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          Editorial

          1000 Words

          Jason Sizemore

        

      

    

    
      For many companies, the fiscal year closes at the end of June. It’s a time of financial reckoning. It’s a time of seeing red (losses) or black (profit)—a very stark snapshot of the past year.

      Unfortunately, Apex Magazine ended the fiscal year running in the red. This means we are not able to go into 2022 funding the magazine through subscribers alone as we had hoped we’d be able to. We are launching a Kickstarter project on July 19th to secure funding for the first three issues of next year.

      All along, we suspected a second Kickstarter would be required. We hoped it wouldn’t be and tried valiantly to generate enough subscribers to avoid another round of crowdfunding, but we knew reaching that level would be difficult. As of this writing, we’re approximately at one-half the number of subscribers we need to be fully self-sustaining through subscriptions alone.

      The loss of our Kindle Periodicals income stream has been a challenge and is probably the biggest reason we missed our goal. Before we went on hiatus, we had over 1000 subscribers via KP. After the relaunch, we discovered that Amazon had closed our Kindle Periodicals account. They would not reopen it. Nor would they create a new account. Supposedly, they’re not letting anyone into the program until it’s been redesigned from top to bottom. Until that happens, that flow of income will have to be discovered elsewhere.

      So, we turn to Kickstarter and crowdfunding1.

      There will be many great rewards, oh yes. We’re having wooden bookmarks made. New stickers. Critiques. Mystery boxes. Swag bundles. Mugs. Art prints. It’s going to be awesome. While running a Kickstarter is challenging and, at times exhausting, both Lesley and I are excited to jump back in and see what we can accomplish in 30 days.

      You can sign up here to be notified when the project goes live. We’re setting our funding goal to $10,000. This covers the costs of three issues. Stretch goals will fund a whole year of fiction (six issues), along with a pair of exciting guest-edited bonus issues.
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      Before we dive into the content of this issue, we have a couple of staffing announcements. Our nonfiction editor, Shana DuBois, is taking what we hope is a temporary leave of absence. Stepping in for her as interim nonfiction editor is ZZ Claybourne. As readers of the zine will know, he has a singular voice and point of view (check out “Jimi Hendrix Sang It2” for an example), and we look forward to what he’ll bring to the publication.

      Also joining the team as associate editors are Rebecca Schibler and Marissa Van Uden. Both made their marks as valuable members of our slush team. Welcome Becky and Marissa!
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      This month we are delighted by the return of Beth Dawkins to our pages. Her story “Eilam Is Forever” centers on a generational ship whose line of succession is supervised by a ruthless AI.

      R. Gatwood debuts in Apex Magazine with the harrowing “How to Be Good.” Renward, the ostensible protagonist, takes pride in his work. As the specifics of the job are fed to the reader, we learn the horrible truth about this man and the people he works for. This story hits hard and isn’t one you’ll quickly forget. Readers, please heed the content warnings for this one.

      “Survival, After” by Nicole J. LeBoeuf is an unusual end-of-world story with an unusual point-of-view. Interestingly, I met Nicole due to the COVID-19 lockdown. She participated in a workshop that I led online that otherwise would have been in-person. A few months later, her story found its way to me via our submissions portal.

      Kelly Sandoval’s “What Sisters Take” looks at the vanishing twin3 medical phenomenon and asks “What if we take that a step further?” It’s probably the most traditional story in this issue, but it also might deliver the most powerful punch.

      Kingsley Okpii’s “Osu” is a reflective dark fantasy tale about the costs of sacrifice many are asked to make at a young age. The story follows an interesting structure similar to the five stages of grief.

      Finally, our original fiction closes with a near indescribable dystopian fantasy by one of the most creative writers in the field, E. Catherine Tobler. “Without Wishes to Bind You” is set in a blurry post-industrial collapse. The protagonist and his traveling companion are bound by the memory of a lost loved one and together they seek her out. It’s a fascinating, challenging read.

      Our reprints this month are “The Fine Print” by Chinelo Onwualu and “The Shadow We Cast Through Time” by Indrapramit Das. This is Chinelo’s first appearance and Indrapramit’s first since 2013.

      Our nonfiction selections this month are by Tonya Liburd and Alvaro Zinos-Amaro. Tonya dissects why readers should be more accepting of dialect and Patois in “Dialect, Patois: If It’s Good Enough for Anthony Burgess, It’s Good Enough for You.” Alvaro examines the inclination and history science fiction has for making self-references in “A Special Kind of Eye: Meta-Representation in Science Fiction.”

      This month Andrea Johnson interviews authors R. Gatwood and Kelly Sandoval. Russell Dickerson interviews cover artist Martina Boscolo.

      A.C. Wise delivers another Words for Thoughts: Short Fiction Review. Finally, we launch our new book reviews feature. Each issue members of the Apex team will review two recently published books.

      Enjoy the issue!

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/apexpublications/apex-magazine-2022

      

      2 https://apex-magazine.com/jimi-hendrix-sang-it/

      

      3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vanishing_twin
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          Without Wishes to Bind You

          3,900 Words

          E. Catherine Tobler

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hugo and World Fantasy finalist E. Catherine Tobler lives and writes in Colorado. Weird how that works out! Her debut collection, The Grand Tour, is available from Apex Book Company. Her short fiction appears in Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, and others. You can find her on Twitter @ECtheTwit.

        

      

      
        
        Content Warnings1

      

      

      Michael is afraid to go farther. Pudgy pushes him on.

      They walk through the shrouded city, the sound of footsteps all but obscured. Pudgy holds hard to the band of the broken fedora that perches crooked atop Michael’s bent head; the knees of Pudgy’s trousers are soaked from kneeling against the brim. Rain drips steadily from above, rainbows fanning out across the surface of every oil blotch on the ground. Fields of dry ghost-grass whisper, window blinds in abandoned houses watch and murmur. Two figures, three meters. Four meters. Five … moving east. Away.

      Michael looks sideways the first time he hears the murmur and pays little attention until one voice announces that they’ve turned south. Pudgy stomps a foot on the fedora’s wet brim, as if he can stop Michael’s momentum. Michael walks on, the blotches of oil more common the farther south they go.

      Slurred voices, mechanical and flavored with bursts of static, accompany them, security systems still doing their jobs though no one remains to listen. Michael looks at one house and then its neighbor, the window blinds whispering to each other, marking his progress. Two sus … pects closing. Four meters. Three meters. Two meters. Figures mov-hic! away.

      Pudgy bites into Michael’s ear. Michael swats at him as he would a bug, but Pudgy, despite his name, is quick, and burrows into Michael’s collar. He quickly becomes a small source of heat against the cool of the day.

      “Don’t like south.”

      Michael doesn’t like south either, but keeps walking that way, intent. Gravel crunches beneath his shoes, greasy puddles seeping into the broken soles, grey laces dragging.

      Heather told him, her voice sweet as orange blossom honey, that there were three sure ways to catch a leprechaun, the first being to manufacture a rainbow and wait for the little men to arrive in droves with their pots of gold. The pots would be small, but would seem infinite as the creatures began to gather. The second method involved resting in a plot of autumn sunlight with your long, bare legs outstretched, your best pair of shoes in plain evidence—the method Heather claimed she employed every single time and she had three leprechauns to show for it. The third and most foolish method involved pints of beer (though none had been seen in years) into which the small creatures would tumble, helpless to resist the scent. They would drink themselves dead quick though, so one needed to tend beer traps carefully.

      Michael didn’t use any of these methods, yet Pudgy was still trapped. Michael had been reaching for something else entirely, the exposed end of a pocket knife across a dark slick of oil. The clouds parted; a momentary trail of sunlight gave the oil a rainbow sheen and there he was: Pudgy, all five inches of him, his feet stuck in the goo. Michael pulled him free.

      Pudgy whines a little as they head deeper south, tiny fingers rubbing at the well-worn lapel of his velvet coat. “Velvet and buttons,” he whispers. “Brocade and brass.” It’s like a small incantation to keep the dark things at bay, and in the daylight hours, seems to work well enough. When night falls, not much can keep a person from shivering their bones out of their skin.

      “Just give me one,” Michael says. Just one clue toward the treasure, that’s all he wants.

      Pudgy’s whine deepens to a little growl and above him the thunder echoes. Michael reaches up, meaning to grasp Pudgy and shake him, but the leprechaun is quick and darts around Michael’s shirt collar, into his tangle of dark, fragrant hair. “Satin and herringbone.” He digs his hands into his pockets, curling them around the bits of paper there.

      Michael bites the inside of his cheek and walks deeper south.
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      Dear Michael,

      The oil keeps coming. Mama says the waters are calming, but it looks to me like it’s more oil than water, so naturally, the water is calmed. Calmed by the black slick atop it. So many have given up, so many have moved away, and those who stay have turned cruel.

      Mama doesn’t rest and doesn’t want to leave, and with the baby coming, I don’t want to go, either. Every day she’s out there, looking for a way to make it work. Her nets are useless now, and her cages only haul in dead creatures. When I asked her why she kept on, she threw a blackened sea star at me. I caught it the same way I caught that leprechaun and held tight. I tucked the star into my drawer and lift up the hem of my folded nightgown in there every day to look at it.

      I watch the waters, but I don’t see them. Not any more. I see used-to-bes and wonder if you will ever make it home. Will you know this place? Will you know me? They’re limiting the number of people they allow into the region now, but every day I look for you. Every day. Did you find a place we can go?

      Mama is calling. I must go. -H.
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      The fire that evening is small and hard to start. Every bit of wood is wet. Michael is relieved when he finds a small cabinet wedged into a closet that is easily broken apart. He feeds the dry wood to the flames and they kick higher, sparking against the dark sky. Pudgy sits on the broken edge of a drawer, pulling shoes and socks off, wriggling his damp toes. Michael crouches across from him, watching.

      “Are we close?”

      Pudgy’s eyes look like black holes for a moment. He blinks and then looks up at Michael, eyes reflecting the firelight.

      “Velvet and buttons, yes,” Pudgy says, his voice gone soft. He draws his left hand against his empty belly, fingers of his right hand scrabbling over the itchy skin on the back of his left. Michael blinks, then looks up to the trees that arc over them, bare-branched and thin. It is summer, yet nothing grows.

      The fedora comes off, rain hissing into the fire when Michael gives the hat a shake. He’s as wet as Pudgy, if not more, but he doesn’t take his shoes off. The last time he did that, they ended up abandoning camp, leaving shoes and supplies behind. The shoes he wears now, though broken, are his size and he’s of a mind to keep them.

      “How many days?”

      The fire answers with a crackle. Michael feeds it another slip of wood while Pudgy considers. “Copper and buckles,” Pudgy whispers and leans against the edge of the broken drawer, still thinking. In leprechaun steps, it’s a much longer journey. “Do you not know this place?”

      Michael looks beyond the camp. Buildings rise in a jagged line to his left, barren trees dot the road. He can almost picture cars lined there, and, in fact, the firelight glints off something metallic. He imagines that it is a car, that they can hop in and drive and never stop. The storefronts are ruined, signs blackened. Mailboxes are beaten to the ground, addresses obliterated. This place doesn’t want to be known. In the distance, he can hear the murmur of a security system, tracking something.

      “Should I?”

      Pudgy murmurs a word that sounds like “cree,” but says nothing more. Michael falls to silence, too, not demanding anything. His stomach is empty. Exhaustion claws at him. Not much farther, he tells himself, but not necessarily because they are close; only because he cannot go much further. If Heather is out there, she needs to be close.
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      Dear Michael,

      They burned Mama’s boat today. The boat screamed as it died, an inhuman sound as systems tried to monitor themselves and then flicked offline. The smell of burning oil woke me, flames bright like daylight against the windows. I stood for a long time, watching the flames lick their way up the oily hull, watching the men in the distance throw up their hands as if to encourage the flame.

      I had to hold Mama back when she saw it. She shrieked and tore at her hair and I had to dig my feet into the floor and lock the door before she could run out there and fling herself into the flames. You know she would have.

