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          Editorial

          750 Words

          Jason Sizemore

        

      

    

    
      There’s something unusual in the air these past few weeks. Certainly, spring is on the horizon for those of us in the northern hemisphere, but it’s more than that. The human collective has started to express a smidge of hope and optimism.

      
        
        
        Finally someone let me out of my cage

        Gorillaz, from the song “Clint Eastwood”

      

        

      

      Like the ebullient Del the Funky Homosapien rapping about his escape in “Clint Eastwood,” people are excited to regain freedom. We’re not clear of the pandemic yet, but the metaphorical locked door has been opened and a sliver of daylight is streaming across our pale, tired faces.

      I shared a conversation over the phone with one of my editors, Maurice Broaddus, a few days ago. He and I made tentative plans to hang out in the next six weeks. We’ll both be fully vaccinated. We’ve both been locked down with our families since last March. We’re both ready to resume some degree of normalcy.

      Toward the end of our frantic planning, we shared a moment of awkwardness as the weight of what we were doing hit us. It felt foreign, a little dangerous, and incredibly cathartic.

      There are many problems in the world right now, but for a brief moment, I enjoyed the realization that we might finally be gaining the upper hand on at least one of them.
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      I often consider what we receive through our slush (and ultimately publish) as a reliable snapshot of how the writing world currently feels. In this issue of Apex Magazine, our original fiction unsurprisingly deals heavily with themes of confinement in various forms.

      “This Is the Moment, Or One of Them” by Mari Ness finds its protagonist making a series of life decisions, but will her path always take her to the same place? Life presents itself as a long line of choices, but many of them were made long ago by powers beyond our control.

      “DEMON FIGHTER SUCKS” is a startling piece of modern fiction about a young woman who livestreams a summoning. This story was selected for publication prior to our hiatus in 2019. When Katherine Crighton resubmitted it after we relaunched, I happily accepted it again. It’s more germane to the challenges it addresses than when it was accepted in 2018.

      Another story that we had accepted prior to the hiatus that worked its way through the slush a second time and back to my desk is “Mishpokhe and Ash” by Sydney Rossman-Reich. (As an aside, I’m quite pleased that “DEMON FIGHTER SUCKS” and “Mishpokhe and Ash” landed in my queue again. It shows our slush team is doing a fantastic job!) Here we have a young protagonist and her family struggling to survive while trapped in Hungary as the Nazis lock them out of society. It’s a frustrating and heartbreaking read.

      “Throw Rug” by Aurelius Raines II reads like a superhero origin myth interposed with the entrapments of systemic racism. It’s an epic story that concludes in an unexpected manner.

      If you know a little bit about my background (raised dirt poor, the son of an unemployed coal miner in southeastern Kentucky), then you’ll not be surprised by how much “All This Darkness” impacted me as a reader. The nameless “them” protagonists are bound to the land, the mountain, by the promise of riches and ruthless coal barons. From this reader who, like the children in the story, thought the coal mines were my future as a youth, Jennifer R. Donohue nails the perspective incisively.

      Rounding out our original fiction is a fascinating character study by A.K. Hudson titled “The Life & Death of Mia Fremont: An Interview with a Killer.” This is one of those stories that rewards multiple reads. Hudson doesn’t provide explicit answers, but the bread crumbs are there for attentive readers to make their own conclusions.

      Our classic reprints this month are “Uniform” by Errick  Nunnally and “Doll Seed” by Michele Tracy Berger.

      Alex Bledsoe takes a deep dive into the Arthurian myth and its representation in modern fantasy, including his own work. In her essay, Nicole Kornher-Stace resists the overwhelming urge that producers and editors place on creators to wedge romantic relationships where they aren’t wanted or required.

      Wrapping up the issue are our bi-monthly features, including author interview with A.K. Hudson and Jennifer R. Donohue by Andrea Johnson, our cover artist interview with Denis Zhbankov by Russ Dickerson, and A.C. Wise’s latest Words for Thought: Short Fiction Review.
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      As always, I wish you fun reading, good health, and a generous amount of springtime happiness!
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          The Life & Death of Mia Fremont: An Interview with a Killer

          2,400 Words

          A.K. Hudson

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A. K. Hudson lives in the Pacific Northwest where she works for a video game developer by day and writes speculative fiction by night. Her stories have appeared in various anthologies, including the 2019 Sirens Benefit Anthology. You can find her geeking out over fantasy novels and punctuating her posts with Schitt’s Creek memes on Twitter @TheAKHudson.

        

      

      
        
        Content Warning1

      

      

      Sitting in an overstuffed velvet armchair, Ms. Fremont has her legs curled under her. She’s wearing a chunky cable-knit sweater, mustard yellow, that slides off one shoulder, and black yoga pants. Her unruly hair is pulled into a low, short ponytail, grey showing at the roots before being overwhelmed by some box-brand light brown, perhaps L’Oréal number 6. She’s dared to wear last summer’s Buxom Vixen red on her lips while the rest of her face is bare. It’s that kind of half-effort that makes her story all the stranger.

      I pass the picture of a young, vivacious teen, her whole carefully-planned life ahead of her across the top of the frosted glass table, turning it one-hundred-eighty degrees so that the girl’s crooked smile and wide eyes are pointed the right way round for Ms. Fremont. She hardly glances down before pushing her sweater back up her shoulder and nodding for me to begin. She knows what I’m here for. I hit the record button on my phone and place it beside the photo on the table.

      There are no villainous men. There can’t be.

      In fact, it’s impossible to find a villainous man. Every man has some backstory, reason, or explanation that saves him.

      If you’re looking for a villain, you’re going to need a woman. Nothing can save women. Not a damn thing.

      She pauses when I open my mouth, but I don’t want her to stop. I shake my head, and she goes on.

      Mia foolishly believed, as the young are wont to do, that she could avoid villainy. The key was to be a good person. Good people aren’t villains. She knew that in her heart, and she knew it because society told her it was so. The road to being good was laid out for her by her mother, religion, and Saturday morning cartoons.

      She had a mental list going. It read like this:

      Step one to being golden and good lies in the Golden Rule. Treat others as you wish to be treated. Easy enough.

      Step two, put others before yourself.

      Step three, respect your elders, and in doing so, be helpful.

      Step four, apologize. Often. Even if you’re not sure what you’ve done wrong, the word “sorry” should be used when you’ve made mistakes, or when someone is upset about something (anything, it doesn’t need to be something you have any control over. A loved one died, and you didn’t kill them? You’re still sorry.)

      Step five, be useful.

      (Step Two and Five generally go together. The way you put others before yourself is to do things for them. If you haven’t done something for someone to make their lives easier, then you haven’t been useful, and you’ve been selfish. To be selfish is villainous. Do not be selfish.)

      Step six, smile. But not too much. And not at the wrong times. But always. Except when you shouldn’t. And you should know when those times are before anyone else so that you aren’t breaking step three of being respectful to elders.

      Mia kept this list in her head at all times. She knew from a very early age that any little slip could shatter every good thing she’d ever done and make her bad. She knew this because boys will be boys but girls can only be good or: asking for it, too stupid, too smart for their own good, too loud, precocious (which is apparently a bad word), just like their mothers (the worse version of this was to be “just like your grandmother”), a slut, a tease, too thin, too fat, overly eager, lazy, a bitch, too nice, or, Mia’s favorite, too perfect.

      When she stops, I look away, unable to look upon her head-on. That smile. There’s no regret there. If anything, she looks at me like she’s sorry for me. Like I’m the one who needs to be saved. This was what they warned me about. This smile. The allure of what she says. Sorcery, they’d said.

      Her unlined eyes are too human for that. She shakes her head, surely seeing the way I struggle to maintain my composure. Still, she goes on.

      Striving to be too perfect is why I had to kill Mia. I was always a villain. She was destined to become one. There was no avoiding it. Women are villains.

      I really shouldn’t try to justify my reasons because women aren’t allowed reasons. We’re given titles and stereotypes and we’re expected to live by them. That made killing Mia easier. Well, that, and she wanted to die. In the end, she really wanted to die. Being perfect is exhausting, but for Mia that wasn’t the problem. The problem was she didn’t find perfection rewarding or fulfilling. No matter how perfect she was, no matter how often she followed the rules, even the conflicting ones, she was still a villain in someone’s eyes.

      A conniving witch. Or had it been bitch? Either way, Mia’s parents had warned me. Still it makes no sense. The woman in front of me, and the girl in the photo...how had she done it? They’d said murder. And here she is admitting it. Except I don’t see how I’m meant to arrest her.

      Allow me to give you a quick summary of Mia’s failure to live. She was born to loving parents. She didn’t call them controlling (I did, though). They held her tight, promising her the world if she served them. And she served them with so much love and adoration it made other people question her sanity, but what did they know? She grew up with a few close friends, who her mother was constantly criticizing to try to break them apart. Mia held on to one friend who wasn’t perfect, but who understood that Mia wasn’t perfect either, and didn’t try to change her for it. This was the first turn toward villainy.

      If others were to tell the story, they’d delay that onset until after she graduated high school. Because then Mia went to college, close to home but she still made sure to see her parents at least once a week and called her mother every day. And in college she met a man. Classic villainy will ensue once a previously chaste and wholesome girl becomes a woman and meets a man.

      Mia herself thought for years this relationship was the beginning of her fall from grace. I helped her to see that she’d taken a step off the pedestal when she’d refused to leave her best friend behind. Women don’t need men to be villains. That’s the patriarchy trying to insert their importance into stories about women.

      Anyhow, I could sit here and try to tell you that I didn’t kill Mia, that I helped her to live for the first time in her entire life. Both statements would be lies. And playing to your sympathies does nothing other than reaffirm the concept that a woman of a certain age is manipulative. I’m not any more manipulative than any other person, but there’s that truth again interfering with what people want to believe. In the interest of transparency and truth, I killed her.

      Ms. Fremont pauses to stare at the timer ticking on my phone, showing the progress of her admission. I imagine her lashing out, snatching the phone away and destroying the only evidence of her crime. Instead, she leans a little farther back into her seat and sighs.

      Saying it aloud is refreshing.

      The only way I could live was for Mia to die. And seeing how miserable she was, how done with her life she was already, I thought it would be easy. Someone that close to the edge ... just a little push would do it, right?

      Years of careful preparation brought me to this. Years of re-thinking my plan, of questioning my own sanity. I nearly lost myself there at one point. I nearly just ... disappeared. Mia wouldn’t have it though. She kept me around. She reminded me that I needed to live, I needed to thrive. Every word of encouragement pushed her closer and closer to her own end.

      You’re probably wondering if I’m sorry. That’s a classic thing to ask a murderer. It’s a classic demand upon women, really.

      I’m not sorry. I already told you that for me to live, she had to die.

      The confession is what I’d been after. The self-assured and righteous attitude doesn’t fit with a plea of insanity, which I had expected from her when we’d started. Unless that lack of emotion was another sign of her insanity.

      I can see your surprise. Maybe you came in here thinking I’d lost my mind. That I’d attacked her in a fit of rage. And here I am telling you that her death was calculated and a long-time coming. I knew exactly what I was doing. I had to, to get the job done.

      She nearly did it for me at one point. That was a low moment for us both. She was certain there was no coming back from the mistakes she’d made. The people around her wouldn’t let her forget who she was supposed to be. I was there, whispering in her ear: get up, you beautiful idiot. You were never what they thought you were. She sobbed. She told me how much she wanted to be what they wanted. She needed to be that woman.

      We all need to be that woman sometimes. And it’s crippling to even try. Which is why I stopped.

      She makes this all sound so simple. I understand now that she truly is dangerous. I was foolish to willingly walk into her house, sit opposite her, and think myself immune.

      I’m telling you what I’ve done for one simple reason: because I believe you don’t have to be trapped either. I see you buried deep behind those dim, lackluster eyes. I see you wondering if you could cast off this ridiculous farce that’s destroying you and really live.

      Yes. You can.

      You want to know how I finally did it? How I really did it?

      I desperately do want to know, but I worry that this is when her words will become a spell that seeps into my head and drives me to my end. Still, I nod yes, because yes, of course I want to know.

      I waited until Mia was at her strongest weakest self. I waited until she thought she really had her shit together. And then I waited a few days more because I knew. I knew that someone would comment on a little mistake. Or she’d get that phone call from her family, reminding her that she was still a failure, no matter how much she’d created the life she truly wanted for herself.

      When that happened, when she felt herself coming only slightly unhinged, only a very little bit undone, I attacked. I told her, ‘Hey Mia, you know what you are now? You’re a villain. You’re—’ And here’s where I drew it out, knowing the shock would be fatal. I smiled, like I am now, and I said, ‘Baby, you’re me. You’re always me. You can’t help but be me. So why don’t you just stop trying so damn hard to be someone else?’

      I look down again at the picture of a young Mia Fremont. I ask Ms. Fremont to clarify what she’s saying because the girl in the photo and the woman in front of me cannot be the same person. Her parents are right. Ms. Fremont has destroyed Mia.

      She doesn’t look at the picture.

      I’m not that girl. I told you. I killed that girl. I killed her that day with one simple lie, and it was her choice not to believe it. Had she believed it, she’d still be here now, and I, well I would not.

      When I told her that she was a villain, she lost it, as I knew she would. She had spent her entire life trying so hard to be good, to be perfect. In the world she was trying to live in, in her mind, she couldn’t be a villain. But instead of showing me just how good and perfect she was to prove to me that she wasn’t bad, she snapped. She saw that she could continue to wear herself into the ground trying to be someone else, or she could accept that she would be someone’s villain, just not her own. And the person she was when she wasn’t herself, well that person made her sick. That person wasn’t who she wanted to be. So, she stopped.

      And here I am. I know you think I’m a villain, that I’m bad for not being her. But I am not my own villain. And I can live with that.

      She pauses again and I wonder if that’s the end. I’m not sure what to do with this confession. Has she killed someone? Her relatives certainly think she has. They swear this woman is not their daughter, their sister, their loved one. She is someone else.

      If I took her in, booked her, I’d be laughed out of the precinct. Every scrap of identification she has says Mia Fremont. I’m certain a hair sample would come back a positive match. Her fingerprints, the same.

      But she’s confessed.

      Detective, I have a question for you: are you living for yourself, or are you living for others?

      That cruel smile. That sincere question. I want to hate her; what I want more is to answer her question. But I don’t know. Something stirs inside, and I stop the recording. I rise. I excuse myself. I tell her that I appreciate her taking the time to see me. And I leave. Scared.

      I am pulling my car door open when I hear her footsteps on the porch.

      I hope you’ll tell them I’m doing just fine. The Mia Fremont they knew is long gone, but I am thriving.

      I’ve seen that knowing wicked smirk before. What she said is alluring. Her explanation is nearly reasonable.  But it’s that glimmer of hope she gives to a part of me deep down in the recesses of my mind that makes her evil.

      She raises her hand and I flinch.

      Drive safe now.
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          This Is the Moment, Or One of Them

          4,200 Words

          Mari Ness

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Other works by Mari Ness appear in Tor.com, Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, Nightmare, Uncanny, Fireside, Diabolical Plots, Translunar Travelers Lounge, Strange Horizons, Daily Science Fiction, and in previous issues of Apex. Her essay collection, Resistance and Transformation: On Fairy Tales, is available from Aqueduct Press, and her poetry novella, Through Immortal Shadows Singing, from Papaveria Press. For more, visit her infrequently updated website and blog at marikness.wordpress.com, or follow her on Twitter at @mari_ness. She lives in central Florida.

        

      

      
        
        Content Warning1

      

      

      This is the moment when we first met.

      I watch as we exchange names with the rest of the group, listen intently to the instructor, reach for the clay and our tools, smile. I watch myself steal glances in her direction, drop the carving tools, turn bright red. Watch—for the first time—her reaction to all this, as my fingers hover over the screen.

      And.

      Huh.

      She didn’t react at all?

      I wish I’d realized that at the time.

      Options flash across the screen. My throat closes. I had so many choices here. Doing photography or painting or glass art instead. Staying home and not taking a class at all. Focusing on the other students. Leaving class after that first night. Not dropping the damn tools—well, no. I never choose to be this clumsy.

      That just happens.

      I start carefully tapping the screen.

      Next.
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      This is—apparently—the moment where I first started telling her a little bit about myself. My job, my family, my cats. Not much—probably because the classroom is full of other strangers who can hear everything, and occasionally jump in with a comment or two.

      I say apparently and probably because I have completely forgotten this moment. All of it.

      Which makes choosing an option here damn difficult.

      Screw it. If I can’t remember any of it, how important could it have been? And if it turns out to be important—well. I can always come back.

      Then again—

      No. I have to stop second-guessing myself. And I don’t have time to review every option for every moment. The human body can’t stay awake that long.

      Even loaded up with the maximum number of lattes they let me bring in here.

      I take another sip.

      Next.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      This is the moment when she asked me if I wanted to grab a drink or a coffee or something, exactly eight weeks after our first meeting. I know the time not because I was counting every moment with her—not then—but because it was an eight-week class, and she only asked me at the end of the class. I’m sure of that.

      Something twists in my stomach.

      Review.

      Absolutely sure.

      Rain check?  I asked. I can’t stay out too late—things to do in the morning.

      Wait.

      No.

      My fingers slam on the screen, scattering images and sounds throughout the room.

      Three moments?

      Just three moments from that class?

      This can’t be right.

      I distinctly remember other moments. Other looks. I’m sure of this. When she came over to look at one of my bowls and said something kind about the glaze. When I admired the small bird she made, beautiful even before it had been fired. The argument about the best pizza places in our little city. Her skeptical looks at the little animals I tried to mold. We talked, damn it. I remember that. Surely that meant something? Surely some of that could be shifted?

      I’m equally sure that my memory hasn’t been shifted yet. That doesn’t happen until the end, they told me, and sometimes not even then. And I’m nowhere near the end. I’m equally sure of that.

      Ok, almost sure of that. The system does seem to be skipping a lot. But still. My finger pounds on the upper left corner of the screen. Menus pop up everywhere.

      Back.

      Select.

      Back.

      More pounding.

      Review.

      Oh come on.

      Back. Back. Back.

      There has to be a way to do this.

      Review.

      Apparently not.

      I am not going to cry.

      At least now I am sure that she didn’t ask me to grab a coffee or drink or something until the end of the class. Because if she had asked me earlier—

      But I guess I never had that option.

      I have to focus.

      Review.
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      This is the moment, exactly eight weeks after our first meeting, when she first asked me to grab a drink or coffee or something.

      Rain check?  I asked. I can’t stay out too late—things to do in the morning.

      I thought you worked at home.

      Doesn’t end morning meetings.

      This is …

      … better than I remembered.

      Then what’s the point?

      I get to spend more time with my cats.

      Much less awkward.

      In fact, I don’t think I even have to tweak this.

      It’s suddenly easier to breathe again. I take another sip of my latte, wishing—not for the first time—that I’d been allowed to bring more than three. That said, this one is already getting a bit cold, even in its thermal sleeve.

      Next.
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      This is the moment two months later when we finally went for that first drink.

      Or, I guess you could say, and the system certainly is trying to say, our first date. Not that I knew that at the time. Two months of near misses and texts and emails and sounds great/Thursday maybe/whoops sorry forgot this other thing hadn’t exactly screamed date to me. Even if it had, well—I’m so terrible at this sort of thing that I never know I’m on a date until the other person tells me that I’m on a date. Sometimes not even then.

      Which is not why I’m here.

      Review. Confirm. Review.

      Can I ask why you were even in that class? You never seemed particularly into it.

      Though maybe that’s the choice I should make, this time: know that I’m on a date.

      I thought it might be fun to try to do something with my hands.

      You know, I saw your stuff when I went to go pick mine up.

      I flinch.

      At least that one thing was—colorful?

      The penguin?

      That was a penguin?

      It was aspiring to be a penguin.

      A laugh.

      Plus, I added, I can always give that penguin to my mother, and she’ll be forced to say she likes it.

      I watch the way her eyes moved down to linger on my hands, which I had left on the table.

      Pause.

      No. It was better not knowing that we were on a date.

      I think.

      Next.
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      This is the moment four weeks later, the moment of our first, oh so brief kiss.

      Review. Review. Review. Review. Review.

      Your current plan provides a limit of 50 reviews per original moment; 10 reviews per shifted moment. For more reviews, please upgrade to an Amethyst or higher plan.

      Oh, come on.

      First off, I haven’t even reached 10 reviews of this yet. And second, this is an original moment. I’m sure of it. I haven’t shifted anything yet. I’ve barely even looked at the options. So unless someone else has shifted something that shifted this and I previously reviewed this and forgot and—

      Even if that happened, and it didn’t, I need to imprint this on my memory. To make sure I have it, no matter what shifts. I need to. Even the full fifty reviews might not be enough and—

      Damn it.

      Next.
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      This is the moment when we first went to bed together, when I first felt her fingers against me and her lips against my skin and—

      —and I really don’t need this much judgement from a machine about my sex life and my failure to explore all of the options here the first time around.

      Next.
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      This is the next morning. It includes terrible coffee, the discovery that I was, in fact, out of pancake mix, some apples, an agreement that really, we should head to the local brunch place for something edible, the discovery of a huge wait at the local brunch place, some quick pastries and coffee at the café next door, a lingering final kiss, a reminder from my calendar that yes, I still had a deadline.

      Ok, yeah, this I can definitely tweak. At the very least provide decent coffee. Even though that would probably mean going further back and finding a moment where I could have but didn’t buy a French press, or one of those single serve coffee machines with the little pods, or a moment where I could have chosen to live right next to—or maybe even right above—a really good café. Which would have the added bonus of showing me exactly how much good—or even decent—coffee could have changed my life.

      My fingers hover over the menu.

      Assuming I can find any of those moments, given everything else that’s being skipped—

      Next.
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      Although the system will show multiple options, users are warned that repeated studies have shown that multiple small shifts can be more effective than single large shifts.

      Awesome.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      This is a moment at the beach. The—

      Wait.

      This was in late February. I’m fairly certain of that. I touch a few buttons on the screen to confirm. Yes. The last Wednesday in February when we both ditched our jobs to head out to the beaches just north of Cape Canaveral.

      Which means that the system has skipped both our first New Year’s and Valentine’s Day.

      Well.

      At least this confirms that getting her different gifts wouldn’t have made any difference.

      I take another sip of my second latte. Or maybe my third. I can’t keep count. I have to focus.

      Review.
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      This is a moment at the beach. The moment where I didn’t tell her that I’d fallen in love with her, with fallen definitely being the appropriate word here, as the waves crashed over us both, sending us flailing to the sands. I was waiting for a better time. A more romantic time, a more perfect time. A candlelight dinner. A silly moment in the car. A spontaneous outburst. No. A time where I could choose my words absolutely carefully and do it right.

      Options splash over the screen.

      I push a button.

      Next.
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      By signing this, you acknowledge the risk of permanent memory changes. Side effects may include—

      Oh, come on. Not only did I do this two hours ago, this is the third time this has popped up since I entered this room, and that’s not counting the warnings in the original sales pitch and the two weeks of origination classes. I know they have to cover their asses, but I also know I researched the hell out of this and signed about 200 pages of paperwork just to take the classes and another 200 pages of paperwork after that. And given the costs, it’s not like I have any money left to sue them with. Why keep making me review this?

      Unless I already—

      No. I haven’t made any shifts yet. Everything matches my memory exactly. Everything. Well, almost everything. The moments that I can’t remember, or can’t remember clearly, don’t count. And they told us that nothing shifts permanently until I leave this room. Which I haven’t done at all. Not even to go to the bathroom.

      Which I suddenly realize I really need to do.

      What they should have had me sign was something about the risks of downing a large latte before starting this and bringing more into the room with me and what that could do to my bladder.

      I can’t think about that now.

      Changes made before a full review—

      Damn it.

      I rub my hands against my wet face.

      Next.
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      Or, well. Not next.

      Anywhere from 5 to 20% of users report being unable to remember their original timelines.

      Yes. Got that. Thus why I’m back to reviewing, machine!

      Next.
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      This is the moment when she gave me a little glass penguin.

      What’s this for?

      No reason.

      It’s a good moment, a good memory. I can feel the corners of my mouth twitching upwards. Not an important one, at least, as far as I know, although they did say in training that sometimes random moments might show up, just because they were moments that could be shifted, unlike some of the more major moments.

      But also, not a moment with a lot of options, since, if memory serves, she just gave me the penguin and left, right?

      Review.

      Right.

      My fingers linger over the Options button anyway.

      Next.
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      If I see another legal warning I am going to lose it. Really. I have one chance at this, one, and my bladder is killing me, so I don’t even know how much longer I’m going to last, and instead of reviewing and changing, I’m getting these goddamn legal warnings. I’m half-tempted to just fast-forward to when I initially signed these documents, and change some of that, to make sure that my time here isn’t wasted in legal warnings.

      But, no. If I fast-forward now, there’s no guarantee I’ll be able to return, and I’m not sure what to change yet.

      Breathe, I remind myself. Breathe.

      Next.
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      This is the moment when I told her not to come and shelter in place with me. I only had a two bedroom place, I said. With a small yard, sure, but we would drive each other nuts. I had a mitral valve prolapse, a pre-existing condition.

      You never mentioned that, she said.

      It never seemed important, I said. Came up during a routine physical.  I’m asymptomatic, so it never seemed to be an issue.

      Then why is it an issue now, she said.

      Because there’s a virus.

      I haven’t been near anyone who has it.

      That you know of.

      I have no idea why I’m reviewing this moment.

      I do know I need more coffee.

      Next.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Maybe I should just end this right now. Just go back to the beginning and remove that pottery class. The chances that we would meet someplace else? Presumably pretty slim. It wasn’t one of the options in the beginning.

      Maybe.

      I reach into the pocket of my sweatshirt, feeling the rough, misshapen object there that once aspired to be a penguin.

      Next.
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      We can Skype, FaceTime, whatever, I said.

      You’re terrible at technology.

      That I couldn’t argue against. Much. My mother is going to church via YouTube.

      What the fuck does that have to do with anything?

      I press the button.

      Next.
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      This is another moment where I start thinking that this—all of this—has to be a scam. Ok, yes, the system is definitely pulling up what seems to be completely accurate videos of my past—or at least, fairly close to what I remember of my past—seen largely from my viewpoint, or something watching close by. So if it’s a scam, it’s a damn good one.

      But if it’s real, surely people would have changed things like this? I know, I know—in training they said that attempts to shift certain things—pandemics, wars, extinctions, assassinations—had failed.

      Apparently because we are only shifting individual timelines, not the societal timelines needed for large scale shifts.

      No one would try to stop us, but we did need to remember that our fees were non-refundable.

      But what if we haven’t tried shifting the right people and the right pasts for that? someone—not me—had asked during training.

      Who says we haven’t?

      Silence from the class.

      Next?
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      This is our first video call.

      It’s terrible. The sound quality is terrible, the picture quality is terrible. I look awful. She looks awful. Watching it is awful.

      The options—nearly all involving ending this call as quickly as possible—are equally awful.

      Next.
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      This is the moment when I spill what’s left of the second latte.

      Partly general clumsiness, partly just overall shaking. I mean, I’m not even at the really painful part. And if I’m already this upset, I’m not sure I can review the painful part.

      Next.
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      Next turns out to be a series of moments that I don’t remember, but which seem to emphasize that I had a lot more choices at the time than I thought I did, and wasted even more time marathoning terrible television than I thought I did.

      Maybe I should start hitting the next button a lot faster.
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      This is the moment when I remember that, just maybe, I don’t have to shift anything: it could be shifted for me. After all, I’m not the only person in this building right now. Not the only person in a shifting room. They never told us just how many people can enter the system at once, and I’m pretty sure that at least some of the people who walked through the doors with me were  general employees, not clients. But presumably at least four or five.

      Which means somewhere in another room, someone could be shifting something that will cancel or change anything I want to shift. May already have done this. I mean, so far this all matches my memories, more or less, but parts do seem missing and—

      What if she is in this building, removing me from her life?

      Oh, god, I need to throw up.
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      This is the moment when she came by holding out a package of toilet paper in her hands, and I broke down and cried.

      I should definitely review this moment. I know it’s important.

      But I can’t.

      Next.
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      Major moments may be eliminated early in the process, thanks to minor alterations and shifts in previous moments. Not all moments can or will be removed; users should feel free to skip any moment that may be too emotionally painful or triggering to be reviewed.

      Therapy may be available post treatment.

      I am not going to throw up.
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      This is the moment when she didn’t return my texts for five days. Five days. Despite knowing that cases were peaking again, that hospitals were overloaded again.

      Next.
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      This is the moment when I reach into my pocket and pull a little glass penguin and clutch it so tightly that I think I’m bruising my fingers.
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      This is the moment when she called me and said she’d stopped coughing, and she really felt much better now, and I said, then why aren’t you over here fucking me, and she laughed and cried a little and said, wait, since when do you want me breaking quarantine and I said I didn’t care, I didn’t, and then she said she would be right over.

      It’s very hard to breathe.

      Next.
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      Users are warned that attempts to shift particularly painful or stressful events may lead to unwanted changes in current personalities, temperaments, knowledge or skills. Users are advised to strongly consider the costs of these shifts.

      And bullshit.

      This is another one of those "pain builds character" lies. Embrace the pain. You’ll be a better person for it. Something I actually believed, once upon a time. But not now. Going through this the first time didn’t make me a better person, or a stronger person. It just hurt like hell.

      This pain? Did not make me a better person. Did not lead me to new relationships.

      Besides, if I liked who I am right now, would I be doing this?
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      This is the moment when she didn’t arrive.
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      Shifts in your vital signs, including your heart rate and blood pressure, have been detected. You may wish to terminate.

      Yeah, no.

      In fact—

      Back. Back. Back. Back.
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      Oh come on.
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      This is a moment I’ve gone through a hundred times in my mind. A thousand times. Thought of all of the clever, brilliant things I could have said. Could have done. I watch myself standing in front of the door, awkwardly juggling yet another roll of toilet paper and a basket of cookies and chocolates. Huh. In my memory my hands were free. Shaking, but free.

      This is definitely one of the moments. I’m sure of it.

      View options.

      I reach into my pocket, feeling the hard object there.

      This time I can get it right.
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      Option one: I leave the toilet paper by her door with a note. A carefully crafted note.

      End.

      This is the moment when I entered this facility and—
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      Option two: I knock on the door. Twice. Three times. Leave not just the toilet paper, but chocolate at the door, with a note. I text her afterwards.

      End.

      This is the moment when I entered this facility and—
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      Option three: I write up the note, and then text her the exact words before coming over.

      End.

      This is the moment when I entered this facility and—
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      Option four: Maybe the problem is the note.

