friend, to take him to live in Florida like he heard them talk about. Florida, with the ocean and Disney and no trips to the E.R. for Mommy or Robby when Daddy’s been drinking too much.


      4. Santa won’t come unless you’re very, very quiet.


      Quietly, he unpins the stockings from the wall. Quietly, he drapes them over Daddy’s sleeping body. Quietly, he recites The Rules in his mind, and waits for Christmas.
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      The Ace of Knives remembers the first time she saw the card.


      The Ace of Swords, the signifier of change.


      Back then she imagined the Ace of Swords to be a sign of hope. Hope that her life would improve. Instead it had been an indicator of the change she was about to undergo, that her time was coming.


      It was after that reading that she became The Ace of Knives.
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      The Ace of Knives has an audience.


      She wishes they would leave. They should. After all, they’d already been dodging her knife play with the other blades she’d made; the sharp things would enter their personal space, their eyes would widen in alarm. Now they were staring at the most recent blade she was honing without any tools, a former can of soup, logo still visible on the handle. A child could be heard asking, “Mommy, how does she do that?” “Hush,” says the mother.


      She starts singing a song the blades suggest to her.


      He blocks out the sun, this black man, that’s what makes The Ace of Knives look up, sitting on the grass in College Park.


      She stops singing at the top of her voice. Other patrons in the park cheer, probably because she stopped the noise. The Ace of Knives ignores them.


      He has a camera around his neck. “So it is you.” He looks like he is about to cry. “She have she voice, you know ...” he says softly to himself, looking away hastily, wiping at one eye, touching the camera around his neck.


      The Ace of Knives lands him one of her best cutting stares.


      “An’ I can tell yuh off yuh meds ... and yuh ain’t bathe.” He looks pained. “Oh god, little gyal. Oh god.”


      This man was beginning to anger her.


      “Wa’ da FUCK you want?” she asks him.


      “Yuh don’t remember me at all.” He looks like he is about to cry again.


      “I ask you a question.” She sits up. What the hell is his problem?


      “Nah-nah, nah. Yuh parents deserve better than this. This ain’t right.” He flips open a cell phone and talks into it. Sunlight flashes off rings on his fingers as he walks away.


      What did he just say?


      “Who the fuck do you think you are, talking about my parents? WHO THE FUCK DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?! That’s right! You better walk away!!” She throws after him every acid-tinged invective she knows, Canadian and West Indian.


      He sits in the distance, at a chair opposite the waterfall, looking back at her occasionally.


      She grips the grass in angry fists, blades coming away, green staining her fingers. “What you doin’ sitting ‘dere, looking at me?! Come standing in my face, talking about my parents ... WHO DA FUCK DO YOU THINK YOU ARE!”


      He’s off the phone now. Still occasionally looking her way.


      “Okay now, come along.” Officers walk over to her.


      “YOU! YOU CALL THEM! I’ll make you pay for this!”


      The officers sigh, faces hardening into fists. They charge forward, grabbing arms, legs. Like zombies all clustered around her, all reaching, pulling, and she fights, squirms, can’t get away.


      She keeps right on flinging insults, obscenities, anything she can think of, at the standing figure of the man staring after her in the distance, camera around his neck, while the officers cart her off.
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      The Ace of Knives has finally been pushed over the edge.


      The magic in her blood demands that she kill something; the man who’d gotten her committed had just volunteered for the position.


      But first, she must get out of the hospital.


      From her bed she hears footsteps approach the door of her darkened room. Probably nurses at this hour.


      “Poor girl,” says a female voice from the doorway behind her, the tone high, light. “Every time she comes in she’s always so ... sick ...”


      “Is she talking?” asks another female voice, the tone leisurely, low.


      “No.”


      One of them tut-tuts in sympathy.


      “Do you have any idea how the blinds were cut that way?” asks the leisurely-toned one.


      “No,” high-tone says. “She was checked for sharps when she was admitted, then again earlier today ...” Her voice fades off.


      “Hm.”


      Under the covers, the Ace of Knives’ ringed fingers search for reassurance. They touch the thin blade embedded in her copper-toned flesh. It is still enchanted by her touch.


      Leisure-tone speaks up again.


      “She was furious when they brought her in, eh ...”


      “Really?” A chinking of bracelets. “She’s normally so ... quiet ...”


      “Mmm ...” the note drawn out in sympathy. They finally shuffle away.


      The Ace of Knives lets out a soft, exasperated breath.


      Her nose ring, a former circlet pendant, flashes in the corner of her eye; it reflects the annoying light from the antiseptic hallway. Her eyes move to the window, the slashed blinds now giving an unrestricted view of the stars, outside.


      Wide, free outdoors.


      She closes her eyes against her racing mind. The hours will pass slowly in this sterile, confining space. Everything, everything in her screams no more medication. But she had to be a good little patient and take the bitter pills, or they won’t let her leave.


      But medication will mess with The Ace of Knives, and with her magic, she is certain of it.


      And she needs her magic right now.
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      The Ace of Knives is annoyed. Again.


      Earlier, in a misguided attempt at conversation near the glassy office, the Ace of Knives endured yet another indignity. She’d indulged someone’s need to talk: the nurse with the high-toned voice from last night. High-Tone had promptly assumed that The Ace of Knives’ family were blue-collar, working as labourers or something unskilled. The Ace of Knives smiled thinly and said without a touch of emotion, “They’re white collar.”


      The voice of an older male inpatient, seated in the hospital’s common area, snaps her back to the present. “What are you?” he asks.


      With her head’s layer of downy black-brown hair, the Ace of Knives was blessed with the good fortune of being hard to place, thanks to being dougla; having both black and East Indian parents. This fact garnered its own share of annoyances, as evidenced today.


      “I’m sorry?” she almost snaps. “What am I?” Not a good question to be asking at this time, for more than one reason.


      “I can’t tell,” the man says in a barely softer tone, continuing, oblivious. “Where’re you from?”


      “I’m Canadian,” she snaps this time, and moves away from the eating table to clearly indicate the conversation is over.


      As she walks away, High-Tone nurse says, “Good. You’re talking, and not just with me. That’s faster than usual.”


      The Ace of Knives says nothing to this woman. She locates a spot on the plastic of the blue-grey couch and flops down, focusing on the television.


      Involuntarily, a ringed finger, laced with emotion and magic, finds the thin blade under her skin, tracing its path.


      The older gentleman also flops down at the opposite end of her couch, slight scent of body odour, slight amount of greying facial hair, slight potbelly, slightly balding, pale skin, pale gown like the one she wears, the type worn by those who either wanted convenience, or didn’t have privileges yet to wear anything else, as was her case.


      She hopes there shall not be a third annoyance today.
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      A fellow patient wants to do a Tarot reading for the Ace of Knives.


      “Let me do you,” Rochelle says, wrapped in her concoction of pink robes: a pale gown for a shirt, fuchsia bedroom slippers, head wrap and an assortment of bracelets. She sits across from her at one of the smaller tables in the ward’s common area.


      “All right.”


      A pale, delicate hand places the Ace of Swords, her wrist jingling with the motion.


      Again, this card. Change was coming.


      She needed to get out of here; yet there’d be no way she could hide not taking her medication. For now. Medication which brought about its own changes. A dulling of the mind. A sluggishness of the senses, the spirit. This the Ace of Knives cannot abide.


      For the Ace of Knives fears all drugs, be they self-medicating—like her parents took—or prescribed. She will live with her magic unaltered on the outside, for good or for ill. And no over-the-hill person in a park who couldn’t mind his own business, rubbing salt in the wound that was her waking life so far, would get away with his interfering ministrations.


      Not anymore.


      She stares at Rochelle’s display of cards, and again at the key card that mattered, absently fingering her nose ring.


      So, change was once again afoot?


      Then, soon. Perhaps soon she would have to start hurting others. The magic in her blood had been demanding it, after all.


      If she couldn’t have another’s blood, then for now, her own blood would have to do.
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      The Ace of Knives knows pain.


      The marks on her body are milestones of pains past.


      In the damp heat of the running shower, she asks herself, where to put a new one?


      Here? A knee injury, from a cousin; killing any dreams of a promising track career. No.


      Scratch marks, scars, looking like an animal had a go at her.


      A burn mark, like a cigarette, or maybe a cigar. She breathes in the clean scent of soap in the stall to push that memory away. No.


      The only mark not self-inflicted was from the fight that ended her parents’ lives, that one night.


      Then, everything changed: that one day, that one time. That one period of pain. Thoughts to fingers, words to mouth, tears to eyes.


      Blood to skin, to air, to blade.


      They say that the manifestation of one’s magic is determined by the crucial events and influences—internal and external—surrounding one’s special time which happened during puberty. Signs and markers can help point out specifically when one’s special time will manifest; but the Ace of Knives was alone. No supports, no people trained to detect.


      In other cultures, one might undergo a rite of passage, perhaps by spending time alone in the woods until a wolf spirit or similar animal’s essence made known its affinity. The only thing she ever felt, however, was constant emotional pain, and the desire to relieve it.


      That one day, that one time. That one period of pain.


      And she’d found that she could sharpen metal, hone blades, enchant them with words, either deliberate or spawned from the heat of passion.


      Only afterward did she realize why she was able to score her skin with a once-blunt object.


      She cannot quite control her magic yet. But when the emotions are there, when she is laid bare, and the time is right, magic happens.


      Banging from the next stall. Voices from outside; was her time in here nearly up?


      She chooses a spot along the edge of her chin.


      The red of her blood washes away in the shower stream, swirling down the drain.


      This is her answer to the magic’s demands, for now.
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      When you’re young, lived a life full of pain, it’s easy to think you can go all the while alone.


      Better alone than in bad company, right?


      But then you get older, and you realize you can’t really do it all alone.


      Not only that, you get sick of the isolation. You figure there has to be a better way.


      The man responsible for putting The Ace of Knives in the hospital probably thinks this. It is probably why he tried to help.


      But the Ace of Knives does not consider what he did to be help at all. More like the act of an over-the-hill busybody. Someone messing with her life. Adding to her pain. Interfering. Besides, her magic was still crying out for blood; it might as well be his.
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      The Ace of Knives likes to cut flowers. If not fresh, out of slivers of wood.


      A flower each left on her parents’ graves. A flower for anyone else’s grave she feels drawn to. Through rain or shine, fog or clear, she’s only comfortable there; outside. She feels safer under the gaze of the stars, a hard wooden green park bench beneath her.