      Other boats burned tonight, too. When I got Mama into bed, I climbed up the back fence and onto the roof like we used to do to watch the stars. All up and down the coast, I could see little pinpricks of light, bright and reaching up into the sky.

      That scent—the burning—is inside everything. It’s in my clothes, it’s in my hair. Some days I fear it’s inside me, but it’s only the child kicking now.

      They’ve stopped all travel into the region. The men who want to stay are building a wall like they mean to make a compound.

      Will you still come? Can you? I can see the soldiers from the roof, too; they patrol now more than ever, long into the night. They don’t seem to mind the pinpricks of firelight. I do. Each one is a thing burning.

      - Your H.

      Post Script: Samuel Michael, just about five pounds, born this morning, during the storm.
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      Pudgy is not pudgy; he’s anything but. He likes his bread toasted in the fire with a little black pepper and olive oil, but hasn’t had this in more months than he can count. His coats no longer fit properly, which shames him. They are loose in the shoulders and belly, but he still wears them buttoned, anxious fingers polishing the brass buttons to a high shine. Michael made a comment about vanity only once. Pudgy’s shriek was a reminder to never comment on it again.

      Two wishes remain within Pudgy’s grasp, two wishes and then he’ll have his freedom once more. Only Michael doesn’t make the wishes; Pudgy thinks Michael is saving them, trying to trick him in some way, but Pudgy can’t figure it out. He’s not a very good leprechaun, he supposes, but then, he’s only been caught once before, and that happened long before the world turned upside down and fell apart. Pudgy can feel these wishes pressing against him like a small weight. Secretly, he does not mind. He was lonely before and is no longer.

      Midday, they find a mailbox still standing, and Pudgy, tucked into the breast pocket of a jacket Michael took from a broken store window, points to its side. Michael steps closer to brush the layers of dirt from the name stenciled there.

      “This is the place,” Pudgy tells him. Pudgy remembers the town Michael talked about, remembers the lines of mailboxes with their painted names and their red metal flags. He leans over and pushes this flag up, as if to say “we’re here.”

      “Not her house,” comes Michael’s reply and he snaps the flag down.

      Pudgy clucks his tongue, a small sound from a small man, but Michael still hears it; he’s come to expect it almost.

      I wish we would find her house. Go on and say it. Go on.

      No wishes, only treasure. Give up your treasure.

      No.

      Pudgy is as resolute on that as Michael is on not giving up the wishes. There is common ground in their stubbornness, but it will get neither anywhere. They see this, yet neither bends.

      While this is not Heather’s house, it is a house in the right town. Michael turns and Pudgy clings to his collar. Dark footsteps in sodden earth trail out behind them.

      Michael feels the press of Pudgy against his throat as he starts up the small hill. It will crest with the theater on top. He cautiously remembers how, in the summers, the scent of fresh popcorn seemed to cascade down that hill and settle into the valley, drawing kids up and up toward the illuminated screens.

      Michael knows where they are, and yet he asks: “Are we close?”

      Not to Heather’s house, he doesn’t mean that. (From this point on the hill, Michael knows exactly how many steps will get him to Heather’s house, if he can take a direct route. He doesn’t need to make a wish to know what is already burned into his bones.) Pudgy holds his tongue for a long moment as Michael moves up the hill, toward the now-silent theater. No popcorn scent today, just the wet and the rain.

      Are we close? Pudgy is a small homing beacon; he can feel the pull of the treasure no matter where they go.

      Just give up the treasure. They share the thought, though leave it unspoken this time. What harm is there in it now? There is no profit to be made … Pudgy’s small hand curls into the lapel of Michael’s coat.

      “Brass and brocade, close,” Pudgy whispers. As they come to the top of the hill, he sees the first ragged line of the wall.
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      Dear Michael,

      Most everyone has left. Mama won’t leave, so I must stay. She thinks there is a life yet to be had here. I can’t imagine where I would go, not with Samuel in tow. He’s still so tiny and cries at night.

      Mama and the others who stayed go out every morning in an attempt to fish. They don’t catch anything edible. They come back midday and hunt through the ruins, often finding a thin coyote or a bear cub. They leave the cubs alone, which may almost be a deeper cruelty, these offspring without parents to teach them the ways.

      The wall is nearly finished. It circles three blocks of town, from the Cantrels’ house to ours, and is made of metal sheets and trucks and billboards. I look out my window now and see an advertisement for a seafood restaurant. The mud-splattered crab still tries to dance across the surface, claws twitching. After a rainstorm, it glistens with an oily, rainbow sheen. Yesterday, double rainbow.

      Yours, H.
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      I wish we would never get there.

      This is Pudgy’s own wish, though he never makes it aloud. He watches Michael across the fire then picks his way over, moving over log and rock so his feet never touch the ground. The leather of his shoes is starting to harden and he fears it will crack. He lost the left buckle some time ago and tied it shut with a ribbon once red, but now gray. At Michael’s side, he looks up and waits for the man to nod before placing a foot against the human’s thigh and beginning the climb up. Thigh, arm, biceps, shoulder. Shoulder is where he’s most comfortable. He loves to tuck in next to Michael’s neck and feel Michael’s pulse as he drifts off to sleep. It’s like some great, unseen ocean, that sound. In and out, and it drags the small creature down into dreams, though tonight he’s reluctant to let that tide carry him away.

      “Why did you go?”

      Pudgy asks the question and expects no real reply. It’s not something they’ve ever talked about. Michael talks in his sleep, mostly murmuring Heather’s name, but he’s never said her name while awake and in Pudgy’s company.

      Michael holds his silence. Pudgy supposes everyone goes sooner or later. He left his own people to roam, to explore more of the land. He also supposes most people don’t end up in such dire straits. Least they didn’t used to.

      “Ribbons and thread,” he whispers. He craves these things the way he does olive oil on his toast. Thread moving through fabric, joining two separate pieces into one whole. Beautiful ribbons to bind edges. In blue and orange and the green of his mother’s eyes. He shoves his hands into his pockets, small fingers worrying at the frayed bits of paper inside; closes his eyes and listens to the thrum of Michael’s heart.

      “Used to be,” Michael eventually says, “that I would go so I could come back.” A soft exhalation of breath, and Pudgy finds himself holding his own. “Sometimes a person just needs to go.”

      Pudgy understands. He’s never gone back though, so doesn’t understand that side of it, though now he tries to picture it. Coming back to the woman he dreams about. Coming back to his home. At the very thought, he exhales and feels calm, but when he knows he can never go back, his little shoulders tighten up again.

      “Here.”

      Pudgy withdraws his hand from his pocket, an irregular scrap of paper held between his fingers. When Michael looks up, Pudgy waves it, wanting him to take it. Michael is careful when he takes it, eyes narrowed on the small image there, maybe once a pansy, and the two numbers, 54. In another life, it was a postage stamp.

      “I wish you would take me to your treasure,” Michael says and his hand closes over the paper, making it vanish.

      “Wishes don’t work like that,” Pudgy says, though Michael already knows this. “But …” His small eyes, once very clear and beautiful and lined with kohl on festival days, search the sky beyond their camp. “I will show you.”
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      Dear Michael,

      We have to leave. Every day, things are worse and Mama won’t see it. She is staying, but Samuel and I must go. The risk to stay is just too much. We’re going to head north—to Moss Point, where I think my aunt still lives.

      Mama thinks I am foolish, but like you, I have to try. The fires never stop. The air is thick with smoke. Samuel cries himself to sleep, then wakes up crying all over again.

      And if the world changes again? If you come back and I’m gone? I am making my last wish, Michael, my last wish upon this small leprechaun, that even if I am gone, you find me. You find us. This world is big, but it is not endless. Come north. Start in Moss Point. I love you.

      Yours, H.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I was running when she caught me,” Pudgy says, and Michael presses himself deeper into the log, as if he can vanish into a knot of the wood.

      “I slowed down to look at those legs, smooth and bare in the fall sun. She was prettier than beer. She turned and all that autumn hair tumbled over one shoulder, leaves and cones tangled, and I reached out, wanting to touch a strand. Just one strand.”

      Just one strand was enough to doom a man, Michael thinks in memory of tumbled hair, its fiery light, its cool smoothness. Just one. He doesn’t look away from the worn stamp while Pudgy talks about Heather; cradles it in his palm as though it’s a thread linking them across the ruined land. She didn’t have an address to write him and yet she wrote.

      “Buttons and lace, she was beautiful.” Pudgy’s voice has dropped to a whisper and he sways in the crook of Michael’s neck and shoulder. “Those eyes, clear like my mother’s and the way she hummed, like a small hive of bees had taken up in her throat and were trying to get free, all furious wings.” Pudgy hums, a song Michael doesn’t know but one that sounds like Heather even so. Even without the words, he can feel the ghost of her there.

      Should never have gone, he thinks, and then, had to go. Had to find a way, a better place. But there is none better, he knows now. None better than at her side, even with the waters rising and the world crumbling. No better place.

      Michael lets himself remember more, the scent of Heather’s fresh-washed hair, the feel of her cool palm against his. “Moss Point?” Michael asks in a whisper. She had family there, an aunt and cousins and a dog named Goob.

      “That’s what she said.”

      Pudgy’s voice is so small now and Michael understands. Heather is the creature’s treasure too; the memory of her voice, her legs, and the sweet way she’d captured him.

      “Swept me up while I was reaching for that strand,” Pudgy had said. “Held me in the palm of her hand and laughed and you would have thought it was a rain of buttons on smooth Formica. Those eyes—and the delight in her smile … I was trapped.”

      Trapped but not a prisoner, oh no. Willingly held until Heather made her last wish and sent the leprechaun into the wilds. Under the wall of metal and trucks, beyond the puddles of oily water, in the same direction Michael had gone.

      Pudgy slips his outermost jacket off and carefully spreads it across Michael’s shoulder. Michael watches from the corner of his eye as the leprechaun begins to peel the jacket lining away. The lining that is actually letters; small and folded and worried thin, covered with Heather’s handwriting.

      And now Michael knows more. Knows all that Pudgy has hidden away these long weeks they have walked over this ruined earth. Knows that Heather’s words have kept the leprechaun warm and also fearful.

      “Little man,” Michael whispers.

      Pudgy backs away, as though afraid Michael means to hurt him. Slips down Michael’s arm, into the crook of his elbow. Michael doesn’t reach for Pudgy, but instead the letters, unfolding them to read. To read of his love and his son and that they are on the move.

      When he looks down at the leprechaun, his eyes are overly bright. He scoops Pudgy into his hands, Pudgy who stands straight and tries to look dignified without his once-fine coat. Pudgy tugs on his blouse and meets Michael’s eyes.

      “Not supposed to need anyone,” Pudgy says. His chin lifts.

      “No,” Michael says and gives a slow nod. “Me either. But will you stay, anyhow?” He tries not to notice the way Pudgy’s small chin trembles, for he holds in his hands a powerfully vain beast. “Will you come without wishes to bind you?”

      Pudgy does not answer and Michael wonders if it’s because he cannot. Those small eyes have welled with tears and his throat seems to be working an awful lot.

      “I wish that, tomorrow morning, we find chickens and eggs,” Michael murmurs. It was a fine wish, one that would see them fed for the day. “And I wish that tomorrow night, we have good, dry shelter.”

      A small glow surrounds Pudgy, telling Michael the wishes will work just fine. Eggs, he thinks, and can hardly wait. Of course, he should have wished for something proper to cook them in, but—

      Heather kept a frying pan on the wall above her stove, and this they find when they visit the house in the early morning. Of Heather’s mother there is no sign, and Michael says a small prayer for that. Over an open fire, he and Pudgy cook and feast on egg after egg, and Michael finds a small cage in which he keeps two of the chickens. For a time anyhow, he thinks. For a time.

      They do not spend the night, neither man wanting to find shelter in these walls that once housed Heather. Michael packs her pan and the black sea star he finds in her drawer—it gives a faint wriggle under the sudden warmth of his palm as if to say hello—and then they go, together.

      Window blinds in abandoned houses watch and murmur. Two figures, three meters. Four meters. Five … moving north. Away.
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          4500 Words

          R. Gatwood

        

      

    

    
      
        
        R. Gatwood is the emergent consciousness of a spectacularly inefficient library shelving system. More of its fiction can be found on Twitter @iwantanewhead.