      End.

      This is the moment when I entered this facility and—
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      Option five: I skip the damn toilet paper.

      End.

      This is the moment when I entered this facility and—
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      Ok. Wait. The moment when I entered this facility. That has to show up, no matter what I choose or don’t choose, because if I don’t enter this facility then I can’t shift anything in the past. So maybe the problem here is that I’m not looking at what happens before I enter the facility. But, if I get everything right, I’d never enter the facility in the first place, unless I keep coming back to this facility because I know I have to come to this facility in order to get whatever outcome I finally choose, which is why no matter—

      Or maybe knocking on the door wasn’t the moment.

      Back.

      god no

      Back.
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      This is the moment when she sent two words by text: fever. coughing.
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      This is the moment, right now, in this room, where I think of every reason why this was such a terrible fucking idea, and I break down and cry and a couple of tears fall on the screen and I don’t even care, don’t even care when the system starts droning at me again, when I reach into my pockets to find a tissue to find nothing there, when I try to wipe my tears with my sweatshirt, when I try to drink something only to find that my cup is completely empty, when I find myself crying again, and again, until I remind myself that I basically bankrupted myself for this, I can’t stop now, I have to keep going and—

      Next.
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      This is the moment when I dropped my phone on the kitchen tile, managing to have it land on just the right angle to crack.

      Next.
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      This is the moment when I take out the little glass penguin and stare at it again.
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      How long will they let me stay in this room?

      No, change that—

      How long will they keep me in this room?
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      I’m so upset that I hit the wrong button.

      Shifts are limited to what your past self was capable of doing at that moment. For instance, if you did not speak fluent Spanish at that moment, you will not be able to speak Spanish. However, you may have the option of going further back into the past and selecting the option of taking Spanish classes. Such classes must have been available to you at the time; selecting Spanish studies may shift other parts of your past and/or limit other later options.

      … which I can’t help but take as a bit of shade.
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      This is the moment, later, when I thought I saw her on the other side of my favorite café. When instead of going over to check, or even trying to look a little longer, I immediately buried myself in my cell phone, ignoring the sudden pain in my chest, the tears in my eyes, the way I couldn’t see my cell phone, or taste the coffee I was trying to drink.

      I don’t really need to see the options here, though the system keeps throwing them up anyway.

      Next.
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      This is the moment when I realized that I really did need to toss all of her things out.

      Only to realize that I didn’t have anything to toss out.

      Except that little glass penguin.

      I watch myself throwing it hard against the floor.

      Next.
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      And this is the moment when everything felt normal again. Or as normal as it could be. When I realized I no longer had the urge to stock up on toilet paper and yeast the second I saw them, when I didn’t flinch when I saw crowds inside a bar, or at the thought of going to the movies again.

      When I finally let myself cry, and cry, and cry.

      Next.
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      And this is a moment one year ago. My hands are gripped around my coffee mug, desperate to change things. Desperate to change everything. Desperate.

      I sign everything and everything.

      Had I known just how many times I’d have to review that legal stuff again, here in this room—

      But no. This I don’t want to change.

      Next.
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      This time, this time, I think, I have it right.

      This time.

      My hands are freezing. I put them into my empty pockets to warm them, close my eyes, and remember that first terrible, terrible cup of coffee. The way she kissed me before and after that.

      The way I kept staring at my phone, waiting for her text.

      I pull out my hands.

      Restart.

      Review.

    

    
      
      

      1 References to pandemic
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        Content Warning1

      

      

      
        
        Coach Hasso

        Belding Middle School

        Wrestling Coach

      

      

      Look, these days, you’re not supposed to tell a kid what he ... or she ... or they ... can’t do. But you didn’t see this kid, Umi. He looked like a fourth grader. He was a foot shorter than all the other sixth graders, easy. He had these big feet, and it seemed like he was tripping over them every five steps. His head looked like a medicine ball compared to the rest of him. Being near-bald didn’t help.

      A mess.

      I’m sure putting this kid on a mat would probably count as some sorta manslaughter.

      But here at Belding, we don’t turn any kid away. As long as you’re not failing any classes, you can be on the team. It was even worse once we got him into his singlet. It hung off ‘im like he was wearing a choir robe. He couldn’t give me five push-ups in a row, and sometimes I wondered that he was able to hold all of his seventy pounds without collapsing like a pile of sticks.

      I tried not to let on how much I thought he didn’t belong on a wrestling team. I would have thought he knew, but he never really seemed to get it, y’know? Y’know? Aw, c’mon! Don’t look at me like that.

      Look, you work with teenagers—heck, people, in general—and you can see when someone figures out they don’t belong. You can see it in their eyes. They look at everyone around them. Size ‘em up and then take measure of themselves. Give them a minute and they won’t be back.

      Not this kid. He finished three push-ups, and you would have thought he did a thousand of ‘em, one-handed. He never won a single period. His opponents couldn’t contain their joy when they squared up. After a while, the lack of challenge bored the other kids on the team.

      I asked him once why he joined the wrestling team. He’d just finished his laps, dead last, as usual, and he was breathing so hard I thought he was going to have an attack or something.

      “It’s ... my ... destiny,”

      Then, I knew what was up with this kid. Too many comic books. I’d seen it before. Too many Spiderman comics and your fantasies carry you away. These kids think there’s going to be a magic accident that’s going to turn them from some scrawny loser into a muscle-bound hero. The first time you hit that mat, though. That first time somebody picks you up and slams your torso against that mat, it feels like they drummed the soul right out your chest, and unless you got heart, you don’t want to fight anymore.

      So I paired Umi up with the only kid on the team that was close to his size. He was still outclassed.

      Two seconds after the whistle Umi’s shoulders are pinned to the mat with his legs kicking in the air like an upturned insect. I count him out, and the other student releases him.

      Umi laid there for a second and my heart drops because I just know that he has to be broken and everybody is going to say what I already knew: he had no business being out there in the first place.

      Then he pops back up. I should stop the match but the kid seems fine, and I’m only a little worried when I blow the whistle again and the boys go back at it. Again, Wham! And Umi is pinned again. And again. And again. And each time I’m sure that he has a busted rib or a ruptured spleen, but each time he gets back up.

      Now, I’m going to tell you, if you want Coach Hasso as a fan, all you gotta do is show some heart. Umi had more heart than a mountain gorilla.

      “I like that about you, kid” I told him after practice.

      “Like what?”

      “You don’t give up. You keep that up you are going to be a champion.” This is one of the many lies I tell children, hoping the child makes me a prophet.

      Then the kid said the weirdest thing with a sorta crooked smile.

      “I know.”

      And I looked at him like, I know?

      “The best thing anybody can do to stop me is just walk away.”

      Yeah. Weird kid.

      
        
        Donald Bradley

        Hamilton High School

        Freshman

      

      

      I was kinda insulted when they matched me against this kid from James Baldwin High. We called him Throw Rug. You could throw him, and he would lay there like a rug. He was the easiest kid to beat in the whole conference. A skinny black kid who barely filled out his singlet. I thought black guys were supposed to be cut. This kid barely had enough muscle to make a bicep. I gave my phone to Drake so he could film me tossing this kid.

      We start in the neutral position, standing face-to-face. I expected Throw Rug to look scared. He didn’t. I’m pretty small, too, and I was glad this was going to be an easy win. Throw Rug rubs his nappy, Brillo pad hair (Why don’t they cut that ish or somethin’?) The ref blows the whistle. I tried to grab his legs so I can slam him. It’s a bit harder. I threw his body over my hip and down he goes. While I had him pinned, I took a moment to look at the camera and smile. Throw Rug pushed me hard and before the ref gets to “three” I could feel Throw Rug pushing me over. I could hear all the guys on both teams yelling. I tried to regain control, but I just couldn’t get his other shoulder pinned. Throw Rug’s team was going nuts.

      The referee blew the whistle, and we have to fight a second period. I got to choose defensive position. I got on all fours, and Throw Rug was behind me with his hand over my navel and his other hand on my elbow. I could hear him breathing hard; harder than he should and I knew he was too tired to finish this period.  The whistle blew and I twisted my torso so I can grab him and press him to the mat. But Throw Rug moved and all of my force caused me to fall backwards. And then Throw Rug slammed into me and, since I’m off balance, I get knocked to the mat and, suddenly, Throw Rug was on top of me and my shoulders were actually pinned! The ref was actually counting! I froze before I realized I needed to get up. I was not going to be the first person to lose to Throw Rug!

      I was able to get him on his side but he won’t go over. I pushed and he pushed back and every time I thought I had him down, he wiggled out of it. I got a glance of Drake and he’s not even pointing the phone anymore. He was just yelling. So was everybody else. Whistle blew again.

      We went into a third period. Throw Rug got to pick and he decided on neutral. We square up and when the ref blew the whistle, I grabbed his middle to control him. I pushed hard to get him over, and he didn’t go down easy. When he did go down, I made sure that I got my arms under his legs and I used them as leverage to push his shoulders into the mat. The ref started to count and Throw Rug wasn’t able to break my hold. The whistle blew, the match was over, and the ref raised my hands when I stood up.

      The Baldwin team rushed the mat and picked Throw Rug up like he’d won a division match by himself.

      “What’s that all about?”

      “Bro!” Drake said looking at me in disbelief.

      “What?”

      “Bro!”

      “What!”

      “Bro! Throw Rug never made it to third period, before. You’re the first. Not a good look, Bro.”

      
        
        Nala Reed

        Umchasi “Umi” Reed’s mother

      

      

      I was really sick in high school and, as a result, I was told that I wouldn’t be able to have children. Y’know, at that age, you don’t want kids, anyway. But when someone tells you that your future has lost possibilities ...

      I’d been seeing Kwame for some months before I thought we might be serious. I was nervous about telling him I couldn’t have children. He seemed like he’s be a cool dad. It took some time, but he was okay with it. We always thought when we were ready, we could adopt. Not to mention, there are a million black children looking for homes, right?

      I love Kwame. I loved him more when I found a book of names that he’d been keeping most of his life with names for his children. A date on the inside cover told me he’d been keeping it since he was ten. He’d been dreaming about children since he was a child himself, and he married me anyway. So when I found out I was pregnant, the feeling of this being a gift was multiplied tenfold.

      Our son’s birth was full of worry. A lot of prayer. The labor was without event but when he came into the world, he was not breathing. I was too weak to do a thing but raise my head in the slightest and ask what was wrong. I heard a thump, a reflexive scream, and then an apology. Kwame looked back at the doctors and then at me and then back, again. Then the room was silent except for me asking somebody to tell me something. And then my baby was crying.

      He spent two weeks in an incubator. He was well underweight and his lungs were underdeveloped. Kwame’s mother, Eisha, sat with me. Kwame’s mother was ... strange. A beautiful woman in all ways, but she believed in spirits and potions. African stuff I’d never heard of and made for interesting advice during my entire pregnancy. I tried to be respectful. Outside of church, I don’t do metaphysical, even then, I’m known as a clutch prayer.

      It was heartbreaking and inspiring to look at him in the incubator, his small chest working as if he was running. I had not named him then. When Eisha asked me why not, it was hard for me to say.

      “I don’t know if he’s going make it. I can name him but I don’t know if I can keep him. If I name him—”

      Eisha sat for a long time. I thought she was letting it go. I should have known better.

      “I’ll tell you. That may not ever go away. Even if he makes it out of this hospital. Everything in the universe may come against the boy. The only protection he will have is the care of those who love him. Don’t be too afraid to give him that.”

      That evening, Kwame came to the hospital. We sat next to our son with the book of names. An hour and a half of going through names and debate and we found one that worked.

      Umchasi is Xhousa.

      It means “Opponent.”

      Then, and for years after, I never would have thought I would have wrestling trophies in my living room. Wrestling!

      
        
        Kwame Reed

        Umchasi “Umi” Reed’s Father

      

      

      It seemed like after my dad turned fifty, he was crying all the time. I always thought it was awkward. By the time I graduated college he was at my graduation dinner tearing up. My Dad wasn’t the most macho guy.

      Yet, I’m watching my son walk onto the wrestling mat, and I flashback to Nala and I sitting by his incubator trying to think of names for him. My heart swells and my vision gets all wavy. I never told Nala this, but I didn’t think the boy would make it. At that time, I was not one for faith. It’s my fault.

      My mom was all into spiritualism and magic and stuff. I was so embarrassed when, on my first day of first grade, I opened my A-Team lunchbox to find high john root in a little bag with a note. The white kid next to me asked what was in the bag. I showed him with pride because didn’t everyone’s mom show love by putting a talisman in their lunchbox to give them courage and favor? When the other kid saw the small nugget of root as I held it in my hand, he scrunched his nose up.

      “Ewww, it looks like a turd!” Then he looked at me. I had no idea what this meant, and then he said it louder so the other kids in the class could hear.

      “Hey! This kid has a turd in his lunchbox! He eats turds! Ewwwww!”

      You can guess what happened next. For the rest of my school year, kids were calling me Turd Boy. From that point on I was embarrassed by my mom’s hoodoo, and I just wanted her to stop. Without even realizing why, I became a pragmatist. Eventually, it led me into computer engineering. No magic, just logic gates.

      I guess Umi changed all of that for me. As my son walks out onto the mat, a senior in high school, he looks like a god, and this is my miracle. He is lean, hard muscle, everywhere. His hair is loc’ed and braided close to his skull, per regulation. He’s six feet and three inches, and I don’t think he is done growing. I have a good job. I can afford shoes.

      I’m a little ashamed of my pride as I notice the looks he gets from the girls as he stretches and shakes his long limbs. So, this is the pitiful thing dads do when they live vicariously through the lives of their sons? His high school career is very different from mine.

      The boy is a miracle. When he came home and told us that he wanted to join the wrestling team, Nala and I were immediately against it. But after some reflection I realized that I didn’t want to stand in his way. If the boy wanted to try something different ...

      Nala, on the other hand, was totally against it, and she fought it every step of the way. But Umi would not stop pushing for it. He nailed it when he stopped eating. Getting food down that boys throat was her primary and universal concern and when he stopped taking meals, she had to concede to get him to have some kale.

      At least one of us always attended his bouts. Whenever Nala went, she would bring papers to grade so she would have an excuse not to look. But she always looked and I had to restrain her on more than one occasion when she thought Umi was being treated roughly.

      “Baby, It’s wrestling. He’ll be fine,” I said. (It was the thing frequently I said to myself when I started to worry.) If I’m honest, it was raw, male pride that kept me from running down there myself. On occasion, to satiate both of us, I would casually stroll to the area where the team sat, say a few words to the coach, and then talk to Umi to make sure he was fine. Y’know. Cool.

      Now, Umi is a near giant and the referee blows the whistle. Umi’s opponent is built like a tractor and he looks a little nervous. He starts for Umi and they grapple. The Tractor is pushing and pushing trying to find leverage. He finds none and Umi doesn’t move. They break. The Tractor comes in again and this time Umi leaps. Umi’s body looks like a pinwheel as his legs go into the air. In the middle of the spin, Umi grabs the waist of his opponent and when Umi lands on the mat, his opponent is thrown face down to the ground. Before I can process what just happened, the referee has counted, the match is over, and Nala is on her feet with both hands in the air screaming.

      “Flying Squirrel!”

      
        
        Debra Long

        Steele University

        Second Year, Psychology

      

      

      I am not a ho. I wonder why, in the twenty-first century, are we still slut-shaming (Hmm, Leah?) Maybe people should get the whole story before going talking garbage. I wasn’t even looking for a boyfriend. I didn’t work as hard as I did to get side-railed by some college student looking for himself. It just kinda happened.

      My mom—my liberal-women’s-studies-pussy-hat-BLM-supporting-marriage-is-an-artifact-of-the-patriarchy-super-lefty-mom looked really embarrassed as she tried to talk to me about the boys I’d meet at college. It wasn’t until I was sitting in my dorm room that I realized that she low-key told me to stay away from the black guys.

      Wooooow! I guess it’s right what they say about your kids and your politics.

      Umi and I met off campus in front of a grocery store. A foot of snow had fallen and more was on the way. I was studying too hard to realize that I might be snowed in for a while. So (too late) I thought I should get some supplies before it got too bad. My car was stuck in my parking space. I was trying to dig myself out with the ice scraper (it broke), and I was starting to think I would have to walk away since no one seemed to be coming by to help. Umi showed up and waved in the window.

      “Need help?”

      “No, man. Spinning wheels is fun.” For a second, he was actually trying to figure out if I was kidding.

      “Alright, put it in neutral, turn the wheel towards me and come help me.” I got out and saw the guy was big. He had to be 6’4” and big enough to fit me on one of his shoulders. His locs flared across his back and were salted with snow. If he couldn’t push this car out himself, then I didn’t see how I was going to be much help. If I’m honest, I was a little concerned. In the back of my head I was micro-regretting not putting the pepper spray my mom had given me on my keychain. I didn’t want to be that woman. But here I was; no better than my mom.

      “Okay, now,” Umi said. “I want you to push with me. On three. One, two, PUSH—” The car started moving, and I’m sure I wasn’t doing anything. Umi shoved the car onto the shoveled road. When the car had to stop, he literally jogged around the front and backwards jogged with his hands on the hood until it stopped. Show off.

      We rode back to campus together. We talked for a while. Found out he was studying architecture and had a full-ride wrestling scholarship. When he told me he was on the wrestling team, I thought he might be on some jock-talk, like my brothers. Nope. We talked music. He was really into Afrobeat and dancehall. He said his dad got him into it. When I told him I was into Sister Nancy and Barrington Levy he seemed confused. He had never heard of Barrington Levy! I spent the rest of the afternoon educating him in the student center.

      We’d been together for about three months. Finals were coming up and we’d been having a conversation about meeting parents. Turns out both of our parents seemed to have some hang-ups about interracial dating when it came to their kids. Umi wasn’t sure how his dad would react.

      “My dad was sorta disappointed when I didn’t go to an HBCU,” he confessed. “And if I pledge, I better come home wearing black and gold.”

      “Black and gold?” I asked. He spent the rest of the afternoon educating me.

      One day, a guy sat at my table while I was reading. He looked like he was in his late 20s. Maybe a student. He looked a little awkward at first. I thought maybe he was trying to push up. He wasn’t.

      He was from another university. A nicer one. He showed me an acceptance letter with the promise of a scholarship with my name on it. He told me that if I could find out if Umi was using any performance-enhancing drugs, the letter was mine. I was sitting in the dining hall of my safety school trying not to think about debt. I knew that Umi was clean. He had too much pride to juice. But this ...

      I started to talk to Umi about his routine and his training regimen. I hung out with him at the gym. I have to admit; I was curious. I thought about the first day we met and him pushing and then stopping my car. He was incredibly strong, and I wanted to know why as much as anyone else. And if he was doping, then I really didn’t want to be bothered with him anyway. So everybody wins, right?

      I would see him wrestle, and he was always unstoppable. But to see him in the gym was a different story. He worked out for, at least, two hours twice a day. I watched him leg press all the plates. It was fun watching the football guys sniffing around trying to recruit him. His grandma always sent him strange things, but he never drank or ate any of it. But he did cherish those things. Sometimes he would wear them around his neck.

      The only thing he spent a lot of time on, besides his workout and his studies, was his hair. It seemed like it would be a problem with the wrestling. But he kept good care of his hair and went to go see another girl on campus, Nikia, who he would pay to braid it up for him so it was close to his skull and ready for bouts. I sat with him, one time, while he was getting his hair braided, and we watched movies together. I was a little jealous as I watched the other girl handle his locs in a way that felt like the highest expression of care and love. Yet her face was impassive as her attention went from his head to the movie we were watching.

      “Why don’t you just cut the hair? You can grow it back later,” I asked. They both looked at me with a side-eye and no answer. I pretended to look at the screen and dropped it.

      Umi would talk about his childhood. When he told me he was a scrawny sickly kid, I didn’t believe him until he pulled out his phone and started showing me pictures. I didn’t even recognize the kid in the pictures. I could tell he was a weezer. All bones and a near bald head.

      I started to notice that as the pictures progressed in time, Umi became larger and his hair grew longer. He had a huge Afro before he had it twisted into locs.

      “At one point they used to call me Throw Rug. After this, though, they changed my name to Bear Rug.” Umi showed me a picture himself as a teenager, well-muscled but not big, with cornrows holding a wrestling trophy and flanked by his smiling parents.

      I remember learning about how people used talismans as psychological crutches. This happens a lot in sports. You always hear about athletes who have some kind of lucky charm that’s supposed to empower their game. Jordan’s gym shorts are a famous example. Of course there is no actual corollary between the object and the performance of the player. But there was plenty of coincidence. What if Umi’s hair was his talisman? What if he thought that gave him strength?

      After a few weeks of looking around, I found nothing. When the guy from the other college called and asked me what I knew, I told him that, as far as I could see, Umi didn’t use any drugs. He didn’t even take vitamins. He was silent for a moment.

      “Well, I’m sorry you couldn’t help us. I guess—”

      “Wait,” I reflexively called. I told him about the hair and how I thought it might be a major crutch of his confidence. This was a small and silly idea. It couldn’t hurt anything.

      There was a grunt on the other end of the line. This wasn’t FaceTime so I couldn’t read his expression.

      “Thank you,” he said then he hung up.

      I couldn’t talk to Umi for a few days. When I did, I had to force myself to look at him.

      
        
        Umachisi “Umi” Reed

        Steele University

        Wrestler

      

      

      I used to have to work really hard to look like I wasn’t scared. I can still remember a time when everything on Earth looked big and dangerous enough to crush me. I used to have nightmares all the time. I stopped telling my folks about it because they would do corny stuff like check under the bed and closets and sleep with me. I was smart enough to know that the fear wasn’t around me. It was in me. And I couldn’t get it out. It was like that for a while. Until I spent the weekend with Grandma.

      Now, when I look into the eyes of my opponent, I transfer all of my fear and anxiety into him. I just use a trick my mom taught me when I was being bullied in third grade.

      “Just look ‘em in the eye, Baby,” she said to me while lying in bed and gently massaging my scalp.

      “How is that supposed to work? Daddy said I should say bad stuff about his mama. Like yo’ mama so f—”

      “Look!” she interrupted. “I love your daddy, but I’d be surprised if that man ever made a fist to anything but keep his fingers warm. You listen to your mama. You can’t tell, now, but I have a history of ratchetry and thuggery that you will never learn about. Trust. You just look your opponent dead in the eye and don’t say a word. Hear me?”

      It worked every time.

      And, now, here I am. Olympic tryouts are in my future, and I might be going to Lagos. I try to keep all of that out of my mind and focus on the match ahead. This bout, we are going against our rival, Davis University. Both Davis and Steele wanted me. Steele made the better offer and they had a better Architecture program that fed into some of the best firms in the country. Davis came to regret not pushing harder, because we’d pasted them every year since I’d joined the team.

      I meet my opponent. He looks like a shaved gorilla. I’m not sure where they found this guy, but this is my first time seeing him at a bout. As we are checking in with the judge, Shaved Gorilla keeps giving me the hard stare. I look at him, grin, and give him the pistol fingers.

      “Ya’ mom taught you that, right?” I can tell he doesn’t think I’m funny. For a brief second he looks like he wants to fist fight.

      “Hey—” it’s the judge, “—we good, here, gentlemen.” We both nod affirmation and head to the mat.

      There is a double whistle blow. The ref runs over to Coach and tells him something while pointing in my direction. They are going back and forth, both glancing back at me. Before I can go over there, they both come to me. Coach looks away and says, “They’re saying you’re not ready to wrestle. Your … um … your hair is too long.”

      “What?! Nobody’s said anything before.”

      The ref looks at me. “Well, I’m saying something to you, now. That hair is a danger to you and the other wrestlers and it needs to go now or you forfeit the match.”

      “Forfeit?!”

      “Hey, those are the rules,”

      “Those are not the rules and you know it!” Coach almost spits.

      “So what?” I ask. “You want me to wear a scarf or somethin’?”

      “No, it has to come off.” The ref gives me his best poker face. I look around. No one else is here. My dad talked to me about finding other people like me when I went to university. I tried. But there just weren’t a lot of black folks here, and I always preferred to keep to myself. I guess that was reflexive from being picked on so much as a kid. At no other time did I feel that as much as I did now. My parents weren’t in the stands. I could not ask my grandmother what I should do next. I was alone with no one to stand for me or tell me what to do next. I would not let these people see me cry.

      I looked at the Davis coach, and he was just pacing back and forth with his arms folded. He didn’t seem the least bit curious as to what was happening here. He would look away and then look down and anywhere but at me. I looked down at the ref.

      “What’s it going to be, son?”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay, what?”

      “Cut it. I don’t care. Just get it done.”

      I unbraid my hair. My locs were thick, so they came down relatively fast. While I worked my fingers between the oiled braids I tried to think of home and everyone who loved me. It was good for my heart not to see my parents worry every time I left the house or had a fall. I didn’t like it as a kid. No one seemed to think I was strong. I wasn’t strong and strength, as a boy, was my primary concern.

      A small red-headed woman showed up with scissors and a grocery bag. I am too tall, so I  kneel so she can reach my hair. The scissors sound new and sharp. I almost can’t hear the sound of the shears going through my hair. While I kneel for her, I let my hands savor the feeling of the ground. I hold that feeling.

      When I was eleven, I spent the weekend with my grandma. Whenever I visited her, I wasn’t allowed to watch television. We spent most of the time in her small greenhouse, listening to music and talking. I didn’t mind. Grandma and Grandpa were cool. Grandpa would let me play his sax. Grandma was good to talk to.

      I had nightmares over there, too. Grandma came in to see about me. She did not look for monsters. I was too old for that, anyway. She did ask me what my dream was about. I told her. Instead of  listening and grunting like my mother did, she actually asked questions about colors and dug for details.

      “... what kind of fur did the beast have? Was it more like a wolf, or an ape?”

      And  another time she asked, “So what are you actually scared of?”

      “I’m scared of being too weak to win.”

      “Win? Win what?” I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t quite know, at that age.

      “Look, go on to sleep. You and I will deal with that tomorrow. I think I know what will help you.”

      The next morning, when I woke up and padded to the kitchen, Grandma was already up and the kitchen counter was full of bowls herbs and cooking things.

      “What you making?”

      “It’s ‘what are you making.’ And what I am making is something that is going to help you with your problem. Here, drink this.” What she handed me smelled sweet but tasted so bitter it made my eyes squint and my head shake.

      “Yuck!”

      “Boy! I ain’t your mama ...”

      “I’m not your mama.” Grandma’s stare let me know I needed to sit down at the table and finish the drink. As I drank, Grandma came to me with a bowl. When I’d finished the mug, she put her hand in the oil, stood behind me and massaged my scalp with the oils.

      “What are you doing, Grandma?”

      “Shhhh. I’m helping.”

      When she was finished, my whole body felt relaxed. I almost went to sleep on the table. Grandma tied a scarf around my head, picked me up, and put me in bed.

      The red-headed woman is almost finished, She is clipping the locs closest to my left temple. Meanwhile, my teammates have gathered around, shouting words of encouragement. Inspired or guilty, they know I am doing this for the team, and I guess the moral support is the least they could do. It is.

      She’s done. I put my hand to my head and it feels like Mars. I can feel the air on my scalp, and I feel exposed in front of everyone there. I look up at the Davis coach. He is having the hardest time hiding his grin. The ref makes a quick inspection and I put my protective gear back on. I step back in the circle with my opponent. The ref blows the whistle. The Shaved Gorilla comes at me fast.

      “I don’t feel any stronger,” I’d told my grandma while flexing my arms.

      “You won’t for a while.”

      “What do I have to do?”

      “Lose.”

      “What?”

      “If you want strength, you must earn it. So I have opened your chakras and reprogrammed them. Now, every time you are defeated, every time you are cast down, you will get up stronger than before.

      “So the more you lose, the more you win. If your opponent wants to keep you weak, then the best thing for him to do is walk away.”

      I do not get low in my stance or even open my arms. I just fold my arms and stand there as the Shaved Gorilla grapples and tries to lift me. He is attacking a monument. I do not move. The period ends and the ref blows the whistle. I look at Coach, his mouth is agape. My teammates are yelling their heads off. I look at the Davis coach. He is pissed.

      The second period I pick the offensive position. My opponent kneels in front of me on all fours and I kneel behind him, one hand on his elbow, the other over his navel. The whistle blows.

      He tries to stand, but my hand holds him to the mat. He can’t move. I don’t move. I just hold him there. I can feel his effort to fight me. He is strong. I’m stronger. Much stronger.

      Third period. He picks the neutral position.

      The whistle blows. Shaved Gorilla starts at me. He makes a few false starts as he circles me. I keep my eyes locked on his eyes. When he makes his move I deliberately look at the Davis coach. My hand slips under the arm of the Shaved Gorilla and I lift all three-hundred and two pounds of him into the air and hold him there. I let him kick and struggle for a while before I drop him to the mat. I place one hand in the middle of his chest right below the clavicle and I hold him there. He kicks and struggles to get up. He can’t. I take a moment to look at Shaved Gorilla. His face is red and there is spittle around his mouth as he struggles to escape from under my hand. The Davis coach is running up and down the mat and yelling at his boy. I shake my head and say to the ref, “Are you going to count?”

      The ref stops staring and finally does his job. The match is over.

      I win.

      If they wanted to stop me, they should have walked away.
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      When Golem opened her eyes for the first time, she saw Magda.

      “You are Golem,” Magda whispered, her oil-stained fingers prodding Golem’s metal joints.

      “Golem,” the machine repeated, the rust along the two half-tin cans forming her jaw chipping onto Magda’s hands, adding scrap freckles to Magda’s tan skin.

      “I built you,” Magda said proudly. “Horthy’s Nuremberg measures may limit the number of Jews at Eötvös Loránd University, but I will still be an engineer.”

      Golem only understood that Magda had built her. She was Magda’s, and Golem would do anything for her.

      “Tokhter!” a voice called from above. “What are you doing in the basement?”

      A man hobbled down the stairs. He stopped when he saw Golem.

      “Magda, what is that tangle of broken trash and split wire?” He pointed at Golem. “That gépezet looks better fit for the Pécs town scrapyard than our nice home.”

      “I am Golem,” Golem replied. She wheeled forward unsteadily. She was a few inches shorter than the man.

      “Foter.” Magda slunk beside her creation. “I made her. She will help the family while you search for a new job in Budapest.”

      Magda’s father frowned but did not argue. Magda grinned, curled her fingers in Golem’s, and dragged Golem up the stairs. Golem clanked the whole way.