      Despite having an apartment, she still feels safer outside, even now. Her parents were murdered, inside.


      Run for your life. Through a window, onto hard asphalt, never mind the pain, run, run. Blend in outside where they can’t find you.


      Outside she stayed until the police brought her to the terrifying confines of the inside, kicking and screaming. Harsh hands. Pale faces, grimacing to hold onto her. Her fear; the murderers will get me, they’ll find me. The fresh, painful memories, like a wound: the insistent banging on their apartment’s white door, the elevated voices, the breaking bead curtain, her mother’s screams, the blood. Hoping and praying they won’t find her, hiding. The scuffle, the cut, the fleeing.


      Here, she knows the names of virtually every person without a home in her area, some of them well. She’d sit on the pavement, or sleep in College Park, watching the night above, soothed by the rush and spray of the waterfalls. She’d only go home to wash up, then go back outside to be free again.


      But she knew something wasn’t right inside her. She’d heard horror stories from her parents. Witnessed their passing. And everyone who lived outside agreed: you didn’t trust those who controlled everything on the inside, with their ways to maim, control and hurt. At least you knew what you were getting living outside.


      Life was hard. Life was unfair. But you got harder.


      If only the Ace of Knives could become so. After her parents, after her family, after everything, she was more like beaten and abused fruit.


      Maybe now, with this magic to aid her, she had a chance. Could become hard as ... a knife. And as sharp.
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      The Ace of Knives is home, shaving her head in her seldom-used, overheated apartment.


      It had been short before, but she’d felt it was time for a change. Others have been leaving their mark upon her life, right? Well, this man was the last one. Others did what they pleased, why shouldn’t she? Perhaps she should have been striking back sooner.


      “Where the hell is he at?” she asks her magic, wiping away beads of sweat. The Ace of Knives eyes a map of the city pinned to a wall. She throws a sharpened blade; her magic guides it and the point slices deep into the wall, showing her his location.


      She has found the person she needs to kill.


      She grabs her shoes, shoving them on and lacing them up too tightly.


      This nosy older gentleman will get a taste of comeuppance. He’s not the one that has to go to the hospital. He’s not the one that has to endure notions of superiority, mocking laughter, physical abuse by officers who enjoy being more rough than they have to be. He’s not the one who has to deal with hospital staff who don’t care, misdiagnosing you, locking you up, drugging you, suggesting solutions to problems you don’t have while not helping with the pain you do.


      Well, vengeance is what happens when persons with misguided notions set things in motion, then put what they started out of mind.


      She fingers her nose ring.


      Plus, he sealed his fate by invoking the memory of her parents as some sort of pretense.


      The Ace of Knives storms out the door.
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      The Ace of Knives is going to kill him. She is certain of this.


      She is in the hallway before his door. Unpainted, varnished wood, a brass knocker. Nothing else besides the obligatory peephole.


      Ringed fingers, rings that her parents wore, grip a knife. Your interference ends here, she vows.


      Memories of humiliation flood The Ace of Knives’ mind; of being isolated, people not wanting, not caring, to understand her.


      A stroke of the finger; the surface of the knife is rough. Filings clump to her skin.


      Memories of cops slamming her against the wall, laughing at her discomfort, of curls of the lip and the holding up of noses.


      A stroke of her finger; the surface of the knife becomes smooth.


      Memories come of her parents’ faces, of their warnings, of her being beaten by subsequent guardians, of doctors who blame instead of help.


      Her enchanted finger strokes the surface of the knife again. It becomes finer. Razor sharp.


      Her hand bangs on the door. No one answers The Ace of Knives.


      “Where is he?” she hisses under her breath. A trilling from the surface of the knife on her fingertip. “Is he inside?” she asks it. It warms to her touch. She inserts it into the lock. “Open the door.” The knife moves quickly, surely, the lock clicks. A well-placed punch and the door flies open, slamming against the inner wall, rattling on its hinges.


      And he is there. Seated upon a fancy rattan chair. Waiting. Holding a painting of her circlet with a heart on it, back when it was a pendant, the pendant she now sports as a nose ring. A painting from home.


      “What are you doing with that?!” she demanded.


      “I painted it,” he informs her, his voice a deep baritone. “For your parents. For you.”


      The Ace of Knives doesn’t know what to make of this. The fire within her sputters, endangered by a strong wind.


      Various pictures cover his walls. At a small shrine sharpened objects, candles. A large photo of him with her as a baby, smiling beside her parents.


      “Who are you?”


      “My name is Clive. I’m related to you. I’m an illegitimate child in the family, so people act like I don’t exist. But I do.”


      Clive. She remembered the name being spoken around the house. Clive, who disappeared, left her parents wondering. Clive who was important to them. Clive, who was missed. Uncle Clive.


      He places the painting he holds next to the diminutive shrine, then looks back to her. “It’s been a few years since your parents died. A hard few years. But you’re still young.”


      This makes The Ace of Knives freeze. You’re still young. Many a person abused their power or authority over her waving around that oppressive notion. Her finger stretches to the knife. What other misguided notions does he run on?


      “And when I say you young, I don’ mean it as a bad ‘ting. I mean it in the sense that there’s still time.”


      This man will not dissuade her so easily. “Time for what?”


      He makes an expansive gesture with his free hands. Hands with rings similar to the ones she wears. “Time to heal. To grow. Time to still do what you really want to do with your life. You really want to be doing this?” He was speaking now like a Canadian, with deliberate, gentle tones, to add space, defuse the tension of the situation.


      The Ace of Knives pauses. She’d thought she wanted to kill this man. But ... maybe what she really wanted was to stop running. To stop being afraid. To stop hurting. To not be so alone ...


      Ringed fingers in the act of clenching give away her inner turmoil.


      He shifted in his rattan chair, the wicker crackling. “Trust can be ... the world to a child. The witnessing of the death of one’s parents is a terrible, terrible thing. It can destroy the fabric of everything you know.


      “You couldn’t completely trust your parents ... could you?” he asked.


      It was true. But the Ace of Knives will say nothing.


      “They got ... high around you, kinda scared you, didn’t they? You knew things weren’t quite right even then, when you didn’t have the whole picture—”


      But they were all she had.


      “Look around. Please don’t see what you think you want to see. I hope that you see someone who wanted to be sure that you were stable enough for them to guide you, someone who had to make sure they had their own shit straight before they can take on the task of caretaking someone else’s child, someone who is here now, here for you, someone who will always be here, whose place, arms, and heart will always be open for you. Unconditionally.


      “And I promise, if I fail in any of these things I am promising to you, you can do what you came here to do to me.”


      One breath.


      Two.


      Three breaths the Ace of Knives takes.


      She says two words: “Keep talking.”


      Warm, gentle patois: “Yuh want to take a seat, Keisha?” He indicates another rattan chair.


      Would she be making any signs of conceding? No, The Ace of Knives will not. She will, however, take a few deliberate steps inside. Closer to him. Hands clasped behind her back.


      He nods. “You’ve been traumatized. Deeply. It will take years to overcome this kind of damage, my dear. It may always still be with you, but with the right help, it won’t cripple you. And you will need help, of various sorts. To complicate matters, you’ve inherited mental illness—it runs in the family. And you cannot do this alone. There will always be people in the world who can hurt you. But your magic won’t be affected by medications; I know this from experience with other people. It can be adjusted. It will aid you in thinking clearly. You can tell that already, can’t you? Even from that small amount of time you spent taking them at the hospital. And with clarity, you can direct your magic in ways to help it thrive.”


      He fingered the pendant he wore that matched her nose ring. “I can also guide you. I can be there to protect you in times of pain, and ... well, for your illness ... there will be ups and downs. You will have to learn to prepare for them, and ride them so you don’t get smashed into the rocks. But it will take time. And, again ... I promise, that if you accept my help, I will be there.”


      He smiled gently at her. “How I doin’ so far?” he asked, slipping into patois again.


      The Ace of Knives has to make a decision. Before answering, she takes her hands from behind her back, and puts the knife away. She closes the door, comes round the rattan chair and places it before him, before she sits down.


      “Keep talking.”
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      The Ace of Knives is crafting wooden flowers on the sidewalk. Nearby are wood carvings of various patterns and shapes. People are standing nearby, slowing down to admire the work, watching. Purchasing.


      She is putting her skills at cutting to good use; something ... positive. Attainable. Useful. But she still likes to be outside. One thing at a time.


      It seems like The Ace of Knives has found a friend. Not only that, an ally. A support, even. It would appear that the cards foretold an improvement to her circumstances this time around. She never seems to guess those cards right. That ability was obviously not her forte. But something else was.


      What else could she do now?


      Perhaps, look into the history and uses of her namesake.


      Perhaps it was not such a bad thing that she did not have to kill.


      Perhaps now she could actually live up to her name, and truly become, an Ace of Knives.
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      I was there when the things came up out of her.


      The girl—Maddie and ‘em’s youngest named Heddy—choked and gagged them right out of herself, retching long and loud. Beetles and bugs and even a small black garter snake wriggled its way on through. All them things fell on the ground writhing and scuttling away. She had on this nice yellow dress since, after all, we was at a get-together. It didn’t stay nice for long with that black mess spewing out all over. Everyone else just stood there in their Sunday best looking on with their mouths open, their eyes wide. Some of the ladies hollered. One fainted dead away. Even the menfolk gasped and let loose an Oh Lord here and there.


      Me? I just sighed.


      A big, long, deep, deep sigh.


      I done seen some things.


      I know I wasn’t even flinching. Maybe not even blinking twice. My eyes went heavenward for a moment right when that poor gal’s tear-streaked ones fixed on mine, all scared and pleading. Just as she tried to say something to me, her stomach started heaving again. Heddy’s dark brown hand went to cover her mouth, only for her to snatch it away, recoiling as more of the same poured out. All I could think was, What has one of y’all gone and done now?


      “Lawd, Reely, you just gonna stand there and let this happen to my baby?!” Maddie, the girl’s mother hollered, her round face hysterical as her daughter alternately screamed and gagged.


      “Aw hell … Fine then,” I said, breaking the moment of whatever was going on there with all of these folks. “It’s not like I’d just let her be like that.” Wouldn’t take me too long to run home, and I got to go now after what else I’m seeing lurking.


      It’s one of them. Aw no.


      Not one of them.


      Something was really, really off. “Make her as comfortable as you can. I’ll go and get my things.”
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            We are so glad you hear. Our voices are not stilled.