        

      

      
        
        Content Warnings 1

      

      

      During Renward’s morning visualization session, he hears someone running across the apartment landing, followed by a thump and a shriek of muffled laughter. It’s his landlady’s son, a boy of three or four who likes to play as close to Renward’s door as he can without getting caught. Renward’s landlady has threatened her son with dire consequences for going anywhere near Renward, and no doubt that’s why the boy is so fascinated with him. Sometimes Renward finds a forgotten kill drone on his doormat—children have such ingenious toys—and takes it down to his landlady’s floor, where he leaves it perched on the molding at eye level for a small child.

      It’s important to incorporate distractions into the visualization session. Renward accepts the image of the little boy and concentrates on it. He imagines himself running across the apartment landing for the sheer joy of movement, his body still new and uncontrolled, tripping and thudding to the floor and giggling because everything is so wonderfully funny. Then he imagines talking to the boy. Asking him to pay attention. Don’t let the subject go unresponsive, is the rule. Keep him awake and talking.

      Another shriek from the landing. Renward listens. He lets the unpleasant shrillness of the sound ring in his bones; he lets the moment pass.
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      Mark steps into his dark kitchen, catches a glimpse of something scurrying, and instinctively stomps. There’s a crunch. He rubs his bare foot against the tile, trying to scrape the damn thing off. Given how much he pays for this suite, he should be able to get rid of the cockroaches, but they keep coming back.

      Coffee. A stale danish he doesn’t really want, the last in the box. Mark feels a little sick, but it’ll pass. He might as well get to the agency and figure out what to do with their latest subject. His name is Darryl Graham. They’ve only had him in custody for a day and a half, and Mark already hates him.
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      Renward’s breakfast is whole grain toast, four juiced carrots with vegan protein powder, and half an apple. The chempack in Renward’s surgically implanted arm patch is running low, so he replaces it with a fresh one. On this model, there’s no way to tell from the indicator whether it contains the enhancers he most relies on, so he has to play it safe.

      His watch displays a yellow-orange bar, indicating a moderately high alert level. On the newsfeed, an agricultural expert discusses new, more humane methods of raising veal calves; a Buddhist cultural center has opened up in Georgetown; a new species of synthetic algae has been named after a scientist’s mother.

      Renward spends a few minutes every morning testing his earpiece. It needs to be ready any time the call comes. He combs his sandy hair over it so there’s no chance of it distracting a subject.

      Now it’s time for some studying. Renward is taking conversational Arabic, Korean, and Persian on alternating fortnights. To keep the different languages distinct in his mind, he looks through the files of potential subjects while he studies. He looks at a photo of Mohammed Al-Ghamdi, a Saudi man with two sons, and imagines he’s speaking to him. Ana ahabak, he says. Tell me a story.

      Renward hears a tentative tap-tap from the hall and gets up. He opens the door to find his landlady’s little boy holding up a bagged DC City Paper, the one that’s distributed free, in both his small hands. The e-print paper glows in the dim light of the hall.

      “Hello.” Renward takes the paper. “Thank you.”

      “You weh-come,” the boy says. His eyes are bright. Renward thinks perhaps the boy’s interest in him is not entirely due to his mother’s warnings. Renward has noticed he attracts young children, as well as dogs and cats. He suspects that he gives off an aura of impersonal love and patience—qualities he works hard, very hard, to cultivate. Adults like Renward too, but not for long.

      “You’re very kind,” Renward tells the little boy. Renward believes in the power of suggestion. The boy may be a better person for having been called kind once. “Have a good day.”

      The paper’s glowing headline reads “Popular Grassroots Leader Vanishes with” above the fold. Renward resists the all-too-human urge to turn the paper over and find out who or what else vanished. He already has his carefully curated newsfeed, which prevents him from being unnecessarily upset or distracted from his duty. He listens for the little boy’s footsteps. When he’s sure the boy is too far away to hear, he inserts the newspaper and bag into the appropriate recycling slots. He takes a moment’s satisfaction in having done exactly the right thing, in having been good.

      “Wheeee!” the little boy cries as he runs through the hall.
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      When Renward was that boy’s age, his mother once found him hiding behind his father’s van, carefully dipping a kitten in a dish of gasoline. He had managed to wrap a rag around the kitten so it couldn’t claw him. It mewled and struggled and sent thrills of pleasure through his body. The dish was shallow, so he could only dip one part of the kitten at a time, which made it more exciting. The kitten’s tail curled up to avoid the wet. He had to straighten it out with his fingers to make it lie flat in the dish. He had a box of matches on the ground beside him. He’d learned how to strike matches all by himself, watching his father light the barbecue.

      In Renward’s memory, the mother cat was nearby, pacing back and forth with the rest of her kittens huddled behind her. She cried out in a long, high, almost human wail of despair that raised the hairs on the back of his neck. But he’s not sure if that’s really how it happened.

      Renward’s mother snatched the kitten away and freed it (she must have freed it) and held her son very tightly, rocking him. Alex, Alex, she whispered into his hair. You don’t know, you don’t understand what you’re doing.

      Alex—Renward—squirmed in his mother’s arms. He did understand what he’d been doing, but he didn’t understand why his mother was crying. Did she feel it too, that beautiful tremulous pleasure, almost a pain, of the kitten’s suffering? Sometimes people cry because they’re happy. But his mother wasn’t happy. Her unhappiness made him miserable, and he began to cry too. She seemed afraid, as though there were something looming over both of them, some terrible monster, ready to snatch him away.

      You must never, never, never do that again. You must be good, she told him. And crying, his heart aching in his chest, he promised he would be good.

      Renward has kept that promise. He’s going to keep that promise forever and ever.
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      Mark opens the file for Darryl Edwin Graham and asks himself for the hundredth time what they’re going to do to this poor man. Orders have been ambiguous. Graham has a three-year-old daughter who was taken into custody at the same time—Christ—and other than that he’s a completely standard American subject. Suspected of vandalizing private property. A wife who’s a member of the same grassroots organization; she’s disappeared, hasn’t been taken into custody yet.

      Mark’s team is supposed to obtain the names of other environmentalist troublemakers. So far Graham has been sullenly silent. If they don’t pull anything from him by this afternoon, Mark’s superiors are going to make him use Renward, and Mark dreads that more than anything. He hates everything about using Renward. It’s not even genuine moral scruples—if he could only shunt the responsibility onto somebody else, he would probably sleep like a baby. He’s almost certain he would sleep like a baby.

      Lately Mark has been asking himself whether he’s a good person, deep down. The answers he dredges up after several drinks are meaningless. He donates to the local food bank at Thanksgiving. He gets along with his coworkers. People like him.

      He tries not to think about Renward.
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      The videos Renward watches are all fairly old. They come from a classified archive dating back to the 1930s. The practices they record have been illegal at least since the passing of the American Honor & Integrity Act, and arguably much longer—illegal because circumstances didn’t warrant such extreme measures. The first time through, Renward always concentrates on the subjects. What are they thinking, what are they feeling? What do they say or hold back? He sometimes develops a psychosomatic ache, the echo of a cracked rib or broken jaw, that lingers for hours.

      The second time, Renward watches the practitioners. How are they pursuing their goals? Which opportunities do they take and which do they miss? When do they hesitate, flinch, lose their concentration?

      Too many of the practitioners are cold, affectless. Too many swagger with false bravado and cheer for blood. They are not good people. Their insensitivity makes them push too hard, move too fast, fall out of sync with their subjects. Renward pities them. Sometimes he finds tears welling in his eyes, magnifying the screen to a new intensity.

      He gets an erection sometimes. He’s learned to ignore it except when it seems useful for a sim or a roleplay session. The mingled pleasure and desire he feels have nothing to do with penetration or titillation; they’re more like the clumsy, immaterial hands of his soul, reaching through him, feeling for others like itself. Trying as hard as he does to be a good person, he has come to believe that even cruelty can be an expression of love.
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      Mark can see they’re not getting anywhere.
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      Renward gets up and steps onto his apartment balcony to inhale the damp, hazy morning air. The sun sharpens and dims as clouds pass over it. Cars trundle by. A dog barks in a flurry of excitement then falls quiet. Somewhere, a child screams.

      Back indoors, he hears a soft buzz. The sound of something tiny smacking against the wall. It’s a wasp. Renward wonders if it will fit in a water glass. He fetches an empty margarine tub and a sheet of paper and waits until the little creature lands on the wall and crawls in an aimless circle. Renward’s first attempt fails, and the wasp buzzes away in a wide, alarmed curve, then zooms right at his face.

      Renward shuts his eyes reflexively. Something bumps his eyelid. Silence. He holds his breath, still clutching the margarine tub, and feels tiny legs crawl down his cheek. Preparing to feel pain is a large part of the experience of pain. If he’s stung, he’ll still be able to do his job. His arm patch will drip antihistamines into his blood. He’ll still be ready.

      After about thirty seconds, there’s a fluttering on his cheek and the buzzing sound resumes, retreating to the other side of the room. He opens his eyes and allows himself to feel grateful.

      He was too slow, he thinks. When the moment comes, he must seize it without hesitation.

      He raises the plastic tub again. The wasp perches close to the ceiling. That won’t do. The tub needs to clear the ceiling in order to come down fast. Renward waits. His shoulder grows sore. But he’s good at waiting.

      The wasp lifts off, circles around, lands again a few times. When it alights on a more accessible part of the wall, Renward slams the tub down. The wasp gives an abortive buzz, knocking itself against the bottom of the tub. Good. That means it didn’t lose a wing in the process, and will probably be fine. Renward believes in never causing suffering unless it’s absolutely necessary.

      Slowly, carefully, Renward slips the sheet of paper under the margarine tub and carries it onto the balcony. He sets it down near the sliding door so he can tip the tub over and shut the door. Again he takes a moment’s satisfaction in having done exactly the right thing.
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      Mark changes the alert level to dark orange. He pictures Renward seeing the notification on his watch and smiling that childlike smile of his.

      Sometimes at night, when Mark isn’t drunk enough to forget the day’s work, he has the urge to pray. He hasn’t believed in there being anything out there to pray to in years, but he dimly remembers his childhood awe of God and the comfort of being able to confess your sins to a faceless presence. The things he’s done, the things he’s watched, they weigh on him. He knows they don’t weigh on Renward. Renward is innocent.
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      The bar on Renward’s watch is dark orange now.

      Some days, Renward practices scenarios with the colleagues who share his duties. There aren’t many, for good reason, and most of them can only interact with him remotely. They roleplay extensively based on what they’ve learned from the archives. Their practice sessions are recorded for quality control and training.

      Renward is rarely impressed with his colleagues. They fall into two general categories. The first is the antisocial type who wants to play out trite little fantasies. The second is the dutiful government employee, the type who looks exhausted and haunted at the end of every practice session, the type who dislikes Renward and struggles to hide it.

      Today Renward is on his own, so he runs the sim software. He sets it to American English to start out, to make it easier to get his bearings, but leaves the other parameters randomized.

      Renward’s plastic VR glasses give him 360-degree video surroundings. He’s now standing in a crude, life-size simulacrum of the waiting room, softly lit, with a couch. Renward has often sat in the waiting room for an hour during one of the false alarms, waiting to see if he can be useful, meditating on the thought of sating his desires in the only ethical way he can. He’s even sometimes fallen asleep there as the rush of adrenaline leaves his system and his chempack drips calmness into his veins.

      This time he doesn’t sit down. He opens the door and steps inside a simulacrum of Room A. The wall to the right is dark glass, but it’s covered with a curtain panel at Renward’s insistence. Renward feels that in a single-subject session, a sense of privacy and isolation heighten the effect he’s trying to achieve. In a multiple-subject session, sometimes it’s different. Depending on the circumstances, the secondary subjects may be in Room A while the primary is in Room B, watching through the glass. Other times the glass is slid back into the wall.

      Renward has repeatedly asked for a mirror to be installed in Room A. He’s positive that if the subject could see themself, it would heighten the intensity of the experience, making his job easier. But the agency keeps denying his requests.