      The upper level of the house was lighter than the basement and much larger. Magda pointed out the refrigerator (it was new) and the gas cooker (also new). She showed Golem the radio and taught her how to turn the dials. Magda must have assumed Golem was more interested in the household devices, machines like Golem, than the three other living people. Magda made no introductions before leading Golem outside.

      But Golem didn’t mind. She only needed Magda.

      The sun barely hovered above the hilltops between Pécs town and the capital, Budapest. Golem squinted. The world was so big.

      “Come, Golem. Szakasits pays me three pengõ to deliver the daily Népszava to households in Pécs. My friend Endre will give us our bundle of newspapers at the bridge. We have to hurry to meet him on time.” Magda released Golem’s hand to lift her skirts. She jogged toward the town square.

      Golem followed, ambling slowly. Her joints creaked, but she kept Magda in her sights until they reached the bridge.

      “What is that?” Endre squeaked as Magda and Golem approached. His hands clutched the bicycle handles so tightly his knuckles were white.

      “The newest member of the Catz family!” Magda announced cheerfully.

      Endre eyed Golem warily. Golem didn’t feel imposing. She wasn’t any taller than Endre. But she hadn’t seen others like herself as she and Magda made their way through Pécs.

      Endre rolled his bike out of Golem’s shadow. “I thought only the Gyorshadtest in the Royal Army were allowed war machines.”

      “Good thing Golem is not a war machine then, Endre.” Magda plucked a thick package from the bike’s basket.

      Endre’s cheeks colored. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’ve only seen gépezet from a distance.” He wrung his hands. “Has your father found work yet?”

      Magda frowned. “Uh no.” She turned to Golem. “My father was the greatest lawyer in Pécs, but … not anymore. That’s why I built you, Golem. You’ll take over my paper route, so I can help Muter cook dumplings for the bakeshop. Every member of our family has to do their part. That now includes you.”

      Golem nodded, but she had no idea what Magda was talking about.

      Magda sighed. “Endre, why do you ask anyway?”

      “Magda.” Endre’s gaze fell to his feet. “Don’t be discouraged with today’s headlines. This will all pass.”

      Magda frowned and ripped open her Népszava bundle.

      “The Third Jewish Law passes,” Magda read aloud and paled.

      “What does that mean?” Golem did not like how the text upset her Magda.

      “Marriage between Jews and non-Jews is prohibited,” Endre said. He took both of Magda’s hands in his. “It will pass. We can …”

      Magda leaned into Endre and kissed his forehead. She smiled. “Yes, it will pass.”

      Endre nodded, checked his watch, nodded again, and left.

      When the boy was long out of sight, Magda whispered, “Endre is wrong.”

      Golem was confused. “Then why did you agree with him?”

      Magda’s eyes were glassy. “I should not have. Lying is bad.”

      Magda’s jaw clenched. She grabbed Golem’s hands like Endre had grabbed hers. “There are so many bad things, bad people, in the world. I don’t want you to be bad. You must be good. Rule eyns: you should never lie. Not ever.”

      Golem would do anything Magda asked of her, but so much was new and unclear. “But Magda lies. Are you not good?”

      “I try to be good. You will be better.”

      “Eyns: I will not lie,” Golem repeated. She would be good for Magda. “I promise.”
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      Over the next few months, Golem learned how to deliver the newspapers and farm the garden. Magda taught her how to read basic words, Yiddish and Hungarian, and took Golem to the scrapyard outside of Pécs for better parts. While she tinkered, Magda told Golem stories of Budapest’s oldest university, Eötvös Loránd, and her aspirations to be an engineer when the Arrow Cross movement ended.

      “When you go to the university, will I go with you?” Golem asked one winter day as Magda used springs to tie iron plates to Golem’s shoulders and chest. Golem was becoming much sturdier and much bigger.

      “No. I do not think gépezets are allowed to study,” Magda said, chuckling.

      “Then I hope you can’t go either. You will stay here with me.”

      Magda froze. She looked up at Golem and smiled, but the expression seemed forced. “You might get your wish. For admissions, being a Jew is almost as bad as being a woman.”

      Golem knew Magda was both those things. But why should the university care?

      “Am I Jew?” Golem asked. She’d heard the term thrown around at home and in the streets of the city. The tone used was rarely a nice one.

      “Yes.”

      “Then being a Jew and a woman cannot be bad. For I am both, and I am good.” Golem had not lied, not once.

      Magda’s forced smile melted into a real grin. “Okay, future scholar, you’ve been upgraded enough for one day. Let’s return home.”

      Magda and Golem ambled together through the quiet Pécs streets, past tall, Baroque buildings, the green copper dome of the Mosque of Pasha Qasim, now a church, and the nearby Romanesque cathedral. Golem liked the hot smoke that fumed from Zsolnay ceramics factory and the way Magda’s face lit up as she gawked at the cultural quarter’s steaming beef platters. Golem wanted to spend every day with just her and Magda.

      But her happy mood was interrupted when they returned home. Shouting came from within.

      “I do not want these Polacks in my house,” Magda’s mother growled, not registering Magda and Golem’s arrival.

      “It is our duty to help the refugees. I am nothing but I must be everything,” Magda’s father barked back.

      “Don’t quote Marx at me.”

      The two kept arguing.

      Magda pulled Golem aside. “Men and women are fleeing Poland. Rabbi Tyrnau says we must shelter those we can, but these refugees bring with them horrible stories. Foter and Muter are arguing over what we should do.”

      “Is sheltering refugees good?” Golem whispered back.

      “I … yes … maybe … I don’t know. We don’t have enough for ourselves. Foter still does not work.”

      Noises from the backyard drew Magda’s attention. Golem followed her outside where Magda’s twin brothers played in the snow with three lanky, disheveled young men. They looked a little older than Magda. Each yelped when they saw Golem. Golem was now as tall as any man.

      “I am Golem.” Golem curtsied as Magda had taught her.

      “It is one of their potwór!” one man said in a mix of broken Yiddish and Polish. Then to Magda, “One of their monsters!”

      “She is no one’s monster. Golem is herself.”

      Golem nodded, agreeing emphatically.

      Another of the men stepped forward. He was trembling. “If you can build a machine like that, why not build an army? Hurt the Nazis. Protect us.”

      “Hurt? Like murder?” Magda looked aghast. “This will all pass. Besides, most armies already have machines like Golem except theirs were built for fighting. What could my sweet Golem even do?”

      The three men huffed and called Magda a fool. Golem didn’t like that or the men. She didn’t care if she wasn’t the only machine in the world. She was Magda’s only machine, and that was all that mattered.

      But Magda’s father won out. The three refugees moved into Golem and Magda’s basement. The trio barely spoke, especially of what had happened to them in Poland. They ate the family’s food, did little to help around the house, and, one of them, Pavel, watched Magda too closely. Golem refused to leave Magda alone with any of them, especially him, through spring or summer.

      But life outside the house was not much better. Laws against Jews were tightening, and more businesses refused to serve Magda and her parents. The bakery stopped buying the family’s dumplings and Endre stopped meeting Golem at the bridge. Magda never smiled anymore, not even her fake ones, and now Golem was the one dragging her around Pécs.

      “You can tinker with me, if you’d like?” Golem often suggested.

      “Not today. I’ve already made you too tall to stand upright in our house.”

      “I don’t mind crouching.” Golem grinned at Magda, showing tin foil Golem had cut and glued for pretend teeth.

      But Magda didn’t laugh.

      Golem wouldn’t give up. “Why don’t we go to the cultural quarter? We can sample sweets and bring macskanyelv back for the boys.”

      Golem swung Magda onto her hulking shoulders before she could say no. Golem bounced, singing the popular Rezsõ Seress song as they headed to the markets.

      “Dreaming, I was only dreaming. I wake and I find you asleep. In the deep of my heart here. Darling I hope that my dream never haunted you. My heart is tellin’ you how much I wanted you.”

      “That song is so depressing,” Magda complained when Golem was finished.

      Any response from Magda was better than nothing, so Golem started the song again and added the piano she’d recorded from their radio earlier that month. So few channels played music anymore.

      The markets weren’t very bustling. Pécs’s townspeople stayed indoors more and more. Golem supposed she and Magda should take the hint, but Golem liked the sunlight and the mix of Turkish, Roman, and gothic architecture. She wanted to be a builder like the men and women who constructed Pécs. Like Magda. Golem hoped they would find a way to go to university together one day.

      “We’ll take two boxes of macskanyelv,” Golem said in front of the chocolate stand.

      The man running the booth stared up at Magda, still resting on Golem’s shoulders. Magda had a star patch sewn into her blouse. “She a Jew?”

      Golem could feel Magda slump.

      “Yes. And so am I,” Golem growled. She showed her foil teeth. They did not make the shopkeeper laugh either.

      He backed away. “Sorry … I can’t …”

      Golem grabbed the chocolates anyway and tucked them into a cavity in her chest. She handed the man the chocolates’ price in pengõ, but the shopkeeper waved the money away.

      “I can’t take it. Not now. Have the macskanyelv, but don’t come back. I know you’re not military grade. You can’t bully me.” He flinched.

      She hesitated but knew she could not force him to take her money. She wasn’t equipped for force. So Golem retreated with Magda and the chocolates.

      “That was bad,” Magda whispered once they were back in their neighborhood.

      “I was bad?” Golem asked, disappointed in herself but unsure why she should be.

      “Yes. Stealing is bad.”

      “But I wasn’t trying to … the man wouldn’t—”

      “It doesn’t matter. You must be good, Golem. There is so little good left in the world. Rule tsvey: you cannot steal.”

      “I don’t think I st—” Golem gently dropped Magda from her shoulders. Her Magda was close to tears. “Fine. Tsvey: I won’t steal. But I want to help you. I want you to be happy.”

      Magda held Golem’s hand. “I would prefer you are good than I am happy.”

      Magda was quiet the rest of the way. By the time they were home, Golem knew she disagreed with Magda’s choice. But she loved the girl too much to deny her what she wanted.
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      Golem was accustomed to arguments, but tonight’s tones were sharper than ever before. Golem woke Magda so they could listen together from the bedroom they shared with the sleeping twins.

      “The munkaszolgálat is a death sentence!” one of the Polish men yelled. “We must grab as much as we can carry and run.”

      “Where should we go?” Magda’s father shouted back.

      “Anywhere else. Anywhere.”

      “We are at war. Horthy and Bárdossy are calling on citizens to help in the effort. The munkaszolgálat is simply a labor service,” Magda’s mother whispered.

      “You are all fools!” the Pole retorted.

      Magda opened the bedroom door and stepped into the living room. Golem followed.

      “Go back to bed, sweetheart,” Magda’s mother cooed.

      Magda didn’t budge, and Golem wouldn’t leave her side.

      “She and the twins should come with us,” Pavel, who had yet to speak, said. “And the potwór.”

      Pavel dropped the bag he carried, one of the twins’ knapsacks, and approached Magda. He touched a loose lock of her hair.

      Magda slapped his hand away. “We will not go with you. Foter has been looking for a job. The munkaszolgálat is work. This could help us. Hungary is not like Poland.”

      Pavel didn’t step back. He was too close to Magda. Golem didn’t know what to do.

      “You have no idea what they did to us,” Pavel whispered. “Hungarian soldiers, your soldiers, not Germany’s, killed a thousand of us in Újvidék. This munkaszolgálat is their way of organizing the massacres. Putting you to work before they murder you too.”

      He grabbed more of Magda’s hair, forcefully this time. Magda winced, shrinking. Golem clenched her fists.

      “You are so beautiful. I …”

      “Don’t touch her!” Golem shoved Pavel away from Magda.

      Pavel flopped back like a cloth doll, hitting the floor with a crack. Pavel screamed, his arm bent unnaturally.

      The two other Poles went wide-eyed. They approached their moaning friend. The men hoisted Pavel to his feet and darted out the door with what they carried, stolen from what little Magda’s family owned.

      Magda’s parents collapsed to their knees.

      “What did you do?” Magda’s mother sobbed. “You are a monster.”

      Magda was shaking.

      Golem didn’t care for Magda’s parents or the Poles. She only cared for Magda.

      “Was I bad?” Golem had only meant to get Pavel away from Magda.

      Magda wouldn’t look at Golem. “Rule … rule dray … no hurting anyone. Not even for me. No … You must never hurt anyone …”

      Golem growled. Magda was wrong, and Golem was sick of rules. “But I was trying to protect you! I would do it again!”

      Golem raised her fists and brought them down hard on the dinner table. The wood snapped as easily as a dry twig underfoot.

      “Out!” Magda’s father snapped, face red and fists shaking. He gestured to the door. “You are dangerous! Out!”

      Golem stood as straight as she could in what was now a very small room. Then she drooped. Golem would agree to anything to stay with Magda, even if she disagreed with what she promised.

      “I didn’t know it was a rule.” Golem tried to soften her tone. “Rule dray: no hurting. I understand now.” She didn’t understand. She’d never understand.

      “Out!” Magda’s father yelled again.

      Golem turned to Magda. Only Magda could order Golem around.

      “Go … just go …” Magda whispered. “You were supposed to be good.”

      Golem froze. Golem wasn’t good? No. Golem had made a mistake, but she was still good. And she’d never do a bad thing again.

      “Go,” Magda said again.

      Golem’s head fell. She slunk outside and waited by the window.
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      Golem waited patiently outside for months. Sometimes she would tend the garden when Magda’s mother wasn’t watching or send a twin to bring back scrap metal for an ad hoc repair, but mostly Golem stood still. Magda had not given her leave to come back inside.

      Luckily, through the front window, Golem could still listen to and observe Magda. After her father was drafted into the munkaszolgálat, the Catz family had continued to struggle. Even with four fewer mouths to feed, the Poles and Magda’s father gone, Magda and her mother couldn’t make enough money to buy what they needed. No one would hire anyone from the family. No one in Pécs had money to spare for anyone else.

      Endre and Magda had said these times would pass. All Golem could do was believe them and wait. She would wait until the war ended, until Magda’s father came home, until Endre and Magda could marry, until she and Magda could study engineering together at Eötvös Loránd. Golem would wait however long it took.

      But as the radio blared stories of encroaching violence, as fewer non-Jews visited their neighborhood, and as Magda grew thinner and paler, Golem had a sickening feeling that the worse was yet to come.

      One evening, so late Golem had thought every Catz would be asleep, Magda’s mother crept outside to meet with her. Magda’s mother was very frail.

      “Golem, we need your help now.” She sounded broken.

      Golem was ready. She would prove herself and Magda would accept her again. “I will be good.”

      “Winter ruined the garden. There is no more money. We need to eat. I need you … will you help us?”

      “I will be good,” Golem repeated.

      “Can you …” Magda’s mother lowered her voice. “I need you to go into town, Zsolnay, the markets, and find us some food.”

      “You want me to steal.”

      “Please. One of the boys is sick and Magda wastes away …”

      Golem knew what was becoming of Magda and wanted to help. Stealing wouldn’t be difficult. The shopkeepers all claimed to not fear Golem, or had before Golem’s punishment. But Golem saw the way their eyes bulged, the way they hesitated. She could steal for the Catz family. She could steal a lot.

      Magda’s mother leaned closer. “It will make Magda very happy.”

      “I will” Golem started, about to agree. But then she remembered what Magda had told her. Magda said she preferred Golem be good than she be happy. This was a test. And Golem had been about to fail.

      “Rule tsvey.” Golem was ready. “I cannot steal.”

      “Golem you must. We’ll starve,” Magda’s mother begged.

      “I am good. I do not steal.” Golem crossed her arms, so eager to return to the house she started to shake.

      “Ess drek und shtarbn,” Magda’s mother cursed. “Fuck your rules. Aren’t you supposed to protect Magda? Isn’t saving her life more important than your rules?”

      It was a test. A tough one. But Golem would not fail it.

      “No,” Golem said with all the finality she could muster.

      Magda’s mother sagged. She cried in a curled ball beside Golem and, when the tears stopped, went back inside to her children.

      Golem waited for Magda’s mother to tell Magda of how well she had done. She waited for Magda to come get her and bring her inside. Golem waited all night, but Magda never came.

      By morning, Golem wasn’t sure Magda’s mother had been testing her. She might have made another mistake.

      But it wasn’t too late. Golem could still go to the market, steal food, and bring it to Magda. She stood, about to do just that, when a frantic report shrieked from the Catz radio. Tanks were rolling into Budapest.

      Golem scrambled to the front door and knocked.

      Magda answered, her face ashen. She relaxed when she saw Golem.

      “What will we do?” Golem asked. Budapest was less than two hours away by train.

      Magda shook her head. “I don’t know. If we leave, we’ll be arrested. I thought we would stay in Hungary. I thought the Germans wouldn’t come as long as Horthy was an ally. We were supposed to be different than Poland.”

      “What happens when they come?”

      “They’ll take us like Foter.”

      Golem knelt before Magda, still perched in the doorway. “Then we will go work with your father and make money for the family.”

      Magda sobbed. “No, no that is not what will happen.”

      “Let me inside. I’ve been good,” Golem tried.

      Magda shook her head. “You need to leave. To run. My brothers are too weak. Muter too. I can’t abandon them. But you can run and hide and survive this.” Magda dropped to her knees. “I need to know you are good and in the world. It will help.”

      “I am good,” Golem said, but she did not move. “I do not want to leave you. How will you find me again?”

      “I won’t.”

      “Can I please come inside?” Golem asked again.

      “Run.”

      Golem wouldn’t run, and Magda wouldn’t let her inside. Their standoff lasted until the roar of engines echoed down the main street. Magda yelped and shut the door in Golem’s face.

      A car, one of many flooding the neighborhood, stopped in front of the Catz house.

      A handsome boy who looked sweet like Endre leaped from the driver’s seat of his very normal Audi. It wasn’t a military vehicle, and the boy was Hungarian.

      Golem heard whispers in the house behind her. Then the creaking steps of the basement stairs.

      An older man followed the boy from the car. Along the street other soldiers in other normal cars were pulling women and children out of their homes. There was shouting and shooting. Huge trucks waited at the end of the block and families were being piled into their carriages.

      The two men were more cautious than the other soldiers. They eyed Golem. She was as big as their car.

      “Endre told me the Catz family had a gépezet. He said everyone knows you are harmless. Is that true?” the younger man asked.

      Both men’s hands went to the guns on their belts.

      “Are you a friend of Endre’s?” Golem asked. She hadn’t seen Endre in months, but he loved Magda almost as much as Golem.

      “Yes,” the boy soldier said cheerfully.

      Golem relaxed. They were friends of Endre.

      “This is the Catz home.”

      “And is the Catz family inside? They must have heard us arrive,” the other soldier said.

      Golem was not supposed to lie. “Yes, they are home.”

      “And you won’t attempt to stop us?”

      “Stop you?” Golem didn’t understand. “Stop you from doing what?”

      “You won’t hurt us?”

      Golem’s eyes narrowed. “No, I won’t hurt you.”

      “Good,” the older one said.

      The two men rushed past Golem and kicked down the front door of the house. They shouted for the Catz’s to come out. They pulled free their guns.

      Golem didn’t understand. She didn’t know what to do. This couldn’t be a test.

      The soldiers stalked around the ground level then yanked on the basement door. It rattled in the frame, locked.

      “Is the family in the basement?” one soldier asked.

      Golem was not supposed to lie. Magda had told her to obey the rules above all else.

      But Magda was in the basement, and these men were scary.

      Golem stepped inside. “No. They are not in the basement.”

      “Tsk tsk tsk. Such a lie. What a bad machine you are.”

      Golem frowned. She had failed. She had failed again.

      The soldiers shot the door’s lock until it broke. They descended into the basement, shouting. Magda screamed. A shot fired. Another.

      “Golem!” Magda yelled.

      Golem raced down the basement steps. The two men had their guns pointed at Magda, Magda’s mother, and her two brothers, one limp on the ground and bleeding.

      “Get back!” a soldier shouted.

      “Hurt them! Golem kill them!” Magda ordered.

      The two soldiers spun to Golem. They raised their guns.

      Rule dray: no hurting. No killing. Golem hesitated.

      “Stand back monster!” the younger soldier barked. He fired. The bullet bounced off Golem’s iron shoulder. He fired again. This time the bullet snagged Golem’s jaw.

      The two soldiers emptied their clips, peppering Golem with holes. She leaked oil, her parts split. She collapsed, broken, on the basement floor, exactly where she’d been born.

      “Rats can’t build a proper weapon,” one of the soldiers laughed.

      The soldiers grabbed Magda, her mother, the living twin and the dead one’s body. They dragged the family up the stairs. Magda gave Golem one final frightened, disappointed look, before disappearing into the house above.

      Golem tried to stand but was too wrecked to follow. The door to the basement slammed, and Golem was left in darkness.
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      Golem waited for years. She tried to stand, to fix herself, to move, but she was ruined. Golem couldn’t leave the basement and search for Magda.

      Sometimes Golem heard gunfire overhead. The sounds of planes and tanks and rockets, maybe real gépezet—the war machines, not like Golem. Thieves entered the house. A few even ventured into the basement. None would approach Golem or repair her, no matter how Golem begged. Those thieves stole the refrigerator (dented and leaking) and the gas cooker (twisted and burnt). One thief cheered loudly when he found the radio. Golem hadn’t cared for those devices. She hadn’t even really cared for the people in the house. Only Magda.

      Golem refused to give up. She wasn’t dead and in her machine heart she knew Magda would come back for her.

      So much time, probably years, passed before she heard the creak above, the front door opening carefully. It was unlike the looters, noisy and cavalier. When the new trespasser tiptoed gently above, slowly circling from room to room, maybe examining the mess, Golem hoped. When Golem heard the knock on the basement door and Golem’s name called, she knew Magda had finally returned.

      “Magda,” Golem rasped, her broken jaw creaking.

      “Golem, you’re still alive,” Magda whispered, but she didn’t sound happy, only surprised.

      Magda carried a dim lamp with her down the stairs. She looked much older than she should have, waifish and scarred. Her expression was bleak. She wasn’t the Magda Golem had dreamed of every day.

      “Where did you go?” Golem asked. “Eötvös Loránd?”

      Magda shook her head and collapsed in a heap beside Golem.

      “Where is your mother? Your brothers?”

      Magda shook her head again.

      “I’ve been good,” Golem said. She tried not to inflect as if asking a question. She knew she’d followed all of Magda’s rules. Well, mostly. She’d lied once to the soldiers, but Magda hadn’t heard. Other than that Golem was sure she had been good.

      But Magda once again shook her head.

      “Oh …”

      What had she gotten wrong? What had she missed?

      Magda sobbed, pressing into Golem. “I wish I was dead too.”

      No. Magda couldn’t give up. She wouldn’t let her. They were still alive. There was still time for Golem to fix whatever mistake she made.

      “Don’t be upset with me,” Golem said. “From now on, I will be good. I will be better.”

      It was a promise Golem had made before and again she meant to keep it.

      Magda didn’t answer.

      So Golem shook her until she blinked and scowled.

      “As long as we are still alive, we can always be better. We’ll make new rules,” Golem said.

      This time, Magda nodded.
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        Content Warning1

      

      

      Nobody ever says we have coal in our veins; they don’t have to. We have black half-moons under our nails when we wake in the morning; we ooze like oil when we skin a knee, split a knuckle fighting. We aren’t afraid of the dark or closed spaces. We don’t crave the daylight like some people. The night shifts, or the mine shifts, always worked out fine for our families, always had, even in the old country before the wars that made great-grandpa pick up and cross the ocean.

      Our parents drink too much after their shifts, on Sundays take us to the coal-altared church with dark circles beneath their eyes, pray that the mines will hold on, hold on. The railroads close, leaving empty tracks stitched through town, across the countryside. We walk along the tracks until our stomachs rumble like a cave-in and we turn home again, the moon a lantern too pale to keep us safe. 

      One by one, though, the mine shafts flood. Or collapse. Or are chained shut. After a while they just started shaving the mountain apart like a block of shrink-wrapped something at the butcher’s, but now they don’t even do that, and us kids stand in the street at the bottom of the mountain and look up at the scarred side of it, the culm bank, the last listing machines that they brought in and left weeping rust onto the rocks in a long, fresh-roadkill smear. We eat glistening black licorice coal candy until our teeth are outlined by it, until we’re sated, sick from the high astringent feeling in the back of our throats, in our noses. 

      Just a few more years and we would’ve clocked in for our first shifts, worn our first serious boots, plonked hard hats on our heads. One high school closes and they cram the two together, old rivalries sorting and shaking down in a raw-nerved three weeks until a dress code change comes and we have a single enemy to unite against. Some of the school musters enough to give a damn about the sports teams, but not us. They’re like the bright side to our dark coin, the teen movie to our reality.

      The movie theaters close, one two three, all walled off like grown-ups that forgot how to dream, and we pry the plywood off of one forgotten window near a rusting dumpster, crawl inside with stolen cigarettes and square green bottles of Jägermeister and sit in gilt red velvet, in the moldering, unending hush, look at the screen—first blank, then graffitied, and finally slashed and torn and pulled apart.

      We eventually go to the mines anyway. We’ll be damned if they keep us out. Or maybe we’ll be damned by going. No difference now; there’s no money for college and there’s no jobs and there’s just the mines and the town rusting away from the edges. There’s a chain on the crooked gates, but the mines want too strongly to embrace us, their cavernous exhalations ushering us inside. The walls are shiny, damp in places, the supports petrified by decades of coal dust. Beer-brave, we say that if we sense danger, we’ll leave. But what we sense is welcome. 

      Every once in a while, somebody’s grandparents go to the old country for a visit, and when they come back, they talk about how all the relatives who could would come see them, wherever they were. They’d take trains for the entire day, just for lunch. They were family. They were welcome. The mine is like this. It embraces us, shuts out the noise from the new highway, from all the unhappy houses. The mine shuts out the anger, and the disappointment, the uncertainty, and says yes, I know you. I’ve been expecting you for so long. I’m so happy to see you at last. I have such gifts for you.

      After all the broken promises, the things we’ll never get, it’s nice to hear about gifts for once.

      That first night, we find helmets with lanterns that will never go out. It’s our initiation, it’s the ability to enter the mine as we are. We leave curious but happy and stumble home with the dawn. Our parents, exhausted, worn to jerky with worry and bills, don’t notice. 

      We get our boots next, the way we always wanted. Heavy like responsibility, perfect fits as soon as the laces are tied, no pinching or gapping, no crunched-up toes. Boots to live in, boots to work in. We explore the tunnels first with held breath and then more boldly. Nothing will hurt us here. Nothing can stop us here. 

      There’s still coal, of course. It just isn’t coal that was worth mining. It’s coal that’s deeper down than anybody was going to go anymore, but we go. The air is sweet and astringent for us, like all that black licorice, and we pick up pieces to handle, to marvel at the oil-slick rainbow mirror of it, and then, eventually, to chew. And this is our final gift, the one the others prepared us for. Once we start taking the coal, we need our helmets less and less. We walk further into the mines, into the cathedrals of the mountain, feeling our hearts and minds open in a way that never happened during church. Feeling such a deep understanding of what’s around us, of how we’re rooted in this earth, of how hard it has been to move forward. 

      We aren’t sure, actually, if our gifts are from the mines or from what is within the mines. We think these gifts are things we always had, suppressed, now broken free. Dug out. There is an important job to do, and we go through changes to fit the task, gradually, so gradually our parents don’t notice, and then all at once, our stomachs growling, grinding, not from hunger but from coal, our eyes pale, blinking lanterns the size of dinner plates, our fingers blackened, our forearms streaked up past the elbows. 

      We can no longer go to our parents like this, but there’s always a point when you can no longer go home again, isn’t there? The mountain is our new home, our real home, and we stray to the surface to feel fresh air on our faces less and less. The sun doesn’t hurt us, exactly, but we also gain no warmth from it. Our comfort now is the bones of the earth. 

      We are the most perfect team this mine has ever known, and only the mine will ever know it. The tunnels, passages, are full of equipment that was never removed, that was too old to be repaired once it finally broke down, that was half or more buried when a cave-in occurred. There were bodies in the cave-ins too, definitely, even though nobody has ever talked about that. How many of our families have buried closed coffins? How many of our families have men who no longer walked right, who no longer stood straight, who no longer coughed clean? But this won’t happen to us. The mountain has embraced us and nursed us, and we have become the mountain’s children instead of the mountain’s invaders. 

      We have not yet reached the heart of the mountain, which is deeper than any miner has gone, deeper than any miner could safely stand. We chew coal and we blink our headlamp eyes and our boots find sure footing as we wind our ways to the tunnel’s dead ends, and as we sink our fingers into the stone, sometimes porous, sometimes fracturing in sheets, and we tunnel further, deeper. It is warmer here than we expected; there are cold spots, but the warmth is enveloping, comforting, supportive. It soothes our muscles as we grow stronger, then strain further as we push our limits. It soothes our hearts as we occasionally think of our parent’s faces, one of the few things we miss.

      The last time we look at the night sky, it is too big, too open, too alien. We are too used to the weight of the mountain above us, the tunnels blanketing our shoulders. We are too used to the absence of light, and even the pinpoints of the furthest stars are too bright, like the new headlights cars have that sear the eye and leave us dazed. The last time we look at the night sky, the moon is down, and for that we are thankful; surely we would have been flattened by her regard. We have to do it, though, one last time, before we withdraw into the mountain for good. Before we go down, down, down to the final tunnel, breach the final wall, and reach the throbbing dark heart of it, locked away from the mountain, in the mountain. 

      And when we do, it is as though we have removed some significant barrier, cut a chain, released a shackle. The mountain takes a breath around us, seething hot air pressing our skin, patting us on the head, good job, good job. We have done as the mountain has asked, and returned its gifts thousandfold. There was once an age in which mountains walked, before they became rooted, and now, in control of its heart once more, our mountain will walk again. It is roaring, screeching, as it pulls free of the rocks and soil that surround it but are not a part of it, and if the town looks out its windows, it will see the stars blotted out as a mountain takes its first stumbling steps, walking into its next future. 
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        Content Warning1

      

      

      “Okay, so, livestream is up.”

      The girl grins at the screen. Her hair is loose around her bare shoulders, brushing over her three-wolves-moon tank top. Her eyes are black-winged and electric. “Hello, internet. Time for another episode of Fun with Public Domain Magic. You know me: I’m youbetterrunkid, and I hate asshole fans who think the quote-unquote magic they see on TV is ‘just, like, totally the real thing, oh my god.’”

      Run leans in so just her mouth, red and bright, is visible. “It’s not,” she whisper-drawls into the mic. Pulls back. Thumbs up for the camera.

      Behind her, visible on the wall beside her bed, is an enormous poster showing two handsome white men looking soulfully outward, mystical symbols swirling in the background. The words DEMON FIGHTER are in a blood-drip font.