            We are so glad you listen. You know to trust our words.


            We are so glad you learned. This knowledge is now yours, too.


            Use it well, use it right, use it well.
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      Just happened to be that I had a notion of how this one started: Li’l Miss Gal in Yellow—Heddy—liked that Gillis boy way too much for Millie’s—Harris and Mabel’s gal’s—liking. So, that Millie probably got ahold of some of her hair and baked it in a cake. Wonder she ain’t go mute too. Probably got some of that gal’s water too, dabbling around in things she shouldn’t have without no protection. If she knew better, she could’ve just gone on and tried to get that boy direct—a little blood of hers go a long way. Least I hope she didn’t. Lawd only knows what kind of crossing Millie done put on that poor Heddy, but she was now hacking up her insides and then some. I got to get it off her. I ain’t got much time.


      Things ain’t right here at all. I studied the faces of everyone there as I tried to figure out what had me so unsettled, like something creeping all along the edges of my senses. The Gillis boy stood there like all the others, a look of disgust and fascination on his face. Standing next to him as close as she could be—and with the nerve to be smiling—was that Millie.


      I caught her eye.


      She caught mine and looked away.


      Wouldn’t have bothered me or nobody else as we weren’t the one she was aiming for, but I ain’t eat none of that cake she made. It was all lemony and moist-looking (I hate some dry cake), but nah … I don’t eat nothing at these get-togethers anyway. All of ‘em know me and they all know why and the reason why I got to be extra careful with mine. I make my own food. Hunt and raise my own critters. Grow my own plants. If I got to be out, I pack my meal or I ain’t eating ‘til I get back. Rest of them just laugh about it, but I know that kind of laughter. They laugh a li’l higher. They smile a li’l broader. You can see it in the nervous way their eyes move when they do. That’s laughing that’s got a bit of fear about it.


      Like it’s funny only ‘cause they feel they better laugh.
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            Sometimes you hear us walking ‘round…


            Sometimes talking upon the breeze.


            You often hear us singing,


            A chorus you join with ease.
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      I hurried over to my horse Rufus, who whinnied as I approached. I patted his russet-colored head and hopped up onto the saddle. You’ll usually never find me without some basics like my oils and water in my satchel today, but this? This is something else. I needed to go home.


      I sang to myself as we galloped along the dirt roads back to my place in Apple Grove. I go to church and my family always has and does, but I ain’t much for it. Love singing the spirituals, though. “You got a good strong voice there, Reely,” Lettie said to me the other Sunday, looking at me with those beautiful brown eyes of hers. She could tell me that the Sun goes ‘round the Earth and I’d believe her. I’d walk on air and breathe water like a fish if she thought I could.


      I clucked my tongue at Rufus, urging him to go faster. I’ve helped everyone around these parts at some point, from babies to the elders. Sometimes it’s just small ailments. Sometimes it’s bad things like this. Every time’s different. I just listen to what they tell me and remember what I know.


      Passed some of my neighbors walking along the roads who waved at me as we rushed by. Rufus and I turned sharply and cut through the woods. I could ride this route in the pitch-black if need be. We popped out through the tree line and rode right up to my place. I tied Rufus up, gave him some water, and made my way toward the door.


      My frizzy hen out front started clucking and scratching furiously when she saw me, ruffling up dark feathers speckled with white spots like so many stars. My daddy told me these birds came on over from in Africa like us. Got those special gifts like us, too. I petted her and softly said “I know, girly, I know … scratch them bad roots right on up. That conjure got to go and it can’t go up in here. Gotta be careful.” A wooden bucket sat beside the door. I lifted the lid, looking at the green and brown herbs swirling on the water’s surface. Took the gourd and splashed some of it over my doorstep, before grabbing the broom that sat next to it and sweeping the front. I reached into a little tin in my satchel and sprinkled some salt and cayenne pepper around my footsteps and at the doorway. “This mess just gonna stay on out here with you, hen. You and Them know what to do.”


      I opened my door and stepped inside. My place is real simple. Built it myself. Just a small log home. One big large comfortable room. Got a table, a bed and two chairs. One for me and one for guests ‘cause ain’t nobody just gonna be sitting up on my bed all like that. There’s a cellar and even got a secret way out besides the front door. Ain’t telling how. Wouldn’t be a secret then. But see? Real simple.


      I always look around first. Make sure no one’s been up in here. I can feel it beforehand anyway, but I ain’t trying to come home into no surprises. I got two rifles and the spirits by my side.


      I’d be ready.


      Went over to my shelf and got a bowl. Checked out and picked up different jars with herbs and powders up in them. The drying herbs hanging up around me filled the place with their fragrance. It’s all as familiar as breathing to me. I quickly got a fire going and set a small pot out to boil. I kinda mutter to myself when I’m doing this. Talking through it all. Helps me focus. Helps me hear. Making sure I got the right stuff. One thing might heal, but mixed with something else’ll kill quicker than anything.


      I put the ingredients into my mortar and pestle and crushed it all up. Got a clean white cloth to strain it through into a flask. Also bundled some more herbs together and put them into a small pouch. Said the prayer over it that my daddy taught me and his momma before him. I gotta get back to Heddy and whatever it was I saw going on there. Secured my place again and ran over to Rufus, hopping onto him with a leap.
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            Now you know this is for good


            Now you know the things you should


            When you use the gift for bad


            The Others hear … don’t make them mad.

          

        

      


      
        
          [image: ]

        

      


      Once again, Rufus and I galloped through the Virginia countryside. I could see the crowd still gathered there as the white, clapboard church came into view. Everyone’s heads turned in unison as I rode right at them, slowing Rufus down and handing his reins over to whoever was near.


      “Lawd, Lawd, LAWD, have mercy on this girl! In the name of …” Pastor Lee was standing there praying over Heddy, now curled up on the ground surrounded by the black mess. Her hair was mussed and she was still screaming and crying and holding her stomach. Pastor Lee’s lips pursed together tightly as I approached, but even he stepped back. He raised his hands in the air, the full sleeves of his black robe catching the breeze as he loudly declared “God Bless Brother Aurelius as he helps this poor child. Let the Lord work wond’rous things through him!” I shook my head, somewhat amused, but figured this girl could use all the extra blessings that she could get. They all gave me a whole lot of space as I knelt down beside her.


      I placed a hand across her forehead, closing my eyes and concentrating before pulling out the flask I had filled. My hand began to feel warm, with heat radiating in pulses to my now tingling fingertips. She felt like she was swirling inside. I dropped back in my mind to that place where I could try to gather it, contain it. I could feel it fighting me, fighting back, its dark tendrils trying to creep out and touch me, but nah, I thought … I got ya. I got ya. I pushed forth, wrapping it like a bundle with golden twine, crunching it down, and forcing it to be quiet.


      I got ya.


      I said an invocation in a low voice and asked Heddy’s ancestors to come forth. I felt a wave sweep past and through me. “I know y’all are here. She can’t call you herself right now. Help her out like I know only you can, please.” An older man and a younger woman appeared beside her, in shades of shimmering gray. They both nodded and smiled at me as they each placed a hand on her. “C’mon now gal … drink some of this. It probably ain’t gonna taste too good, but it’s going to get it out. C’mon now, it’ll be alright. Let me help you.” I held the flask to her blackened, ooze-stained lips as she took her first sip. As I expected, she gagged a little, making a face of disgust. “Go on. Ain’t no worse than what you done already coughed out.” Her momma shot me a withering look.


      Heddy drained the flask. Her retching started to subside and then finally stopped. She leaned against her momma, who had also knelt down beside her. I told her to watch Heddy until the next day and handed her the cloth pouch filled with my selection of herbs. “Brew this up and make sure she bathes in it. Pour it over her head, too, and let her air dry. Gotta clean her out. Get rid of this mess. All of it.”


      “Oh, thank you Brother Reely! Thank you! What can we do for you?”


      “Well, there’s nothing you can give me food-wise …”


      Maddie stopped and stared at me. “You ain’t right sometimes, you know?” I shrugged and started to say something right on back to her, but noticed the ancestors hadn’t left yet. One of them was motioning toward something. I nodded.


      Hovering nearby was that gal Millie who put the trick on Heddy in the first place. I saw her and shot her a look letting her know I did. She wasn’t smiling as much anymore. As Heddy got better and the spectacle had stopped, the crowd broke off, leaving to go home after all of the excitement. I stood up, people pausing as I pointed directly at the one who did the crossing.


      “Hey there, gal,” I said loudly. The heads of everyone present turned to look at her in unison as her eyes went wide. “You. Yes, you. Ya might wanna stop for a minute so I can tell you that everything comes with a price and you’re messing with something that messes back.”


      Murmurs and “Nuh-uhs” swept through the crowd, their voices becoming louder as my words sank in. I saw Lettie in the crowd and was relieved that she had on the necklace that I gave her for protection. The Gillis boy looked at Millie with disgust and backed away as she shrank from the crowd’s accusations and admonishments. See, thing is, whole time I could see something they couldn’t … this tall dark shadow that was with her, just behind her. Everywhere she was moving, it was moving, too. I recognized it for what it was and knew that anywhere that she would go, it would go, too. It wasn’t just her being obvious (at least to me) about what she did to that other gal that made me notice her. It was that Other that was now with her. I had already seen it earlier just standing there smiling.


      Smiling at me.


      “Yeah, I see ya.” I say to it. “Gal, you gone and done it. If you gonna do a crossing, do it right and sure as hell don’t let it stay with you like this.”


      The Other shifted behind her, laughing.


      “Oh, you laughing, huh?” I shook my head and sighed. A long, deep sigh knowing that I am never finished.
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      I done seen some things.
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      When Jason sent me this story, he said something along the lines of “this story will devastate you.” And he was right.


      The first time I read Fargo Tbakhi’s “Root Rot,” my emotions oscillated between awe, fear, concern, shame, disgust, hope, and then back to concern/shame. I felt like I was looking too intimately at someone’s pain. I felt like my silence was my approval. If you have just read this story for the first time, take a few deep breathes, give yourself some space. It’s ok if you’re not ok.


      And in between my ugly sobs, Tbakhi’s prose reminded me how beautiful the English language can be, with metaphors that forced me to see what I’ve been taught to avoid. Maybe, just maybe, through communication, we can seed hope and humanity. Among other things, this is a story about the fragility of hope.