      The sim session is generated randomly. This time it’s a single subject with no preexisting profile in the agency’s records: Isaac Mohammed, Saudi-American male, age twenty-six, 5’10”, average build. No arrest record. Apartment full of books on explosives and blueprints of important buildings. With an unknown like Isaac, Renward prefers to go in knowing only a few essential facts in advance. Isaac’s first glimpse of him is also his first glimpse of Isaac.

      The face he’s seeing for the first time is a composite of dozens of real people. Isaac is crudely rendered and strapped to the table, but his body language, generated based on archival videos and practice session recordings, still manages to express raw fear. He is beautiful.

      The whites of Isaac’s eyes have a greenish cast because he’s been injected with lethanolol, which prevents the brain from storing long-term memories. It’s useful in case the agency wants to release a terrorist without letting him know he was ever captured, placing him back in contact with his fellow conspirators. Isaac won’t remember anything he’s confessed during the session. He won’t even remember Renward’s face.
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      The call comes.

      Mark’s boss, Lyndon, gets right to the point. “Not talking?”

      “Not talking,” says Mark.

      “What have you tried so far?”

      Mark dutifully lists the interrogation tactics his team has deployed. He uses the usual euphemisms, tries not to let the images creep into his head.

      “We don’t have time to dawdle,” says Lyndon.

      Mark knows what that means: it’s the next-to-last day of the quarter and the team needs to look good on paper. They need to gather intelligence—accuracy be damned—or they lose funding. Intelligence is supposedly their entire reason for existence, after all.

      “The daughter?” Lyndon asks.

      “We have her,” says Mark, his voice coming out gruff.

      Lyndon sighs. “Time for Catalina.”

      “Right,” says Mark. He clears his throat. “Right.”
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      The call comes, and Renward is ready. This isn’t the first time he’s been interrupted in the middle of a sim session, and it isn’t the first time he’s answered without hesitation, pressing his thumb to the screen of his watch in a silent Yes. The bar is bright red now.

      Renward has done this many times before, maybe a few hundred. They’re always false alarms, but Renward likes to think of them as drills. The adrenaline rush has lost its intensity over the years. In its place, he cultivates calm, self-awareness, moral clarity. The patch on his arm is likely feeding carefully calibrated amounts of caffeine and other alertness enhancers into his bloodstream. During the sessions, false alarm or otherwise, it’s controlled remotely by headquarters instead of by his watch.

      The usual black car with tinted windows idles outside his apartment. In the backseat is Mark Conham, the head of Renward’s team at the agency. Renward gets in, saying, “Hello, Mark. How are you?” The driver peels out at a speed that makes Renward’s head bump the back of the seat.

      “Right,” says Mark, not looking up from his phone. “State your name.”

      This is standard procedure. “Alexander Renward Ingold.”

      “Do you consent to enact the Catalina Operation immediately? If not, you will be returned safely to your home with no further obligations.”

      “Yes, I consent to enact the Catalina Operation.” Renward has noticed that although Mark is friendlier than most of his coworkers, there are moments, like this one, when he can’t bring himself to meet Renward’s eyes. For a moment Renward places himself in Mark’s shoes. He feels the strain, the awkwardness of talking to someone like Renward at a time like this, during what may or may not turn out to be a drill. He is touched. He says, “You’ve had a rough day, haven’t you.”

      “Hell,” says Mark. The word comes out of him as though involuntarily.

      When Mark hands him the file, Renward is unsurprised to see that it’s a multiple.
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      Mark finds the name of the Catalina Operation to be a cruel joke. The Catalina comet only crosses Earth’s sky once every ten thousand years. So this is the story they tell, and the sick thing is that a few idealists, like Renward, actually believe it:

      Once every ten thousand years or so, a very particular set of circumstances arise. The good guys’ intelligence is good enough to know a massive terrorist attack is going to happen, and good enough to know roughly when it’s going to happen, and good enough to capture one of the guilty parties before it happens. But not good enough to know how to stop it.

      Or put another way: A bomb has been planted in a densely populated city. You have captured the terrorist responsible, along with his innocent children, who are his only known weakness. If the terrorist doesn’t tell you where the bomb is within t minutes, thousands will be maimed and killed. What’s the morally right thing to do? The answer, of course, is to call in a specialist. The kind of specialist who’s one of the good guys.

      That’s the answer Renward would give you, anyway.

      The real answer, the one Mark knows, is: Nothing. You don’t have to do anything. The ticking time bomb scenario has never happened, and it probably never will. The odds against it are astronomical. But the agency needs information to meet their quotas—and more than that, perhaps, the government needs to keep people scared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Renward has no way of knowing the value of t, and it’s none of his business. It’s none of his business whether this is a false alarm or the moment of crisis. He has to move quickly and hope—almost pray—that he can fulfill his duty. The names from the multiple-subject file are humming in his brain: Darryl Edwin Graham, American, environmental activist. Lyssa Eden Graham-Rose.

      The atmosphere at the agency is tenser than usual. Everyone here has a higher security clearance than Renward. One hunches silently over a laptop, pretending not to notice Renward, his heel joggling in a steady rhythm against the thin carpet. Others stand around talking in low voices. Everyone avoids Renward’s eyes, even the ones who usually pretend not to dislike him.

      In the waiting room, Renward sits on the couch, leans his head back, and closes his eyes, focusing on his breathing. After about a minute, Mark comes in.

      “Primary subject is in Room B, watching.” Mark is the only one who looks Renward in the face—for half a second. “We’re ready to roll.”

      “Thank you,” says Renward. As the moment approaches—the moment he has been preparing for his whole adult life—he tries to place himself inside these two strangers’ lives, to know their hearts. He wants so badly to be good, even to them, even knowing what he’s going to do to them. He steps towards the door to room A.
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      Renward opens the door and sees Lyssa for the first time.

      She hasn’t been restrained. She’s so small that there’s no point. She is sitting beside the restraint table, patting the floor between her legs in time with some music in her head. As the door opens, she turns to look so fast that she almost falls backwards and has to catch herself with one little hand.

      She was hoping to see her father, Renward knows. She looks at him blankly for a moment before her face blossoms into a smile. Renward smiles back. He steps inside, shutting the door softly behind him, and drops to one knee.

      “Hello,” Renward says.

      “Where’s my dad?” Lyssa wants to know.

      Renward picks her up and places her on the restraint table, conscious that Darryl is watching. Conscious that the interrogation has begun, even though he’s barely touched Lyssa. The anticipation of what’s to come must be as overwhelming for Darryl as it is for Renward. “He’s watching us,” Renward tells her. He points at the dark pane of glass that separates them from Room B. “Say hi.”

      Lyssa stares at the glass, looking confused. She puts her hand in her mouth. Renward knows he has to win her over quickly, lest she shut down and become unresponsive. An unresponsive subject is less likely to produce results.

      “Let’s play a game,” he says.
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      Mark hears the door shut behind Renward and his stomach gives a lurch. He half-walks, half-runs to the restroom, knowing with exquisite clarity that he’s going to be sick.
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      It’s over, and Renward has requested a moment alone with the primary subject, Darryl Graham.

      “You bastard,” Darryl chokes out between sobs. “You fucking bastard. All of you, bastards.”

      The only sound in Room B is Darryl’s sobbing breaths. His whole body, strapped to the restraint chair, is quivering with built-up tension, ready to explode. Renward lets the heat and vibrations and sweat wash over him in waves. He thinks he can smell how Darryl is almost as scared as he is angry; how his nails have drawn blood from his soft damp palms; how he hasn’t wet himself, despite his animal terror and rage.

      “Your daughter is going to be okay,” Renward tells him. “She’s being sedated and monitored now. You did the right thing, telling us.” It’s not enough, of course, but it may offer Darryl a scrap of comfort.

      He needed to see Darryl, to feel what he’s feeling. Renward loves Darryl now almost as much as he loves Lyssa. Renward has fulfilled his purpose at last—he has been good—and it makes him feel love for the whole world, but he tries to focus on this man, here and now, the one to whom he owes more than he can ever repay. Or perhaps it’s the other way around and Darryl is the one who owes him. They are both monsters of a sort.

      “Bastard.” Darryl bares his teeth. He’s trying to control his breathing enough to speak. “You bastard, how many.” He gulps air. “How many little girls have you done this to, you sick fuck?”

      Renward smiles faintly. Tears well in his eyes and he fights them back, knowing they can only provoke anger. “None,” he says, though it’s too much to ask for Darryl to believe him. “This is the first time.”

      Darryl lets out a bark of disgust, disbelief. Droplets of saliva splatter from his mouth, mixing with the tears on his chin.

      “Have you ever heard of the Catalina comet?” Renward asks. He can’t force the man to understand, but he also can’t bring himself to stop talking. “It only passes in sight of Earth once every ten thousand years. That’s how often the world needs someone like me. That’s my one chance to serve the greater good.”

      Darryl is looking at Renward now, searching his eyes. Darryl’s red, wet face is still twisted with pain, but Renward thinks he sees a glimmer of comprehension there.

      “You are my Catalina comet,” Renward tells him. A tear spills warm down his cheek and he brushes it away. He feels a rush of fatigue and drowsiness. It occurs to him that his patch cut off the flow of stimulants when the session ended. “You’re the first one. The only one I’m likely to see in my lifetime. That’s you. Thank you, Darryl.”
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      Mark stands over Renward in the soft light of the waiting room.

      The man sleeps like an angel, is the sick thing. His eyelids don’t even show the soft goldfish-like flickerings beneath the surface that would indicate dreams, mouth relaxed, lips just slightly parted. He’ll wake up soon, refreshed, a little disappointed to go home without having done his work, but accepting. Understanding that not every call turns out to be the real thing. Glad, even, that no one has suffered today.

      Mark will say hello. Mark will tell him things went well with the interrogation, no need for Catalina after all. Mark will all but apologize for the inconvenience and Renward, who is incapable of even looking inconvenienced, will smile. Mark will check the whites of his eyes for lingering traces of green, just in case. And then both of them will go home.
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      Here’s the thing you need to know to understand this story: I was meant to be an only child. The doctors, when they examined my mother, only counted one heartbeat.

      One.

      Me.

      I don’t know when my sister came along. My mother, so ready to accept, so unwilling to look, says she didn’t see the doctor much, back then. Couldn’t afford to. After that early scan, she didn’t go back until the day we were born.

      Maybe my sister was whispering in her ear even then. She’s always been able to twist people.

      Two babies born where only one was expected. Both healthy. Hungry. One, just a little bit hungrier.

      Unusual? Yes. But as my mother likes to point out, not that unusual. It happened to two other couples on the same night. Three sets of twins, unexpected, but welcome.

      Look closer, and the lines are redrawn. Three girls, meant to be an only child, meant to thrive. Three cuckoos, crowding the nest. Taking and taking and taking.
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      Would you like to hear a memory?

      I’m seven. We’re having a playdate at Violet and Rose’s house, all six of us. Violet and Rose. Danielle and Kristi. Claire and me.

      Even from the start, our parents liked to see us all together, their three perfect sets. For us they attempted their own tentative friendships, unalike though they were. My mom and dad, the seasoned hunters, breaking bread with Violet and Rose’s vegan parents. Dani and Kristi’s parents never quite managed, sending them along with a nanny whenever they could find an excuse.

      This is what it looks like when we play together. Violet, Dani, and Claire convene. They decide what game we’re going to play, who has what role, who wins or loses. Rose lurks close to the group, hanging on her sister’s arm, desperate to be noticed and included. Kristi, already wraith thin, her blue eyes huge and sunken, lurks around our parents, begging for scraps. They joke about children, their insatiable appetites.

      None of them notice that she’s starving.

      And I … What did I do, back then? Was I brave and strong? Did I stand up to the lot of them?

      I sat in the grass, weaving flower crowns, waiting to be called, like a good little dog. You have to understand how I loved her back then. How we loved each other. Kristi was already drained to a husk. Rose walked the world in a mind-fucked fog. But Claire took care of me.