      Someone has decorated the poster with pony stickers. The ponies are pink.

      “So yeah,” Run says. “Questions, comments, your whiny complaints about me ruining your fandom, I don’t care, there’s a chatroom for a reason. Sit the fuck down, it’s time for science.”

      She plucks a small pile of printer paper and shoves it forward, holding it for a moment and humming. The paper has writing on it.

      
        
        TODAY’S ““““SPELL””””: SUMMON AN OMG IRL *FAIRY*

      

      

      Run’s face fills the screen, half a nose and a brown eye with gold glitter stitched over the lid. “Spoiler alert, kids. Tinkerbell is coming in February to visit our supernatural vigilante duo, and she’s got murder on her mind.”

      Run pulls back. She looks down and to the left. “Yes, DemonFightress. Yes, it was totally worth spending time looking that up just to spoil real fans.” She kisses her fingers and waves at the camera. “You’re welcome, boo.”

      
        
        STEP 1 ASSHOLES: FIND A MOTHERFUCKING MIRROR

      

      

      Run rummages around off-camera and holds up what’s presumably the mirror. It looks like a flashing light in her palm. “I’ll post a link to the book when we’re all done here, but, so, this spell is from 1875. A time of trains and telegraphs and the Industrial Age. For whatever reason, though, the guy who wrote this spell decided that the clearest description for a mirror he could give was Venus glass. I call bullshit, though; I think he just wanted to sound,” she crosses her eyes, sighs dramatically, “magical.”

      Run flicks the mirror toward herself and sticks her tongue out at the reflection. “This isn’t the mirror I’ll be using for this shindig, but whatever. We’re pulling a Rachel Ray and filming the weirdest-ass cooking show you’ve ever seen. This, friends, is a pre-baked mirror.”

      
        
        STEP 2: BECOME THE PERSON YOUR MOM WARNED YOU ABOUT

      

      

      Run didn’t always hate Demon Fighter. She used to love it. But she also used to have a mother. Lots of things change.

      “If I was hardcore,” Run says, picking up a covered plastic container of something brown and clumpy, “I would smear this on my cheeks right now. Nothing says happy fairy magic like chicken blood, right?” She pauses, gasps. “Oh, what’s that, internet? What’s that? Do I hear your screams of ‘animal cruelty’ and ‘the Fighters would never’ actually coming through the computer?” Run presses the container up to the camera and jiggles it. The view is blurred and sluggish.

      “This is another reason why anybody who thinks the magic from Demon Fighter is legit needs to find a new hobby. Real magic has messy shit like chicken blood and numerology and, like, Hebrew. For reasons.

      “Oh my god, FightersLove, your attempt at rhyming exorcisms is fucking adorable. You’re clogging up the chat, though, sweetie. The other assholes can’t get through.” Run cracks open the container and wrinkles her nose. “Everybody else: Get some chicken blood. I just went to the grocery store, bought some chicken hearts that were still soaking, and then got rid of the hearts. Voila. Take your mirror and toss that bitch into the container. Then wait three weeks. Try not to gag when you get it out again. Consider it a test of worthiness or something.”

      Run picks up a large glass mixing bowl and balances it on her lap. She dribbles the blood out of the container to keep it from splashing up onto her clothes. As the blood drains, a short, square object begins to emerge. She tilts the container, and it slides down. She shakes the plastic gently to urge the last drops out; the object rattles, one side of it reflecting the light wetly through a brownish-red film.

      
        
        STEP 3: BECOME THE PERSON GOD WARNED YOU ABOUT TOO

      

      

      Run’s hair is a blonde-brown color that brightens into streaks in the summer. She used to be all blonde as a child. Corn silk.

      “Clean your mirror with holy water,” she says. “Don’t have holy water? Fucker, that stuff is just hanging out in every Catholic church in town. Get a paper towel, for Christ’s sake.”

      Run doesn’t use a soaked paper towel. She still has the small plastic jug her mother filled at Lourdes, back when Mom was well enough to travel but sick enough to be looking for miracles.

      “The point of the mirror,” Run says, plucking it out from its container, “is that you’re going to need someplace to, idk, bind your fairy, or control it, or something. The text wasn’t real clear on that, which, surprise-surprise, can I remind everyone again of Venus glass.” She holds the mirror above the bowl in her lap and slowly rinses it off with her jug of holy water.

      It doesn’t come entirely clean. When she’s done, she makes a face and ends up patting the mirror dry with a piece of dark laundry from her bed.

      She reaches forward and puts the mirror below the camera. Just out of sight.

      “This is all so gross,” she murmurs before flicking her attention back to the screen. “And I’m doing it for you, loyal viewers.” She waves her bloody fingers. “Never say I’m not dedicated to my trolling.”

      
        
        STEP 4: CRAFT TIME BITCHESS

      

      

      “The spell I found is to summon a fairy named Mrs. Spurling, which is, like—what even?  Think about that. Her name isn’t Andromeda Fucknuckle of Pixielane Starwoods. It’s just a name.

      “Anyway, I’m using this one, so you’ll need to come up with your own. Since apparently fairies aren’t named like goddamn Pony Friends, just pick something. You need a name because you’re going to want to write it with black ink onto, boom, three popsicle sticks.”

      She waves three sticks in front of the camera, spread out like a full house between her thumb and fingers. The sticks blur as they move, the camera too slow to catch every movement. Not even the name is visible.

      Run’s real name is Ashley. Her surname is also, coincidentally, Spurling, though she won’t say so to her online audience.

      Ashley Spurling is a talented girl, and probably misses her mother.

      “Beautiful,” Run says, pulling them back. “Look at that artistry. These guys aren’t what we’re using today, though, because this recipe requires our stick puppets be buried for a week under ‘a hill where fairies haunt’ and I wanted our sampler set to be pretty when I showed it off.”

      Run pulls out a plastic bag. Inside are another three popsicle sticks, dirt clinging to them, each bearing the name Mrs. Spurling. She shakes the bag a little. “I buried them in my buddy Cesar’s yard.” She makes a sad face at the camera. “Sorry, Cesar. Blame 1920s slang.”

      
        
        STEP 5: DO SOME MUGGLEFUCKING MAGIC

      

      

      Run is sixteen. It’s a good age, an in-between age. Lots of things are possible at sixteen.

      Fifteen is a terrible age. Demon Fighter went on hiatus early, and Ashley’s mother died.

      “This is where it gets fuzzy,” Run says. “Because real magic, the stuff people actually tried to do, wasn’t all about pretty boys and their demonic swords of what-the-fuck. It was just what people did, and I guess they didn’t bother to put in all the steps because—I don’t know. Maybe they knew this shit didn’t really work. So leave out a couple of directions, and boom, if the fairy doesn’t show up then it’s not the magic’s fault—it’s yours.”

      Run shakes her head. She used to believe in magic, right up until it didn’t save her mother’s life.

      Maybe it was the spell she used. But maybe it was some flaw in Run.

      She doesn’t let herself think those things when she’s awake.

      “So the next step—or last step, if you want to be specific about it—is to call up the fairy. And we’re going to do that by saying our fairy’s name, breaking our sticks, and then putting them on our Easy-bake mirror. Because, you know, obviously.

      “Wow, TheRealHunters, no, I’m not going to use one of the summoning spells from the show, Jesus, did you just turn on the stream? And ElizabethB2014, what the fuck, turn this off, you’re like fucking five or something, it has to be past your bedtime.

      “But no, I don’t know what’s supposed to happen then. I mean, fortunately, it doesn’t actually matter, what with it not being real and all. But if it was real, if it was anything at all, you have to understand: Magic isn’t something locked away or whatever else those stupid assholes on Demon Fighter say it is. It just is. Follow the directions, and you get the result. And if you don’t get a result—well, it’s probably not the right spell, is it?” She kisses her fingers and waves them at the camera. She’s forgotten that there’s blood on them. “Here’s the secret, sweethearts: It’s never, ever the right spell.”

      
        
        STEP 6: GET EXACTLY WHAT YOU ASKED FOR

      

      

      Run shakes out her shoulders, closes her eyes, and starts a low, meaningless drone. It’s the sort of sound that the characters use on the show she no longer watches. She used to think it sounded like real magic.

      She is wrong. Real magic sounds like the first crack of wood breaking between two fists.

      “Mrs. Spurling,” she says. She holds the two halves of the first popsicle stick in either hand. She opens one eye and swivels it around the room. “Shucks, guys, it looks like nothing happened. Who would’ve guessed.”

      Run lays the broken halves on the mirror that’s out of view. Her hair swings forward as she does.

      Run tries to look older than she is. She shouldn’t. She is young, and she is beautiful.

      She leans back and picks up another popsicle stick. “Mrs. Spurling,” she says, and breaks it. The sound of the snap is small. More quiet than the first.

      Here are some names she could have written on the wood, none of which would have worked: Mrs. Barrow; Mrs. Kurgan; Mrs. Maidam; Mrs. Grave. Fairies, it has been said, are just the dead, transformed.

      But what she wrote was Mrs. Spurling.

      “Only one more, guys,” Run says, balancing these new sticks out of sight. “And then we’ll have a real life fairy, because that’s totally possible and not at all completely fucknuts.”

      She picks up the last stick and wags her eyebrows. Her smile is wide, her skin flushed.

      “Mrs. Spurling,” Run says, and breaks the stick. It doesn’t make any sound at all.

      Real magic sounds like the snap of wood.

      Real magic sounds like a silenced heart monitor.

      Real magic doesn’t care what you intended.

      Follow the directions, get a result.

      Run’s eyes widen. She opens her mouth. She closes her mouth. She lowers the two pieces of wood out of sight. Her gaze follows her fingers, until she’s looking down at the mirror no one else can see.

      Her hair falls forward. She picks the mirror up.

      “Mama?” she says, small and uncertain, before smashing the mirror with her fist, and letting the thing inside it out.
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      She stood in a brass doll stand on the window shelf in Mrs. Lovey’s Irresistible Toys and Candy Store looking out on Eighth Avenue and 72nd Street. The casual passer-by would have easily missed the momentary gleam in the doll’s eyes. She awoke that day and named herself Chevella because that was the only word she could remember from the old language of the doll world. She didn’t remember much of her life before; all she had now was the rubbery plastic odor of her, the mahogany sheen of her doll skin, and the intense yearning for love that yokes all doll forms to the human world.

      A sharp voice pinched into her newly awakened mind.

      “The new one’s here. Finally. Your body’s been sitting around forever. Didn’t think anyone would come.” The voice continued, “I’m Missy Ann No. 13. Little girls always come in and touch me. One time a Negro girl even tried.”

      Chevella could not yet fully use her new doll eyes, so she could only dimly see the doll nearby. Standing twenty-two inches tall next to Chevella, the newly awakened doll, was Missy Ann No. 13. A cream-colored doll with cascading brown hair tied in ponytails held by thick red, white, and blue satin ribbons. Dressed for a picnic, she was, with a crisp white shirt, navy skirt, and a straw hat clutched in her hand. A dainty picnic basket graced her side.

      Missy Ann No. 13 added coyly, “I won’t be here long, but stuck in that body, I bet you will.”

      “Be nice, mon cheri or later I’ll come and pull on your ponytails,” another voice inside Chevella’s head countered. “Welcome friend. I am Marie,” Marie continued. Her voice had a light, musical quality.

      “I am ... Chevella,” she said, testing out her dollmind voice.

      “Yes. we shall talk now, and later you’ll be introduced to the toys. They can’t speak dollmind to dollmind like us.”

      And then she heard the voices of the other dolls in the toy store clamoring, raking across her awareness like a flock of hungry seagulls on a vast beach. They chattered about the card games they would play in the evening, how stupid the toys were, and how appealing they were to little girls.

      As a thin ribbon of night enveloped the city block, Chevella instinctively knew it was time to finally move. A fluttery feeling in her stomach snapped her mind to attention. The forced stillness of her limbs faded away. Her scalp tingled and heat flushed her body. Now she awoke as a person would from a long nap. Her eyes took in everything. She stretched her fingers slowly and circled her wrists. Gaining confidence, she rolled from her feet onto her toes, holding onto the doll stand, feeling the exquisite coolness of the windowsill underneath her. Wrapping her arms around herself, she breathed into the hug, luxuriating in newly felt senses. Not only could she hear, smell and see like during the day, but now she could taste, speak aloud and move. Looking down, she ran her hand across the soft gingham dress (complete with a white handkerchief in a side pocket), white lace frilly socks, and black shoes. Her hands reached and felt for her straight ebony hair that hung down past her shoulders and complemented her well-formed head, dimpled cheeks, and wide-set eyes. When humans looked into Chevella’s eyes they would unconsciously register an alertness and curiosity that set her apart from other dolls.

      Awake and alive. She had made it over from the doll world to the human one.
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      The dolls and toys gathered in the middle of the store as they did every night, enjoying their nightly rebirth as much as Chevella was enjoying hers. The Original Enchantment that binds the tongue and movement of all toys and dolls during the day fades away at night. And, away from human eyes, toys and dolls took on all the physical sensations of life. Lucienda, a white yarn doll with slate-colored buttons for eyes and pig-tailed golden yarn hair waved her knotted hands at Chevella.

      “Come down and join us, Chevella,” she said.

      Chevella turned, watching and listening, wanting to understand her new world. Her nerves pressed down into her stomach like tightly coiled springs ready to burst. Unsure of how to proceed, she fiddled with her handkerchief and took in the scene. The shelves on the far side of the store held large jars of candy: butterscotch, jellybeans, gumdrops, and lollipops. The smell of saltwater taffy, licorice, peanut brittle and chocolate tickled her nose.  The siren screech of a small fire engine truck jarred her. She saw many toys gathered in the center, including stuffed giraffes, Jack-in-the-Boxes, plastic guns, and rubber balls. Nearby, Missy Ann No. 13 played with marbles.

      She noticed several other Missy Anns dressed alike. In fact, she counted thirty-six Missy Anns! Missy Anns Nos. 1-15 were dressed as picnic goers, Nos. 16-25 were dressed in nightgowns and each possessed a pillow, and Missy Anns Nos. 26-36 were dressed as elaborate princesses with a chicory blue bodice, billowy white taffeta dress, white satin gloves, and matching blue slippers. Marie, an elegantly dressed doll with tight brunette curls (who also waved to her), and Lucienda, stood out in the sea of giant Missy Anns.

      Marie and Lucinda stacked lunch pails to help Chevella climb down from the window shelf. The fire engine drove up below her, startling her with his scratchy, yet strong voice. “Hey, Chevella, let us get to know you. I’m Sammy,” the Fire Truck said. His enthusiastic greeting matched his outrageous candy red color.

      The chatter died down and soon all the dolls and toys focused on Chevella. During the introductions Missy Ann No. 28 said, “How is she going to choose a human?”

      Missy Ann No. 36 nodded. “Yeah, I don’t see how she is going to choose somebody.  As dolls we have to choose humans with our doll seed—that is the law.”

      Chevella shrank back from the group and tried to gather her voice. Before she could respond, Missy Ann No. 15 addressed the group:

      “Does she even have a doll seed? Why did she come through here—to this store?” Missy Ann No. 15’s head shook so hard while asking these questions, one pigtail ribbon slipped off.

      Caruthers, a mint-colored unicorn, walked into the center of the circle, cleared his throat, and paused. By far the largest toy in the room, everyone drew back and the Missy Anns quieted. They clumped together, their soft red lips holding a collective girlish pout, yet Chevella noticed the flat coolness of their eyes.

      “Leave the child be,” Caruthers said. “We all come for a reason. She still might be able to choose somebody.” Turning toward her, Chevella felt the reach of his wise golden-brown eyes all the way down to her toes. She stood straighter.

      “Can you feel your doll seed?” he asked kindly.

      “What is that?” Chevella asked.

      “Only your most important thing,” Missy Ann No. 15 huffed.

      “It’s the one thing that keeps us from being a toy,” Missy Ann No. 36 said, coming to lean against Missy Ann No. 15, adjusting her friend’s ribbons.

      Caruthers swung his head to look at the cluster of Missy Anns to the left of him, snorted and stamped his left foreleg before turning back to Chevella. “There are those among us who sow divisions as their pastime. The Wind Mother and Father of Offerings who sent us to tend to humans care for us all. They created us from the same elements that make up humans—air, earth, water, ether, and fire. Dolls have just a tiny bit more fire and ether than toys. Toys have more earth in them. Such small differences. “

      “We don’t have to listen to a giant ass,” Missy Ann No. 13 said. She turned, snapped her fingers, and most of the Missy Anns retreated to the other side of the room behind the counter.

      “Good riddance,” Sammy the Fire Truck said.

      Chevella wanted to lean against Caruthers’ sturdy frame and collapse. “I am a little weary,” she said, feeling very stupid. She gripped the cloth in her pocket for comfort.

      Marie moved to the center, dressed in the high couture of the eighteenth century: a pastel pink silk Josephine dress with a high waist and low bodice that fell to ankle length. Three small red feathers poked out of the bun in her hair. A perfectly round mole dotted the left side of her face and she held a small parasol. With a firm, gloved grip, she turned Chevella and guided her out of the circle.

      “She just got here from the other side,” Marie said in a stern, but kind voice. “Leave her be. Don’t any of you remember what it was like?”

      Chevella felt the stares of the remaining Missy Anns burning into her back, but the group’s conversation sped on to discuss the day’s radio shows. I have no answer for them, she thought. It was all still so new—the toys, doll-speaking, doll seeds, the smell of candy, the freedom of movement.

      “Rest now,” Marie said, gathering up her dress. She took one of Chevella’s hands and they climbed the lunch pail stairway. With care, she eased Chevella back into her doll stand. “All will become clear later.”
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      The next night Missy Ann No. 13 pointed a finger at Chevella and said to the group, “She’s not doing her choosing. We have to choose. Can’t she feel her doll seed?” She looked around to the assembled group, dolls mostly in the front and toys in the back.

      “I don’t understand,” Chevella said, her stomach lurching. During the day, hadn’t she stared at many people? Didn’t her hopes rise when a girl of about five with carrot colored hair, clutching her mother’s hand, came to the window gazing at her? But then the moment passed, and the mother tugged on the little girl and the crowd swallowed them. All day, near misses.

      I should appeal to humans, Chevella thought. I’m here, ready to choose and be chosen; ready to love.

      “Oh, how can she choose when she’s a doll who looks like a Negro?” Missy Ann No. 13 said throwing up her hands.

      “She probably doesn’t even have a doll seed,” Missy Ann No. 22 said lying on her stomach, absently doodling with a discarded crayon on a sheet of yellow construction paper. Under her breath she added, “She’ll never get bought because she’ll never be able to choose.”

      The princess Missy Anns halted their several games of checkers. They sat up, alert, nodding in unison with their fellow dolls.

      “Take it back,” Lucinda said, rocking from side to side and clenching her yarn hands.

      “I’m only saying what I see,” Missy Ann No. 22 said.

      Sammy the Fire Truck’s sharp bell (one of his many sounds), snapped like a whip he as rode around the circuit of the room.

      Chevella closed her eyes for a moment and rubbed her head.

      “Now wait a minute. How would either of you busybodies know?” Sammy the Fire Truck said, flashing his headlights on Missy Ann No. 22 and No. 13. “Chevella hasn’t even tried yet …” He turned to face Chevella. “… have you?”

      Before Chevella could answer, the Missy Anns rose like a well-ordered flock; they clapped their hands over their ears and chanted, “Horrible toy!”

      “Stop it!” Marie said. She rushed to the center of the circle, pointing at Chevella with her parasol. “Listen to me. Dolls are special. We become the form and the shape given to us. We understand humans because we are like them, in looks and temperament. By night, we see, hear, taste, touch just like humans. We feel on the inside, too. We have doll seeds, that’s our essence—that’s why we can choose humans. We understand who they are and who they can become.”

      Lucinda added, “We can sometimes see their thoughts, too.”

      Marie nodded. “Yes, it’s the extra ether, or star space, in us.”

      Questions raced through Chevella’s mind. “Where’s your doll seed?” she asked Marie.

      “For every doll it is different. I feel mine on the inside of my cheek,” Marie said.

      “It could be anywhere in you, you just have to feel for it,” Lucienda offered, her lively button eyes looking back at Chevella with tenderness.

      As if holding court Marie sermonized to the others, “See, I am French ... that is what I know ... croissants, the history of the …”

      “… more like a common tart,” one of the Missy Anns sniggered.

      “… I have come to know everything French. Think about what you know, and what you feel deeply, Chevella. You will know things about humans, all humans.”

      “What do they know?” Chevella said in a whisper, pointing to several of the Missy Anns who were off to the side of the circle having a spirited conversation about how they might feel when their paint began to flake off and their hair fell out.

      “They know how to be silly little girls,” Marie said, louder than Chevella’s whisper.

      Putting her crayon down, Missy Ann No. 22 drew up to her full height, “We are the most popular dolls of our day. Aren’t we Missy Ann No. 5?”

      “Personally, I’d like to run every one of—” Sammy the Fire Truck said.

      “Don’t,” Marie said pointing her parasol at him. “They love it when they can divide us.”

      “Maybe Chevella can go home with Mrs. Lovey,” Missy Ann No. 23 called out. She reclined on a chaise lounge supported by a pile of pillows taken from one of the giant dollhouses. “She’s got some strange ideas.”

      “They know what some little girls dream of,” Lucienda said with a sad wistfulness. Chevella sensed Lucinda’s yearning and the feeling of it settled into her heart.

      “We can feel that we’re wanted. We sell all the time,” Missy Ann No. 23 jeered.

      It’s true. Chevella couldn’t count how often Mrs. Lovey fussed with them. Or, how disappointed a girl would sound after her mother found out the cost of a Missy Ann and announce she just couldn’t afford one of them. The sharp and penetrating cries of the girls’ regret knotted up her stomach for hours.

      “Negroes don’t have any money to buy dolls or toys. Mr. Lovey says that all the time,” Missy Ann No. 5 interjected and cocked her head to one side.

      “He also said that Japan was going to win the Great War,” Sammy the Fire Truck said.

      “Shut up, toy,” Missy Ann No. 13 snapped. “Why do you think you know what’s best for dolls? No toy can choose a human like a doll can.”

      “Oh yeah? Dolls are so damn special cause of your dumb extra part. Toys have our own special connection with humans. We’re not that different from you.”

      Chevella sucked in her breath as Sammy the Fire Truck backed up, revved his engine and careened toward Missy Ann No. 13. Her blue eyes widened, but she stood perfectly still with her large foot raised ready to crush him. He drove up, then used his brakes, stopping less than a quarter inch away.

      “Enough!” Marie shouted.

      Missy Ann No. 13 nodded to the other dolls, lowered her foot, and walked away.

      Defiant and proud, Chevella thought. Not shrinking like me. Looking around, she saw in the smugness of the Missy Anns’ creamy faces how they wore their sense of being wanted like a knight’s armor: strong, resistant and durable.

      After glaring at Sammy the Fire Truck, Marie resumed, “Your doll seed is what is given to you for the new world. It will develop sure and true. And, when it does, you will be able to choose. The doll seed draws us in perfect correspondence with humans.  It’s why we were created. We can choose many humans, many times, again and again.”

      “What happens if I don’t have one? Or, if I can’t choose?” Chevella asked, looking around the circle.

      Shaking her head, Marie said, “No, cheri, that is impossible. You must have one.”

      “It is not impossible, Marie,” Missy Ann No. 16 said, giving her a sidelong glance. She skipped up to the group. “Remember Miranda?” A sour, thin-lipped smile spread across her face. The accusatory question hung in the air, quieting the whole store.

      Chevella shuddered. For a moment she considered crawling under Caruthers, who was snoring in the corner. Instead, she managed to ask, “Who’s Miranda?”

      “It is a sad story.” Lucienda shook her head. “She—”

      “She JUMPED DOLL,” Missy Ann No. 31 said, laying a gloved hand over her heart.

      “If you do not use the doll seed then you can’t live. It is too hard and painful for a doll to not find love and be loved. Miranda did not ever use her doll seed. She never chose. She jumped doll.” Marie said.

      “And went back to the old world?” Chevella asked.

      Lucienda shrugged, “When dolls jump, who knows where they go.”

      “If a doll jumps it’s because no one wanted her and she couldn’t make it on this side,” Missy Ann No. 16 sneered. “Food for thought, eh, Chevella?”

      “We don’t know what made her jump doll,” Marie said, sitting down on a nearby cushion. “But I think when we can’t or won’t choose, a void gets created on this side and we can tune into it. I’ve heard that when humans drive over a tall bridge, they sometimes wonder about what it might feel like to put one leg over the railing. What it might feel like to fall into the open sky. What it might feel like to surrender. We can feel like that, too, but because we are part of the Original Enchantment and connected to humans. The feeling opens something else up from the other side.”

      “None of the Missy Anns have ever jumped doll. Never needed to,” Missy Ann No. 16 said, folding her arms.

      Just then a high neigh broke through the conversation. “Jumping doll is just that, Chevella—talk and legend.” Caruthers stood and shook his white mane. “You concentrate on finding your doll seed and you’ll please The Wind Mother and Father of Offerings.”

      “We’ve been talking of nothing but somber business tonight. Mrs. Lovey keeps the radio on during the day.  If you listen to it, you’ll learn the ways of humans and that will help trigger your doll seed,” Marie said, squeezing Chevella’s hand.
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      Chevella stood in the toy store for three months, morning through sunset, waiting and trying to push herself into the minds of humans. Marie and Lucienda gave her daily pointers up to the day they were bought. Marie chose a doll collector: an older woman in a tailored gray suit who was visiting her niece in the city. A gangly girl with black wavy hair and protruding teeth bought Lucienda. Lucienda chose her with ease. Chevella’s sadness snaked through her whole body when she saw the child outside the store throw Lucienda up into the air, catch her, then snuggle her friend close.

      She waited and tried to do as many of the Missy Anns had done, call humans (mothers, fathers, sons or daughters—it did not matter to her) to her being—choose them. Lucinda’s parting words, in dollmind were, “You plant an image of yourself in them and your doll seed moves around, makes itself known ... and you have someone. It’s not hard, just have patience, Chevella.”

      She spent hours searching for it. She scanned every part of her body, probing for the very essence of her like a surgeon looking for the right place to cut to find something hidden, listening for something to whisper back to her. Was it in her ear? In her tummy? Behind her nose? Her attempts to enter a person’s mind felt like momentary tadpole-like extensions, barely breaking the surface of a person’s thoughts. She floated about in the jittery flotsam of the person’s conscious thoughts with no real direction, unable to sink deeper.

      Learning about humans went easier. She kept listening to Mrs. Lovey’s radio. And she did learn of the times. The Korean War, the Mau Mau rebellion, and the kids who died a quiet polio death all fascinated her. She learned of human imagination and dreams, how they cheered when Rocky Marciano became world heavyweight champion after knocking out Jersey Joe Walcott, how Mrs. Lovey and her husband loved the hit song “Singing in The Rain,” how people couldn’t tell if Elvis was a sinner or saint. Listening to the radio drowned out the taunts and mental static the Missy Anns emitted, a buzzing, malignant frequency.

      One afternoon she noticed she had one white gentleman all to herself. He looked at her, and she could feel him wanting to come in. She sensed he was thinking about a doll for his six-year-old polio-stricken daughter confined to a wheelchair.

      Yes, I can do this. I can choose him.  Straining with mental effort, she squeezed her insides and telescoped her mind outward, reaching for his.

      Missy Ann No. 15 on the window shelf (she had replaced Missy Ann No. 13) shouted in dollmind, “She’s trying to get this man!” nearly breaking Chevella’s concentration. Other Missy Anns whooped and collectively surged forward with group determination, reaching for him like an eagle hunting prey.

      Don’t! She pleaded. This is the fifth time you’ve done this to me! She was pleasant to them and laughed at their inane jokes, but nothing helped since her other friends had left. Hurry, she told herself. She entered his mind, placing her doll image there. But shortly, as if she rested on a glass surface, her image faded. Some unconscious part of this human with watery blue eyes laughed at her, mocked her. She could feel his desire for a different doll—a doll of fairy tales, fantasy, and soft pink lips. A line of dolls that looked like his family.

      She drifted. Tried to pull free from his mind, but how? Ah, why didn’t I ask Marie and Lucienda for advice? She bumped through gray tunnels full of long yellowish tubs, the baths of his imagination and memories. But she tired quickly and soon his mind’s eye began moving her again. I must get myself back.

      Then she lay on her stomach, deposited into one of these tubs. A see-through version of the man stood over her, in a silver colored suit, peeing on her. A wave of human urine splattered onto her doll image. It felt as real as she did at night. The steady stream hit her back and she felt the weight of it soaking through her clothes. Drawing up all her energy and viscerally pulling away from his thoughts with a final tug, she left his mind.

      “She didn’t get him,” Missy Ann No. 15 announced.

      “Maybe one day, Chevella,” Missy Ann No. 11 said with the merest hint of sympathy.

      Chevella, too stunned from the encounter, couldn’t reply. Had they seen or felt what she felt? No, she realized, or they would be cackling right now. Would someone want to pee on any of the Missy Anns? she wondered. She drew into herself, tucking away the shame and confusion around her like a shawl.

      Later that day Mrs. Lovey worked on rearranging the items on Chevella’s shelf. As usual, she talked while she worked.

      “When is a nice Negro girl going to come in and get you? You’re occupying some of my best shelf space.” Mrs. Lovey shook her head and fiddled with the hem of Chevella’s dress. “I’m going to have to sell you to my maid ... Her niece would like you … but she’d never be able to afford you. Maybe I was wrong about this ... about you.”

      Chevella simultaneously heard the disappointment in the woman’s voice and the collective snickers of the Missy Anns.

      Later, Chevella tried to let Sammy the Fire Truck’s words comfort her.

      “Do not cry too hard. I have been here a long time, too. My price is so high I will need a wealthy housewife to buy me,” he said, punctuating his thoughts with a cheerful ring of his bell.

      They sat behind one of the large dollhouses. She bent down and gave the truck a gentle pat. He did his best to console her after hearing her story, and she appreciated him for it.

      “Yes, Sammy,” she said, not believing him at all.
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      On a bleak, gray winter afternoon, a Negro man approached the window and looked at Chevella. He pressed up close to the window, his breath catching in the December air and fanning out over the glass. Chevella took in his face: a generous mouth with a full lower lip, a sharp chin with a cleft, a flared nose, and a perfectly groomed thin mustache. Below his high forehead were inviting deep-set, brown eyes that reminded Chevella of a sunflower’s soft furry center.