      “Root Rot” is a story about one possible Palestinian future and how to get there from where we are right now. In the now, when theater and other artist communities are looking for “Palestinian voices,” what voices are they actually seeking? Voices that will soothe them? Or voices that will speak a painful truth that needs to be heard? And in Tbakhi’s imagined future, will the past simply repeat itself?


      You’d think by now, living in the world we live in, that I’d be prepared for how awful humans can be to each other, how quickly and easily we dehumanize each other. Maybe it says something about me that I’m never prepared for awful people. I wasn’t prepared for Derek Künsken’s Puppets and their creators in his novel The Quantum Magician, and I wasn’t prepared for the brutality of the price to cross the New Tel Aviv Civic Center. You know, had this been in some far-future space opera sci-fantasy on a non-Earth location, I would have thought the price was gross, but a little genius. But, instead, this story hit close to home. All I could see in place of the blood payment was dehumanization and brutality. And those “re-education centers” that are actually prisons? There’s no education that happens there. You are literally re-programmed to forget your language, forget your culture. In this world, your continued existence is dependent on what you are willing to give up.


      Sometimes stories make me cry because I feel bad for the characters, or something tragic and unfair happens to them. Sometimes a story has finally cracked open something inside me and I can finally grieve. This story created an emotional reaction in a completely different way—these were tears of anger and shame. Am I incandescently angry at the politics and the society, and everything that happens? Oh, that is a shouty caps YES. This is a future where re-education centers don’t just re-educate and brainwash you, they literally reprogram your brain without your consent. Your native language is stripped away, along with your cultural identity. To quote my favorite podcast, This Podcast Will Kill You, “put on your angry hats, folks.”


      When you leave comments on this story and talk about it online, I challenge you to leave comments that are more than just “it’s so good,” or “wow.” Fahti the botanist gave us his most intimate thoughts, his last days of hope, his desperation. We went through those days with him. Give him something in return.


      The author of “Root Rot,” Fargo Tbakhi, is a queer Palestinian-American writer and performer from Phoenix, Arizona. His short fiction and poetry has appeared in or is forthcoming in Peach Mag, Strange Horizons, Glass: A Journal of Poetry, Mizna, The Shallow Ends, Cosmonauts Avenue, and elsewhere. He is the winner of the 2018 Ghassan Kanafani Resistance Arts Scholarship, and is currently involved with the Mosaic theatre of Washington DC and their Voices from a Changing Middle East Festival. He was kind enough to talk with me about the genesis of “Root Rot,” colonialist technology, Palestinian futurity and history, his solo show “My Father, My Martyr, and Me: Postcolonial Instructions for Loving the Palestinian Body,” and so much more.


      You can learn more about Fargo Tbakhi and his work by following him on Twitter at @YouKnowFargo and through his website fargotbakhi.com.


      
        
          [image: ]

        

      


      
        
          Apex Magazine: What inspired this story? What were you thinking about, when you wrote “Root Rot”?

        

        


        
          Fargo Tbakhi: I think a lot about Palestinian futurity, and about the worlds that we necessarily have to imagine in order to keep going within this one. That ability to narrate, imagine, sense, touch, and feel the future worlds in which everyone will be free is so vital. And we exercise that ability all the time—in Palestinian speculative fiction, in protests on the street, in cooking one another food, in reading each other’s work. And I found myself really needing to hold some space, personally, for those who will not make it to those futures. There’s so much emphasis placed on Palestinian resiliency, on our ability as a people to withstand endless violence and remain committed to our home and our struggle. It feels important to me to acknowledge that not all of us, diasporic or otherwise, remain whole. When we imagine freedom, I want us also to be able to imagine, to hold, to mourn, to love and attend to those for whom that freedom was not enough. “Root Rot” is the beginning of that project for me.
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        Fargo’s solo show — photo credit Chuck Dries

      


      
        
          AM: Some stories come into a writer’s mind fully finished. Other stories start with a sentence, or a scene, or a moment, and grow from there. How did this story grow in your mind? Did it come to you as a complete story, or as a moment or a sentence, or something different?

        

        


        
          FT: “Root Rot” actually began as a poem, one which I wrote this past April. Steven Duong has a poem called “Travel Blog,” published in Peach Magazine, that includes the line “Mercury is an Israeli settlement.” I love that poem, and that line was really compelling to me, so I thought I’d write something using it as a starting point. What emerged was a very distinct voice and character narrating their days after being released from an Israeli black site on Mercury. That poem held all the seeds of “Root Rot”: the extension of Israeli settler-colonialism to other planets, a character who’d been broken by the weight of colonial oppression and who spoke in a really particular voice. After I wrote that poem, I found that that voice was haunting me and wouldn’t let me go. And I wanted to listen to them longer, and from that listening came the story. It was really the first time I’d experienced writing that way, though so many of my favorite writers have described their characters haunting them, needing language to root into and find shape in.

        

        


        
          AM: The security officers are the Offworld Settlement Palmach. Would you tell our readers more about who and what the Palmach was, and the effects they had on Palestinians?

        

        


        
          FT: The Palmach was a Zionist paramilitary force who carried out the violent ethnic cleansing which created the state of Israel, including murdering civilians, burning and destroying villages, and looting property. Palmach members and leaders went on to become important political figures in early Israeli government and society, and the Palmach as a military force is very much part of the modern Zionist historiography. When I thought about the extension of the Israeli colonialist project to space, it felt natural to me that the figure of the Palmach would be revived as a security force for that project.

        

        


        
          AM: The “toll” to enter and cross the New Tel Aviv settlement civic center is inhumanely brutal, and literally aims to physically destroy those who pay the toll. What was your writing process, both to come up with this toll, and how to write its effects?

        

        


        
          FT: A lot of “Root Rot” is my attempt to model some of the logical progressions of colonialist technologies that already exist. Border technologies in this moment are in a race towards scientific sophistication; rather than a concrete wall, here’s a fence of electric sensors patrolled by drones. Israel is one of the leading creators of that border technology, and their border tactics (practiced and perfected on Palestinians) become the tactics of other nations. So, for instance, the border technology currently surveilling and destroying sacred Tohono O’odham land in Arizona is manufactured by the Israeli company Elbit Systems. Settler colonies learn from each other. When I was thinking of a border technology for “Root Rot,” I wanted to mirror some of the logic of the border, which attempts to maintain its own sense of respectability and legitimacy, often through its technological “sophistication.” So, to cross into the settlement civic center, you give the guards a liter of blood—but you get it back on the other side, so really, what’s the problem? Through these turns toward the biometric, the border tries to disguise its cruelty and its violence.

        

        


        
          It also meant that I texted a friend of mine who’s a paramedic and said “How much blood could a person lose so they’d be woozy and weak but not, like … die?” Which was probably a pretty concerning text to receive out of context.
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        Fargo’s solo show — Photo credit Chuck Dries

      


      
        
          AM: You write short fiction and poetry and you are also a performance artist. How has your work on stage informed your writing, and vice versa?

        

        


        
          FT: When I write poetry or fiction—anything that’s written specifically for the page—my aim is always to bend language until it breaks. In poetry that’s often a breaking of literal language, while in prose it might be a breaking of the social language we use to understand the world, the narratives and vocabularies that have been built to oppress. When I find that the language is bent as much as it’ll go but it still hasn’t broken, I turn to performance, which offers so many more tools and strategies for that breaking, so many new languages to try and shatter. I think it’s through those moments of break and rupture that we can glimpse better worlds, poke our hands through and feel them. Performance teaches my writing to be wilder, to move better, to be stranger and less legible. My writing gives my performance work foundations to build on, blueprints to follow and then ignore. Both writing and performance are very spiritual practices for me; they affect the world in ways we often can’t see, but which are real, and vital, and somewhere beyond the material.

        

        


        
          AM: Your solo stage show “My Father, My Martyr, and Me: Postcolonial Instructions for Loving the Palestinian Body” was first performed in 2019, and was recently performed this past October at Shuruq 4.5 Olympia Arab Festival 2020. What was it like, the first time you performed this show in front of an audience?

        

        


        
          FT: What a great question (these are all great questions). That show is a very personal one for me, and very vulnerable. It felt like a project that I put everything into, like I wasn’t ever going to make anything else. So much of the project of that show is a wondering around whether performance could move us toward love, could get us past the pervasive rhetoric of wrongness and criminality layered onto Palestinians. The first time I performed for an audience, I really felt some of those moments—those moments of utopia, of something like community, of possibility. There’s a moment in the show where I start to dance, and then one by one I ask every person in the audience to join me, until all of us are dancing together. When that happened the first time, and it worked, I just felt this enormous sense of possibility. It was a speculative moment, really, a moment not just of imagining a different world, but of stepping into it, getting nasty in it, sweating in it. That felt wonderful. I hope I can be dancing with strangers on a pile of dirt again soon.

        

        


        
          AM: Along with virtual performances, you are involved with the Mosaic Theater in Washington, DC. What specific projects are you involved with, and what do you think of them? How is the theater faring, in this age of COVID shutdowns?

        

        


        
          FT: I’ve been working with Mosaic on their Voices from a Changing Middle East Festival. This is a festival that’s been programmed at Mosaic for years (and previously at a company called Theater J) and which features plays from Middle Eastern authors. In the past, the festival has presented work on Palestine by almost exclusively Israeli playwrights and intermediaries, and this year there’s been a big shift, to a festival that centers Palestinian voices. I’m really glad to be a small part of that, and it’s been a really wonderful chance to work and create connections outside of the writing world. In terms of shutdowns, it’s been very difficult, of course. It’s kind of a cliché to say at this point, but I do believe theater exists in the collective presence of audience and performers, sharing the same space. Some of that possibility and community I described earlier gets foreclosed in a liveness mediated through the screen. But I’m excited to try and find out how we can make the most of a virtual environment!

        

        


        
          AM: Who are some of your favorite writers, poets, or artists? Why does their work move you?

        

        


        
          FT: Oof, so many. Too many. Solmaz Sharif. Ursula Le Guin. Marx. Zaina Alsous. Samuel Delany. Agnes Varda. Etel Adnan. Marilynne Robinson. Angela Davis. Leila Khaled. José Esteban Muñoz. June Jordan. Augusto Boal. Saidiya Hartman. Octavia Butler. Ghassan Kanafani. Mahmoud Darwish. Bertolt Brecht. Ray Bradbury.

        

        


        
          The writers, thinkers, artists, and culture workers who inspire me are ones who have offered me new and challenging ways to understand the world around me, and what my relationship to it is or could be. Their work often literally moves me, pushes my body towards some new path or course of action, whether in this world or a different one. I think that in so many of these artists’ work, I have been reminded of the socialist and communal potential of art: to remind us of our entanglements, our dependence on each other, our capacities to care and be cared for.