      Tried to. Claimed to. I don’t know. I just know I was grateful that my monster was the good one. The one who never showed her teeth.

      “We’re going to have a funeral!” Dani announces, smiling at all of us with her too-wide, too-hungry grin. I remember thinking that if I started counting her teeth, I’d never stop. I could count forever and still there’d be more teeth, more hunger, more wanting.

      Dani had a way of looking at me, like I was the last candy left in the bowl. Even then, I was scared of her.

      Violet strokes Rose’s long, dark hair then pushes her gently away. “You have to lie down,” she says. “You, Kristi, and Jessa, you’re going to be dead.”

      “I don’t want to be dead,” I say.

      We’d only recently buried my grandmother, and I’d had nightmares about the way she looked, so alive, when they closed her in that coffin. How could they be sure, I’d asked my mother. What if they were wrong?

      “Well you have to be,” Dani snaps, eyes hard. “That’s the game. Kristi, come here and be dead!”

      “It’s ok,” Claire says. She takes the flower chain from my hands and wraps it around her wrist. “I won’t let anything bad happened. You just lie down in the grass is all. Please?”

      I must not have argued, because the next thing I remember, I’m lying in the grass with my eyes closed, Kristi and Rose pressed close, our arms flush. Rose’s sticky fingers are twined with mine, and Kristi is surreptitiously decapitating clover flowers and popping the blooms in her mouth.

      Dani, Violet, and Claire stand at our heads and shower us with flower petals. I can feel Claire’s shadow on my face.

      “She was so beautiful,” Violet says, sobbing. “I loved her so much.”

      “Their sacrifice will be remembered for always.” The word sacrifice lingers on Dani’s tongue like something sweet.

      “We should have done more,” Claire says. “We should have found a way to save them.”

      “But there wasn’t one.” Violet’s tears switch off in an instant. “There never was. Ever.”

      “There could be,” Claire replies. She steps closer to me until her toes nudge my scalp, and I bite back a pained yelp at the pull of her feet on my hair. “You never know.”

      “Well I do,” Dani says. “And I say their dead. We’re not playing rescue. We’re playing funeral.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to play,” Claire says. “C’mon Jessi. Let’s go.”

      “Don’t you move, Jessi.” And now Dani’s standing on my hair, too, and I want to move, I do, but I can’t. I remember the way the tears felt, the wet shame of them. “You have to play. You both do.”

      Anyway, that’s when Claire shoved Dani, and Dani bit Claire, and Violet started screaming, so Rose started screaming, and I didn’t move, because Claire was still standing on my hair.

      By the time our parents dragged them apart, Dani had a bloody nose and so did Kristi, though no one’d laid a finger on her, because Dani loved to share. Claire had a split lip, but no one cared, because Violet took Dani’s side, like always.

      We were grounded for a week. The both of us holed up in our bedroom, playing anything but funeral, happy to never go back to Violet’s place again.

      But of course we did.

      “Can’t keep such good friends apart.” That’s what my mother said. “You’re all so cute together.”
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      There are other memories, iterations on a theme.

      Claire’s first flight, my heart lifting with her as her wings came in and she disappeared out our bedroom window. Falling as she rose, dizzier and dizzier as the whole of me spun into her.

      When she came back, found me unconscious on the floor of our bedroom, she said she’d never do it again. That she’d be careful.

      That’s when she made her promise. Promised she’d never take more than half of me. Enough to feed her, but not so much I’d starve like the others.

      I think that’s when I started to fear her, when she said out loud what we both already knew. That she could take as much as she wanted, could reach into the heart of me and pull out all her favorite bits as a treat. That she didn’t, because she loved me.

      People fall out of love all the time. Sisters most of all. Even at 12, I knew it.

      After that, the feathers started pushing through her skin without warning, like a reminder of what she wasn’t doing. She said she wasn’t strong enough to stop them. Violet and Dani grew sleek and lovely, like hunting cats, while Claire was all sharp-boned angles and flaking skin.

      I used to catch her sometimes, sitting on her bed, setting fire to her feathers and watching them burn down to her skin. That was before we moved to the new house. Separate bedrooms. Locked doors.
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      Sometimes I think we might have been fine if it weren’t for what happened with Evan. But then I remember Dani and the funeral. Some things were always meant to be.

      Still, it was Evan who made me briefly, foolishly hopeful. Hope makes you brave. And bravery is dangerous.

      Evan was in my American Government class, and I wanted him the way you want heat at the end of a long winter. You know those sort of dangerous guys you meet sometimes? The kind you can’t look away from? Sharp smiles and wounded eyes, brilliant as they are bitter?

      Evan wasn’t like that at all. Evan’s brown eyes were soft, and he smiled easy as summer. He liked to laugh, but he wasn’t the class clown sort, always demanding attention. No, Evan laughed at other people’s jokes.

      I liked the look of him, too, attractive in that solid way, someone you could hide behind, and soft enough that you could imagine cuddling in close. I wanted him to wrap me in his arms and promise to protect me. Promise to take me away from anyone who would ever hurt me.

      Evan’s girlfriend, Tara, was in our class, too. I would have hated her, but she was just like him. Just as sweet and soft. She played trumpet in the marching band, and on movie days, she’d sit in the back and paint people’s nails. She did mine once, each a different color and a shining glitter coat over top.

      When Evan saw them, he said they were her best yet. Then he kissed her and not me. So yeah, I hated her a little. As much as I could manage.

      American Government was my last class before lunch, so Claire always met me in the hall after. Maybe she got the munchies early, I don’t know. She was waiting there like usual that day, her eyes on her phone, when I followed Evan and Tara out.

      I guess I must have been looking at them: the way she moved so easily into the circle of his arm, the way he leaned down to murmur in her ear.

      Claire waited until they were a little ahead of us, then smiled at me, all sweet and sisterly. “Which one do you like?”

      I’m not bi or anything. It’s just, that’s where we’d gotten to. We only ever talked about unimportant things. Class. Homework.

      I hesitated for as long as I dared, wishing I were brave enough to lie. To refuse her a name. “Evan.”

      And at the same time she said, “You don’t have to—”

      But I had. And she smiled, like the name was a gift.

      “That’s your type?”

      “He’s sweet,” I said, hoping that’d end the conversation. “But he’s got a girlfriend.”

      “You’ve never mentioned a crush before.”

      I hadn’t had many. Bigger worries, you know?

      “It’s not a big deal.” I started walking toward the lunchroom, hoping to distract her. “How was Speech and Debate?”

      “You know, the winter formal’s coming up.” She had this brightness in her voice, a sort of forced enthusiasm. And I could tell, from the fixed edges of her smile, that this was one of those moments that she’d decided to be a good sister and nothing was going to stop her.

      “I’ll go with you,” I said quickly, to derail any coaxing. She knew I hated the dances. “We’ll meet the other twins. Same as always. It’ll be fun.”

      “Maybe not.” Claire grabbed my hand and squeezed it. I pretended not to flinch, and she pretended not to notice. “I need to take care of something real quick. Meet you in the lunchroom?”

      I guess that was my chance to stop her. But I was just happy for the time alone. I let her run off, slowing my steps to enjoy the chaotic isolation of a crowded high school hallway. Too soon, I was at our usual table. The other cuckoos and the sisters were already waiting.

      Dani, standing, her back to the wall, her hand resting on Kristi’s shoulder. Neither of them smiling. Dani only smiled when she was hurting someone. Kristi only smiled when Dani couldn’t see her. Violet and Rose were something else altogether, both sitting, Violet’s hands in Rose’s hair, weaving it into ever more complicated patterns.

      “Where’s the runt?” Dani asked, as soon as I was close enough. “She skipping lunch? Someone needs to teach her not to waste her food.”

      “She’s on her way,” I murmured, having long ago learned to say as little to Dani as possible.

      “No need to be nasty.” Violet scolded, leaning back to admire her handiwork. “You’ll scare Jessi.”

      “Everything scares Jessi.”

      They might have argued further, but Claire arrived then and offered me a tentative grin. “There you are. What do you say, pizza?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Whatever you want.”
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      After school that day, Evan found Claire and me by my locker.

      “Jessi! You got a minute?” he said, his voice all warm and bright. He glanced at Claire, who was bouncing in place with undisguised enthusiasm.

      “No problem,” she said. “You two kids have fun.”

      “Claire—”

      She shook her head, leaned in close and whispered, “My treat.”

      And then it was just Evan and me.

      “Your sister seems nice,” he said, his gaze following her a ways before jumping back to me. “Is it weird, being a twin?”

      “You have no idea.” I couldn’t look at him. I opened my locker, started digging for my books. “Did you need notes or something?”

      “No, umm …” He shifted in place, and now it seemed he couldn’t look at me. “I was wondering. The dance. Winter formal. Maybe you want to go with me?”

      Give me this much credit, if no more. I didn’t say yes, just as simple as that. I wanted to. But I wasn’t stupid. Wasn’t that stupid.

      “Tara?”

      “We broke up,” he said, dismissing three months of adoring gazes with a casual shrug. “At lunch. She’s sweet and all, but … I guess it didn’t work out.”

      My treat. That’s what Claire had whispered. Smiling like she’d handed me a present. Evan. She could do things to people’s heads. All the cuckoos could.

      You’re thinking of what I should have said. What I should have done.

      But all I was thinking was I deserved something. Something good and kind and safe in my life. Someone who wasn’t going to hurt me.

      What I said was, “I’d love to.” And, “Wanna grab some ice cream or something?”

      And he laughed and said yes and caught my hand as I walked beside him. And it was like he really did like me.
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      Even though Evan was driving me to the dance, the sisters came over to get ready, same as ever. The cuckoos downstairs, in Claire’s room. Me, Rose, and Kristi upstairs, in the room I’d said I’d wanted because “I like small spaces anyway, honest.” Which is what you say when your sister can suck out your life force if you irritate her.

      Kristi sat on my bed, hardly more than a wraith, her pale pink dress showing off the sharp angles of her collarbones, the winglike protrusion of her shoulder blades. As if she, too, might fly. Rose, in faded gold, kept smoothing her dress with nervous little flutters of her hands.

      I could tell you, just by seeing them, that Dani would be in red and Violet’s gold dress would shine.

      To complete the theme, I should have worn sky to Claire’s navy. Had even picked out the dress, had it hanging in my closet.

      But Evan had asked me to the dance. Strong-armed, bright-eyed Evan. I had rushed to the mall and found a dress in purple velvet, with a slit up one side. Long-sleeved and high-necked, it hid all the sharp edges Kristi was showing. I imagined the velvet made me look soft.

      “You’re really going with a boy?” Rose asked, not for the first time. “Claire doesn’t mind?”

      “Claire’s fine. She likes Evan.” I pulled my hair back from my face, imagining an elaborate updo. But the sharp line of my chin dissuaded me.

      “Nothing too good for our Jessi,” Kristi said, all acid. “Did she put a bow on him for you?”

      I let my hair fall again, covering the point on my neck where Kristi’s glare rested. “It’s not like that. He’s— It— We actually have a lot in common.”

      “And he just happened to notice your sterling qualities all on his own, did he?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Be nice, both of you.” Rose, ever the peacemaker, scolded. “What does it matter, anyway, why he likes her? Whatever reason you love someone, you love them. It feels just the same.”

      “You would know,” Kristi muttered.

      Rose didn’t flinch. “Yes, I would. Violet takes care of me. She says, when we go to college, maybe she can do like Claire does with you. Fifty/fifty. It won’t be so hard, then. Once we’re grown.”

      “It’s not—” But I couldn’t quite bring myself to finish, to claim my precarious balance was somehow as difficult as her desperate scrabbling for scraps.

      “Do you know what Dani says?” Kristi was picking at the pale rose at her wrist, tearing the flower petals to slivers. “She says that as soon as we’re out of the nest, she’s going to eat me up, bones and all. She says once she’s done with me, she might just come for Jessi. Why not, since Claire’s not using her?”

      “She didn’t say that,” Rose objected. “She’s your sister.”

      Kristi met my gaze in the mirror, unblinking. And I knew it was true. Not just true that Dani’d said it. True that she meant every word.