      It was his eyes that made her heart leap. At first Chevella read his face as human-attractive, yet also sad and all wound up with hope for events of the future. But upon a closer look she could feel, rather than see, a breeziness of personality that could burn the sadness off. Chevella then felt a sharp stabbing pain in the back of her left knee. It spread across the entire back of her knee, pulsating with a current of doll life. My doll seed! The throbbing created a rhythm in her body and the steadiness of it made it effortless to slip into his mind and peek at his thoughts.

      “I have it! I have a doll seed! How do I use it?” she blurted out to the other dolls.  “He’s mine!” Chevella shouted, hearing the sharpness of her urgency.

      “Go ahead, he’s Negro,” Missy Ann No. 15 said, then almost as an afterthought, muttered, “Like I would want him.”

      The comment pierced her, stripping away her momentary joy. Chevella hesitated, then lost her concentration and the man walked on into the cold city air. He receded into the throng of people. The pain in her knee quickly subsided.

      She sat not knowing what to make of Missy Ann No. 15’s statement. It reminded her of the feeling of being peed on, a casual yet simultaneously primal act. She waited and wanted to ask someone, but who could she ask? Wasn’t she supposed to try for Negroes, too? Is that what she knew? Did she know anything at all?
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      After losing the man, Chevella became a sentinel, more determined than ever to find her potential human again. She wanted him to come back. Over several nights, she kept by Sammy the Fire Truck’s side and under the protective and calming flank of Caruthers. She tucked away her anger and regrets and made quiet company.

      One day, an hour or so before dawn Chevella awoke to a hissing sound in her mind. Slowly the hissing subsided only to be replaced by a strong humming of juuuu, juuuuum, juuuuuu jummmm. She saw that Missy Ann No. 15 wasn’t in her stand.

      “Chevella! Chevella! Chevella!” Their voices called out to her. The humming continued. “Juuuuuuu Jmmmm Juuuuuuuuum. Chevella.”

      “Missy Anns?” she called out.

      She climbed down from her stand and watched for a moment. Most of the toys were preparing to settle back in their places for the morning. Some nodded to her as she passed by, others gave her a quizzical look.

      She walked over to the farthest end of the store, kicking a loose butterscotch. The door to the basement was ajar. It led downstairs to the storeroom, a place that she had seen once months ago.

      “Who’s there? Missy Anns, are you down there?”

      The only reply she received was the voices calling out to her.

      “Stop it!” she said in her dollmind voice.  She turned around to go back to the window, but their voices bugled inside her head. She pushed at the door. Chevella went down the large stairs slowly. She’d come to the edge of a stair, sit down and then edge herself over it, jumping down to the next step. She tired by the fifth step. And still the humming persisted, growing stronger and stronger; she stopped and held on to a plank of wood between the railings. Determination urged her on, for a moment overriding the fear pooling inside her.

      At the bottom of the stairs Chevella looked around, her breath labored. One of the two overhead bulbs provided a dull light. In the middle of the storeroom boxes of unopened toys, wooden pieces of an unassembled rocking horse, and newspaper stuffing surrounded her. Wads of twine resembling snakes lay along the floor, and a broom stood in the farthest end of the corner. A small heap toward the back of the room caught her attention. A brightly colored peach cloth that had crooked letters in black paint spelling out her name scribbled on it covered … something. The something was talking.

      “JUMMMMM,” the collective voice said.

      Slowly she approached the cloth, squeezing her handkerchief. A ring of mouse feces surrounded what was under the cloth.

      “I know you’re down here, Missy Anns!” she said, suddenly afraid of what sat under the cloth.

      Chevella pulled back the cloth and felt her stomach clench from both fear and at the nightmarish sight before her.  She stood transfixed by the figure of a large doll, three times as large as the Missy Anns. The doll’s head drooped to one side like overripe fruit, and what was left of its blonde hair looked like clumps of cooked spaghetti left to rot. Chevella forced herself to take in its face, which was smeared with black paint and had deep grooves under its eyes. The doll wore a faded dress the color of applesauce. Her dirty stockings were dotted with holes, and the big toe of the left shoeless foot poked obscenely through the stocking.

      To be so near a doll, yet everything about it abandoned and gone caused Chevella to crouch and cover her face. Was this Miranda? For a moment, Chevella felt as if, like this poor doll, all her love would leak out of her, never used, never known.

      Suddenly, bright light flooded the room, and then came the Missy Anns, running from every direction, forming a ring about her shouting:

      “JUMP DOLLLL JUMMMP DOLL JUMMP DOL JUMMMMMPPPPPPPPPP DOLLLL!”

      The Missy Anns pecked at her, pinched her, pushed her and bounced her around the circle.

      “As a doll you are worthless!” Missy Ann No. 33 shouted.

      “You don’t belong here …” another voice said.

      “Please, please, stop,” Chevella cried. “Help! Help me!”

      They chanted and whooped around her. They pushed! The doll crashed into her, causing her to fall on the wooden floor with a thud. The dead thing pinned her. Chevella writhed and screamed trying to get from under it.

      Her dollmind grasped for the wild, sweet face of the man who came to the window. If I get out, I will choose him. He will come and take me away.

      From what felt like far away she heard Caruthers demand, “What is this madness?”

      His voice boomed from the top of the steps calling on the Missy Anns to stop. A moment later Chevella felt a soft mouth carefully hold her leg and pull her from under the dead doll.

      One of the Giraffes nuzzled her face. Caruthers continued to scold the Missy Anns. Chevella held the face of Giraffe close, holding on to the furry knobs on either side of his head, feeling herself shake uncontrollably. The Missy Anns retreated like muttering vultures, cheated of their feast.
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      Daybreak approached as all scrambled to return to their proper places. The toys did a good job of cleaning Chevella up, though a small speck of paint remained on the palm of her hand that they could not remove. The Missy Anns stayed quiet but their silence radiated an oily, palpable displeasure, making the air feel thick and sticky.

      They knew they outnumbered the toys by three to one. As the Original Enchantment crept over her limbs, Chevella could still smell the places where the mouse feces touched her skin. Chevella vowed to turn her outrage into new determination.  She would leave the store! The man would save her, she knew it.

      When the Negro man came again later that afternoon her heart jumped. She locked him into her gaze; he would not escape this time. The doll seed popped twice behind her knee. She wished she could reach down and rub it, but she concentrated all the harder on him. Putting her in his mind, she saw him surrounded by different types of children—his present, she assumed. This picture stroked anticipation and a feeling new to Chevella—giddiness—washed over her.

      After a moment he came in, sauntering through the glass doors. He waited patiently in front of the store.

      After finishing with a female customer, Mrs. Lovey looked up and said, “Yes, may I help you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the man said with warmth. “Mighty fine store you have here.”

      “Thank you, we’ve been here for many years.”

      “Uh-huh, my wife has passed by here several times. She loves your displays,” he replied. “I’d like the doll up in the window ... the Negro doll, please.”

      When Chevella heard the register ching-ching, and when Mrs. Lovey wrapped her in tissue paper, she was sure that some adorable girl like the man, all sad smiles and breeziness, awaited her.

      As they approached the black car, the man began to talk to Chevella. The sun came through the clouds, and Chevella felt as if it smiled for her.

      “Oh now, honey, what’s your name? The lady in the store never told me … Well, sit back and enjoy the ride,” he said sliding her in the back seat, removing the paper and bending her so that she could sit up. “There you go.”

      He opened the driver’s door, slipped in, and looking in the rearview mirror said, “I’m Benny. You sure are one very lucky lady. We’re going to meet Mr. Kenneth Clarke. You have got to play your part. We all play our parts. Yes, indeed.”

      Chevella listened but her attention was drawn to the bustling life on the streets. So many people!

      “—I’m just a peon, a graduate student that is, but one day I’m going to do what Dr. Clarke is doing.” Benny looked back at her in the rearview mirror again, laughing.

      “Yes, in just a few more years, things are going to be real different. Change is blowing strong through all of us. Indeed.”

      Small piles of letters, journals, and magazines addressed to a Benny Harwood at the New York University, Department of Psychology, lay on the seat beside her. Benny. My Benny.

      His car smelled of cigars and hibiscus and jasmine, the kinds of flowers Mrs. Lovey sometimes kept in the store. The smooth ride gave her mind the freedom to wander back to the incident of the previous night. It doesn’t matter, she told herself. I can choose.

      Yes, and oh yes, how she would be the envy of all in that little store. She would soon be held in the arms of children with their love, kindness, lollipops and playground wisdom. Chevella daydreamed on. She rode with Benny, the man who bought her, who saved her, whom she chose. She rode along ready to start her new life; the only regret that stood on her heart was not being able to say a proper goodbye to Sammy the Fire Truck and Caruthers.

      Later that night when Chevella could move, she slid herself carefully from the hotel nightstand where Benny had sat her and made her way over to his bed. She had waited for so long for this moment, heard so much about it from other dolls, and here it was. The snuggle time! Close-up, she sat next to Benny and looked at him. Her Benny. She put her ear close to his heart and relaxed into the rhythm of his life. She curled herself around his arm. It would be hard to tear herself away at dawn.

      
        
        1953

      

      

      The little black girl standing in front of Chevella had two thick braids on each side of her head and wore a stained green jumper. She stared at Chevella for a moment and then went over to Emma and pointed at her. Without hesitation, the girl pointed to Emma and said in her clear, six-year-old voice, “That’s who I want, Dr. Clarke. This doll.”

      “Very good,” Dr. Clarke said from across the room in his throaty, rich voice. Dr. Clarke was a well-groomed Negro man of about forty with an even complexion and a smattering of various sized dark moles scattered across his face. He made a mark on the thick sheets of paper stuffed into his clipboard.

      Again, Chevella thought, spirals of rage rippling through her. It had happened again. How many times, she wondered, would this scene repeat? She sat in the makeshift laboratory of Dr. Kenneth Clarke and Benny—his graduate assistant. This laboratory was really a hot schoolhouse in Charleston, South Carolina.

      For the last year she had sat with Emma, a mostly silent white doll with dull, tawny colored hair and a milky complexion, and watched as little black and white girls and boys tried to answer a set of questions developed and delivered by Benny and Dr. Clarke: Which doll is prettier? Which doll looks cleaner? Which doll would you want to take home with you if you could?

      Interested at first in what Benny, her chosen, wanted, she went along with the psychology experiment—whatever that was, giving it her best. She thought that if she complied, she’d be free. She did not want to choose again, she wanted to please Benny. She kept trying to choose the black child, thinking that would make him happy, but the game yielded no special attention or tenderness from Benny. So, with effort, she began to block the black children and try not to choose them and that seemed to make Benny and Dr. Clarke happy. Then she aimed for the white children.

      One day it occurred to her that Benny seemed happy if she could not choose anyone and if no one chose her! Her doll seed ached from trying to choose, and he had no idea about her pain.

      Frustration ran through her as she let the memories flood in. Anytime a black child did pick her, which was rare, Benny and Dr. Clarke would make a sour face and shake their heads, scratching their marks down with care. She was fixing Benny now, wasn’t she? She had stopped choosing anyone. On strike now, she refused to probe the kids’ minds one bit. Not even one bit! She sat and watched them all pass by her. It had meant day after day of blankness, the moments running into days, days running into weeks; all her joy and love shriveling up. And she always felt so tired. Too tired to try to snuggle with Benny, impossible most nights because she was usually with Emma in the trunk of the car.

      She looked at Benny as he escorted the child out of the classroom. Traitor.
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      Benny sat on the edge of an old school desk, shuffling through papers. Dr. Clarke poured himself a cup of coffee from his thermos.

      “Kids are hard work, Dr. Clarke.”

      “I know,” the older man said, nodding. “You have been doing a fine job. How’s Carolyn holding up?”

      “Oh, the traveling has been hard on her, but thank goodness we’re staying with some of her folks here in town.”

      “Glad she could come and visit with you on this leg of the trip, and that she’s got family here,” Dr. Clarke said, taking a sip of his coffee.

      “But they don’t understand what I’m doing with you,” Benny said, excitement strumming his voice higher. Chevella noticed how after a long day with kids or traveling and setting up, Benny liked to stretch his thoughts with Dr. Clarke. Dr. Clarke struck her as a good listener and most reflective at the end of the day.

      Bored, she reached out to Emma in dollmind.

      Emma. Want to talk?

      Emma stayed silent. She was hardly a companion these days.

      “Her people think we’re just trying to stir up trouble. They think because we’re trying to show how detrimental racism is, we’re saying that whites are somehow better. That we want to be white—that white schools are better. Dinner time’s different now … Oh, we argue about it all the time. Older folks can be,” Benny hesitated. “Sorry sir … no disrespect.”

      “None taken, son,” Dr. Clarke waved him on, Chevella thought, encouraging his thoughts.

      “I try to tell them what a free and open society might look like. The fact that children consistently choose that white doll,” he said, pointing to Emma. “Means something.”

      Dr. Clarke took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes.

      Nothing to say. Emma finally answered. Dumb men.

      I don’t think they’re dumb. Chevella’s thoughts drifted to the differences between humans and dolls that her travels gave her time to think on.

      It’s the small lick of fire in us that makes us so like them, Emma. We are like them at night, we feel and move, but our bodies don’t bleed or get hurt in the same way. The fire element in their bodies pumps their blood and gives them passion. But when things aren’t right among them, we feel that, too. Benny’s reaching for something better—

      And it ain’t you. Dumb men with too much fire.

      Chevella sighed and wished for the company of her old friends from Mrs. Lovey’s store.

      “Old ideas are never going to get this country out of the mess we’re in, Benny,” Dr. Clarke said, waving his hands as if to move on to another subject.

      He paused then said, “Well, Benny, I’ve been holding out on you. I have some great news. It should make you feel a whole lot better. This morning I had a conversation with Thurgood.”

      “Yes,” Benny’s said, raising his eyebrows.

      Why do you think we’re tired all the time? Dumb men. Emma said.

      They have their reasons.

      Trying to make us choose over and over again. It’s wrong.

      “I didn’t want to tell you until we were finished with our work for the day.” Dr. Clarke leaned over and grabbed Benny’s shoulders. “Thurgood and his men want to use our work with the set of desegregation cases coming up before the Supreme Court.”

      Benny’s mouth quivered. He let out a shout, then self-consciously looked around the empty schoolhouse. “I don’t believe it. Your work will be famous.”

      “If they win son, and there’s no guarantee in that,” Dr. Clarke said. “But I would like to buy you a drink before we each go our separate ways tonight. A friend from Howard told me about a place not far from here.”

      “You’re on. I can call and let Carolyn know I’ll be late.”

      They talked on about the implications of this development as they packed up the dolls, stray papers, and books in a big suitcase. Their voices raised and lowered, and they laughed at times, too. They locked the suitcase with the dolls in Dr. Clarke’s car and left to get a drink and celebrate.

      Emma and Chevella listened as the men’s voices trailed off into the sticky South Carolina air.

      “All this going to be over soon, better enjoy it while you can,” Emma said.

      “Maybe it’s a good thing. Supreme Court. What does that mean?” Chevella asked.

      “Doubt it. Dumb men,” Emma said with a grunt.

      Chevella trusted that Emma knew of what she spoke—Emma had been the second white replacement doll for this experiment. Chevella wondered what this change meant for her. Benny is mine. She knew Benny’s smile and his moods. She knew Benny liked to eat his grits with ham, buttered rolls, and applesauce, if a diner had it on hand and if the diner served Negroes, which wasn’t often in the South. She knew Benny talked a lot about the Klan, and how careful a driver he had become on Southern roads. She knew Benny loved his wife, even though she was barren. She knew how he tapped his feet when trying to decide on something important and how he sometimes held his breath when the children were choosing between her and Emma. And she came to know Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, New York, and Washington D.C. How could she not?  And she came to know the schools of the South, the often dirty, rickety facilities with leaky roofs.

      And, she also knew Benny never bothered anymore with her hair; her plain white dress  was smudged from motor oil that he had forgotten to wipe off his hands somewhere between Ohio and Virginia, just like Emma’s. Her hair was beginning to mat, just like Emma’s. Chevella wished she could move and stamp about and shout. How can I choose a good human when he wants me not to? She still didn’t understand the topsy-turvy world of humans. She wished Marie or Lucinda were around to guide her.

      When she looked at Benny’s face, she no longer saw breeziness. Instead, she saw ambition, progress, and the eager desire to make his mark on history. Fire, fire, fire! Did he or Dr. Clarke really look at the children anymore? she wondered. They hadn’t noticed the troublesome little white boy with kind eyes who had rubbed snot on her. He had picked her up, inspecting her. Up close, she heard his stomach growling. Had they heard? Did they care? She wanted to ask them, when this case (she thought that was the right word) goes to court and all is said and done: Then will she and Emma be loved? Would she snuggle with him more? She loved Benny, but she longed to be with a child. Where was her child? Instead of a child companion, she had gotten speeches, theories, and the cold calculations of adult men.

      

      
        
        1958

      

      

      Chevella sat in Minnie’s Resale Shop on an oak lined street in a small town in West Virginia. No fancy doll stands or candy smells here. The patrons that came were down on their luck. How she missed Marie, Lucienda, and Sammy from the toy store, and even the occasional hesitant touches of the children in the experiment. Minnie, the proprietor, was friendly enough, but she didn’t know a thing about how to make toys and dolls look good. Chevella was crammed in a small box of used toys, between a Jack-in-the-Box with a faulty spring, a small hand-built log cabin house with two logs missing, a stuffed rabbit, and a collection of battered toy soldiers. The toys were all friendly enough, but they were toys and she was a doll; she tried to keep her attention focused on her future but her memories drew her back.

      Benny, my Benny! I miss him. Since Benny’s death in a suspicious car wreck in Missouri, Dr. Clarke abandoned her and Emma to a thrift store and left to continue his research up North. She had made up her mind: she was not going to make the same mistake. She was not going to be betrayed again. She would choose differently and better this time. She would choose a child.

      Today, several families milled about. There was a white woman of about thirty-five, squeezed in to a long polka dot dress and black buttoned down shirt, with her meaty feet forced into too-small shoes. At her side was Katherine Ann, her dark-haired eleven-year-old daughter. The mother and daughter pair walked slowly around the perimeter of the resale shop; the mother holding her daughter’s hand tightly. Katherine Ann’s mother released her hand upon seeing a chenille bedspread, and Katherine Ann headed toward the toys.

      At the same time, Denice, a black girl of about nine with a bottom tooth missing and smelling of peaches spotted Chevella. She picked her up and was about to run to her grandmother when she paused.

      Chevella’s doll seed popped and she momentarily reveled in the forgotten sensation, but with all her will she ignored the tug toward Denice and fixed her attention instead on the white girl coming toward her. She tossed and turned in Katherine Ann’s mind, finally feeling the freedom of a child’s imagination; here was wonder and possibility. Yet part of Chevella’s attention was drawn back to the black girl’s kind eyes. Pulling away from the white girl for a moment, she zoomed into Denice’s inner space, feeling deep pools of gentleness—this girl talked to flowers and made daisy bracelets for her friends.

      No, she thought, she wasn’t going to make the same mistake again. She was not going to be betrayed again. Negroes have problems. I don’t want you, go away, Chevella thought. Too much trouble you’ll be. She pushed out of the girl’s mind. For a moment, Denice looked befuddled, and shook her head, but Chevella continued focusing all her effort on Katherine Ann.

      It felt different. Benny was gone. Maybe her doll seed was broken. It always ached and it hadn’t worked right since.

      For a moment more Denice absently played with Chevella’s hair, then suddenly dropped her back into the box, as if given an electric shock.

      Katherine Ann arrived at the box of toys and reached for Chevella.

      Katherine Ann brought Chevella close. They carefully studied each other.

      “Katherine Ann? I’m ready to go,” her mother called.

      “Over here, Mama,” the girl replied.

      Pride washed over Chevella; she would not be alone for long. I have chosen.

      “Mama, I want this doll,” Katherine Ann said matter of factly.

      At first a look of disbelief, then displeasure flared over the plump woman’s face.

      “No. Put that thing down,” she said in a tight, clipped voice.

      “Mama, I want her. I think she’s pretty. Please. You said I could have whatever I wanted from the sale bin. Remember?”

      “Don’t be simple, Katherine Ann.” She hissed, snatching Chevella from her daughter. “She’s colored.”

      “I know,” the girl said, rolling her eyes. “But she’s the only doll here. I looked.”

      “Kids are hard to argue with,” Minnie said, approaching the feuding mother and daughter.

      The mother blushed as Katherine Ann promptly took the doll back.

      “What if I make you a deal?” Minnie asked.

      “What kind of deal?” the mother asked, looking around and lowering her voice.

      “Eleven dollars for the doll and the bedspread. If you’re taking that bedspread, that is. How’s that?” Minnie asked amiably, slightly rocking on her heels.

      “Mama, please. You promised.” Katherine Ann said and squeezed Chevella.

      Chevella heard the wheezing ching of the register and a hand stuffed her in between the folds of the chenille bedspread. She felt safe.
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      Cuddling with Katherine Ann the night before had Chevella in a good mood. Katherine Ann sauntered to school the next day with Chevella tucked in her bag. At recess, Katherine Ann and her friends gathered in the play yard and headed toward the only shade available and their usual spot—a bench under an old mulberry tree whose leaves grew strong in the spring.

      Sue, a blonde girl with buck teeth said, “My dad gave my brother and me our first allowance. I’m gonna save mine up for something I really want.”

      The girls began setting up their playthings: paper dolls, toys and tea sets. Chevella imagined they did this every day.

      Katherine Ann casually pulled Chevella out of her bag and sat her up on the bench.

      “Ewwwww … What is that?” Glenda, a red-haired girl cried, pointing.

      Screwing up her face, Katherine Ann said, “It’s a doll, stupid. Mama got it for me at the resale shop.”

      “It’s ugly,” Glenda replied, sticking out her tongue. Sue nodded.

      “Don’t say that,” Katherine Ann said, blushing.

      “Why your mama got you a darkie doll?” Sue asked.

      “Ewww,” Glenda repeated.

      Without waiting for a response, Sue shrieked: “She’s got a darkie doll! Katherine Ann’s got a darkie doll!”

      “Does your mom like a house full of darkies?” Glenda said and within a few moments her ranting solicited the attention of girls at the other end of the yard.

      “Katherine Ann’s got a darkie doll!” Glenda continued, varying her pitch, sometimes cooing, sometimes raising her voice.

      “Stop being such a jerk. She looks better than anything else around here,” Katherine Ann shouted.

      Chevella agreed. Most of the toys, she noticed, looked a bit down on their luck. Just like the kids.

      Most of the other girls snickered and stared. Other girls joined in with Glenda’s taunting and soon the whole schoolyard surrounded the little bench. Katherine Ann seemed not at all prepared to face a set of screaming kids, and while they shouted at her she bowed her head and traced her foot around a small hole her shoe dug in the ground.

      Sue grabbed Chevella and threw her up in the air. While aloft Chevella remembered when she saw Lucienda thrown in the air by a child. This has gone all wrong, she thought.

      “Give her to me!” Katherine Ann said.  In a flash, Katherine Ann took hold of Sue’s shoulders and began shaking her.

      A pinch-faced woman, her hair held in a low bun with a pencil, broke up the group of shouting girls and confused boys.

      “What’s going on here?” she demanded as she stood between the girls. “Are you all a bunch of ruffians? Little ladies don’t scream and they surely don’t pull on one another.”

      Sticking her chest out, Sue said, “Mrs. Richardson, Katherine Ann’s got a darkie doll.”  Holding Chevella by her feet, as if handling a dirty diaper, Sue handed her to the teacher.

      The teacher blinked a few times, then looked at Katherine Ann and back down to Chevella. She pulled in her lips several times and shook her head.

      “Is this your doll?” Mrs. Richardson asked in a tone that reminded Chevella of the Missy Anns.

      “Yes,” Katherine Ann said in a voice so low, Chevella could barely hear her.

      “I see. Katherine Ann, start packing up your things. Your recess is suspended.”

      “Glenda, Sue and Katherine Ann, you have detention today.”

      Glenda called out. “Why we got to get blamed?”

      Mrs. Richardson just looked at her. “Miss Taggert, are you up to questioning my authority today?”

      “No, ma’am,” Glenda said.

      “Good, because for a moment I thought you were. This nonsense has already interrupted my lunch break, did you know that?”

      “No, ma’am,” Glenda pouted. Chevella could hear some of the girl’s bravado draining away.

      “And that’s enough for everyone,” Mrs. Richardson said, addressing the group of staring children. “Go back to playing.”

      The girls packed up their things. Glenda and Sue headed to the school. Katherine Ann lagged behind. Mrs. Richardson stopped Katherine Ann. Holding Chevella at arms distance, she said, “This is not a doll you need or one you should have.”

      “But, I …” Katherine Ann stammered.

      The teacher’s green eyes flashed coolly when she added, “I’m sending a note home with you to your mother. A disturbance like this will be put on your record.” As Mrs. Richardson huffed off, she threw Chevella to the ground.

      As the kids walked past her without making eye contact, Katherine Ann tentatively picked Chevella up out of a puddle of ice cream, lollipop wrappers and leaves. The leaves were still green, but with a hint of yellow and orange brown foretelling of the coming fall.

      

      
        
        1968

      

      

      Darkness enclosed Chevella. They had been working off and on in Katherine Ann’s bedroom, she guessed, for the better part of an hour.

      “I just don’t know what I’m going to do. She was all I had,” Chevella heard Katherine Ann’s mother say.

      “We are going to get you through this … step by step, Suze. And God will help too,” said Justine, a friend of the family.

      “Can you do her clothes today, you think?” Justine asked.

      “Yes, I’ll try … everything else we can tell the superintendent to get rid of.”

      “I’ll go downstairs and get the rest of the boxes for Goodwill.”

      Katherine Ann’s mother approached the closet where Chevella sat on a shelf under a pile of clothes. She heard Suze’s sobbing, but focused on her own trough of grief. Katherine Ann’s overdose six days ago in this cramped, run down flat on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, did not surprise Chevella. Chevella thought about how the apartment contained the remnants of the two Katherine Anns: the creative, imaginative child and rebellious woman. Half-finished sketches, oil paints, and used brushes sat against a wall in the living room, whimsical fish were drawn on bedroom walls in blues and oranges. Remnants of the recent Katherine Ann were there, too: stolen cameras, silverware, and radios waiting to be traded for drugs, piles of smelly clothes, puke in the bathroom and needles in every room.

      After the school incident, Katherine Ann hid Chevella from her mother. After Katherine Ann moved to New York, she occasionally took Chevella out from the closet and talked to her about her art and dreams. Chevella used all that time to think.

      I didn’t choose right that day, Chevella thought. I chose what was easy and ignored the goodness that had been in front of me—acting more like a human than a doll.  It was never a perfect fit between her and Katherine Ann, yet the girl had always showed kindness to Chevella. And, Chevella felt grateful to have known a child—a troubled child, yes—but a child all the same.

      Katherine Ann’s mother muttered and squinted. She had been separating shoes and now, with effort, tried to match them up. It was a meaningless task, something to give her hands to do. Chevella understood.

      “You take care of her, hear Lord? She was a good child, strange but good. She should have never come to this disgusting city.” She stood up ready to tackle the top shelf of the closet. Chevella saw Suze’s hand reach up and touch her leg.

      Grunting, she brought Chevella down along with some winter sweaters.

      Seeing Chevella, she yelled, “You! How could she keep you?”

      She threw the doll across the room.

      Please, I loved your daughter. I chose her, probably for the wrong reasons then, but I still loved her.

      “You ugly thing. Mess all started from the damn day I ever brought you home for her.” Suze walked over to where Chevella lay crumpled, her dirty white dress up over her bruised body. With a howl, Suze picked up Chevella by her legs and smashed her against the wall.

      Katherine Ann’s mother clawed at Chevella, ripping the old, faded, stained white dress with ease. She pulled Chevella’s arms off, threw them across the room.

      “What is it? Suze, what are you doing?” Justine ran over and grabbed her friend’s shoulders.

      Shaking, the woman slumped incoherently to the floor.  She pushed the doll in Justine’s lap and said, “Get it out. Get it out.”

      Justine looked back and forth between Chevella and her friend. She grabbed a bag of trash, went outside around the back of the building and threw both the bag and Chevella in a dumpster.
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      It was finally dark. She had been in and out of waking for some time. She heard the rats first; they squealed and squeaked on their nightly prowl. It took her a moment to sit up and assess the damage. Both arms were gone, like her clothes, and she still had a large gaping hole above her thigh from a careless cigarette burn inflicted by one of Katherine Ann’s roommates, years ago. She jerked her legs and examined her feet. They were eroding into nubs of rubber, most of the toes gone years ago.

      Moving from under a bit of rotting cantaloupe, she listened. In the distance she heard voices talking. After a few falls, Chevella slid her way down from the heap of trash into the night air and slowly shuffled toward the voices.

      Rounding a small bend of rubbish with tires piled high, she stopped. This close up, she heard the voices with clarity.

      “Hello, up there. Who’s there?” she boomed in the loudest voice she could muster.

      “Be quiet, someone’s here,” a voice said.

      She squinted in the night and waited.

      “A doll, a doll … hello, are you up there a doll or a toy?” Chevella said.

      “Toys and dolls, if you must know.”

      “More dolls than toys,” another voice said.

      “I’m coming up,” Chevella said pleased with the prospect of company. Without arms, however, she could not easily climb her way up through the debris.  She fell on the same bent blender blade four times. After a slow attempt with little progress made over an hour, she resigned herself to shouting, “Hey can you come down? I can’t get up there.”

      The long silence made her think that they had moved on.

      “Later,” a female voice said.

      As the inky blackness of night thinned and gave way to dawn, she settled herself and waited.

      The next night she called to them again. She kicked over a rotting book and sat on the edge of it waiting for the voices to come down.

      “This better be worth the trip,” she heard one voice say.

      “Shut up and move your arm up some,” another voice said.

      Two figures descended the mountain. A baby boy doll carried a blue rubber ball, bigger than a tennis ball, but not by much. She saw that he was a well-constructed doll, with eyes that blinked.

      Chevella gasped when she saw that his companion was a Missy Ann No. 17, though worn and without her pillow. Half of her face, a hideous storm of charred blacks and purples, revealed an empty eye socket and a gaping mouth. Her blue nightgown was cut, now functioning as a top that stopped at her stomach. In her arms she carried the head of another Missy Ann—Chevella couldn’t tell which one. The Missy Ann’s white almost-bald head reflected the little light the sliver of moon offered.

      “Well, look who it is!” Missy Ann No. 17 said. Her voice sounded deeper than Chevella remembered.

      “Chevella,” the head said.