        

        


        
          AM: To close on a light note, what are some of your hobbies? What do you like to do for fun?

        

        


        
          FT: Cooking, watching horror movies, The Muppets, needle-felting, making puppets, sending people memes that remind me of them, bicycling, comic books, talking to my friends on the phone, eating, getting and making people gifts!

        

        


        
          AM: Thanks Fargo!
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          Interview with Author PH Lee


          2,300 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.

        

      


      Be warned that there are multiple spoilers in this interview, so if you haven’t yet read PH Lee’s “Your Own Undoing,” I promise this interview will still be here, unchanged, when you get back. (That said, I can’t guarantee you won’t be changed when you come back.)


      
        
          [image: ]

        

      


      You’re here because you love reading. Possibly you’re like me, and you enjoy falling into a story. You enjoy the escapism. The experience of falling into a story sometimes takes the form of a voice in your head saying “Welcome home.”


      When an author in control of their craft speaks directly to a reader, that reader has little choice but to become immediately invested and involved with the story. There’s no waiting to find out if you like a character or can relate to them, because you are that character. When good or bad things happen in the story, they are happening in that moment, to you. If you don’t like the story, you can simply stop reading it, but if you want to find out how the story ends, you are making the deliberate choice to trap yourself within it, giving yourself over to the writer.


      But what if you could escape the story? What if the writer gave you, the reader/character, the agency to make your own choices within the narrative? I’m talking about something far more effective than the Choose Your Own Adventure books of our youth, although those make an entertaining starting point for what I’m talking about.


      Besides, it’s just a story, right? You can choose to put the book down whenever you want and go back to your real life, right? But what if you couldn’t? What if you fell so far into a story that you couldn’t get out of it? And those of us who love reading, who crave the momentary escapism, are we all the more susceptible to the curse in the story?


      One of my favorite things about P H Lee’s short story “Your Own Undoing” is how Lee uses the narrative to skate a meta razor’s edge of balancing a reader who knows they reside in a world “full of cars and taxes and international commodities markets and who-knows-what else” versus a narrator who is spinning an equally valid worldview. Truly, I’ve never read anything quite like this.


      I’m interested to see how this story works, upon multiple rereads. The narrator was saddened that I, the reader (who had never read this story before), didn’t recognize them, and had no recollection of our first meeting. When I read this story for the fourth, or fifth, or even sixth time, will I recognize the narrator? Will I remember having already had these conversations? Or will I allow myself to fall right back into the story, right from the starting step, and allow the illusion of “no, I don’t remember,” because I want the escapism? I love how stories can transform like this.


      Lee was kind enough to talk with me about the technical aspects of this story, writing the terrifying “finger” scene, their prior experiences with this type of story structure, doing favors for our past-selves, and their frustration with how popular the concept of “abusive magical mentors” was in the children’s literature that many of us grew up with.


      Lee’s fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Lightspeed, Uncanny, Clarkesworld, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Nightmare, and elsewhere. Their fiction often touches on how intimate personal relationships can turn dark, and knowing what your options are. Lee loves fairy tales, vampires, cooking, and translating classical Chinese texts. You can follow Lee on Twitter at @P_H_Lee.
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          Apex Magazine: What prompted you to write this story? What were you thinking about while you were writing it?

        

        


        
          P H Lee: This is not actually the first story I’ve written with this rough structure. I have an unpublished science fiction novel that also traps you in a hostile narrative and dares you to escape it on your own. I wrote that novel after seeing a dear friend be drawn into a cult, and both stories are intended to serve as practice in escaping cults, abusive relationships, and other situations in which a malign party has control over your own perception of reality.

        

        


        
          As for “Your Own Undoing” specifically, I wrote it at the Odyssey Writer’s Workshop, which is an intensive six-week program. You have to write six short stories over six weeks, on top of class and critique, so there is a strong pressure to get stories done and written. In the fourth week, I was trying to brainstorm a story and realized that I could probably do a fantasy story with the same structure as the novel, but I could make it shorter and punchier. So I wrote it.
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        Lee’s namesake, the plum

      


      
        
          AM: What was the most fun part of this story to write? What was the hardest part to write?

        

        


        
          PHL: The most fun to write scene was the birth of your familiar. It was a scene that I added in later in revision, so I already had the voice and the emotional range and I could write it directly without fussing over the details. Plus, your familiar is definitely the most appealing character in the story so it was great to have some space that’s just about them.

        

        


        
          The hardest scene to write was breaking your own fingers for reasons that are probably obvious.

        

        


        
          (Honorable mention to the future tense stuff in the last scene, though. Extended passages in future tense are always a struggle for me simply from a technical perspective.)

        

        


        
          AM: Writing in 2nd person POV is a challenge, and you’ve pulled it off multiple times now. When you get an idea for a story, how do you know if it will work in 2nd person? Have you come across any unexpected challenges while writing in 2nd person POV?

        

        


        
          PHL: Second person, of varying sorts, is an extremely comfortable voice for me. This is because I spent a decade and a half writing game texts for a living, and second person is the natural way of delivering instructions, at least in English. So, to be honest, I mostly write in second person unless there’s a compelling reason to write in first or third.

        

        


        
          I think that the greatest challenge for second person writing is that even before they begin to read your story, people have all these expectations about second person fiction—that it’s esoteric or avant-garde or depersonalizing or confusing—and as a writer you have to write with enough confidence and control that the reader can set aside their preconceptions, calm down, and just enjoy the story as you’ve written it.

        

        


        
          (Because I’m a pedant, I’d like to mention that “Your Own Undoing” is technically not written in the second person, but in first person direct address. But most people don’t differentiate between first person direct address and second person, and to be fair the difference is often minimal.)

        

        


        
          AM: And that ending, woah! Without spoiling the ending, when you were working on this story, when did you hit on how you were going to end the story? Did the idea for the ending come first?

        

        


        
          PHL: I knew the ending from the start because I already had the basic structure from a previous work. But I spent a long time considering whether to do a “choose your own adventure” ending, where you could stop reading at that paragraph or, after some white space, there was a description of what would happen if you didn’t listen to the familiar and kept reading the story.

        

        


        
          In the end I decided that that wouldn’t be fair to my Odyssey classmates, since they were obligated to read it through to the end so they’d always get the “bad ending.” When I was revising the story later, I raised the possibility of introducing a split ending, and my beta readers were unanimous in telling me not to. So I didn’t.

        

        


        
          Ultimately, this way is better. It ends on the takeaway, rather than dwelling in potential failure.

        

        


        
          AM: A while ago, you posted on Twitter that you took some stories you had written about 15 years ago and decided to rework them. It sounds a little like cleaning out a closet! What was the experience like, to rediscover fiction you had written years ago? What was the most interesting thing you found on your hard drive?

        

        


        
          PHL: It is very much like cleaning out of a closet, except that unlike cleaning out a closet I actually do it rather than just feel guilty that I haven’t. It’s interesting to me because for a very long time I had given up on writing fiction as a profession, and I didn’t self-identify as a fiction writer, but I was still writing fiction pretty regularly just as a thing for me and my friends to enjoy. Even when I felt had left fiction behind, fiction never really left. Writing fiction has always been a part of my life.

        

        


        
          It’s very nice to read my stories with enough critical distance that I can evaluate them without the interference of ego and shame. Like, instead of looking at a story that fails to achieve its aims and feeling like I have to defend it, or that it’s evidence of my personal failings, I can instead look at it and go, “I see what I was trying to do there, it worked for these reasons, it didn’t work for these others,” and then go about fixing it. Which is always the dream for revision, but for me with recent stories the process is always an emotional struggle.

        

        


        
          Cleaning up these old stories and sending them out also feels like doing a favor for my past self, which is nice. Past-me loved these stories a great deal, even though they lacked the confidence and skill to manage the submissions process. I often have an antagonistic relationship with my past and future selves, but in the end we all have to live with each other. So it’s good to take an opportunity to build bridges, or even just to be a little kind.

        

        


        
          AM: How have your writing processes and practices changed over the years? If you could go back in time, what advice would you give to younger-author-Lee?

        

        


        
          PHL: Practice finishing and submit more.

        

        


        
          Finishing projects is a skill. And because the finishing naturally comes after the starting and the developing, it’s the skill that we have the least practice with. When I was younger I would often give up or restart projects when I’d written myself into a corner, but that’s counter-productive. If I’d taken more chances to practice my finishing skills, I would have had a lot more finished stories and novels, rather than a pile of mostly-done things.

        

        


        
          I also fell into a pattern where I would submit a story, get a form rejection, and then not submit anything for five or more years. It wasn’t until I found a mentor (Rachel Swirsky, whose extraordinary “If You Were a Dinosaur, My Love” was the first story I read in Apex Magazine) who was active in the fiction world that I learned that rejection was normal, even the best writers receive a lot of rejections, and if you want a fiction career you need to have a lot of commitment to accepting rejections and resubmitting over and over. I almost certainly wouldn’t have listened to me about this, and if I had a time machine to give advice to my younger self I wouldn’t lead with writing advice, but that’s the basics.

        

        


        
          AM: What do you like to do for fun?

        

        


        
          PHL: I love to cook! During the quarantine I’ve been doing most of the cooking for a combined household of five people, which has been really fun and challenging.

        

        


        
          When I have time and space for it, I also love translating classical Chinese texts, particularly Confucius and Mencius. I am in no way professional. I do it entirely as a hobby and a way to keep my language skills in shape, but it’s nice to be able to engage with prose in a different way than fiction.
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        Wulai Logging Railway in Taiwan

      


      
        
          AM: Who are some of your favorite writers, designers, and artists? How has their work influenced you?

        

        


        
          PHL: I’m hugely influenced by E Nesbit, Lord Dunsany, Edgar Eager, and Carol Kendall. There’s a huge fantasy tradition in English which predates the ascension of Tolkien and his imitators, and because my mother was an author and teacher of children’s literature I was lucky enough to have these books throughout my childhood. This may not be immediately obvious in “Your Own Undoing,” which is very much not a children’s story, but is still present in the idea that fantasy is as much a tone of voice or a turn of phrase as it is world-building 10,000 years of fictional history.