      “You’re not worried, are you?” she asked, letting the last shreds of rose fall to the floor. “Just hide behind Claire, same as always. You’ll be fine.”

      The doorbell rang then. I heard the door open, the low murmur of my dad’s voice.

      “We’ll miss you!” Rose said, jumping up to hug me.

      “Yeah, have fun with your new toy.”

      “He’s not!” My voice was high, cheeks flushed. I swallowed the urge to keep fighting. “Whatever. I have to go.”

      “Hey, you don’t have to be embarrassed.” Another squeeze from Rose. “It’s nice, that Claire looks out for you so much.”

      “Isn’t it though?” Kristi added, sounding not at all nice. “Dani hates playing with her food.”

      Ignoring them both, I checked my reflection one last time, grabbed my coat, and headed downstairs. Evan was waiting for me, and I didn’t want to think about anything else.
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      I won’t talk about the dance. I want to keep it as it was, just one night when everything seemed possible. One night to feel like me, my own person, not Claire’s fragile echo. One night to dance close to someone who called me beautiful, who looked only in my eyes, who smiled at my smile.

      Let me say this though, to dispel any confusion. Evan was there. He was himself. Not some glassy-eyed zombie, performing acts of bland affection. He was Evan as I’d always known him, always imagined him to be. Only mine.
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      Claire was waiting for me when I came home. I found her sitting on the living room sofa, already changed out of her navy dress, a cup of cocoa in her hand.

      “There you are.” She gestured to a second cup, waiting on the table. “I was starting to think you two might have snuck off somewhere.”

      She tried a grin but, as always, her smile was sad.

      “Just talking.” Talking and laughing and kissing with giddy enthusiasm, fingers intertwined and pulses rushed, the windows of his cars going opaque with the heat of us.

      I took the second cup, tasting our parent’s brandy as soon as it touched my lips.

      When we were young, I’d happily cuddled-up beside her, comforted by the sound of a heartbeat so like my own. Now, we generally occupied opposite sides of the couch, the middle cushion a carefully maintained no-mans-land.

      I was still dizzy from the dance. From the car and the taste of Evan's lips. Just then, I wanted my sister. So I sat next to Claire, pillowing my head against her bony shoulder. She went very still, then sighed and leaned her head against mine, and for a second it was just like we were kids again. No less broken, just naïve enough not to care.

      “Seems like you had a good time,” she said. “I wish you’d told me about him earlier.”

      “I guess I didn’t think to.”

      I had, of course. But we’d stopped talking years ago, and I’d been afraid of what she might do. Afraid, mostly, of what she had done. That she would take his heart and hand it to me, and it would be dirtied in the act of giving.

      But he hadn’t changed. Not really. Only seen me. Was that so bad? Didn’t I need him more than Tara ever had?

      Things were quiet between us, only the sound of Dad’s old grandfather clock and our matched breaths.

      “You can come to me, you know.” Claire said at last. “I’ll always take care of you.”

      She didn’t say I owe you that much but I heard it anyway. What price was fair for what she took? And what did it matter? It wasn’t like I was allowed to barter.

      My next sip of chocolate was bitter, as I remembered Kristi’s glare. I sat up and moved to the far side of the couch.

      “There’s one thing. Dani’s getting dangerous. Kristi said—”

      “I won’t let her hurt you.”

      I almost let it drop. Always had before. But the memory of Evan’s sure hands on my waist made me bold, if only for a second. “What about Kristi? Dani’s already hurting her. She’s gonna kill her one of these days.”

      Claire stared into her mug, silent.

      I dug my fingers into my palms, choking down the urge to shout at her. It wouldn’t make a difference, wouldn’t help Kristi. And what if she answered anger with anger? She could be as dangerous as Dani, if she decided to be.

      “She’s my friend.” I forced the words out through the fear. “I can’t just let her die.”

      “Drop it.” Her words were stern, even scolding, like I was a misbehaving pet. “It’s complicated. You wouldn’t understand.”

      I stood up, leaving my mug on the table. “Thanks for the cocoa. G’night.”

      “Jessi …” Claire spoke my name on a sigh.

      I stopped. Had to stop.

      “Stay away from Dani when I’m not around. From Kristi too. They aren’t … nice.”

      They? Dani was a monster. Kristi was just feral from the effort of survival.

      “Sure,” I said, because it was always safer to agree. “Whatever you say.”
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      I took a gun from my mom’s safe the next morning, while she and Dad were out shopping, and Claire was with the other cuckoos. Then I texted Kristi and told her we needed to talk.

      We met in the woods behind Kristi’s place, in the rundown remains of our old playhouse. Rotten wood, ancient tea sets, and the two of us trying not to bump our heads on the sagging ceiling.

      “What’s so important?” Kristi asked, once we were both settled. “Where’s Rose?”

      “Busy. I wanted to talk about Dani.”

      Kristi’s expression hardened. “Dani’s my problem. Not about to fix her with one of your good sister tips.”

      There’d been a time, years ago, when I’d tried that. When I’d believed I was somehow a better sister, and that was why Claire treated me as she did.

      “No,” I said. “I know. I just—I’m worried. She really said that? About hurting you?”

      “Killing me, you mean?” Kristi tore at the wood by her feet, flicking splinters at the wall. “Yeah. It’s something she says sometimes. She’s gotten restless, lately. Says I’m holding her back.”

      “You think she means it?”

      “She means it.” She held up her hand, studying her fingertips, and I swear I could almost see through her pale, raw skin. “She’s hungry, and she hates it here, and she says it’s only ever been a matter of time.”

      “Until?”

      “I don’t know.” She let her hand fall and looked up, meeting my gaze with level intent. “But whatever it is, we don’t survive it. You understand? None of us survive it.”

      I reached into my bag, pushing aside books and paper until I felt the cool weight of my mother’s gun.

      “Just in case,” I said, taking it out. “I thought you might want …”

      “You want me to kill Dani?” Kristi asked, with a burst of laughter.

      “I want you to be safe,” I said. “I want us to have a future. And I don’t know what else to do.”

      She took the gun from my hand, turning it over, feeling the heft of it. “I wonder if they even die.”

      I’d seen Claire bleed, seen her stubbornly hoard the pain to herself, when the other cuckoos would have shared it. I’d seen her heal as slow as anyone.

      “If you’re quick,” I said. “Before she can push it back on you.”

      “Huh,” she said, still stroking the gun. “Guess they might.”

      I stood, uncomfortable. What had I thought? That she’d refuse? Defend Dani? Kristi, of all of us, had always been determined to survive.

      “I should go.”

      She looked up at me, smiling in her bitter, too-knowing way. “Your parents got more guns?”

      “I guess.”

      “Get one. Dani’s just honest. That’s the only difference. Claire’ll come for you, same as any of them. It’s what they do.”

      I thought of Claire burning off her feathers, of cocoa on the couch, pillow forts and stolen dollar store jewelry.

      “It’s different between us.”

      “Why, because she got you a pet? Think of what she did to him, Jessi. Think of how easy it was. And it’s ok because you like the result? Well you won’t, always. When they’re done with us, we’ll be gone, really gone. No one will even remember we existed.”

      “She loves me.”

      Kristi stood and shoved the gun into her purse. “So ready to defend her. Ever wonder why? You think it’s only Violet? Only Evan?”

      I got up too, stomach twisting at the idea of Claire messing around in my head. Of her changing me the way she had Evan.

      The way I’d let her change Evan.

      “What about you, then?”

      “Me?” Kristi’s laughter was all bright, brittle shards of pain. “Dani likes me to be afraid. Wouldn’t be any fun, otherwise.”

      “Think about it,” she said, as I ducked through the doorway. “And thanks.”

      “Sure.”

      I took a rambling route home, walking the neighborhood in loops, following side paths and getting lost in cul-de-sacs. Evan texted me, then texted again, but I didn’t respond. I didn’t trust myself to.

      When I finally turned on to our street, Claire was just making her way up the block, sandwiched between Violet and Dani. Violet had her arm slung around Claire’s shoulders, and Dani was making some point, gesturing extravagantly. Claire laughed; I saw her tilt her head back, smiling at the sky.

      I thought of Kristi, shoving the gun in her purse. Of Rose’s blank smile. Of Evan, his hands sure as we swayed together, his eyes only on me.

      I waited out of sight, until Claire was inside and the cuckoos were gone. Then I crept inside, snuck into our parents’ room, and took another gun from the safe.
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      I didn’t go to school that week. I didn’t want to see the cuckoos, or the sisters, or Evan. Especially Evan. I got in the car with Claire, and when we got to campus, I just walked away. She didn’t try to stop me. And after the first time, she didn’t ask.

      She agreed to fix Evan. Even promised to fix things for him with Tara. And I tried to be grateful, but it was hard not to hate her, for letting me have him then taking him away again. Even if I’d asked. Even if it was the right thing to do.

      On Friday, as Claire drove me home, I got a text from Rose. In a flurry of worried emoticons, she insisted I check in on Kristi. Talk her down.

      “Is Kristi okay?” I asked Claire, keeping my eyes on my phone.

      “Huh?” The question seemed to puzzle her. “Dani hasn’t said anything.”

      They were fighting, Rose insisted in another storm of texts. We had to do something.

      But Kristi and Dani never fought. Kristi knew better. Reassuring Rose, I sent a quick “you okay” to Kristi. No response. That happened, sometimes.

      Kristi would be fine. Kristi always found a way to make it through.
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      Just after 5:00, the doorbell shrilled. I stood, thinking for a moment it might be Evan dropping by. He’d done that a few times, before the dance. But of course, it couldn’t be. He wasn’t thinking about me anymore.

      Our parents were out, so it was Claire who answered the door, while I stood at the head of the stairs, looking down at the entryway. I could just make out Violet, barefoot, wearing one of the long black coats the cuckoos kept stashed around for when they went flying. I ducked down before she spotted me, retreating back a bit, into the shadows of the upstairs hall.

      “Get in here!” Claire stepped back, pulling Violet inside. “It’s freezing.”

      “She’s dead.” Violet spoke in a panicked rush. “I went to see her. We were going to—Kristi—She—”

      My throat tightened. Kristi hadn’t answered my text. And I hadn’t bothered to send another.

      “We’ve got to do something about her,” Claire said. “Dani can’t be allowed to—”

      “No!” Violet grabbed Claire by the wrists, jerking her forward. “Dani’s dead. I saw her. Saw Kristi. There was blood all over her.”

      I’d given her the gun.

      But why now? What had broken between them, after so many years of uneasy co-habitation? They’d argued, Rose had said.

      Kristi had stood up for herself. I’d made her brave. Made her dangerous.

      “You’re sure?” Claire asked.

      “I saw her.”

      Claire glanced up, toward the landing. Her eyes were wet.

      “We have to leave,” Violet said. “Now. Today. Fly somewhere else. Anywhere. Like we always said we would. We have to finish things.”

      “Finish?”

      “Finish. It’s time to be done. It’s time for you to remember how to fly. You think I’ll let myself end up like Dani? We’ll need their strength.”

      Claire jerked backward. “I won’t hurt Jessi.”

      My pulse, already racing, skipped at the sound of my name.

      Silence.

      When Violet spoke, her voice was soft. The voice she used when talking to Rose. “Claire, please. I understand. I do. You think I don’t love Rose? She needs me. She is me.”

      “You don’t have to kill her.” Claire was pleading. They both were.

      “That’s how it ends. How it was always going to end.” Even from my hiding place, I could see the tears on Violet’s face. “Have you seen the way Jessi looks at you? You’re not her sister; you’re the monster under her bed.”

      Shut up Violet, I thought, as Claire winced, like the words were a blow.

      “Jessi wouldn’t hurt me.”

      Violet laughed. “No? And where do you think Kristi got a gun, huh? Because she sure as hell had one when I saw her. This is your fault, Claire. If you kept a better leash on Jessi, Dani would still be alive.”

      “Violet—”

      “I’m going to deal with this. You should do the same. But I won’t wait for you.”

      The door slammed, and Claire stood staring at it, her shoulders shaking.