      Chevella could see that the years hadn’t been kind to either of the Missy Anns. Etched into the face of the Missy Ann head without a body were deep black grooves over what were once delicately painted flaxen eyebrows.

      Chevella’s hopes for good company sank.

      The baby boy doll put the ball down and it rolled to her.

      “Hello. How did you come here?” the ball asked.

      “Someone threw you in the trash, didn’t they?” Missy Ann No. 17 said.

      “It’s not true,” she started and then stopped herself. It was true. Turning her attention to the baby boy doll and the ball she said, “I’m Chevella. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Edward and he’s Star,” the baby boy doll said.

      Overcome by the absurd situation, she laughed. “We’re the same now, toys and dolls, aren’t we? There is no one to choose. Not now. Not here. We’re all in the big human trash heap.”

      Pointing her finger, Missy Ann No. 17 stepped forward and said, “No! We were in a fire in a girl’s house. Isn’t that right Missy Ann No. 2?”

      The bodiless doll cocked her head to the side, “Someone will always want us. We can be cleaned up and restored. No one will ever want you. You’re even uglier than before. Much uglier.”

      Star the Ball rolled back to them. “How unkind.”

      “Shut up, toy,” the Missy Ann head said.

      “Yes, you wait and see. Sometimes humans come by this dump to scavenge.” Missy Ann No. 2 continued.

      Star bounced himself up and into Edward’s arms. Edward said, “We’re going to watch the pigeons near the gutted pickup truck. Do you want to come?”

      “No,” Chevella said. Sitting down, a heavy weariness came over her.  She knew they were right in a way. What chance did a dirty, dark doll in a garbage dump have? What was left for her? For any of them?  But if a doll seed can choose humans in life, she wondered, can dolls follow humans in their death? The vacant face of Miranda flashed in her mind. No, she wasn’t like Miranda. Miranda had only known pain and coped as best she could for any doll. Chevella had loved. She had given her heart. And, she had been loved too, albeit briefly. Couldn’t she know something? Neither Benny nor Kathleen died normal deaths, she thought. She ruminated on all that Marie had taught her about dolls and humans. Sitting there, an idea hit her as if it floated to her on the wind.

      She got up and shuffled. “Hey, Missy Anns!”

      “What is it?” one called back.

      “I want you to help me JUMP DOLL.”

      “What?” cried Missy Ann No. 2.

      “She’s lost what little sense she once possessed,” Missy Ann No. 17 snickered.

      Chevella, with her unsteady gait, approached them. “Can you do it?”

      “I don’t know … Why?” Missy Ann No. 2.

      “Why do you care?” Chevella said.

      “Of course we can,” Missy Ann No. 17 interrupted. “We’ll be glad to get rid of you.”

      Star rolled from around the heap toward the dolls, but Missy Ann No. 2 screamed. “Get out of here, toy!”

      The Missy Anns’ weak voices started the chant. Jummmmmm Jummmm Jump doll. JUMMMMM. At first all she could feel in the rhythm of the chant was a choking anger, heavy and python-like. Chevella struggled for breath. She let their sounds guide her down past the hurts, slights and memories of mistreatment she held deep inside her.

      “JUMMMMMMPPPPPPP JUMMMMP…”

      Now the chanting felt different, as if each breath took her closer to what she believed could be true.  She felt their every syllable swell in her like ripe fruit, filling her with potential.

      Maybe she could follow humans from one place to the other. Maybe, somehow, dolls and humans were connected in the doll world? Humans called death the final resting place, but if they were chosen by a doll and loved, where did they really go? What were dolls without humans? What were humans without dolls? Maybe the Missy Anns were the ones afraid this time, she thought. Yes, in the vise-like dollmind frequency, she could feel their frenzy, their suffering from holding onto a place that was misery and pain even for them. Their world had shifted right under them. Did they know they couldn’t crossover because of their fear, because they could not let go? she wondered.

      “JUMMMMPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPP!!!!!”

      It started as if a fly landed on her arm. Then her body felt as if many flies were landing on her, walking and probing her body. She felt something gently pushing down on her limbs. The noise of the dolls began to fade away. Her skin prickled up as she felt the darkness drawn to her, sticking to her, exploring her. Her skin drank in the pleasant sensations. The earth trembled; she lost her balance and fell onto her face.  She rolled in the dirt and debris as the ground opened, as if being ripped apart by unseen hands. She slid eel-like down into the rip. In her last thought, she laughed: the Missy Anns were wrong, as usual. This moment felt like a homecoming.

      She awoke on a riverbank and knew herself as Chevella. Her form was different now, less human-looking. She gazed at her gray spindly body and was reminded of giant mushrooms. Her mind latched on to Benny and Katherine Ann, the names she could remember from the human world. Other gray forms sat on the bank or stood near it. Rising, she saw the river was deep with memories—thousands of memories bursting to the surface and retreating again. Every single moment of her life on the other side bubbled up. She doubled over and shuddered as déjà vu swept through her.

      After some time, she turned away and looked around. Others here must be seeing their lives, too.

      A form like her, but taller and even less human-like approached. The white mycelial-like buds on its head extended and touched her face. “A jumper. Rare here.”

      Its face (a generous term in Chevella’s opinion), was perfectly round, lineless and with an opening ringed by short tentacles.

      “Where is here?” Chevella asked.

      “The dream place of The Wind Mother and Father of Offerings.”

      “Do human souls pass through here?” she asked. She could feel the odd sensation of her head swelling as she spoke.

      The slender stalks that were caressing her face retracted.

      “No,” it replied.

      Chevella’s body sagged to the ground. The ground felt damp and comforting.

      “But,” it continued, “Humans are made with the five elements.”

      “Yes,” she said. Looking up at him, she blurted what she remembered, “Fire, ether, air, water and earth.”

      “In this place, the Elements themselves can be called upon and asked to yoke together what once formed a human soul. When made, if it wants, the soul can stay here for a time.” The form bobbed its head, “It is a weighty task.”

      “Show me,” Chevella said.

      And, the form did.
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      A joint on his port side scraped and squeaked, one of the countless gears that allowed his torso to swivel like a human being’s and beyond. He raised his bulk off the maintenance bed. The  furniture’s articulated servo, a tentacle with ten prehensile metal fingers, raised a warning alarm as he disconnected too early. Bits of a nightmare faded into background static as reality closed in. He scanned the bed’s systems, noting that the night’s EEGs—a smear of colors representing a map of electrical activity in his brain—were being uploaded to the VA according to programming. Whatever. They still couldn’t see the content of his dreams, and they wouldn’t come looking for him unless he flatlined.

      Maybe not even then.

      The phone rang, had been ringing; his family calling early. He relaxed and reached out along the electromagnetic connections in the air, pushing his will across the apartment’s network to open a connection directly into the OsNun CR permanently embedded in his skull. The conductive receiver, buried beneath the layers of carbon filaments and reinforced ceramics that replaced most of his brown skin, buzzed with every word.

      “Hello?”

      “Happy birthday!” A chorus of voices rang out.

      “Is it my birthday today?”

      “Yes, Uncle Patrick!”

      Lisa. His young niece. Young enough that when she said “uncle,” it sounded like “unka.”

      “Thank you, Lisa.”

      “How come you always sound so sad, Uncle Patrick?”

      Because I have no mouth and I must scream. There was a brief fumble with the phone’s handset and his sister came on.

      “Hey, Pat.”

      “Hi, Sarah. Thanks for … stepping in.”

      “Uh-huh. I wouldn’t have to if you’d come visit. Can’t we plan something?”

      “I can’t, Sarah.”

      “Why not?”

      “I just … I can’t see you like this.”

      “Like what, Patrick? We know what you look like now, everyone does and we don’t care about that. Gran’mama’s been gone for eight months now, we just want you home. You should be with your family. You did so much for us.”

      As if the situation were something rational, as simple as dividing an orange into four equal parts. Sarah always cut to the chase, especially since giving birth to Lisa. It’s not that he couldn’t visit, but he couldn’t visit. The man he had been could never go home because the man was gone.

      “I’m sorry, Sarah.”

      “Are you? You act like you don’t have feelings, but I can hear it in you, I can hear your voice.” In the background, Lisa clamored to have the phone back. “Okay, okay, sweetie, here, but don’t pester your uncle like that. Okay?”

      Lisa chirped “okay” three times before she got the phone back. “Uncle Patrick! We love you, I hope you have a good birthday! We miss you!”

      “Thank you, darling.” His heart trembled in its reinforced cage, and his respiration stepped up to handle the adrenal increase. Blood surged and veins pulsed in his chest. All indications of his brain signaling for tears. But with a heavily shielded optic array perched above his shoulders, the only physical result was the fluttering of his heart inside his artificial body.

      “I have to go, Lisa. I promise I’ll have a great birthday.”  The quality of his standard-issue voice couldn’t express much beyond melancholy or bland conversation. It was a reconstruction built from a 3D map of his larynx before the surgeries and a direct interpretation of his will to speak. At least he couldn’t misspeak, since every word was a distinct effort. Even if he’d wanted nuance, it wasn’t really there, it was how he knew his sister was lying.

      He cut the connection before Sarah came back on the line; he had no interest in the old debate. Glancing onto the public network, at the schedule for the train, he knew he could make it if he left now. Patrick needed the distraction, the illusion of purpose as he traveled around the city. The phone rang again just as he closed the door to his apartment.

      His sister wanted him to talk, everyone wanted him to talk. The lady at the VA, that’s what she wanted. But he didn’t like it, didn’t understand how it was supposed to work. They wanted some connection from him, of course, but no one wanted to talk to him without expressing how much he needed it. Talking about what they wanted wasn’t going to change anything. His emotions were too complex to simply download. “Talking” was code and he didn’t need more code. They said it would help him to normalize, work through any residual emotional trauma after decommissioning. He’d passed endless psychiatric tests that said he was a survivor, no matter what the odds. A good Marine, in other words, one who wasn’t going to glitch out and fry his own power cells.

      Truth was, he wanted to talk so bad he could almost taste it over the ever-present flavor of ozone on his imaginary tongue. Normal talk, chit-chat. Not this share your feelings bullshit. Hell, after joining the infantry, he’d learned more words than he cared to use. Words like “quadriplegic, hematoma,” and “contusion.” The sorts of words his body would’ve been made of if he hadn’t volunteered to have what was left of it poured into this walking tank.

      How old was he when he’d enlisted? He couldn’t be bothered to remember.

      The number seventeen flashed in the corner of his vision along with options to view scans of the enlistment papers. Data. Always data flowing across his eyes. He still had them—eyes, that is. It’s how he thought of it anyway. Better than thinking about the mass of wires embedded in his ocular sockets. Which never stopped. If he’d ever experienced something, a thought would trigger a recall option and pull related data. The alerts could be dismissed or minimized, but never stopped. It had taken months of maddening effort and distraction to make reading and dismissing notifications second nature. Under the data, his human memories swirled, inaccessible by computers, but triggered by the relentless nature of existence.
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      “Gran’momma, please!”

      “Pat, no, my sweet boy.” Her voice had been weak, the same as her body. The only mother he’d ever known was fading fast, but her resolve remained.

      “Gran’momma, I need to do something and this is the only option I got, the only one we got.”

      “No.”

      “You have to sign. Within a year, I’ll have the money to fix this place up, get you the medical attention you need, take care of Sarah too.”

      “My boy is not gonna go die for this country just to raise money for his poor grandmother. Not my boy and not this country! Ain’t never did nothin’ for us that didn’t cost more blood than anyone should ever bleed.”
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      “Resolute.” Another word he’d learned after enlistment. He knew that she’d come around eventually, that it was the best option they had. She’d silently signed the papers, hunched over with tears streaking her face.

      Seventeen years old and off to the Marine Corps. Within two years, he’d become eligible for conversion to mechanized. A huge bonus check, and instead of dead in a wooden box, he was alive inside a metal one.

      His human bits would fail before the metal parts did.

      When the electronic blues threatened to swallow him, Veteran Mechanized Staff Sergeant Patrick McCoy explored the public transit system. The trains reminded him of home. The home where Sarah and Lisa still lived, stacked next to everyone else in federal row house neighborhoods made more colorful by the shades of brown people they housed. They didn’t have much but each other and the roofs over their heads. He couldn’t afford to move his family out to a larger home in a more quiet burrough, they were four generations in public housing. Still, the signing and combat bonuses made life much easier for them and it funded a scholarship for Lisa. (Sarah’s request.) It had to be enough. He reminded himself that the smell of the ’hood in the spring wasn’t something to be missed: the piss in quiet corners, burning synthacco, and empty liquor nips flattened everywhere. Any smells he encountered now ran through the filters between him and the real world, slices of plastic and metal, wires and poor excuses for nerve endings. Despite still being bipedal, he held no illusions about being able to fit back in his childhood home. Hexagonal armored plating, two extra arms, empty ports where weapons were mounted. He’d left a boy and had no intention of returning as a science fiction nightmare, a defunct killing machine to terrorize the country’s lower classes. Let them live their lives without him.
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      On the street, pedestrians crossed out of his path at their earliest opportunity. A targeting matrix flashed over the scene in front of him, doing the only thing it was good for without a weapons system to command: snapping photos. Faces everywhere captured his attention. He wanted to forget his face, but the longing for that vestige of humanity haunted him with the pre-data memory of what he looked like, who he wanted to be.

      Deep beneath the baffled armor above his shoulders, the top half of his skull remained buried, still the most efficient chassis for his brain. He remembered what remained after a mortar round tore through the meat of his past life. In his nightmares, the cadaverous mess of his face served as a mask on the enemy’s swarming drones. Stretched over the insect-like machine’s optics, his own ruined mouth leered at him as they clambered over berms and barricades, screaming in clicks and whirrs.

      Now they came for him nightly.

      The half-dozen ultra-terabyte drives humming back in his apartment held no photos of his former self. Mirrors and reflective surfaces did not interest him in the least. He needed no reminders of the machine that carried what was left of his body. When he cracked armored panels to apply nutrient salves or adjust connections, it served as reminder enough. A more human series of chassis were decades from completion. Though he’d prefer to have even the mannequin-like face of the prototypes he’d seen once upon a time, it would never be right; never be him.

      Riding public transit around the city provided two critical things for Patrick: a needed distraction and people to see. Human behavior, however, wasn’t always random. People troubled him, but he would rather be they than this it.

      A trio of youths strolled toward him before suddenly veering off into the street. He’d seen it coming, had seen it a million times. The tension settling over them, stripping teenage confidence, compacting it into fear. Patrick crossed with them, keeping them in his path.

      Descriptions for each kid scrolled across his eyes:

      Hispanic male brown hair brown eyes—

      h:1.75 mtrs

      w:74.8 kilos /

      red jacket blue shirt white pants black leather boots //

      male caucasian

      brown hair blue eyes

      h:1.82 mtrs

      w:78 kilos

      black sweater blue jeans white sneakers //

      female

      [ethnicity indeterminate]

      Dark brown hair brown eyes

      h:1.6 mtrs

      w:56.69 kilos

      white sweater red dress white trim black boots //

      The targeting computer couldn’t make sense of blended ethnicity—not that it did a very good job with identifying ethnicity in the first place. It was a vestige of mid-twenty-first century programming, a tenacious infestation of white-centric coding.

      And so on. The longer the look, the more data the machine in his head gathered.

      They stumbled into each other as one boy stopped short and turned into the young woman. She, in turn, stumbled into the other boy. They shuffled awkwardly back towards the sidewalk they’d abandoned and Patrick turned with them, determined to capture as much detail as possible, knowing they wouldn’t willingly stop for him.

      “Excuse us,” the young woman said under her breath, refusing to look directly at him.

      Patrick stopped tracking with them and let them pass. “Excuse me,” he said. I did this for you, he thought, I did it so that your lives could go on, so that you’d have the opportunity to fear what saved you, the freedom to express all of that.

      The sidewalk in front of Patrick was clear, passersby wandered down the other side of the street, pausing, craning necks to keep a clear eye on him as he thumped down the way. Some people glanced out of windows, but not one of them came within any of his arms’ reach.

      Air quality, light, sound. The muted thump of his own footsteps helped project a three-hundred and sixty-degree view that would disorient a normal mind without his quantum chips and nano-neural injections. He had taken months to integrate the software. The feel of light against his photo-reactive, outer skin served as an early warning against laser-targeting weapons. A massive spectrum caressed him incessantly, from phosphorescent to incandescent to light-emitting diodes—each with its own flavor. More input than he’d ever had when he was fully human, but less than what he really wanted.

      A proximity alarm flashed in his peripheral sensors.

      Incoming.

      He easily dodged the slow-moving object. A half-empty can of beer pinged off a car roof nearby. Preprogrammed reflexes trained sensor arrays upward. His optics caught the blurred face of a young man disappearing behind the roofline and the fading insult.

      “Murdercan!”

      Patrick paused, as he always did, and resorted to the futile reminder: warriors don’t murder, they serve their people. So that civilians will have the freedom to curse them in the streets.
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      Underground, on the train, angry citizens were more hesitant to confront him. Underground, people wouldn’t talk smack like they did from passing cars or throwing shit from the relative safety of a rooftop.

      Once a month, he dutifully uploaded the harassment to local authorities. Despite having a memory that was admissible in court, little was done. The remnants of his tactical software were adept at targeting such persons, but any clever comebacks were left on the street corners back home. None of it had context in this new canned life; his disarmament was complete.

      Patrick lumbered onto the train and rode it end to end several times before returning to his home. The apartment’s private network informed him that he had three messages.

      Had Sarah called back that many times? Patrick accessed the voice mail. Sarah’s voice came on the line. He deleted the message before she could plead her case. The second was a blind sales call and the third a politician’s automated campaign message. He deleted the last one with as much ire as a mental command could carry.

      Patrick shifted down into a resting mode and accessed his internal storage, downloading the day’s cache of faces. From there, he sorted through the facial types and catalogued them. Without the physical need for much sleep—or the desire—he had plenty of time to choose nose and cheekbones for the latest version of his face. One of those kids on the street had the perfect bridge, he was sure of it.
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      Even after eight months, public transit workers at the station nearest his apartment hadn’t gotten used to him yet. They never addressed Patrick unless prompted, fidgeting like children. Not that he didn’t understand. Patrick’s service had put him on a killing path across half the planet. Back when drone warfare threatened to overwhelm democratic nations. Humans inside drones, an inseparable part of machines, had been the next logical step. No signal to jam, no delays in remote commands. It was the sort of forward-leaning innovation America was known and feared for.

      Fully automated killing machines would have been too far. “Unethical,” they’d called it. “Cowardly,” the Mechanized Corps called it. A tactic only the enemy used. And once their machines were dealt with, it was time for wet work.

      The majority of his comrades were felons; no easy messages for public relations. There was nothing warm and fuzzy about hard time criminals defending your freedom. The narrative sucked. One lame duck Senator had started a landslide of negative opinion that continued to demonize the few veteran mechs still in plain sight. Criminals didn’t get to leave the Corps, freedom wasn’t a prize for them to win.

      Seven men, nine women, and one child rode in the subway car. The child stared at him from across the aisle as she sat in her mother’s lap. The woman whispered fiercely in her daughter’s ear. “Madhavi, do not stare like that! It’s rude.”

      The roar of the train should have drowned their voices out. For human ears, anyway. Madhavi looked away long enough to ask her mother if Patrick was a robot in the stage whisper that children used before they truly learned to keep secrets. It was a common question amongst the knee-high commando set, and disappointing for its repetition.

      A child’s repertoire involved a small assortment of questions directed at Patrick that led in a circle. Their inexperience made them incapable of decoding the reality of cyborgs developed for war. He might be better off as a heartless machine, decommissioned and mothballed, or the victim of a “forced deconstruction” on the battlefield.

      Maybe the enemy had gotten it right after all.

      If anyone in his family could see him beneath the armor, they might never stop screaming about what was left of their brother. Their nephew. Their cousin. Or their son, especially their son. Now here was this bright-eyed child and her mother, taking an interest in him, however negative the mother’s interest might be. Was there something he could tell the child about the train, a bit of data only he would know that she’d find interesting?

      The machine embedded in his brain never offered information on how to elicit a conversation, so he ignored it. Everything he could find online pertained to people who were far more than thirty-two percent human.

      More than anything, he wanted a face-to-face conversation. A dialogue. A negotiation. An idea floated up in his mind. A dangerous and subversive, capital I idea. There were hostage tactic scenarios in his Onboard Tactical Computer. He followed the thread, played the idea out, and swam through the data. Using a behavioral prediction subroutine, he put himself in the role of a terrorist just to see what might happen. Maybe the enemy had gotten it right.

      He wouldn’t even need weaponry to control the passengers or the possible involvement of the conductor. Despite the removal of weapons and heavy servos, his mechanized body was still more powerful than a normal one. He began calculating how much fuel remained in his body against the actions required to control the car and then turned his attention to analyzing the car’s power systems. Maybe he could recharge his power cells by jury-rigging the electrical system in the train? He would need additional options for controlling the passengers in that case.

      Patrick set the diagnostic aside, satisfied to let it run in the background, analyzing the current mechanical readiness of the car against specs from his field archives. He could always check-in on the analysis. There might be hours of negotiation—conversation—with response teams whose purpose was to befriend him in order to try and manipulate the outcome. He didn’t want to hurt anyone however, and he was struggling with how to get around that part when his thoughts were interrupted by the child across the aisle. She had squirmed out of her mom’s lap and now stood within reach.

      “Are you a robot?”

      “Madhavi!”

      “No, I’m not a robot.”

      “Come here! Right now. I’m so sorry …”

      “Mommy!”

      “It’s all right, I understand.”

      “I’m sure, but it was a rude question, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. My name’s Patrick. How old is she?” Play it out, play it out, don’t scare her.

      A red warning flashed on the OTC. Patrick, focused on avoiding an incident of terror right in front of him, ignored it. Here, laid practically in his lap, was an opportunity to have a conversation. With an adult. If he could get around Madhavi, the little girl, perhaps her mother would chat with him until they left the train.

      Madhavi squirmed from her mother’s grasp and spoke up again.

      “If you’re not a robot, then what are you?”

      Patrick waited, doing his best to demonstrate deference to Madhavi’s mother.

      She blinked, shook her head, and said, “Forgive her, she’s five—”

      “—Five and a half!” Madhavi shrieked.

      “—Five and a half. And my name’s Inas.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Inas.” He didn’t offer either of his right hands to shake. Keep your distance, stay cool.

      They were brown people, like he had once been, but not with the same ethnic background. They had “good hair,” as his great-grandfather used to say, and he guessed their ethnic origin: Indian. A quick search in an online Indian-language reference library translated her name’s meaning as capable.

      “Madhavi, my name is Patrick McCoy, and I’m not a robot. I am just like you on the inside. This,” he tapped his chassis, “just makes me look like one.”

      “‘Patrick McCoy,’” she repeated. “That’s Irish.”

      “Yes. But I’m not Irish. One of the most famous McCoys in history was an inventor, a man as brown as you. Or as I used to be.”

      “Oh,” she said. “We learned about Irish in class. I got my name from my Nānī, it means creepy. How are you like a robot?”

      Inas grinned, but her face remained taut. “Your name comes from a flowering vine, not creepy, and you can thank your father’s love and devotion to your grandmother for that.”

      Ah, a creeping vine, Patrick thought, then verified it in the same database he’d found Inas’s name. “Yeah, I guess I am like a robot, but I am not one. Have you felt your heartbeat?”

      She stared quizzically for a moment, then placed her hand on her chest.

      “That’s right. See here?” Patrick indicated a plate high on his torso, under his arm. “If you put your hand here, you can feel my heartbeat. You’ll have to ask your mom for permission if you want to do that. It shows I’m not a robot.”

      Inas’s expression tightened further and her blinking increased, but she nodded slowly to Madhavi who immediately walked over to Patrick and placed her little palm over his heart. Patrick toggled his operating controls to dial down motor functions and allow his heartbeat to be felt. Her hand was warm. Patrick focused on that touch, focusing as much sensory input as he could manage to the task. He knew the touch was there, could feel the pressure, the warmth, but none of the humanity.

      Madhavi’s surprised, wide-eyed whisper to her mother would have put a smile on his face if he still had one beneath the tempered, carbonic shell.

      The OTC’s warning abruptly enveloped all of his peripheral vision, flashing urgently. It took less than a second for Patrick to read the warning and react. He scooped up Madhavi and lunged in her mother’s direction.

      The train went dark. Sparks shot out of the overhead lighting. The vehicle lurched and skipped the rail. Steel bent and glass shattered, bits of advertising material and assorted rivets spattered on the floor like rain. The other passengers  tumbled through the car, adding their terrified shouts to the deafening screech. Patrick remained stationary, locked in position over Madhavi and Inas until the train stopped.

      The silence of held breath ticked for long seconds while the groan of straining metal and the scurry of rubble on the roof invaded the space. Someone coughed at the far end of the car setting off a series of groans and the sound of struggling bodies. Inas curled around her little girl beneath Patrick, unharmed.

      He scanned down the car. People wailed and crawled aimlessly in the dark. Patrick stood and the plates over his cranium scraped the roof. The contact allowed him to ping the surface of the car and check its structure. The derailment had partially collapsed the tunnel, effectively burying the train in a massive amount of rubble. Both ends of their car were crushed. The rest of the car crumpled, an eerie ticking of metal being bent by millimeters.

      More cries and a sorrowful scream tore his attention back to the passengers. Madhavi whimpered at his feet.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said, “I think I can help.” Patrick exposed his light-duty lenses, allowing their glow to chase the dusty blackness away. Everyone in the car looked in his direction.

      “Hey, get away from them!” A young, brown-skinned man in his thirties jabbed his finger accusingly. Patrick’s light reflected off the lenses of the man’s glasses and spiked, black hair. He looked to be Indian as well—or Bangladeshi. There weren’t many Pakistanis left in Pakistan, let alone America.

      More info from the OTC indicated instability throughout the car.

      The young man took a step forward.

      “Please, sir, don’t move, the car is unstable.”

      “You did this, didn’t you? Why’d they let a monster like you out into society, why’d they even make you, Frankenstein? What’d you do to the train?” He took another step forward.

      Patrick raised one of his wicked looking arms. Even devoid of the weapons that were formerly mounted there, it multiplied his already inhuman appearance. He adopted what he hoped was a pleading posture, trying in vain to look non-threatening. “This is serious, do not move!”

      A sickening lurch split open the rail car. The alloy roof parted like aluminum foil as a slab of jagged concrete dropped into the center of the cab, catching the young man across his hips and knocking other passengers near him to the floor. Dust and man-made debris followed the slab, sending a toxic cloud into the car.

      Coughing fits cut the latest round of screams off.

      A combination of air- and liquid-cooled mechanics permeated Patrick’s shell. He opened all of his vents and pushed a burst of power to his coolant fans. The worst of the airborne debris swept away from Inas and Madhavi. The young man who’d shifted the car’s uneven weight whimpered involuntarily, quivering beneath a broken stone toenail of the city, his body pinned to the floor. The train must have slammed into a support column and cracked it.

      Peeking into the infrared spectrum told Patrick that all the passengers were accounted for, all alive. At least for a short while. The young man pinned beneath the slab didn’t have much time.

      Patrick pinged the car again. The exits were all blocked, but the outlook was good if everyone could move forward, as a counterbalance, to prevent further shifting. He reached out to the train’s diagnostic computer and found dead air. None of his training prepared him for this, none of his experience. In the thick of the accident, he’d reacted, but now a creeping sense of unease jangled his nerves. He needed more information and the train was no longer forthcoming. There was always more to be had, though, data permeated his life. He boosted his signal to tap the connection directly through the tunnel’s lines, praying they were undamaged. There he found an encouraging link and what the train’s damage looked like to dispatch. An aftershock rumbled through the car bringing more dust and the tinkle of debris. The train wasn’t designed to be a load-bearing tube for the tunnel. A blinking display in his peripheral vision noted he was overworking his power cells.

      The pinned young man groaned.

      “Inas? I need your help.”

      Tears cut through the dust on her face, Madhavi curled around her waist. “What can I do?”

      “Keep everyone calm while I move this slab off of our friend here. You’ll need to recruit a couple of passengers to get him out of there.”

      “The exits are working?”

      “No, you’ll need to take him forward, into the next car. The whole tunnel didn’t collapse, just the sides and rear at this point of the train. Forward, off the train, on to the next station stop. That’s freedom.”

      “How do you know that?” Inas spoke through a clenched jaw.

      Madhavi’s voice, clear and no longer choked with tears, answered her mother’s question. “He can talk to machines, mommy.”

      “That’s right,” Patrick confirmed. “I can see the tunnel system the same way the dispatcher can. The train can’t hold the tunnel up.”

      Again, he wished for a face to smile with. But instead of dwelling on what would never be, Patrick shifted his weight to position himself for better leverage on the slab.

      A second shock rattled the car. The slab shifted, grinding through the young man on the floor. He tried to scream, but choked off in pain, clawing weakly at the concrete.

      One of the passengers yelled from the front of the car, “Hey, that goddamn thing is going to get us killed!”

      A chorus of agreement bubbled up from the other passengers.

      “His name is Patrick,” Inas snapped. “He is trying to help this young man here and you watch your language!” Pebbles and grit pinged down on the train in the silence that followed..

      “Thanks, Inas. Can you ask a couple of people to position themselves on either side of this guy’s shoulders? He shouldn’t be moved, but we don’t have any other options.”

      The car rumbled again and people began to scream. Inas shushed them and pointed at two other passengers. “You and you, come here, help this man.”

      The men clung to the train’s bars and didn’t move.

      “Now!”

      They unglued themselves and floated hesitatingly towards Patrick and the spreading pool of blood beneath the pistons of his legs.

      “Here and here,” Inas said, indicating either side of the trapped passenger. They slowly complied, eyeing Patrick as they got into position.

      The amplified tone of Patrick’s electronic voice cut through the car. “Listen up: This is gonna be messy. He’s passed out and his heartbeat is wild, but he ain’t gonna like being moved. You’ll need to drag him to the other end of the car. Don’t stop, get to the door. I’m going to brace myself beneath the slab. I can’t move it up, but the floor will buckle. That should give you enough time to get him out. There’s going to be a lot of noise and the car may shift again.” Patrick got underneath the slab and braced his back against it, unfolding his arms to either side.

      “Inas?”

      “Yes, Patrick?”

      “Can you have everyone else gather at the end of the car? Stay to the sides, I’m going to have to move quickly to get the door open for you.”

      Patrick waited while she relayed his instructions, herding the group to the end of the car. He regarded his reluctant volunteers. “You men ready?”

      A pale, heavyset man in a blue suit frowned back. “Are you sure you can do this?” he asked.