        

        


        
          “Your Own Undoing” in particular is inspired by what I think of as “abusive magical mentor stories” like Wise Child and Juniper, which were big deals during my childhood. I was always frustrated by the idea that cruelty and neglect were a necessary part of magical training, so in this story I wanted to take that cruelty and neglect seriously and look at the intergenerational effects of this kind of abusive training. Cruel mentors are such a part of our genre that they can often pass unnoticed. But even if you’re a wizard, that doesn’t mean it’s okay to abuse your apprentices!

        

        


        
          In terms of modern writers and designers, I love T Kingfisher, Ann Leckie, Tamara Jerée, Cecelia Holland, Rachel Swirsky, Christine Love, Jon Bois, Jenna Moran, Yoon Ha Lee, Jessica Hammer. I’m not sure I can do justice to all of them in the space of an interview though.

        

        


        
          AM: Thank you so much!
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          Interview with Cover Artist Vicki be Wicked


          1,000 Words


          Russell Dickerson

        

      

    


    
      
        
          Russell Dickerson has written articles for various organizations over the last couple of decades, from science articles for a major university to blogs and interviews for Apex. He has also been a published illustrator and designer since the previous millennium, and you can find more of his work on his website at www.rhdickerson.com.

        

      


      This month’s cover is by North Carolina artist Vicki be Wicked. Starting oil painting at a young age, she has been working with digital art for a decade. A self-described lover of pop-surrealism and dark art, her work is a perfect choice for the latest issue.
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          APEX MAGAZINE: This month’s cover art, “Goddess,” features both an intimate personal sense and power over an immense universe. When you are creating a piece like this, do you have a story for the character in mind? Does your daily life influence what goes on the canvas?

        

        


        
          Vicki be Wicked: For a lot of my work I tend to create first and then give meaning after. I get a visual idea of something and go for it. Creating an aesthetically pleasing composition is my first move, while being mindful of themes and symbolism. Though I value technique, expression outweighs everything else for me. It’s more about invoking an emotion while being visually intriguing. I like to give people the freedom to have their own interpretations of my work sometimes. With my “Goddess” piece, at the time I was drawing a lot of Black women and wanted to have a piece centered around Black fantasy.

        

        


        
          AM: Your piece “this chick” is a beautiful vision of malevolent horror. As an artist myself, horror art is often a catharsis. What does creating art mean to you, and what engages you the most in the process?
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        “this chick” by Vicki be Wicked

      


      
        
          VbW: As a Black woman I found it difficult to find other Black artists who painted horror or surreal themes. With social media I’ve been able to see that there are creators like me who dabble in those genres.

        

        


        
          I create because I feel that it’s what I’m good at. My family had been very encouraging to me as a kid and I spent time getting better at art. It’s hard for me to picture myself doing anything that’s not connected to art. Art is the medium that I choose to express myself with. It has been my voice for so many years as well as my outlet from dealing with the troubles of reality.

        

        


        
          I’m a quiet person, though I enjoy social settings, I really cherish alone time and self-reflection. Making art for me doesn’t have to make sense and it doesn’t have to have any purpose outside of that fact that I’m creating something because I want to. I notice my mood becomes more stagnant when I am not putting forth any creative energy.

        

        


        
          Art has the means to impact others and I have found over the years that my art makes people feel either happy, disturbed, confused, etc. There is a connection and I love that art connects people and makes us feel a variety of emotions. Putting my feelings into certain art pieces and knowing that I’m going to receive an emotional response from others is what engages me the most.

        

      


      
        
          AM: On a recent Instagram post you mentioned wanting to create designer art toys after finding out about the DesignerCon convention. How does your interest in sculpting influence your two-dimensional art, or vice versa?

        

        


        
          VbW: Traditional 2D art has always been what I gravitated towards. Though I am crafty with my hands, sculpting was something I never ventured into until this year. My current interest in sculpting and 3D art has a significant influence on my 2D art because I am finally able to express my 2D work in a different medium. I want to find different ways of bringing my art to life and I can do that by being able to have a physical model of my characters.

        

        


        
          AM: For some of your traditional art pieces, like “Skull Boy,” you wrote the details such as it being a 3’ x 3’ oil on canvas painting. Are reactions different on a particular piece when someone sees it at full size in the real world versus a screen? Or one of your pieces online versus on a product from your store?
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        “Skull Boy” by Vicki be Wicked

      


      
        
          VbW: I think viewing traditional art in person will always have a different effect compared to viewing it onscreen. I find people are still intrigued and shocked by my work when viewing it in person. When I do the artist alley at conventions people say my art is creepy yet bright and colorful. Despite the bizarre themes of my work children seem to flock to my booth, probably because of the vivid colors of my creations.

        

        


        
          AM: On your YouTube channel you feature speed painting and other methods you use to create art. When you are painting live or on video, how does that change your approach? Do you find yourself examining your process more closely than if you were creating something away from the camera?

        

        


        
          VbW: I started streaming on Twitch.tv five years ago and still do to this day. Honestly, through streaming is how I finish a lot of my art. At first, I would plan what I was going to make by sketching my ideas offline. I felt I was trying to be “perfect” with my art process. People want to see the process and that includes mistakes and all. I don’t want to portray myself as an artist who nails everything the first time through. By livestreaming I am able to show the mistakes, frustration and many do overs. I don’t want people to think that because I’m an artist that the process doesn't involve a lot of experimentation. Streaming my art is allowing me to learn to break away from trying to uphold this expectation of perfection.
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      Thank you to Vicki be Wicked for a great interview. Make sure to visit her online shop filled with “weird, dark, neon, geeky, creepy cute themes” at Vicki’s Etsy shop.
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          Story-less: A Forethought


          1,200 Words


          Usman T. Malik

        

      

    


    
      
        
          Usman T. Malik is a Pakistani-American writer and doctor. His fiction has been reprinted in several year’s best anthologies including the Best American Science Fiction & Fantasy series and has been nominated for the World Fantasy Award, the Million Writers Award, and twice for the Nebula. He has won the Bram Stoker and the British Fantasy awards. Usman’s debut collection Midnight Doorways: Fables from Pakistan has garnered praise from writers such as Joe Hill, Paul Tremblay, and Karen Joy Fowler and will be out in early 2021. You can find him on Twitter @usmantm. 

        

      


      Five days ago, on Tuesday, I fell ill. I know the day because I had dinner with a group of doctor friends in Orlando whom I hadn’t seen in a year. Due to the pandemic I’d been living in Pakistan for nine months and had missed my home in Florida, my running trails, and the clean air (Lahore, a concrete jungle, isn’t the most nature-friendly city), so the chance to spend a few weeks in Florida, albeit without the family, was welcome.


      Only, I got sick. The story of my sickness began with pain in my heels.


      As a distance runner, I’ve learned to read my body reasonably well. Runners are known to pick up bugs because we rarely stop running, even when tired and achy. If my muscles bother me during an easy run, that’s usually a red flag: a bug has infiltrated the system. Hard drive crash imminent.


      This, though, was no ordinary bug.


      The morning after the dinner the pain in my heels and calf spread to my neck followed by a scratchy throat, a dry cough, and monstrous fatigue. I developed chills, dry mouth, cold intolerance, lethargy, and red eyes. I dragged myself from room to empty room, wondering if I needed to go to the hospital, eventually settling on taking a couple of Tylenols and crawling into bed.


      The text came in the evening: a colleague I’d met at a business meeting four days before my symptoms started had tested positive for COVID-19.


      “You better get checked out too, bud.”


      Caught the plague, I remember thinking, at first calmly. Literally caught the plague, bud.


      My second thought was, Thank goodness the kids are back in Pakistan.


      One by one I called the friends I’d had dinner with the night my symptoms started, told them I’d been exposed to COVID-19, and recommended they consider getting screened. Thankfully, none of them had any symptoms—I’d been careful to mask up and maintain a reasonable distance—and never would.


      My quarantine clock thus began with a story I narrated to myself: I came, I fell ill, and now I must go through this.


      Either I will survive this, or I won’t.


      
        
          [image: ]

        

      


      I have an early memory of mesmerizing others. I was ten, perhaps, but I have a feeling there were remoter instances that have since been lost.


      My two younger siblings and I shared a king-sized bed, while our parents slept in a smaller bed in the adjacent room. Lights out at 9PM was unacceptable to us and we often stayed up for an hour or so, whispering and giggling. I must have been four years into my Enid Blyton phase and had likely finished all volumes of The Famous Five and The Secret Seven series. So I began to make up my own stories. Night after night I spun fantastic tales: four kids on a visit to their grandparents’ farm find a secret tunnel ... a boy falls inside a mountain cave and finds himself in infinite space ... I remember the elevator pitch of these two distinctly, and isn’t it wondrous that ten-year-old me was fabulous at such enticing pitches when the nearly forty-year-old me is not? Kids tend to go for the jugular when it comes to stories. The artifices of language and languorous literature come only later. 


      And why was I telling stories? Why were my siblings mesmerized? Why the pleasure or the necessity and the fading away of either with age? For centuries, if not millennia, most of us who consider ourselves storytellers have grappled with these questions in fiction or personal narratives and have found our answers in ... more stories. Tales we tell each other about the world or ourselves in an attempt to anticipate the end.


      The entire thing is a thought experiment in self-preservation.
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      Do your ablutions for twenty seconds. Reverentially wipe down everything. Put on your mask and don it properly. No crowds, no close contact, no closed indoors. You must not break quarantine. Follow all the rituals. Fear it, reject it, hypothesize, argue, spin stories about its origin and its movement.


      It is a silent thing until it roars, invisible, wrathful, omnipresent. It is a new religion, a new god, and like all gods, it demands sacrifice. Like Scheherazade, it brings new stories: I hear he was getting better before he crashed, and only thirty-two! I heard their girl died in her sleep; no, she was perfectly healthy before all this.


      It is the splitter of timelines and a prophet for our age. It wants to live and in its living is the death of millions—every death a story glittering briefly before it’s extinguished.
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      Lately I’ve been thinking a lot about stories and how they break up the passage of time into tolerable, understandable chunks. There’s the story of the sun’s rise and of its settling in the west. The story of birth, life, and death. The story of those before and after us. Like the softest of breezes, people stream in and waft out. The world comes to a child, a tall, shiny, sword-bearing stranger at the door and the only way the child understands it is through tales told by a caretaker.