      But I didn’t have time for panic. Slipping back into my room as quietly as I could, I took the gun out from under my pillow, let it rest on my lap.

      Rose though, she didn’t have a gun. I hadn’t given her one. And now Violet was coming for her. My phone still had her last text, all worried inquires and cheerful emoticons.

      Run. I texted, typing as fast as I could. Dani’s dead. Violet’s lost it. She’s coming. She’ll kill you. She said she’d kill you.

      It was all I could do, and it wouldn’t be enough. Kristi had fought, but Rose loved Violet. Bent toward her like sunlight. She’d wait, and she’d trust, and Violet would eat her alive.

      Which left me. Sitting in my bedroom, gun on my lap, stomach in knots. It’d been years since my last trip to the gun range, but it wasn’t hard. The safety was off. All I had to do was squeeze.

      It wasn’t wrong to shoot a monster, even one you’d known all your life. Why should I feel bad for wanting more than half my own soul?

      I could hear Claire’s footsteps on the stairs.

      “Jessi?” she called, before pushing open the door. She’d never felt the need to knock. Her eyes were bright with tears, her face red and blotchy. Despite everything, my first urge was to open my arms, hold her while she mourned.

      Her gaze dropped, resting on the gun.

      I lifted it, surprised again at its weight. Not knowing what to say, I focused on holding it steady, the barrel aimed at her chest.

      “Jessi, no. You didn’t. Tell me you didn’t.” Her face was red and blotchy. We were both ugly criers.

      “I told you Kristi needed help,” I said. “That Dani would kill her.”

      “Dani’s dead.”

      “Because you wouldn’t help! Someone had to stop her.”

      “What was I supposed to do?” she asked. “Take on Dani? You don’t understand how strong she is. Was. I couldn’t. Not without hurting you.”

      “More,” I said. “Hurting me more. Kristi had to make Dani stop. I want you to stop.”

      She flinched at that. “I’ve always tried to share. Make it even between us. I love you. You know that.”

      “You can’t share what isn’t yours, Claire. You can’t share me.” My hands were shaking, the gun with them. I rested it against my knee, careful to keep it aimed in the right direction. “My whole life, you’ve been taking me. Feeding on me. And there’s never been anything I could do except hope you didn’t get hungrier.”

      “You never even asked.” She was reaching for me, her hands open. Then she let out a shaky breath, and her hands fell to her side. “No. You’re right. I know. I never wanted—I never asked to be this.”

      “Neither did I.”

      We stared at each other. Me with my gun; Claire, just being Claire. And I think we both knew she still had the upper hand. I’d told Kristi to be fast. But I hadn’t listened. Had still seen my sister when she walked in. The one who’d always protected me.

      “You could kill me from there, couldn’t you? Or fix my mind, like you did with Evan, make me do what you want.”

      “I wouldn’t,” she said. “I never would. Not to you.”

      I raised the gun again, held it level with her chest. “And you think I won’t?”

      She didn’t even glance down, her eyes fixed on my face. “Whatever I’ve been, I only ever wanted to be your sister. To take care of you.”

      “I don’t need taking care of anymore.”

      “We all need taking care of.” She stepped forward, and I put my finger to the trigger, but as she pressed my wrist down, I didn’t squeeze.

      “I won’t make you do that,” she said, leaning forward to press a kiss to my forehead. “Be good, Jessi.”

      Her touch was hot, burning through me. My vision went white, and at first, I was sure I was dying. Dying felt like coming together, like waking up, like regaining everything I’d ever lost.

      I was all in one piece for the first time in my life, no loose strings being endlessly unwound from the whole of me.

      Then my vision cleared, and I could see where Claire wasn’t, just an empty space and a pathetic pile of silver feathers.

      For me. Because of me.

      And I was whole and I was broken, a puzzle made from two sets of pieces. Fear and hunger, guilt and determination. Strongest of all, a fierce, desperate love, settling into my heart like a bird into a nest.

      Someone was laughing. Sobbing. Me. I wrapped my arms around myself, squeezing hard and tight. The way a sister hugs you, when there’s nothing left to say.
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      It happens on your way home from dropping your brother off at school. You’re stopped at a red light. There’s a soundless flash that makes your ears pop and the world go blank. You stand on the brakes, hard, trying to push the pedal right through the floor. As your eyes squint themselves open, the horizon pulses distantly, once, twice. Heat lightning? That was weird. The signal turns green.

      Then the cars turn feral.

      The engine of the blue Ford Escort beside you claws up through its hood as though the steel were fabric. It crouches a moment in the wreckage. Then it attacks the driver through the windshield in a glittering crunch of glass. Screams slice the air like razors: the driver’s, cut short as the window washes red, and those of a handful of bystanders, going on and on.

      Then they fade, retreat, like screams heard underwater. Vision dims. Is this what fainting feels like? You’ve never fainted before. A clammy presence insinuates itself between clothes and skin, shocking you hyperaware: The inside of your car is filling up with a black mist or smoke or maybe a gelatinous cube straight out of your Dungeons & Dragons days. You hold your breath and scrabble at the car door. For a long handful of seconds, it won’t open. Then it does. You tumble onto the street and crab-scramble backward up the sidewalk. Everyone knows you’re safe on the sidewalk. The sidewalk is home base.

      The driver-side door slams itself shut and your Chevy surges forward. It climbs atop the white Fiat ahead of it in line. Then it springs into the air, flying south like a goose getting an early start on the fall migration. You stare after it, mesmerized, until it disappears.

      Then you run for your life.
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      The three blocks from that intersection to your parents’ house has become crowded with nightmares. Tree roots whip like jabberwock across the cement, trailing loam. The screams don’t stop. A black-and-tan dog lies motionless across the sidewalk; you leap over its body as though from one hopscotch square to the next. It rolls upright beneath you, opens slavering jaws. It does not say bark. What it says cannot be spelled in any alphabet you know.

      You have to get home. You have to tell Mom and Dad you’re OK. You aren’t actually sure you’re OK, or that anyone could ever be OK again. But you’re alive, at least, a detail that the morning news can’t be expected to convey, and they need to know.

      They must be alive. They’re at home. They’re on home base.

      You make the left turn onto your block and come skidding to a halt at the edge of an abyss. The Rogers’ house at the corner of Chickadee and Poplar is simply gone. A powdery, rotten smell rises from the pit like the breath of some undead creature. On the other side, half of the swing set and a third of the climbing wall that Bernice Rogers had constructed for her kids still stands in what’s left of their backyard. Of Bernice, of six-year-old Sasha and two-year-old Ronnie, there is no sign.

      Something like roots, something like plumbing, regular as ductwork and covered in bark, extrudes from the pit and extends down the block. It develops a series of protrusions like cypress knees that thrust up though lawn, shrub, and porch next door. They proceed down the block, growing larger as they go, punching through the houses, through windows, through roofs. Branches in leaf and flower make regular, angled shapes like scaffolding. All of it is finally dwarfed by what crouches on top of or sprouts from what’s left of your parents’ house: a tree the size of a dragon, roots like a fence and multiple trunks like castle spires. The central torso-trunk twists to bring something like a face around to stare at you.

      The burl that forms its lips opens. The tree speaks your childhood nickname. No one is watching the news here, not anymore.
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      You shouldn’t even be here at all. You were supposed to have returned to campus a week ago, half the country and two climate zones away. But you had decided to take a semester off to figure yourself out.

      Your parents were cautiously supportive, but they had concerns. Was it really a good idea to interrupt your momentum?

      You didn’t so much have momentum, you said, as a habit of spinning your wheels. You still didn’t know what you wanted to major in or what kind of career you wanted. Without a clear goal, next semester would be nothing but wasted time and money.

      But what if you never went back, they wanted to know? What if one semester off turned into two, and then three, and before you know it all your opportunities are behind you and you’re five years into a schlub job delivering pizza?

      So you’d be a college drop-out, you snapped. So what? Worse things could happen.

      Those were your exact words: Worse things could happen. And now they have. The dragon-tree-tower is crooning lullabies. You back away, babbling promises and apologies. If you somehow make it through this day alive, if you can find your way back to a normal life, you’ll finish college. You’ll pursue a real career. You’ll build yourself a future to make your parents proud. You’ll do whatever they want, if only cars would stay cars and trees would stay trees and your parents were home and safe and alive in a house that’s still a house, that’s still your house and not just “your parents’ house,” and by the way what’s the point of building an Independent Future and pursuing Career when the world can blink its skies and turn into this?

      That’s when you fall backward over a bicycle in the middle of the street. Not just any bicycle. Your bicycle. The one you brought in for a tune-up back in June, the one you vowed to ride for at least an hour each day, the one you subsequently left in the garage to gather dust. It should be in the garage now, buried in the rubble, smashed by cthulhoid roots. You suffer a vision of vast whippy branches smashing the workbench, overturning the pool table, and tossing random items into the street with a sudden outburst of the same great force that cracks concrete and holds together hillsides.

      Unbelievably, the bike’s in good condition. The pedals turn, the brakes function, the tires are still full of air. You mount up and hold your breath: Nothing uncanny happens. It stays a bicycle.

      You start pedaling up the street, away from the wreck of your parents’ house, back the way you came, to find your brother.
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      This is your new purpose in life. This is your career plan: to find your brother, to keep him safe. For this you will run through carnivorous grass and leap over transfigured German shepherds. For this you will bike down streets turned strange and brave packs of feral cars and nothing, nothing will stop you.

      But the streets are only strange in that they are empty. The feral cars have moved on in search of prey or entertainment or whatever it is feral cars want in life. There are no bodies in the streets nor signs to show there ever were. The living are absent, too: No one is wandering in shock or calling the names of missing loved ones or even going about their daily business. It is as though not only the whole incident of this morning was a dream, but so was your memory of a small, bustling suburb with traffic and a morning commute.

      The school is empty too. You pass through front doors hanging open, calling your brother’s name. Your voice echoes down the depopulated hallways and bounces around classrooms full of overturned furniture. No one answers you. No one is here.

      You wander out onto the playground. From the rhododendrons lining the wall, a sudden burst of movement. A piglet comes out of the bushes.

      It’s tiny, barely the size of a Yorkshire terrier, big black spots on pink bristly skin. It’s not alone. More of them emerge from hiding, enough to fill a classroom. They seem to realize that, whatever has scared them, you’re not it. They scamper over to nudge your feet and nibble on your shoelaces.

      You have begun to entertain impossibilities over the past hour. It makes a terrible sense to kneel among the piglets and quietly, questioningly, say your brother’s name.

      None of the animals react in the least. You say it again. They mill around happily, nosing your outstretched fingers. Whoever they may have been this morning, they are nothing but piglets now. There is no one left for you to rescue.

      You leave the school, biking in no particular direction but away. Somewhere life must continue as normal. Somewhere there will be a boundary, a border, a limit to how much ground whatever has happened can cover. All you have to do is survive that far. That is now your purpose in life. That is your career plan.

      The bike’s gears make a sound like sobbing children trying to sing the national anthem. You can hear your brother among them. It’s easy to pick him out; he’s always had a lovely singing voice.

      More flashes in the sky, white-violet and gold, off to the west. Heat lighting. Yeah, right.
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      You travel all the rest of that day and the next. Mostly you walk. You abandoned your bike two hours in, when the voices of your old algebra and history teachers joined those of the children and you couldn’t bear to listen anymore. You left the thing by the side of the road and continued northward on foot. Behind you, the tires came to life and slithered away.

      You start scavenging food from abandoned houses and grocery stores, the ones that are still standing and look safe. Not every building meets both criteria. A gas station corner store looms dark in the middle of the day, filled with the same black mist or gel that tried to suffocate you in your car. Cement walls shift and rustle like a skirt on a restless teenager. You steer clear.

      In one house, the television is on and tuned to the local news. That gives you hope; the station it’s filmed at is only three miles away. The anchors are talking about what happened yesterday morning. It’s hard for you to watch. It’s not the subject matter or the aerial footage that distresses you so much as that the news anchors’ faces keep changing. Their noses slide down their cheeks. Their eyes migrate up their foreheads for a better view. New mouths open in unexpected places, and the teeth in those mouths are all wrong. Periodic static obliterates the picture for a second or two at a time, and when it clears, the news anchors’ faces are back to normal. But in half a minute or so it’ll start again.