      Patrick checked his status. Seventy-nine percent power, it would drain quickly. All of his mechanics were functioning normally otherwise. “No. On three: one, two, three!”

      His servos whined at an extreme pitch, the coolers working overtime and blowing through the dusty air. The floor crumpled, sending a fresh shock through the car.

      The subway car lurched and began to compress as the surrounding rock pushed in earnest. More glass exploded and lighting panels dropped all around them as the walls closed in. The men dragged the freed passenger the length of the car, leaving a trail of dirty blood.

      Patrick shifted his torso in an inhuman twist, allowing the slab to slide off. There were two men scrabbling at the door when Patrick thumped to the end of the car. Inas shouted at them, tugging on their shoulders. It took them a precious two seconds to slide out of the damn way. Patrick battered the door with one blow, reached for the second door and crumpled it just as easily when the walls and dirt began to rush in through burst windows. The weak connection between the cars began to collapse.

      He braced himself in the passageway, servos spinning furiously, a high-pitched scream. “Go now, go!”

      Passengers scrambled between his legs to get to the next car. He checked his power levels. Fifteen percent and dropping rapidly. In the midst of the human line, he saw Madhavi scuttle through, followed by her mother.

      Inas turned in the passageway of the next car, her daughter tucked tightly beneath her arm. She wore an expression that communicated nothing but questions.

      Two percent.

      “Go, now.” His words came out muddy. His heart thumped desperately as his body overheated and oxygen waned.

      One percent.

      If he powered down to maintenance mode, he could survive for hours or possibly days on low power, effectively putting himself in a coma. Buried alone beneath tons of rock, the armor would become a stasis unit. A coffin.

      “Patrick, come on!” Madhavi reached toward him. Her mother pulled the girl back as the car began collapsing around Patrick, enveloping him. Confusion contorted the little girl’s face when he didn’t follow them through the cascade of stones and dirt.

      Darkness closed in and Patrick felt lighter than he ever had before. Expanding colors tinged the darkness, smothering him in unexpected warmth. The weight of wars past floated off of his shoulders. Patrick wanted to call Sarah, to hear his sister’s voice one more time, to hear his niece’s enthusiasm for life, to visit his grandmother’s grave. All of this had been for them. Each sacrifice he’d made was done with them in his thoughts, of finding a way for his family to move forward and out of the cycle.

      He went to his grave, thoughts of his family and of his unfinished face on his mind. He went not in a metal coffin, draped in a flag, but in service, wearing his uniform.
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      Recently Zack Snyder was in the news announcing his plans for a “real sort of faithful retelling of that Arthurian mythological concept,” according to multiple sources. I and many others immediately understood that Snyder was already off-course, because there is no single source of Arthurian lore, and therefore there can be no “faithful” retelling. Each creator who tackles King Arthur, including me, brings their own perspective to it. There’s no Arthurian ur-text, no Camelot Bible, just a big pile of stories that we can choose from or add to.

      I know this because I’m an obsessive writer. By that, I mean that when I decide to write  something, be it things that aren’t real (dragons, vampires) or things that most definitely are (pirates, feral hogs), I immerse myself in all available information about them, looking for proverbial details so weird that you can’t invent them. There are pitfalls to this, such as the time my then ten-year-old son had to remind me I was writing a fantasy novel with pirates, not a historical pirate drama, and needed to stop with the details of sail rigging and put in a sea monster.

      Also, for the most part, when I finish a project, I usually exhaust my obsession with the subject. I would get chills when I heard Fleetwood Mac’s “Rhiannon,” for example, but after I used it as the inspiration for my first novel, The Sword-Edged Blonde, it became just another good song.

      The one exception to this is King Arthur.

      I was a college freshman the year Excalibur hit theaters, and it affected me as fundamentally as Star Wars had four years earlier. Forget Disney cartoons or sterile MGM epics: here was an Arthur who looked like a biker, an earthy, hippie-chick Guinevere, and a Lancelot whose shield gleamed like a solar panel. A knight had sex without even taking off his armor(!), bloody sword battles gave us dismemberments and beheadings, and Nicol Williamson played Merlin on the edge between camp and grandeur. I was hooked in a way no prior storybook, novel, or movie on this subject had ever grabbed me.

      Thirty years later, my Arthurian novel, Dark Jenny, was released. It’s the third in my Eddie LaCrosse series, about a guy who’s essentially a private eye in a secondary fantasy world. The Arthurian characters have new names—my editor at the time quite sensibly pointed out that combining my created world with such a well-known mythology might be problematic—but I don’t think anyone could miss that King Marcus Drake is really Arthur Pendragon, his wife Jennifer is, of course, Guinevere, and his best friend is the knight Elliot Spears (spear=lance, i.e., Lancelot). Plus, this change allowed me to use my favorite epigram ever, from A Hard Day’s Night:

      
        
        Reporter: What do you call that hairstyle you’re wearing?

        George: Arthur.

      

      

      Yet, when I finished Dark Jenny, I found that I had not exorcised my fascination with the subject. Even now, almost a decade later, I still read copious Arthuriana, both fiction and non-, and find myself intrigued by what remains of one of the core mythologies of western civilization. I’ll watch any Arthurian movie or documentary. Recently, as I started reading yet another book on Arthur, I wondered why? Why did this, of all things, keep my interest?
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        Dark Jenny by Alex Bledsoe

      

      There are two major aspects to King Arthur: the historical and the literary. Don’t get me wrong, the historical is interesting, as archeologists try to find evidence of the real fifth-century battle leader who, if he existed at all, inspired the first oral tales. But it’s the literary side that really attracts me.  The idea of a man with no super powers (those belong to Merlin) and no real preparation for ruling (he was raised, by most literary accounts, in ignorance of his royal parentage) having both the courage and the insight to create, no matter how briefly, that “fleeting wisp of glory called Camelot” is fucking powerful. Then the poor bastard has to watch it all come down around him. There is no greater pain than seeing something you love die in front of you.

      I must admit, I have a lit-crush on Guinevere, a character who had to wait 800 years to be given her own voice. Until the end of the 20th century, even when she was allowed to speak her mind, (male) writers rarely sympathized with her—I’m thinking particularly of the misogynistic monologues Alfred, Lord Tennyson gives her in Idylls of the King. There are so many odd bits to her story, likely based on folklore we now lack the references to untangle: in some stories Arthur marries not one, not two, but three women named Guinevere; in another story (the one that inspired the plot of my novel), Guinevere has an identical, evil, half-sister also named Guinevere.

      Guinevere doesn’t accept limitations. The daughter of King Leodegrance in most versions, she’s well-aware of what’s expected of her as Arthur’s queen, likely more than he is about a king’s duties. She steps into her role with confidence, demonstrating by example the chaste, chivalric love that fuels the Arthurian court. And everything is fine until it’s no longer chaste.

      But that’s part of Guinevere’s appeal, as well. Whether genuinely in love with Arthur or part of an arranged marriage with a cold and distant ruler, Guinevere dives into her affair with Lancelot with eyes wide open, understanding the risks and dangers but believing that her own happiness is worth it. There are many different stories of how it begins (my favorite being T.H. White’s, who unlike most authors makes Lancelot an ugly, battle-scarred warrior, his exterior a perfect reverse mirror of his pure and honest heart), but it always ends with Guinevere as a major cause of Camelot’s fall. As a result, she finishes her life in a nunnery. There’s a seldom-mentioned movie, called either Sword of Lancelot or Lancelot and Guinevere depending on the print, in which Guinevere, having seen the carnage of war first-hand and helped aid the wounded, willingly becomes a nun in order to be of tangible, genuine use to the world. I’ve always liked that twist because again Guinevere chooses her own path.

      Not that literary history tends to highlight this. Since she’s been primarily written about by men up until recent times, her personality and relationship with Lancelot are often portrayed in a limited scope with authors picking from a handful of known tropes. Thus the fall of Camelot might be the result of her own Eve-based moral failures (see Tennyson most egregiously), or the desperate attempt of a lonely woman emotionally abandoned by her kingly husband, or the self-possessed stand of a queen the equal of her king who believes herself to be worthy of love (my favorite). In one modern novel, Lancelot is a woman in disguise, and in another, Arthur’s nemesis Galehout was secretly in love with Lancelot, adding more complications (or spice) to what is already a knotty little triangle. But through all this, even when she’s being petulant as in De Troyes’ The Knight of the Cart, Guinevere maintains a dignity that can’t be fully tarnished, despite the best efforts of all those guys trying to minimize her. And that endears her to me.
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        Lancelot or, The Knight of the Cart by Chrétien De Troyes

      

      Lancelot, too, is a fascinating character, universally considered the “best knight in the world,” but fatally flawed by his love for Guinevere. What makes him so tragic is not that he betrays his king and his kingdom, but that God himself passes judgment on him by allowing him to see the Grail but never reach it. Further, much like Arthur unwittingly fathers Mordred, Lancelot is tricked1 into becoming the father of the knight who does find the Grail, Galahad. Watching his son accomplish the single most important task any knight will ever have, and knowing that he himself can’t do it because of his own sin (in the concept of the times), must absolutely twist the poor guy up inside. Yet he doesn’t change: he remains both Guinevere’s lover and the Round Table’s best knight until, to paraphrase Yeats, the center can no longer hold.

      Oddly, the one character who absolutely bores me? Merlin. Whether depicted as a real wizard, a Druid, a mystic, or simply a man with more sense than most, Merlin is, without a doubt, a failure. He foresees all the wrong things, his enchantments never work as he intends, and he is ultimately led by his dick to his doom. He’s the one character who supports the widest interpretations, because it’s all an attempt to make him what he clearly isn’t: wise. He must be a failure for the story to reach its tragic, magic conclusion; an accurate wizard makes for a boring story. My novel’s Merlin figure was based (very loosely) on Jerry Garcia, and Nimue is his Almost Famous-like groupie, because at least it made his failures interesting (to me).

      So if everyone in the stories of Camelot ends up failing, why do Merlin’s failures bore me while those of Arthur fascinate me? Primarily because I see myself in Arthur. Arthur is raised as a small town boy, unaware that his father was King Uther Pendragon. His foster father, Sir Ector in many versions, is also unaware of Arthur’s origins, taking him in as a baby at Merlin’s behest (one of the few things Merlin gets right). I love Ector’s explanation in the movie Excalibur: “At first, I [raised you as my own] because I feared Merlin, but later because I loved you.” That tells you everything you need to know about how Arthur’s upbringing prepared him to be a new kind of king.

      And Arthur tries. He tries so damn hard. He wants Camelot and the Round Table to be new standards of what’s right and just, but he can’t micromanage all his knights, and thus they stray from his example. He wants to be a good husband, but feels he has to be a good king first, which means he lets Lancelot do all the heavy lifting to rescue Guinevere when she’s repeatedly abducted (and we know how that works out). He wants the approval of God, yet does some pretty horrible things, such as drowning a ship full of babies in an attempt to kill his prophesied destroyer. He’s the best of our aspirations and the worst of our failures.

      From my earliest days as a writer, I’ve wanted to do something Arthurian. As a young adult, in the full flush of my post-Star Wars and Excalibur enthusiasm, I outlined a trilogy of Arthurian novels. Later, after reading many other trilogies of Arthurian novels, I realized I wasn’t bringing anything substantially new to the table. Instead, I concentrated on creating my own fantasy worlds, all the while devouring the vast library of existing Arthuriana.

      Many years later, when I finally wrote my Arthurian novel, I remembered two particularly compelling stories. One was the “False Guinevere” tale from the 13th century in which Guinevere’s identical half-sister hatched a plot to replace the queen in Arthur’s court. It involved love potions, battles, court intrigue, and the most unlikely reconciliation of all time (“Aw, honey, like the song says, you can’t call it cheatin’ cuz she reminds me of you”). I kept going back to the concept of half-siblings (same father, different mothers), born on the same day at the same time, and so identical not even one’s husband could tell them apart. Could I make that idea work in realistic terms?

      The second story came from Le Morte D’Arthur, the touchstone of everything Arthurian, in which Guinevere is framed for killing a knight with a poisoned apple. The evidence is clear, there are many witnesses, and it looks like curtains for our queen, until Lancelot comes to her aid and the Lady of the Lake unmasks the real killer. This was a neat, self-contained tale that allows, within its framework, all the major figures to demonstrate their strengths and weaknesses.

      (Ironically, another author—J.M.C. Blair, also, believe it or not, based in Wisconsin like me—had used the same story of Guinevere and the poisoned apples as the inspiration for his 2008 book, The Excalibur Murders, which I didn’t read until many years after my own appeared. But we came at it from very different directions and for very different ends. It’s just another example of how rich this field is and how much awaits anyone who enters it.)

      Since these two tales were, at heart, crime stories, they would fit perfectly with my own noir/fantasy world. And I feel like they did; the names may have been changed, but the themes and concepts remained identifiably Arthurian.
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        The Betrayal of Arthur by Sara Douglass

      

      As I worked out the first draft, I also read several books exploring the Arthurian mythos and delving into its symbols, meanings, and sources. One book that helped me the most was the 1999 nonfiction The Betrayal of Arthur, by Australian fantasy novelist Sarah Douglass (1957-2011). It dug into the historical basis of the character, but with a novelist’s flair and understanding, and it was like a curtain opened for me onto the motivations of both the characters, and the classic authors who gave them the stories we all know.

      And my fictional touchstone? Excalibur. Nigel Terry will always be the king in my head, and Cherie Lunghi’s Guinevere is my absolute ideal. Of course, as I worked on my novel my creations became their own people, as they should; but inside them are the images that John Boorman and Rospo Pallenberg conjured.

      To answer my question—why, after all this time, after writing a novel about it, does this still keep my interest?—I think it’s because there’s so damn much of it. For every landmark like Le Morte D’Arthur or The Once and Future King, there are a hundred variations that reveal things I’d never considered before. Each character, no matter how minor, seems to have been explored and developed by someone, somewhere. On the nonfiction side, new discoveries are always being made, revealing more about the time the historical Arthur may have lived, even if there’s been no confirmation of his existence…yet. The point is, this shit never gets old, and I’m definitely not too old for this shit.

      In fact, I’ve thought often about writing another King Arthur novel. That old trilogy outline still sits at the back of my mind, tempting me when my guard is down, or when I read or see a version of the story that doesn’t work (like the recent film King Arthur: Legend of the Sword, or the dire HBO series Camelot). Like many writers, I’ve considered coming at it from the side, using a lesser-known character as my P.O.V., or inventing someone to mingle with the usual suspects. Or I might once again expand a single bit of the story, but there’s also the urge to tell the whole thing, to finally bring out meanings that have eluded the last 1,500 years of writers.

      At the same time, it’s such a well-populated field and much better writers than me (such as Nobel- and Pulitzer-prize winning John Steinbeck) have found it difficult to wrestle it into submission. I mean, the definitive version was written 500 years ago, and like Shakespeare and James Bond, no one has done it better. So, it’s likely I’ll just be happy I got away with it once and remain an ardent fan of the writers more ballsy than me who kick open the doors of Camelot and run rampant through its court.

      Author’s note: in addition to The Betrayal of Arthur mentioned above, some of my favorite nonfiction books are The Once and Future Queen: Guinevere in Arthurian Legend by Nicola Evelina, The Figure of Arthur by Richard Barber, The Book of Guinevere by Andrea Hopkins, and The Complete King Arthur by prolific Arthurian author John Matthews. I make no claims for these being the best, or for their speculations on history and literature being accurate, but they all proved useful resources for Dark Jenny.

      My favorite Arthurian novel is The Wicked Day by Mary Stewart, my favorite movie is (of course) Excalibur, followed closely by Robert Bresson’s Lancelot du Lac. I’m in the middle of reading a new novel, Queen of None, about Arthur’s forgotten sister Anna, by Natania Barron.

    

    
      
      

      1 * “Tricked” is a polite word for it: Lancelot is brought into a darkened chamber where he thinks he’s hooking up with Guinevere, but it’s actually the lady Elaine, who loves him from afar. And Lancelot doesn’t notice, which says a lot about his powers of observation, his devotion to his girlfriend, and his general intelligence.
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      In a second I’m going to ask you to do something. Don’t worry, it’s not too weird.

      Ready?

      Picture the best friend you’ve ever had. For the sake of argument, let’s say little-kid friendships don’t count. Teens and up. Bear with me, this is going somewhere.

      Picture how that friendship made you feel—still does, hopefully. All the fun you have together. All the shit you give each other. The exquisite revenge you’d exact upon anyone who so much as thought about hurting them. Maybe you haven’t known them all that long, but you clicked immediately, long-lost siblings-by-choice. Maybe you’ve been hanging out together so long that you’ve developed a private language of in-jokes and references to things that literally nobody else on the planet will understand. Maybe you’re so close that you’ve been mistaken for a couple, not for any good reason, just because many people have come to associate any kind of emotional or physical intimacy with relationships that are “more than friends,” a phrase that is a standing insult to strong friendships everywhere and which I would like to personally catapult into the sun.

      But never mind that. Are you picturing this awesome friendship of yours? Really hold it in your mind.

      Now try to recall the strongest friendship you’ve read in a book (comics count as books, but that’s a rant for a different day), or seen in a movie or TV show or video game. A friendship like the one you pictured earlier. Two—or maybe more—people who would absolutely and without hesitation kill or die for each other, but are not romantically and/or sexually involved.

      Okay?

      Hold on a sec. One complication. Again: media for kids doesn’t count. Teens and up.

      Just got a bit more challenging, didn’t it?

      Here’s hard mode:

      
        	A fictional friendship between adults

        	that is entirely platonic

        	that means no sexual tension

        	not even if it’s played for laughs

        	and not because their sexual identities make them unavailable to each other.

      

      Here’s the thing. Media aimed at kids is full of this type of relationship. Middle-grade books, cartoons, kids’ movies: chock full of excellent friendships. They go off and have adventures and fight monsters and solve mysteries and just generally Get Shit Done, all while having a blast in each other’s company. And it’s obvious they love each other, but not in the way that characters in media for teens and adults are expected to. It’s pure and it’s real and it’s valid and nothing further is necessary. What are we saying to young readers, who’ve just “graduated” from reading MG to YA and adult fiction, when we swap out all of those powerful friendships for romance and sex almost every single time?

      You can find some pretty solid fictional friendships between adult women, but otherwise? War movies and military SF might be the only place where nonsexual, nonromantic intimacy between men is normalized in fiction. As for friendships between men and women (unless one is explicitly gay or aro/ace or in a committed monogamous relationship—and in that last case there’s almost definitely going to be sexual tension, unresolved or no)? Ridiculously rare, despite the fact that so many of us both have and treasure real-life platonic relationships all the time. That friendship you were picturing a minute ago, for instance. It functions perfectly well without romance or sexual tension, yet strangers and acquaintances have probably mistaken it for a romantic or sexual relationship because we don’t really have templates for levels of friendship, or words in the language to name them. Intense friendship confuses people. They assume something else is going on. And why wouldn’t they, when 99.9% of fictional media aimed at teens and adults assures them that there is, or will be soon enough.

      Which is why it sucker-punches me right in the pleasure centers of my brain to run across a ride-or-die platonic relationship in a piece of fiction that’s well-written and true to itself. These can be actual friendships (Amos and Clarissa in The Expanse), alliances that become no less loyal than friendships (Furiosa and Max in Fury Road), or work relationships that become extremely intimate friendships instead of romances (Mako Mori and Raleigh in Pacific Rim). It frustrates me to the point of spontaneous combustion when I get partway through a book or movie that takes a perfectly gorgeously-written platonic relationship and tacks on a romance—or worse, a love triangle—out of nowhere for no discernible reason beyond checking off plot boxes. Or the characters—of formerly beautifully comfortable companionship—suddenly get Weird in one another’s presence because it’s Sexual Tension Time. And that amazing dynamic I’d just been reading about for 300 pages or watching for 90 minutes goes up in smoke, deemed (I guess) an insufficient hook from which to hang a character development arc.
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        Furiosa and Mad Max taking down Immortan Joe

      

      No matter that the story has just told us, over and over again, that this relationship is intense and deep and ride-or-die. No matter that we’ve just followed them through their adventures, witnessed them have each other’s backs against all comers, seen that their love for each other is unquestionably valid. It still gets demoted to a stepping-stone for romance with no value on its own.

      Obviously this is the clear intent of some books and that’s fine! But it happens time and again, and it is not always the author’s desire—more on that below. We’re bombarded from all sides with the idea that the only valid love is romantic, that the only valid intimacy is sexual, to the point where it’s genuinely difficult to think of many books (or movies, or TV shows, etc.) that let an amazing ride-or-die platonic relationship stay platonic. As a person whose strongest relationships have always been deep friendships at their core, I find this personally aggravating.

      We’ve made huge strides over the past few years in achieving greater representation for so many people. I’ve definitely read a few fictional friendships that managed to remain friendships because the possibility of a romantic/sexual relationship was ruled out due to incompatibility: one of the characters being gay or aromantic or asexual. Or a strong fictional friendship between two men or two women that became a romance, which is great. We absolutely need more representation of the whole LGBTQIA+ spectrum, and I am in no way suggesting otherwise. I’m especially thrilled to see that aro/ace representation is a thing that you can actually find in (a few) books today—if that had been available a couple of decades ago, my teen years would have been a lot less confusing.

      However.

      I would suggest that it’s damaging to the potential of many real-life friendships between people of all genders and sexualities when media tells us that platonic relationships can only exist after incompatibility rules out the possibility of sex or romance. Media has trained our society to treat real-life friendships with certain expectations. I talk about this a lot on Twitter and I’ve had a frankly alarming number of people reach out to me with stories of friendships ruined because they either were pressured into—or they pressured themselves into—turning a close, platonic relationship into a romantic/sexual one because that was what they thought was “supposed to happen.”

      I regularly hear such gems as: only asexual/aromantic people will be “happy to settle for” a platonic relationship, or that bisexual people can’t have friendships that aren’t freighted with sexual tension. Which brings me back to representation. If fictional media did more (which is to say: more than nothing) to normalize platonic intimacy as a possibility, show readers and viewers there is an alternative to romantic/sexual intimacy, would so many of us have so many stories of terrible, forced romantic relationships?

      Obviously, it’s impossible to say. All I can speak for is my own lived experience. I was a loner as a teen, and I consumed zillions of books and movies, and I can say unequivocally that representation of platonic intimacy would have gone a long way to helping me understand my own feelings, which were, in a word, confused. I’d feel drawn to a person for reasons that were really hard to rationalize given that I’d realize, every time, that I had zero interest in becoming romantically or sexually involved with them. I was beaten over the head with books and movies telling me that if I was obsessing over someone it was because I wanted to get in their pants, full stop. But all I really wanted was to be around them, to be important to them, to have a level of committed companionship and platonic intimacy that I did not have a word for, and still don’t really.

      I spent a long time thinking there was something wrong with me, that I was missing something, like there was a hilarious joke that everyone else was in on. One good story with one protagonist with feelings that I could relate to would have been—and would still be—of immeasurable value to me. And I’ve talked to enough people to know I’m far from alone.

      But here’s the other problem. Among the people who reached out to me with their experiences were writers telling me that they’ve tried to provide representation for platonic relationships between characters. But it proved difficult in a society that expects romance to blossom out of the smallest hint of emotional intimacy, and if this doesn’t happen, that means the relationship has failed to reach its ideal state. The participants are relegated to “settle” for being “just friends,” or, worse, “friendzoned.” Would this super toxic concept be eradicated if we were shown that friendships have their own intrinsic value? Almost definitely not entirely. But it’d be a start.

      Writers were pressured—by writers’ groups, by agents, by publishers—to write in a romance they did not want to write. Or to spell out the “payoff” to the “sexual tension” that the reader imagined, and the author never intended to exist.

      Maybe most infuriating of all: that while their first readers found the lack of romance refreshing, the industry was not as fond of it. So either the romance gets shoehorned in to check those Plot Expectation boxes or the book gets pushed aside and never ends up seeing the light of publishing day. Lack of romance should never be a reason to reject a book outside of the romance genre. Saying, for instance, “this SF book needs a romance in order to represent/publish it” makes exactly as much sense as saying “this romance book needs a spaceship in order to represent/publish it.” Over the years of writers reaching out to me with their stories, I heard every variant of this type of rejection. Often. This is a problem.

      I had a similar experience when pitching my YA debut Archivist Wasp back in 2014 or so. I had to turn down conditional offers of representation from agents who said, essentially, they loved the ideas in the book and it would be an easy job for them to sell it as YA if I could just see my way to writing in a romance so that teens would “have something to relate to.” I’d deliberately written this book to stand as an example of the type of story I craved as a teen and could never find, so that was one change I was 100% unwilling to make, no matter what I had to walk away from. I decided then and there that every book I ever write will be friendship-centered, with an emphasis on treating strong, platonic relationships with the same weight and gravity typically reserved for romantic relationships—and the reader reaction to every one of them has been overwhelming.
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      We see a lot of articles these days about how hard it is for adults to form lasting friendships. And they’re all sad reads, not least because the issue might be in part preventable. The need for strong friendships isn’t something we outgrow when we hit our teens, whatever the middle-grade/YA marketing divide would have us believe. Nor is the need for its representation. If the only form of love given space on the page and screen is romantic, it’s no wonder that people think strong friendships aren’t a valid use of their emotional energy.

      Given how important friendship is to most of us, I find it incomprehensible that it’s so hard to find it celebrated in media. If two characters start out hating each other, they’re incipient enemies-to-lovers. If they’re colleagues, sexual tension is going to be a large part of their character development. If three people have any kind of feelings for each other, it’s a love triangle waiting to happen. If the cast is a bunch of men and one woman, she’s going to end up sleeping with one of them. A pair of best friends is nothing but an underdeveloped couple, waiting to evolve into its final form. It just gets boring after a while.

      Is romance really the only possible outcome for “here are two characters who really care about each other?” There’s such a huge variety of ways to express love in reality but media jumps to the same overplayed conclusion nearly every time, conflating devotion with romantic/sexual attachment at the exclusion of other possibilities. If that’s not the author’s preference, why pressure them to do it?

      It leads to a vicious cycle wherein it’s hard to publish a book without romance because of an assumption that it won’t appeal to readers…while readers are questioning the completeness and validity of their real-life friendships because of a learned assumption that romance is the only kind of love that counts.

      People tell me periodically that they assumed my books were for kids since I say they’re about friendships. Every time this happens it strengthens my resolve to normalize platonic relationships in fiction for people other than kids. Because the longer the stereotype persists, the longer the industry will push to reflect it. I’ll continue to do my tiny bit to push back. You’ll find me on this hill writing my friendship books forever—because it won’t seem normal until it’s normalized. One story at a time.
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      Welcome to another Words for Thought! I’m writing this next to a cozy fireplace in the wake of the latest snow storm with more snow on the way. By the time this publishes however, hopefully there will be sprouting grass and blooming flowers. It’s been a rough winter for a lot of people, but it does feel like there’s warmth and hope on the horizon. As such, this month’s stories are all about finding hope in dark times, forging connections, and believing things will get better.
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      Let All the Children Boogie1 by Sam J. Miller published at Tor.com in January is a story of finding hope through music. The first time Laurie hears Iggy Pop’s “The Passenger” during late-night DJ Ms. Jackson’s show, it changes her life. The music fires her imagination, and at the tail-end of the song, a strange voice breaks through, crackling with static, asking, “Are you out there?” The next day, at the Salvation Army, Laurie overhears someone singing “The Passenger,” which leads her to Fell, with whom she feels an immediate connection.

      
        
        Radio was where we met. Our bodies first occupied the same space on a Friday afternoon, but our minds had already connected Thursday night. Coming up on twelve o’clock, awake when we shouldn’t be, both of us in our separate narrow beds, miles and miles apart, tuning in to Ms. Jackson’s Graveyard Shift, spirits linked up in the gruff cigarette-damaged sound of her voice.

        

      

      Set in a time before the internet made it easy to find people who share your taste in music—or anything else for that matter—this chance meeting is a moment of fate. Laurie and Fell strike up a friendship, which quickly turns into a budding romance. They set out to track down the source of the mysterious voice on the radio, which continues to break into Ms. Jackson’s show with cryptic messages, one of which mentions a plane crash, and others which increasingly make it seem as though the voice may be coming from the future. Even as their relationship grows, Laurie and Fell must contend with Fell’s abusive mother, who constantly misgenders them and refuses to accept them for who they are.

      Music and the mysterious voice continue to bring them hope, however, offering a bridge to a time—or a place outside of time—when things do indeed get better. Miller takes a light touch with the speculative elements in the story, which at its heart, is a love letter to music. It celebrates the power of song to bring people together, and to give them a cause for joy in the darkest of times. In particular, it recognizes the artists whose songs and personal styles brought queerness into the mainstream, creating a haven for those who felt like they didn’t belong, and helping them to feel validated and seen.
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      Delete Your First Memory for Free2 by Kel Coleman in the Winter 2021 issue of Fiyah is a painfully relatable story about feeling socially awkward. Devin constantly second guesses themself, questioning every word, thought, and action in relation to how it will make them appear to others. They’re terrified of saying the wrong thing, leaving them feeling isolated even on the rare occasions they do meet up with their friends.

      During one such gathering, the subject of targeted ads comes up. Devin mentions they keep receiving one for a memory deletion service, and the group decides to give it a try. Devin has a host of moments to choose from, memories that feel earth-shattering to them—awkward jokes, things they wish they hadn’t said, moments they wish hasn’t occurred. Even the act of choosing one memory to delete elicits doubt and panic. Despite Devin’s stress and anxiety, this is ultimately a hopeful story. There are hints of a sweet, budding romance, and Devin realizes they aren’t truly as alone as they feel.

      
        
        The screen built into the dome lid comes to life and a pleasant voice runs through the rules with accompanying animations: Stay relaxed. You’ll be asked twice before anything is deleted. It’s basically impossible to delete anything vital but if you’re worried you might have, call for assistance. Brains are tricky, so we can’t promise results will last forever. If you know what’s fucking good for you, you’ll stay relaxed.

        

      

      SF has plenty of stories to offer where technology allows a character to forget a tragic loss, or where a character has memory loss forced upon them to hide a vast conspiracy.  Coleman explores the trope of memory manipulation on a smaller scale. Who among us hasn’t found themselves playing over and over in their minds that one time ten years ago when we’re certain we said something stupid that the people we said it in front of have never forgotten? Would you erase that memory if you could? Are moments like that really as impactful as they feel, and would your life really be that different if you could edit those memories away? The fact that the stakes are so small is exactly what makes this story work. It is at once intensely personal, and also universal, as Coleman takes an established SF trope and makes it wholly their own.
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      Shark Girls3 by Caroline Diorio in issue 13 of Apparition Lit puts a fresh spin on the animal bride trope. Una works as a waitress, and one of her regular customers happens to be a shark lady who reminds Una of the mother who abandoned her as a child. All Una has to remember her mother is a wooden box—a time capsule they buried together—sitting in the yard of a house she doesn’t even live in anymore.