      Stories are the only lexicon available to the child. Without this lexicon, the child is lost.
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      The fever’s mostly gone, the cough is now the worst of it. It comes from deep inside, hacking its way through collapsed alveoli and bronchioles. I can imagine fluffy cotton-like spots on my lungs. Every doctor who’s dealt with it recognizes that hallmark finding. Would I see it on my own lungs if I went for an X-ray? Would it matter? Thankfully, I have never been significantly short of breath. Afraid of blood clots and ‘COVID toes’, I walk daily for a couple miles, and when I do I listen to audiobooks. Currently, I am listening to Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier. Admiring the prose, the setting, the intensity of the narrator’s experience when she meets Mr. “Maxim” de Winter for the first time. So alive, she feels so alive. Panting, I stumble up the hill near my house, crushing wild grass and weeds under my sneakers. Will I be able to run again? Will I survive this? You never know with this disease. Will others tell my story or will I be able to tell it myself? Will I heal, will I heal, will I heal?


      Like the nameless narrator of Rebecca, I, too, am becoming a ghost walking the green hills with a haunting looming in the background. My daily walks have become a pilgrimage, an homage to life, and the desire to hang to it.


      The thought occurs to me, At last, I am rendered speechless: I am mesmerized by the story this haunting has made of me.


      And I have no power to end this story of my own accord.

      


      
        
          Finished writing on Saturday, Oct 24th, 2020.
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          Trapped in Stories


          1,000 Words


          Malka Older

        

      

    


    
      
        
          Malka Older is a writer, aid worker, and sociologist. Her science-fiction political thriller Infomocracy was named one of the best books of 2016 by Kirkus, Book Riot, and the Washington Post. She is the creator of the serial Ninth Step Station, currently running on Serial Box, and her short story collection And Other Disasters came out in November 2019. She is a Faculty Associate at Arizona State University’s School for the Future of Innovation in Society and her opinions can be found in The New York Times, The Nation, Foreign Policy, and NBC THINK, among other places.

        

      


      Stories are good; stories are dangerous. We know this, if from nothing else, then from stories themselves. Stories save Scheherazade; stories drive Don Quixote mad. How do we tell the difference?


      It’s a tricky question to answer, because there are so many different ways in which stories can be good or dangerous. Stories can be good because they soothe us or because they challenge us; because they invite us into an unusual viewpoint or remind us of something universal; because they take us out of our reality or hit us in the face with elements of reality we refused to notice.


      They can be dangerous by lulling us into inaction or spurring us to the wrong action; by creating bigoted caricatures or accreting subtle hints of inhumanity; by suggesting that reality isn’t real.


      Distinguishing the dangerous stories is difficult at best because what is good in moderation can be dangerous in excess, or what is good for us at one moment in our lives can be dangerous when we are in different place.


      Sometimes we believe we can tell by the media package the stories come in. These days, we tend to believe that books and radio are inherently more virtuous than television or movies. But books and radio stories have done a lot of damage, from promoting conspiracies and seeding bigotry to directly inspiring genocide.


      And yet, distinguishing good stories and dangerous stories is fundamental to so many of our societal questions.
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      If censorship is bad, can we still censor dangerous stories? Can we decide not to publish dangerous stories? In either case, we run the risk of losing good stories those with power label as dangerous, and as we’ve seen in recent years, it is very hard to come up with a definition for dangerous that can’t be misappropriated in bad faith or in ignorance.


      Alternatively, how can we give individuals the tools to protect themselves from the kinds of dangerous stories that lead to people losing their livelihoods and families as they desperately chase falsehoods? The framework I use to think about stories and their impacts on our lives is what I call narrative disorder.
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      I take as a given that narrative affects the way we interpret the world, which in turn affects the way we create new narratives. The most obvious symptom of the disorder is an addiction to narrative, which I think most of us would admit to having whether our pusher is Netflix, AO3, the public library, or all of the above. But if narratives compel us to seek more narratives (and more, and more, even when we haven’t, perhaps, consumed all the ones we bought already), they also accrete in our brains, and if certain stories, like silt, build into patterned shoals, they lead us to expect those patterns in the world.


      This suggests that stories can be dangerous collectively even when the individual stories might be good. One rom-com, or two, or five, could be fun, while a steady diet of the Hollywood-produced version might lead to some very unrealistic expectations about love, attractiveness, the role of best friends or parents, the size of typical apartments and the distribution of certain jobs. A few action movies might be fun, growing up on them could skew your estimation of your ability to dodge machine gun sprays, endure flesh wounds, and save the world single-handedly.


      So, one answer is to vary our consumption of stories. Not to say you shouldn’t read more of your favorite author, or your favorite genre. But look for new authors as well, authors with a different perspective. Look for differently shaped stories, that don’t lead you to expect the narrative beats to happen at the same percentage-read of your e-reader.
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      But this isn’t enough. Some stories are dangerous on their own, even when part of their danger is that they attract similar stories: attractive lies, conspiracy theories, malicious falsehoods. To a certain extent, I see my narrative disorder as some protection because I’m kicked out of the narrative trance when a character is behaving in a nonsensical way. It’s a kind of Occam’s razor of stories: the narrative that requires the most out-of-character actions is unlikely to be the correct one, either when creating or consuming stories.


      And yet, millions of people believe stories that feature people or institutions from the real world engaging in behavior that is entirely out of character. It seems their narrative disorder is reinforcing that belief; that the narratives they have consumed up to that point make them think that certain groups of people would act in certain, obviously unrealistic ways, or that vast global networks can be coordinated for purposes that could be achieved far more easily with a seductive operating system and a hype advertising campaign.


      What do we do about this? A vetting system for stories? Ratings, like we have for movies, but focused not on prurience but on unhealthy tropes? It’s not an entirely realistic suggestion, given how much influence corporate and lobbying interests have already (see: cigarettes), so it’s both unlikely to happen and awfully difficult to calibrate.


      Fund “better” stories and hope that people appreciate them to the point where their narrative consumption becomes less skewed? Encourage more interaction with the real world for those rude awakenings when the favored narrative doesn’t fit?


      I don’t have an answer, beyond to keep doing what so many of us work to do each day: revealing, wherever possible, the power structures that are at work in skewing the stories that are told and how they are promoted. Watching gatekeepers while pushing for more spaces without them, and demanding more diversity in space where they remain. Monitoring our own consumption and checking our narrative biases against our lived experience every once in a while. And, of course, creating more different stories.
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          Words for Thought: Short Fiction Review


          2,000 Words


          AC Wise

        

      

    


    
      
        
          A.C. Wise’s fiction has appeared in publications such as Apex, Uncanny, Clarkesworld, and multiple Year’s Best anthologies. Her work has won the Sunburst Award for Excellence in Canadian Literature of the Fantastic, as well as twice being a finalist for the Sunburst Award, twice being a finalist for the Nebula Award, and being a finalist for the Lambda Literary Award. She has two collections published with Lethe Press, and a novella published by Broken Eye Books. Her debut novel, Wendy, Darling, is forthcoming from Titan Books in June 2021, and a new collection, The Ghost Sequences, is forthcoming from Undertow Books in August 2021. In addition to her fiction, she contributes review columns to Apex and The Book Smugglers. Find her online at www.acwise.net.

        

      


      Welcome back to Words for Thought, and welcome back to Apex Magazine! As I’m writing this column, it is October 2020. It’s a cold, grey day. There’s a pandemic raging, and an election looming. I don’t know what the future will bring, but I do know that Apex returning to publish new issues full of wonderful speculative fiction is a bright spot in a strange and often terrifying world.


      For those unfamiliar with Words for Thought, with each column, I pick a handful of short stories that either speak to me in some way, resonating on a mood or a theme, or stories that speak to each other, sharing a commonality that puts them in conversation with one another. The five stories discussed here all share an element of darkness, touching on monsters, regret, and unintended consequences, looking back at the past, but still, occasionally, holding out hope for the future.
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      “The Goatkeeper’s Harvest” by Tobi Ogundrian in September’s issue of The Dark is a highly atmospheric and deliciously creepy story with echoes of Lovecraft, specifically Shub-Niggurath, the Black Goat of the Woods with a Thousand Young.


      
        
          The wind shrieks its displeasure as it rattles the house, rattles it like a child in the throes of a tantrum, and we, little gnats in this container of brick and mud, tumble from our huddle by the table. The awful shriek reaches a peal of fury, and within it I hear the abominable voices of Eleran’s children.

        

      


      A young mother living on a farm is merely trying to do her best for her children, Teju and Ebun. One day, she finds that goats have broken into her barn and are devouring all her tubers. As she chases them off with a rake, a woman appears claiming the goats are her children, and that the young woman has killed one of them. Even though the death was an accident, Eleran, the goatkeeper, claims a goat for a goat as revenge. The young mother soon learns from her neighbor, Yomi, of an ancient pact made to protect the land, and how she has unwittingly broken it, and finds herself hunted, haunted, and her young daughter, Ebun, beginning to transform into something unnatural.


      
        [image: The Dark]

      


      The family’s terror as their house is surrounded by goats is palpable, and Ogundrian’s writing is incredibly evocative. The sense of not knowing who to trust is heightened by the protagonist’s status as an outsider to the land, and the unfairness of the knowledge regarding the land’s curse being held only by the men of the village. The story evokes Lovecraft not only in the figure of Eleran and her children, but in its sense of cosmic dread and the uncaring nature of the universe. The protagonist is a victim of circumstance, merely in the wrong place at the wrong time, while monstrous forces sweep her up, uncaring of her guilt or innocence. It is a dark story, but wonderfully written, perfectly capturing a sense of dread and mounting terror.
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      “The Last Trophy of Hunter Hammerson” by L. Chan in issue 2 of Hexagon Magazine is a lighter take on the monstrous theme, but still brings the creep factor and the sense of threat. A reporter from a small newspaper sets out to interview famous monster hunter M. Hammerson about his illustrious career. It quickly becomes clear that many of Hammerson’s heroics were less noble than advertised, and over the course of his career, he resorted to trickery, brutality, and other under-handed tactics to achieve his victories.


      
        
          The Black Deer, the Hunter explained, was not unreasonable. He bargained with the Hunter, speaking with a voice like a children’s choir, high and sweet and multi-layered. For the survival of his children, he would gladly lay down in the pit and take the Hunter’s fire.

        

      


      Like Ogundrian, Chan also evokes Lovecraft in the monster’s naming and description, however the outcome is very different. The Black Deer willingly sacrifices itself for its thousand children, rather than seeking out revenge, proving the Hunter to be the true monster of the story. While the tropes may be familiar, the voice elevates the piece, perfectly capturing the feeling of a classic exchange of supernatural and fantastic tales around a fire. The asides from the journalist’s editor add to the piece, and the small descriptive details Chan drops in throughout help build a sense of wrongness and contribute to the ultimate reveal at the end.
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      “Deep in the Drift, Spinning” by Lisa L. Hannett published at Beneath Ceaseless Skies in September is more dark fantasy than horror, but it is a story suffused with longing and regret. Winnifletch distills hopes for the future from the gulls and other sea birds her customers bring her, squeezing their essence from them for potions to bring about luck, love, or transformation.


      
        
          With a mental inhalation, Winni sifts the drift for the right whirl in the air, the right future Gert’s here to imbibe. She draws everything in: these avian vessels, their airborne calls, their salt-spray scent. Magic, not marrow, will soon fill the gull’s delicate bones. Magic to set them all flying.

        

      


      While Winni strives to provide hope for others, she struggles to hold onto it for herself. Her daughter, Shale, always believed herself to be a harpy, mourning the sea birds her mother uses to make her potions, and begging to be transformed into what she believed to be her true form. The harder Winni tried to hold on, the more Shale became determined to fly and to live her own life, rather than the one her mother would choose for her. On top of her regrets about her daughter and her hope to see Shale again one day, Winni has regrets about Bear, Shale’s father. In trying to hold onto him, she fed him a potion she believes accidentally destroyed his mind, leaving him blank and empty inside.


      Hannett’s writing is utterly gorgeous, poetic, and rhythmic, bringing to mind her story “A Shot of Salt Water” published in The Dark, set in the same world as “Deep in the Drift, Spinning.” While “A Shot of Salt Water” is like a sea shanty, this story is more like a dirge, but in both you can practically feel the salt-laden wind and the longing of the characters left on shore while others go to sea. Like Ogundrian’s protagonist, Winni is accidentally monstrous, and the story provides a bittersweet exploration of losing what you love by trying too hard to hold on. She is filled with regret, looking back on her life, but unlike the characters in the first two stories here, she has more hope. Even as hard truths are revealed to her, she finds a way to believe in the possibility of redemption.
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      “Tea with the Earl of Twilight” by Sonya Taaffe in September’s Nightmare Magazine is another moody and atmospheric story laced with melancholy and regret. Sid repeatedly passes a man smoking by the canal, and even though there is nothing especially remarkable about him, she notes him as odd and out of place.


      
        
          She saw him first as a silhouette, one more line of the industrial geometries overhanging the boardwalk of Broad Canal. It had been a wet, dispiriting winter full of gusts and mists, but with January the water had finally hardened into a thick pane of cormorant-black ice, chipped and glossed with refreezing like volcanic glass; it was pond-green at the edges of the channel where the stubs of older piers stood up like snags, but the snow lying over the floating dock of the canoe launch could still pretend to seasonal pallor if the fanned brown branches of the trees along the old towpath could not. 

        

      


      When her roommate forwards her an article on a retrospective exhibition of the work of an artist named Geoffrey Axtell who recently passed away, she immediately recognizes the man from the canal in one of the artist’s paintings from 1981 titled The Earl of Twilight. Sid and her partner Torrey attend the exhibition, and learn from one of Axtell’s contemporaries how the artist painted The Earl of Twilight for his brother who was murdered, very likely as part of a gay-bashing incident.


      In contrast to the other stories discussed here, Taaffe presents a quieter form of haunting, as a loved one’s ghost is conjured into the world of the living through the power of art. There is plenty of regret and longing in the story, and Taaffe’s language is beautiful, conjuring the atmosphere of the canal, the chilly, dripping weather, and the oppressive architecture just as the story’s artist conjures his brother’s ghost. The story blurs the line between memory and haunting, and delves into the idea of art as a reverse exorcism. An artist returning to a theme over and over again, the act of repetition in the process of painting, makes something real that was never intended to be part of this world. There is tragedy, but also beauty, just as one person’s memorial can be another person’s haunting.
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      “To Inherit Hunger” by Crystal Lynn Hilbert in issue 21 of Bourbon Penn is another unique and bittersweet take on a ghost story. As a child, Jillian delighted in the cartoon characters she would see romping about her mother’s feet as she tucked her into bed each night. She didn’t fully grasp then that the things she saw were a symptom of her mother’s sickness, an inherited disease causing visual hallucinations so strong that others are able to see them. As an adult, Jillian is increasingly concerned about her mother, who seems to be in denial about the severity of her condition.


      
        
          Now, standing in her mother’s dated kitchen with an empty-eyed Detective D’Onofrio from her mother’s favorite police procedural looming over casefiles on the kitchen table, Jillian ached for that blissful childhood ignorance.


          “How long has this one been going on?” she asked.


          Slapping down a casefile, Detective D’Onofrio announced a new theory. Her mother shrugged without looking up from the sausages on the stove. She had thirty-odd years of practice at ignoring hallucinations.


          “Don’t worry about it, darling. There’s no harm in it.”

        

      


      Jillian is not only concerned for her mother, but concerned for herself. If the disease was passed to her mother by her grandmother, then will she, too, eventually succumb? How much time does she have left, and how will she cope? Will she be able to meet the disease head-on, or sink into denial like her mother?


      
        [image: Bourbon Penn issue 21]

      


      The story straddles the line between being a ghost story and an exploration of disease and mental illness, leaving the question of whether what Jillian and her mother are experiencing is a real supernatural phenomenon or not open to interpretation until the very end. It can be read satisfyingly either way—as a haunting or a sickness—and the story is both touching and painful either way it is read. Jillian’s worry for her mother, and her frustration, are wholly understandable and feel very real. At the same time, Jillian’s mother’s refusal to see anything wrong is also completely understandable. She is lonely, her ghost keeps her company, and she’s not harming anyone else, so why take medicine that will risk sending her ghosts away? Hilbert perfectly blends eeriness with a touching, emotional tale that works on multiple levels, and like Taaffe’s story, offers a take on the idea of a haunting being therapeutic, depending on perspective.
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          Coming in Issue 122

        

      

    


    
      Look for the next issue on March 2nd, 2021! Here’s what we have planned thus far.

      


      ORIGINAL FICTION


      
        	“If Those Ragged Feet Won’t Run” by Annie Neugebauer


        	“Las Girlfriend’s Guide to Subversive Eating” by Sabrina Vourvalias


        	“Barefoot and Midnight” by Sheree Renée Thomas


        	“The Amazing Exploding Women of the Early 20th Century” by AC Wise


        	“Blackbox of the Terraworms” by Barton Aickman


        	And an original work by Sam J. Miller!

      


      REPRINTED FICTION


      
        	“The Eight-Thousanders” by Jason Sanford


        	TBD

      


      NONFICTION


      
        	“Jimi Hendrix Sang It” by ZZ Claybourne


        	An essay by Wendy Wagner

      


      Cover art by Thomas Tan.
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          Subscriptions

        

      

    


    
      
        
          Do you like your fiction to be strange, surreal, shocking, and beautiful? If so, consider subscribing to Apex Magazine. Pay $24 and you’re good for a year.

        

        


        
          Visit Apex Magazine at https://apex-magazine.com/apex-magazine-shop/ to view our direct and third-party subscription options (including Patreon).

        

        


        
          All purchases from the Apex Magazine online store are provided in DRM-free ePub, mobi, and PDF formats. We publish bi-monthly.

        

        


        
          In addition to the six regular issues, you will receive two bonus themed issues (Indigenous Futurists guest-edited by Allison Mills and International Futurists guest-edited by Francesco Verso) planned for the second half of 2021 as part of your subscription.

        

        


        
          That’s 42 original stories a year, plus nonfiction, interviews, and more!
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          Patreon

        

      

    


    
      Being an Apex Patreon backer has privileges. For $2 a month you receive the following:


      
        	Early access to new issues


        	Exclusive content to Patreon in the form of author features, flash fiction, and essays.


        	Invitation to our private Discord server where you can interact with our authors, editors, and other fans of Apex Magazine.


        	Participate in Apex game nights and writing challenges!

      


      We have big plans for our Patreon. Come join us!
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          The Apex Magazine Team

        

      

    


    
      
        
          Editor-in-Chief


          Jason Sizemore

        

        


        
          Managing Editor


          Lesley Conner

        

        


        
          Special Fiction Editor


          Maurice Broaddus

        

        


        
          Nonfiction Editor


          Shana DuBois

        

        


        
          Contributing Editors


          Andrea Johnson


          Russell Dickerson


          AC Wise

        

        


        
          Podcast Producer and Host


          KT Bryski

        

        


        
          Interns


          Hayley Dietrich
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          Graphic Designer
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          Stay Connected

        

      

    


    
      Apex Magazine has an active and vibrant online presence. Immerse yourself in the Apex experience:


      
        
          The Website


          https://www.apex-magazine.com

        

        


        
          Newsletter


          https://apex-magazine.com/newsletter/

        

        


        
          Our Podcast


          https://apex-magazine.com/apex-magazine-podcast-2/
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          https://www.apex-magazine.com/feed
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        Strange. Beautiful. Shocking. Surreal.APEX MAGAZINE is a digital dark science fiction and fantasy genre zine that features award-winning short fiction, essays, and interviews. Established in 2009, our fiction has won several Hugo and Nebula Awards.EDITORIALEditorial by Jason SizemoreORIGINAL FICTIONBarefoot and Midnight by Sheree Renée ThomasThe Amazing Exploding Women of the Early Twentieth Century by A.C. WiseBlack Box of the Terraworms by Barton AikmanIf Those Ragged Feet Won't Run by Annie NeugebauerA Love That Burns Hot Enough to Last: Deleted Scenes from a Documentary by Sam J. MillerLas Girlfriends Guide to Subversive Eating by Sabrina VourvouliasREPRINTED FICTIONShe Searches for God in the Storm Within by Khaalidah Muhammad-AliThe Eight-Thousanders by Jason SanfordINTERVIEWSInterview with Author Sabrina Vourvoulias by Andrea JohnsonInterview with Author Annie Neugebauer by Andrea JohnsonInterview with Cover Artist Thomas Tan by Russell DickersonNONFICTIONJimi Hendrix Sang It by ZZ ClaybourneTelling Stories of Ghosts by Wendy N. WagnerWords for Thought: Short Fiction Reviews by A.C. Wise
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	    About the Publisher

        
            Apex Publications is the parent company of Apex Book Company and our online genre zine Apex Magazine.
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