      
        
        Shark women worship the moon, or if not worship, then something like it. There’s no exact word in our language for what it is to them. Mama used to sing to the moon when it was full, when Dad wasn’t home to hear it.

        

      

      Her mother always promised she would come back when it was safe, but she never returned, leaving Una feeling unloved. She longs for a connection with her absent mother, but at the same time, her family history isn’t exactly stellar. Her mother murdered her father before running away, an act Una assumes was in retaliation for her father burning her mother’s shark skin to keep her trapped in human form.

      Animal bride stories often explore cruelty and conflict—the belief of one person that they have the right to own another, or the choice between giving up a piece of yourself for someone you love, or staying true to your nature. These stories often ask whether love is even possible in such a scenario when the power balance is so unequal. Diorio offers up a more hopeful tale, where love is indeed possible, and where Una discovers there is more to her mother’s story, and her own, than she previously imagined. It’s a beautifully written, full of evocative imagery, and a very worthy entry to the animal bride genre.
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      Deep Music4 by Elly Bangs published in the January issue of Clarkesworld is a story about humans living side-by-side with an intelligent form of sea life known as aquids. Many people view aquids as no better than vermin, fit only to be exterminated. Quinn, however, runs a business that specializes in rescuing and rehabilitating aquids and giving them a safe home. She has a particular way with them and even when their attempts to communicate come off as nonsense, she still feels like she has a better chance of understanding and connecting with them than with some humans, in particular her ex-girlfriend Jasmine.

      
        
        Quinn stared up at her. As if the question needed to be asked. As if Jasmine didn’t know Quinn wanted her back. If all attempts at language thus far had failed her, it was doubly pointless now, so without another word she kick-started the engine and watched her ex-girlfriend (balling her fists and visibly stifling a frustrated scream) shrink in the mirrors.

        

      

      When the group of aquids in Quinn’s care seemingly escapes to cause havoc, Quinn is blamed. She sets out to prove her innocence, and more importantly to rescue Digby, the aquid with whom she shares a special bond. Bangs simultaneously shows us the best and worst of humanity through the various characters’ reactions to the aquids—whether they reach out with kindness, like Quinn, lash out in suspicion, or try to exploit them. The story also explores the challenges in communication that exist between members of the same species, as well as different species, but how those challenges can also be overcome, leading to a more hopeful future.
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      The Taste of Your Name5 by Amal Singh in February’s Translunar Traveler’s Lounge centers on Prashant, whose mother does not approve of his girlfriend. She’s continually trying to push him toward a match she views as more suitable, and telling him he should be ashamed of his choices.

      
        
        “Sharam nahi aati tumhe?” Have you got no shame?

        I caught the word before it even escaped my mother’s mouth. Sharam tasted bitter like dandelion greens with a hint of unsalted cucumber. Three letters of the Hindi alphabet, swaddled together, to form a feeling.

        

      

      Prashant’s mother begs him to forget the woman he loves, asking him to promise, and even though he makes no such promise, the request itself acts as a kind of curse. He finds himself unable to speak his lover’s name, and soon her features begin to disappear as well. He’s afraid to tell her what’s happening to him, but eventually he admits to the loss and she helps him find his way back to her.

      In addition to complicated family relationships, and the pull between obligations to one’s family and one’s own desires, which Diorio’s story also explores, Singh’s story highlights the connection between food and memory. Prashant experiences much of the world as a series of strong sense impressions, words leaving a literal taste in his mouth as he hears them or speaks them. He associates certain people and moments in his life with scents and flavors, and ultimately it becomes the key to regaining what he’s lost. The sensory descriptions are delightful and immersive, and Singh does a fantastic job of evoking emotion through various flavors. Like Miller’s story, which shows the power of song to connect people, Singh also explores the idea that there are more ways to form bridges of understanding than through words alone—in this case, the shared experience of food. There are some truly eerie moments as Prashant first begins to lose his lover’s face, but in the end, it is ultimately a hopeful story. As Bangs’ story does, Singh shows people learning to understand each other and overcoming the barriers between them by opening up and honestly communicating.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.tor.com/2021/01/06/let-all-the-children-boogie-sam-j-miller/

      

      2 https://www.fiyahlitmag.com/issues/issue-17/

      

      3 https://apparitionlit.com/shark-girls/

      

      4 http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/bangs_01_21/

      

      5 https://translunartravelerslounge.com/2021/02/15/the-taste-of-your-name-by-amal-singh/
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      If writing prompts are candy, and you just came out of the candy store known as Jennifer R. Donohue’s “All This Darkness Past,” I have great news for you.  This interview is the candy factory, by which I mean you’re about to receive some premium word candy followed by a near factory load of inadvertent writing prompts.

      There’s an atmosphere to “All This Darkness,” a fog that feels like a secret that can’t be told because the language it was spoken in has been forgotten. In the never spoken language of mountains, the mountain calls to its people. It calls to the people who become miners, who take canaries with them, who die of black lung. Their children can’t wait to be big enough to wear the miner’s helmets and boots. When the mines closed and the jobs were lost, maybe it’s because we killed what kept the mine alive—we forced its people to live away from the mountain’s heart. The world is judgmental, but a mountain will never judge its children and will always call to them and welcome them home. Because fantasy is the most beautiful thing in the world, all of these things can be true in a story.

      With prose that, at first, appears deceptively simple, Donohue builds entire worlds with nothing more than a double baker’s dozen of words. For example:

      
        
        There was once an age in which mountains walked, before they became rooted, and now, in control of its heart once more, our mountain will walk again.

        

      

      Oh, that sentence sets my mind and heart ablaze! How long has this mountain been calling out, how long has it been waiting? Does it remember the days before it was rooted, before its people decided to live above ground, separating themselves from the heart of their mountain? And with the pluralism of the unnamed narrators in Donohue’s story, no one need ever feel alone.

      And now that I’ve put you in a serious mood, you deserve a chuckle and a smile. Donohue delivers that as well. You’re about to get a kick out of learning where her idea for this story came from and where the title came from. Donohue and I agree that stories don’t have to answer every question, and that there is magic in the unknown, so I feel lucky that she was willing answer every question I sent her, including discussion of mountains of dubious intentions and working in a public library during the Covid-19 pandemic.

      Donohue has been steadily publishing fantasy, horror, science fiction, and cyberpunk short stories and novellas since 2016. Her work has appeared in The Future Fire, Daikaijuzine, Dreamforge, Andromeda Spaceways Magazine, Luna Station Quarterly, Escape Pod, Starship Sofa, Mythic Delirium, and in multiple anthologies. She is the author of the cyberpunk heist series Run with the Hunted. She lives in New York State with her family and her dog. You can learn more about her fiction by checking out her website Authorized Musings and by following her on Twitter where she is @AuthorizedMusin.

      I feel like I’ve teased you enough, let’s get to the interview!
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      APEX MAGAZINE: When the mines welcomed the young people home, I recognized that feeling and felt it as a warm, safe hug. Where did the idea for this story come from, and what were you thinking about as you wrote it?

      

      JENNIFER R. DONOHUE: The story actually started out as kind of a joke about black licorice! So many people very strongly dislike it, and I have always loved it. We used to get novelty coal candy that came with a little pewter sledgehammer and a miniature coal bucket. (I remember my grandmother having a little coal bucket, anyway, I might’ve just made up where it came from.) It was shiny and blocky, and I remember it looking just like coal.

      I initially wrote up to the abandoned theater part of the story and then put it down for a couple of months because I didn’t really know what was next. This isn’t unusual to my process, though; most of the time, I write to see what happens next, rather than following a plan or outline. I will say, I did want to include canaries at some point, somewhere, but I could never make them naturally fit. So that was a part of the plan that just didn’t work out!

      

      AM: Are you or your family from a mining town? How did you tap into that desperate feeling of a dying mining town?

      

      J.R.D.: My dad’s parents both came from Shamokin, Pennsylvania, which was a coal town that also had several movie theaters, a couple of factories, and multiple Catholic churches, including the one with the coal altar that I reference in the story. I’ve heard their stories about how things were when they grew up, and then I’ve been there a number of times over the years and the way those pictures don’t quite overlap really snagged its hooks in me. In some ways, I feel like the stories of the mines aren’t really my stories, though my generational remove is only a couple steps further than that of my narrators.

      

      AM: I keep asking myself, who is we? So instead, I’ll ask you. Who is we? Is we a few people or a few hundred people? I admit, I love the mystery of not knowing how many people we is, but I am curious. How many people does it take to stoke the heart of a mountain?

      

      J.R.D.: We is a handful of people, maybe seven I’d say, who assumed for their entire young lives that they would’ve been the next generation in the mines and then they ... weren’t. But that’s the kind of detail that I think is interesting to leave to the reader, as I don’t think that every question in a story needs to be answered. Sometimes it’s good to leave room for the imagination to breathe.

      Also, what a great question: “How many people does it take, to stoke the heart of a mountain?” I guess not very many, if the will is there. Maybe a different mountain would require more. Maybe there’s a mountain out there that only needs one willing soul.

      

      AM: I loved the atmospheric style of this story! The line that gave me shivers comes right at the end: "There was once an age in which mountains walked, before they became rooted." Can you tell us about your writing process for this story? Once the idea came to you, how did you determine how the story would be told and who would be telling it?

      

      J.R.D.: I didn’t consciously decide from the get-go that the story would be collectively (and namelessly) narrated, but I do have a fondness for it that might be called a motif at this point. The transformative nature of those narrators wasn’t in my brain at the start of the narration; at that point, I was thinking of the licorice, the town, and the mood. Once I brought it to the mines, though, I feel like that vital click happened, and I finished it all in a rush. After that tipping point, I was in some ways writing to a Call of Cthulhu reference—“A mountain walked or stumbled”—while also thinking about things like glaciers.

      

      AM: The mountain can now write its own destiny. What do you think it will do next?

      

      J.R.D.: In theory, I guess it will scour the countryside in a somewhat glacial way, maybe seeking the ocean. Which isn’t to say I think that coal formation has anything to do with oceans (I think it’s swamps), but rather more that’s how my own psyche works. The title comes from the Bruce Springsteen song “Land of Hopes and Dreams,” and the full line is “Well tomorrow there’ll be sunshine, and all this darkness past,” which is hopeful in a far different way from a mountain of dubious intentions reacquiring its ability to roam the earth at will. But not from the mountain’s perspective, or that of our narrators.

      

      AM: Your day job involves working at a public library. What’s the last year been like for you and your library?

      

      J.R.D.: We’ve had a very interesting time, to be sure! The library is a vital part of the community, and in our particular case, it’s sometimes the only access that people have to the internet or the only place in town to get paper tax forms. We have a lot of children’s programs throughout the week, from story time to STEAM programming, and a lot of people rely heavily on our interlibrary loans.

      The last day we were open was Saturday, March 14th. I run a writing workshop on Saturday afternoons, and throughout the week I’d been feeling more and more hesitant about gathering everybody together in our meeting space, and after talking to my boss on that Friday, ended up canceling. After we closed that day, we stayed closed for almost two months, with some of us doing work from home. I kept the writing group active via email chain as Zoom was not yet in our vocabulary, giving them writing prompts the way I would during our physical meetings and looking forward to people sharing what they came up with.

      When we started to reopen, first it was curbside service (in our case, we have an attached gazebo that’s our main entryway, and that’s where we would put books for people to do a no contact pickup). Then opened for browsing by appointments only for up to 10 people at a time for 10 minutes. Now we’re not limiting the time people stay other than having our chairs blocked off or put away so that patrons don’t linger. However, we’re still limiting it to 10 patrons at once.

      There was also a lot of discussion, both at our library and in Libraryland, about quarantining books, wiping down books, wiping down surfaces in the library, whether gloves were helpful/necessary, how to enforce mask wearing and social distancing for patrons, you name it. I will say, our freestanding self-checkout has gotten more use this year than any time in its short life prior! I don’t know the statistics, but I know our digital holdings also received far more of a workout—between Libby/Overdrive and Hoopla, which we had literally just added at the start of 2020 (or maybe the end of 2019...time is a little indistinct now!)

      

      AM: I’m a sucker for heist stories, so I NEED you to tell me all about your cyberpunk heist series Run with the Hunted!
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        Run With the Hunted novella series by Jennifer R. Donohue

      

      

      J.R.D.: My Run With the Hunted cyberpunk novella series is something that I started for fun, and just kept on rolling. There are three main characters who comprise the team: Bristol, Bits, and Dolly, and each one of them has a particular set of skills that they bring to the table. Each novella is narrated by a different team member, and so Bristol is our introduction to the series and the world. She’s a chic party girl with carefully honed social skills who appreciates the finer things in life, and so she provides a great point of view for a diamond heist that turns out to be more than that.

      Bits is the hacker and the tech expert, so the second book revolves around acquiring data and what goes down in VR and how that can affect a person mentally. It is, hands down, the most migraine thing I have ever written. It’s also a road trip, because I’m a sucker for road trip stories. There’s a certain mood that they foster.

      Dolly is the group’s violence specialist and also a gearhead, so guns and cars are her deals. Book three is a dog heist which was an absolute delight to work through. I’m very much a dog person, so being able to (safely!) include them in fiction is always something that I love to do.
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        Meet Ulrike, the doberman

      

      Over the course of the books, Run With the Hunted becomes a story about a found family of female criminals, though it doesn’t necessarily start out that way. I love the different voices of all three narrators and the way different perspectives affect how each story gets told. Book four is in the works, and I’m going to write them until I stop, essentially. Their annual release date is October 31st, and I’ve also written several Run With the Hunted short stories that have appeared on my Patreon and a couple that are currently in slush piles.

      

      AM: Who are some of your favorite writers, and why is their work important to you?

      

      J.R.D.: This is always such a hard question, because I’ve read so many books in my reading life and so much has been important at different times and for different reasons. I love Shirley Jackson for her atmosphere and for her turn of phrase. The Haunting of Hill House is a novel that I didn’t read until I was an adult, and then read two or three more times. Eleanor’s flights of fancy throughout, and the details that she seizes upon, are just perfect.

      I also really love Ursula LeGuin’s Earthsea trilogy (I confess, I haven’t read the later books.) They’re short, but there’s a whole world packed in there, the way you understand the characters and the setting is just so elegant.

      I always talk about Daphne DuMaurier, and Rebecca most specifically. That’s a book that really had a lot of impact on how I think about place as character (and in many ways really set me up to embrace Hill House completely), and also so much about how interpersonal relationships play out in both the presence of people and also their absence.
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          Interview with A.K. Hudson

          2,100 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.

        

      

      Ladies, raise your hand if you were a good girl as a child. Keep your hand up if you craved your parent’s approval as they smiled while you were good. Keep your hand up if you struggled to understand why things started to go poorly when you were old enough to make your own decisions ...

      If your hand is still up, A.K. Hudson’s “The Life & Death of Mia Fremont: An Interview with a Killer” may hit a little too close to home. Everything you’ve internalized will itch and then be scratched with a loud declaration of your independence. Therapy in 2400 words, who knew?

      Hudson articulates perfectly what it’s like to be a good girl: be helpful, be selfless, be respectful, be quiet, smile. These are instructions, but they are also the things that keep us from seeing ourselves as individuals who are worthy of care. When you aren’t helpful, when you are selfish, when you aren’t quiet, when you don’t smile on command, these missteps slowly become a permanent branding that you’re not respectful. Or quiet. Or good. One too many missteps and you are perceived as manipulative, selfish, ungrateful, a betrayer to those who love you and only want the best for you. Every time you assert your own freedom, you risk another step on the slippery slope towards being villainous.

      But there’s a way to tell the villain’s story, to make it a story of freedom and empowerment. It becomes a story of self-care and of seeing yourself as worthy of care. Even so, you’ll still be someone’s villain.

      This story triggered anxiety for me. Not in a bad or dangerous way, just in a “I’ve finally grown past that, but I know it’s there” kind of way. Reading Hudson’s responses to my interview questions helped me feel better. If the story triggered anxieties that you thought you’d put away years ago, I hope reading this interview will help calm you.

      I wish “The Life & Death of Mia Fremont: An Interview with a Killer” was a TV promo for a miniseries, because I want to see the episode where we find out how long ago that photo was taken. I want to hear Mia’s internal monologue, see her in high school with her friends, see what her parents talked about after dinner was over and the kids were sleeping. I can’t wait to see the episode where Mia lands a part-time job at a retail store, and it’s explained to her that women make the best customer service representatives because we’ve already had a lifetime of practice when it comes to smiling and apologizing. I’m imagining the first episode, where Mia’s parents accuse Ms. Fremont of murdering their daughter, and Ms. Fremont calmly confessing to the crime.  Some people see Ms. Fremont as an empowering force, others see her as a murderer.

      I’d watch the hell out of that on Netflix, wouldn’t you? I’m already team #ShesAnEmpowerer, in case you were wondering.

      Hudson lives in the Pacific Northwest with her editor cat. When not reading just about everything under the sun, she writes fantasy, horror, and paranormal romance. Her short stories have appeared in the anthologies Murder Park after Dark 2, Heroes and Hellions, and Holiday Magic. If you’re looking for book recommendations for readers of all ages, be sure to check out Hudson’s blog, where she posts every few months on fantasy, romance, kid’s books, and nonfiction that she’s recently enjoyed. If visual is more your thing follow her on Twitter at @TheAKHudson for gorgeous cover art posts, the editor cat at work, and all the Schitt’s Creek memes.
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      APEX MAGAZINE: Oh, this story kicked me in the teeth in the best possible way, especially that ending! How did you get the idea for this story?

      

      A.K. HUDSON: The idea came about over several months. I noticed a trend of fairy tale retellings in the last several years with a few told from the perspective of the villain. In examining what makes someone a villain, I kept coming back to that idea that we might be the villain in someone else’s story. From there I wound up thinking about the classical philosophical debate of who and what defines good versus bad. Is there an absolute? This philosophical rabbit hole frequently comes down to a question of perspective, and what is reality. 

      While trying to break down villainy in 2020, I was also trying to adjust to living in a very tormented and broken United States after having lived abroad for two and a half years. It’s an understatement to say there was a lot going on last year. As a result, I was doing a ton of work on myself in an attempt to keep from spiraling into something more than just my usual generalized anxiety. I sat down primed with this question of good and bad, seeking to examine societal pressures and perceptions turned into expectation and the weight of those expectations on women. And I began to write.

      

      AM: Before the events of the story took place, how do you think Mia’s parents would have described her?

      

      A.K.H.: A good girl with potential. I think her parents would have thought Mia was happiest when she was putting others first because she was kind and caring like that.

      

      AM: The story is formatted in an interesting way as well—we’re listening to Ms. Fremont’s verbal confession, and we hear the narrator’s internal monologue. You’ve stripped out everything but those two voices, you’ve removed all distractions. Did this story go through a lot of drafts before it was just the two voices? Your early versions and ideas for this story, what were they like?

      

      A.K.H.: This story had surprisingly few drafts. I enjoy writing dialogue, but wanted to play with form. Initially I started with the line “There are no villainous men,” but I quickly realized I was writing a monologue, and I needed to have a lens through which to view our so-called villain. Before I finished the first draft, I went back and added the detective, who had been there the whole time in my mind, because who else would Ms. Fremont have been talking to? Herself, naturally, but I like detective stories. I thought having a detective or police officer would prime the reader to believe that Ms. Fremont was wrong and should stand judgment. The first draft was close to the final story, just a little more verbose. The editing process came down to stripping away tangents and creating an ending that felt right. 
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        Sierra Mountains near Mammoth—Photo by A.K. Hudson

      

      

      AM: Ms. Fremont mentions that “women don’t need men, to be villains.” Can you unpack that a little more?

      

      A.K.H.: There’s a lot to unpack here because the meaning of this line, for me, changes when taken in isolation versus where it lands in the story. It’s about taking back power. Villains are dangerous because of their power. This line is a response to the various media and lore depicting female villains as women spurned by a man. To give their origin stories away to men, to say that she’s become what she is because of her relationship to a man, diminishes that woman’s power. But this story isn’t about a man at all. It’s about a woman doing something for herself. A woman learning who she is independent of others and her parents. So many women are vilified for the supposedly egregious misstep of putting themselves first.

      Women don’t need men to be villains is also a broader commentary on how society vilifies women. It’s easy to blame it all on the patriarchy and the societal norms shaped by the patriarchy. But I don’t know if it’s that simple. Women turn on each other for various reasons, and I think that should be acknowledged. But that’s a whole other tangent. Underlying this is an examination of what we do to ourselves. Women don’t need men to be villains because we are so hard on ourselves and put so much pressure on ourselves that we create our own monsters, all on our own. Much of my writing touches upon mental health, and this line speaks to my experience with generalized anxiety. When my anxiety spikes, I don’t need anyone else to make me feel evil, or bad, or different in ways that aren’t good. My anxiety does that for me.

      

      AM: Everything Ms. Fremont says about the expectations that are put on young women, to act and react a certain way, to be a certain way, to meet expectations, you articulate perfectly the ideas that have been in my head for years and couldn’t figure out how to express. So that no one should have to go through what Mia went through, what should we be saying to our daughters? This isn’t about raising better daughters, this is about being better parents to those daughters. How can we be less awful parents?

      

      A.K.H.: I’m not a parent, so I’ll speak from my experience as a daughter. I look at the younger generations and wonder if parents are already doing a better job of honoring their children with healthy emotions and expectations. Parents need to give their daughters space to learn who they are without fear of disappointing their parents and without fear of getting it wrong. Parents should acknowledge for their daughters that life is a bit of a crap shoot. None of us know what we’re doing, and that’s okay. I think raw honesty and providing a safe place to screw up and try again is vital. Be cautious with words. Young girls internalize so much. We receive messaging from a very early age of what’s good and right, and what it means to be a woman. Parents can’t control all of those incoming messages, but they can control what they say, and how they respond, especially how they respond to uncomfortable situations. Give daughters the same room provided to sons to be messy, confused, and children.

      

      AM: You have a ton of book recommendations on your blog! What were some of your favorite reads of the last year or so? Who are some of your favorite authors, and why do you love their work?

      

      A.K.H.: Great question. I love talking about books and picking favorites is so hard! I could write at length on this, but I’ll try to be brief. A few of my favorite reads in the last year include All Systems Red by Martha Wells, From the Desk of Zoe Washington by Janae Marks, The House in the Cerulean Sea by T. J. Klune, Amari and the Night Brothers by B. B. Alston, Mia Sosa’s The Worst Best Man, and Brittney Morris’s Slay.
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        A.K. Hudson’s floating book shelves—Photo by A.K. Hudson

      

      Some of my favorite authors are Nikita Gill, Anna-Marie McLemore, Justina Ireland, Nnedi Okorafor, N. K. Jemisin, and Roshani Chokshi. Ray Bradbury, Agatha Christie, and Octavia Butler also hold special places in my heart. These authors are masters of prose whose language reaches deep inside me as a reader and forces me upon an emotional journey. I leave their books, short stories, and poetry wishing I could dive back in, and days, months, even years later, I’m still thinking of their words.

      Most of my favorites fall into the speculative genre. I love that speculative fiction gives writers and readers a way to break down complicated systemic issues and wrongs into digestible nuggets that feel actionable. There is so much nuance that isn’t found in headlines and most other forms of media. But in storytelling, we can explore and extrapolate far more nuance.

      

      AM: You mention on your blog that you have a love affair with food. What are some of your favorite dishes? What’s your most memorable meal?

      

      A.K.H.: My favorite dishes have long been the ones where I’ve looked at the ingredient list and thought, “well okay, sure, let’s see what this is like.” I didn’t fall in love with food until high school, when I started eating at my best friend’s house more and more, having new dishes and flavors I’d never experienced before.

      Food, for me, is tied to experiences and emotions, so my favorites shift and change. Right now, I’m on a lemon kick and craving sweets like my local ice cream shop’s Molly Moon’s honey lavender with lemon curd on top. My most memorable meal is probably eating gallo pinto con plantanos fritos after a long morning of surf lessons. I’ve since become allergic to legumes, and yet I still crave those delicious black beans with the fried plantains on the side. Sitting down to eat a simple meal after physical exertion really makes the flavors pop. Plus, the next time you eat the dish, you have this fantastic memory associated with the scents and tastes.
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          Interview with Cover Artist Denis Zhbankov

          800 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 issue’s cover features the work of Denis Zhbankov, a Russian freelance artist who creates art for computer and board games. Zhbankov’s work with lighting and scale bring a wonderful texture to the annals of Apex Magazine.
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      APEX MAGAZINE: Your cover art for this month’s issue and others like “Robots”1 features characters and situations in both massive and small scales. Do you start working on something like “Robots” considering the human scale and angle first, or does it depend on the piece?

      

      DENIS ZHBANKOV: It depends on the specific art work. I don't have any specific scheme of work, I just draw and have fun. I really like contrasts in any art—size contrasts, color contrasts, or other things. This creates additional emotions.

      

      AM: Creating things purely from imagination can be challenging, often with little reference to go by. What tools or techniques do you use to help those scale differences work? Do you have or create real-life references, like maquettes or models, to help?

      

      DZ: Mostly I just draw a composition in 2D, but sometimes I use ZBrush to create a plot and then finalize it in Photoshop. Of course, I use references when I have any questions. But I try not to use them too often, as it is necessary to maintain a balance between imagination and references. Otherwise, the artist can become a hostage of references which can limit the creative potential.

      

      AM: Your use of lighting in “Fishing”2 brings a wonderful sense of fun and centers the viewer perfectly. How important is the right style of lighting to a piece like this? How would it change the message or impact if, say, the people in the background were the ones highlighted or it was broadly lit?
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        “Fishing” by Denis Zhbankov

      

      

      DZ: Oh, lighting is one of the most important things. I sincerely believe that simply moving the light source can dramatically change the mood in the picture. Light is very difficult and at the same time very interesting for me. I believe that if an artist knows how to use this tool correctly in his work, then this is undoubtedly a great achievement. I don't know much about certain types of lighting yet, like evening or morning lighting, but I hope I'll learn how to do it.

      

      AM:  Comparing “Fishing” and another piece of yours, “Swarm”3 reminds me of conversations I had in the past with people who assumed every piece I made was horror. There’s a malevolence implied with “Swarm” that doesn’t come across as terror in “Fishing.” Have people failed to see either the fun or horror in a piece? What techniques do you use to show horror or fun, and is there a line that shifts a piece from one to the other?

      

      DZ: This is a very difficult question for me. When I try to create some emotion, some thought in a picture, it happens intuitively. There's no specific way to portray horror or fun here, it's more of a combination of everything together. I really like to portray monsters together with harmless characters. Perhaps this contrast adds some fun. I didn't do it for “Swarm.” But I don't really like pure horror, to be honest. I would like my monsters to evoke more positive emotions, more empathy. It's not always possible to do this, but I try.

      

      AM: Artists will often use the brightest part of an image to bring the user’s eye to the most important part of a piece. In many of your pieces, like “Good Morning,”4 it seems like the most important part is actually back in the shadows. How do you determine which parts should be highlighted versus remain shadowed? How does a shift in what someone expects to be highlighted affect the emotion in a piece?
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        “Good Morning by Denis Zhbankov

      

      

      DZ: This is a very interesting question, thank you. Again, I want to emphasize the importance of lighting. I don't know the exact answer, but I have some theories. Our perception of the world around us has evolved over many millions of years. Our ancestors learned to quickly determine the level of danger of an object by its silhouette. It was necessary for survival. They just sat around the fire and there was darkness all around, and silhouettes in the darkness. It's in our genes to peer into the dark. I think that any of the ways of lighting the main object in the composition is good, you just need to understand what emotion you want to evoke in the viewer.

      I want to thank your wonderful magazine for this interview and the opportunity to be on your cover. I wish the magazine's creators and readers all the best.

      

      AM: Thank you, Denis, for a look at your excellent art and insight into your work!
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      Make sure to visit his galleries on DeviantArt5 and ArtStation6 for more wonderful pieces.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.deviantart.com/deniszhbankov/art/Robots-869393147

      

      2 https://www.deviantart.com/deniszhbankov/art/Fishing-831587187

      

      3 https://www.deviantart.com/deniszhbankov/art/Swarm-831930998

      

      4 https://www.deviantart.com/deniszhbankov/art/Good-morning-832419221

      

      5 https://www.deviantart.com/deniszhbankov

      

      6 https://www.artstation.com/deniszhbankov
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          Coming in Issue 124

        

      

    

    
      Look for the next issue on July 6th, 2021. Here’s what we have planned thus far.

      

      ORIGINAL FICTION

      
        	“How to be Good” — R. Gatwood

        	“I Need My Mites” — Beth Dawkins

        	“Osu” — Kingsley Okpii

        	“Survival, After” — Nicole J. LeBoeuf-Little

        	“What Sisters Take” — Kelly Sandoval

        	“Without Wishes to Bind You” — E. Catherine Tobler

      

      REPRINTED FICTION

      
        	The Rat — Yohanca Delgado

      

      
        
        We’ll also have interviews with R. Gatwood and Kelly Sandoval, two essays from prominent genre authors, another entry in A.C. Wise’s short fiction review series, and an interview with our cover artist!
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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 and Weightless Books).

      

        

      
        All purchases from the Apex Magazine online store are provided in DRM-free ePub, mobi, and PDF formats. We publish bi-monthly.

      

        

      
        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, writing challenges, and workshops!

      

      Enhance your Apex experience. 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

        A.C. Wise

      

        

      
        Podcast Producer and Host

        KT Bryski

      

        

      
        Intern

        Samantha Vaccaro

      

        

      
        Graphic Designer

        Justin Stewart

      

        

      
        Slush Editors

        Mike Bell, Mike Baldwin, Gabriella Shriner, Eva V. Roslin, Eileen Maksym, Kira Parker, Beth Sutherland, Tracy Robinson, Rhian Bowley, Marissa van Uden, Kai Delmas, R. Jean Bell, Keturah Barchers, Ruth de Haas, Lillie Franks, K.W. Colyard, Dokubo-Asari Habiba, Marie Croke, Vanessa Jae, Rebecca E. Treasure, Carolyn Charron
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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

      

        

      
        Twitter

        https://www.twitter.com/apexmag

      

        

      
        Facebook

        https://www.facebook.com/apexmag

      

        

      
        Patreon

        https://www.patreon.com/apexbookcompany
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	    About the Publisher
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