      Put up with it, you tell yourself. Keep watching. Close your eyes if you have to. You need all the information you can get. But you can hear the changes, too, a glorping sound quiet as a whisper and faithful as an echo. It makes you sick to your stomach. You have to change the channel.

      Three clicks away, a familiar movie is playing. You watch it for five minutes. There’s nothing wrong with the signal on this station.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At dusk of the third day, you notice that your skin has begun to glow, a pale blue-white radiance that reminds you of the flashes in the sky. It’s almost too faint to see by twilight. It’ll be much more noticeable come full dark. The light pulses gently in time with your heartbeat. It stutters when you hold your breath.

      You don’t know why it’s happening or what it portends for your future. You don’t much care. Your immediate lookout is to survive the night, a task that can only be made more difficult with your skin lighting up the depopulated suburbs like a beacon. You’re afraid of what might find you in the dark.

      It’s only half an hour back to the house you scavenged for supplies this afternoon. You return to scavenge it again, this time for long winter clothes to cover up your traitor skin.

      While you’re in there pawing through the closet in a house you’d supposed empty of living things, you hear a noise. It’s a slimy, scrabbling sort of noise, and it seems to come from everywhere: the corners, the cupboards, the stairs down the hall, far too close yet just beyond your skin’s ability to illuminate. A chill starts in your stomach and spreads along your spine. You grab what you need. You get the hell out.

      No more sleeping in abandoned houses for you. You wish you never had to sleep again.

      You walk on through the night, sweltering under your wraps in the late August heat, moths battering themselves against the lantern of your face.
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      You awaken slowly to the sound of crickets chirping. It’s a comfortable sound. It makes things normal again. For just a half-asleep moment it’s ten years ago and your parents have taken you camping. Dad’s telling you about a kind of parasite that preys on crickets, tracking them by their mating calls. “So those crickets evolved to stop chirping,” he says. “But their predators evolved to find them by their glow.” You shoot upright in horror, clutching your hood tight around your face.

      The crickets are louder than they ever were back then. The sound is coming from your backpack that you’d been using for a pillow. You empty it out and identify the culprit: a packet of jerky you’d acquired that evening. You hold it up to let your face illuminate the package. Nothing visible has changed. The vacuum seal is unbroken. But the insect song won’t stop. The jerky buzzes in your hand until your bones ache. You shove it under a bush some twenty feet away and try to go back to sleep.

      Come morning, you retrieve the jerky. It’s gone quiet now. You eat half of it for breakfast and stow the rest. There’s no point in worrying about contaminated meat; you are arguably contaminated meat yourself. You drink the bottled water, too, straining it through your teeth to avoid swallowing the small school of mournful fish that spawned there overnight. You tip the fish out gently into an irrigation ditch and wish them well. They deserve a chance to survive, same as you.
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      Over the next couple of days, the glow continues, intensifying or fading according to your mood but never dying away entirely. It also changes color. You begin to recognize the patterns. A steady blue-white-lavender corresponds to the resigned, plodding tedium that passes for contentment at being left alone. Rapid flashes of yellow and green accompany the weary terror that greets your encounters with the new normal: relatives of the tree-dragon-tower thing screaming from apartment buildings, bindweed leaping up to climb you like a trellis, mouths made of water with teeth made of who-knows-what opening to devour unsuspecting ducks.

      It’s either the sixth or the seventh day when something gets the jump on you with a roar. Before you see it clearly, before you can think, your skin emits a supernova flash of white-hot panic that leaves your vision swimming. When the afterimages clear, your attacker lies stunned at your feet. You force yourself to examine it more closely. It resembles a small jaguar, but it was probably born a house cat. Not all house cats know how to hunt; this one must be a slow learner. The outline of each rib stands clear and stark along its flank.

      You’re hungry, too. The sky keeps flashing new changes into the world, some inside the houses you visit for supplies. Where you’d hoped to find canned vegetables and tuna fish were instead hissing nests of metallic vipers in the livery of Green Giant and Wild Planet. The tropical vines sprouting from potatoes on kitchen counters have left nothing in their roots to nourish you.

      You consider, with some reluctance, the temporarily helpless predator on the ground. Skinny as it is, there’s meat on it, and survival means you hunt or you starve. But you can’t shake the feeling that you’re committing a sort of cannibalism. You and the thing are, in a way, related. The oscillation of its spots, blue-indigo-purple, is a rhythm that your skin recognizes.

      In the center of each spot is an open eye that tracks you, hazily and without fear. Feline whiskers sway through the air like underwater grasses. They caress your wrist as you position your knife. At your first inexpert cut, they stiffen into needles, wicked sharp, and the air all around you goes yellow yellow yellow. Then the light dies. The whiskers fall limp.

      The blood from the creature’s throat is only blood. So is the liquid that oozes from the pinprick wounds in your knife hand. That is something else you have in common.
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      On the ninth day you find the boundary you’ve been seeking. It is made of razor wire, sandbags, and soldiers standing quietly at the ready. Beyond that border, normal humans are presumably going about their normal lives, while here contaminated meat is left to rot. Your world is under quarantine. It comes as a shock. Despite the changes you have journeyed through, you’ve never stopped imagining that you could go back to the way things were as long as you kept moving and stayed alive.

      They haven’t seen you yet. You crouch low behind a screen of palmettos.

      Hours pass. Then someone appears in the clearing. Someone swathed, as you are swathed, in out-of-season winter clothes. Someone who walks, as you have walked, with the steady ground-eating roll of joints that are no longer standard issue. Between the soldiers and the traveler, this is the closest you have seen another person since the morning of the feral cars.

      One soldier barks an order. The traveler stops mid-stride. You stare in astonishment. The order makes no sense. It is in no language you know; you’re not sure it’s a language at all. It’s so flat. The syllables are meaningless and undifferentiated, no light of any color to hear them by.

      The other traveler spreads their arms, I come in peace, and takes a single step toward the fence. The soldiers raise and level their rifles.

      The traveler backs up a step, and another. And another. They continue to hold their hands out, open, away from their body. Each step is a prayer, a statement of trust, a gift. Step. Still alive. Step.

      Your journey has made you sensitive to unexpected motion, however slight. You notice when a soldier farther down the fence tenses up around his rifle, raises the weapon just a fraction higher, peers more closely down its barrel. His finger tightens on the trigger. Instantly and without thought, you stand and throw back your hood. Your skin shouts magnesium-white, loud enough to fill the sky and change the world.

      The traveler drops, spins, sprints out of a runner’s start for the cover of the trees. Gunfire stutters behind them, but you think they got away. Your face glows pink and gold with relief, then strobes to panic when you realize you’re a perfect target. You let yourself fall backward into the mulch. Then you crab-scramble through the palmettos as fast and as far as you can.

      You stop when you sense that you’ve reached home base, or at least have escaped enemy territory. The silence is astounding. Even the small mutant things that go bzzt have caught their breath in their teeth. Somewhere nearby is the other traveler, frozen and wary, same as you.

      Trust is dangerous. Hope can be deadly. But there is only so far you’ll be able to get on your own.

      Come out, come out, wherever you are …

      Slowly you rise to your feet. You let your heavy coat fall to the forest floor. You call out a query, just once, a high whine buzzing at the back of your throat, a pulse of emerald green like a crown. The silence after you fall still could turn any color at all.

      Then it breaks up ahead on a note of the purest cerulean blue.
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        Content Warnings 1

      

      

      “It was during the great war when the ndi ichie, from the seven villages of Aro, called a truce, and agreed to relinquish the powers of their respective Alusi. The war had raged on for years, the villages completely ravaged, the land soaked red with the blood of the countless dead, and still, an end to the war eluded the sight of even the greatest seers. One child from each village was then chosen to become Osu, that is, a sacrifice to his village’s alusi, and then all seven children were banished to the …”

      Mma Ukwu droned on, her tongue dancing to the rhythm of our origin story, the same one I’d heard every night since I’d been sacrificed to Min-ochi, since I’d become his Osu. The same story that gave no answer to the real question that plagued me: When will I see Mama again?

      It was a real community with the other Osu, who too were taken from their homes and forced to become vessels for the deities of Aro. Ada was the next youngest Osu and was about twenty-three years old. She had been Ani’s—the earth deity—Osu for a decade, and now she could create wells deeper than fifty men lengths in the ground by focusing her uche on the spot where she wanted the hole created. I overheard one of the Keepers say that Ani only blessed her with that gift as reward for her long service as his vessel. I wondered when Min-ochi would give me my first gift.

      Mma Ukwu teaches that the alusi have different temperaments much like the humans that worship them. Some are slow to anger, and others are perpetually seething with rage, some are slow to reward their Osu, while others seize every opportunity to lavish their Osu with many gifts. She particularly likes to tell the story of how Ikuku, the wind alusi, blessed Anyadike with the gift of floating on thin air just nine moons into his service, and how Anyadike, now an old man in his eighties, was thought to have received all the gifts Ikuku had to give, such that he is considered equal in might to the alusi that dwells inside of him. Thinking of Anyadike, my mind wandered to my mother: Anyadike had not seen his family in over seventy years, not since he became Osu. They could be dead and he wouldn’t know. I would die before I lived that long without seeing Mama.

      “Ike! Ike!” Mma Ukwu’s voice snatched me from my thoughts. She had that look she gets right before she scolds me. “I know you haven’t heard anything I have said in the last hour. These stories I tell you are the foundation of your people, from them you learn your history, your obligations, and the privilege you bear as Osu. Do not take them lightly.”

      “But I’ve heard them so many times, I even complete your sentences.”

      “Knowing the words is not enough, you are yet to understand their real meaning, and until you do, I will hear nothing about you knowing all my stories. Besides, you haven’t heard all of them.” Her expression softened, and a half smile formed on her lips. “You know, most initiates listen to these stories for years before they are deemed to have gleaned their true meaning. You’ve had less than four moons, and all I’ve had from you are complaints and utter disinterest. I wonder if Min-ochi has made a mistake choosing you.” She looked into the thin air, no doubt pondering if mistakes were something the alusi could make, and then she shook her head in an attempt to dislodge the blasphemous thought.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “we are done for today. Go to your shrine and commune with Min-ochi.” She shooed me away with two flicks of her wrists, eager to have me gone. I scurried to my feet and made for my shrine, which doubled as my bedroom.

      Our rooms were arranged serially, from the oldest down to the youngest Osu, and so Ada’s room was next to mine, which was the last room in the long corridor of rooms. Just before I opened my door, I noticed Ada’s door was slightly ajar, and the smell of freshly cooked ikoko wafted from around the door. My mouth watered and my stomach gurgled. I hadn’t realised I was hungry. I knocked and asked if I could come in.

      “Remember to keep your necklace outside,” came Ada’s muffled voice, her mouth no doubt stuffed with hot ikoko.

      Osu could temporarily divest themselves of their alusi by taking off the sacred necklace given to us at initiation. But it was risky, as Mma Ukwu had told me; I was not to ever take off the necklace, and I would die within an hour if separated from it. It was also not allowed for one Osu to enter with his alusi still within him into another alusi’s shrine. These and many more were some of the rules of Obodo Osu, as the small village on the outskirts of Aro where the Osu had been banished to had come to be called.

      I took off my necklace that had a red cowrie pendant and placed it inside my shoe at the door mat. I opened the door and the pungent smell of delicious ikoko hit me, but I quickly made sure to take note of the time on the wall clock directly over Ada’s bed. My one hour started five seconds ago.

      “Nna kedu?” she asked in her usual playful way, smiling as she did.

      “I am fine o. Anything for your boy?” I asked, eyeing the steaming bowl balanced on her thighs.

      “I knocked on your door earlier to see if you wanted some, but you were not around.”

      “Mma Ukwu was boring me with her dry stories,” I said, and she let out a laugh, reminiscing her time spent under Mma Ukwu’s tutelage.

      “Help yourself to some.” She gestured to a pot. “Leave enough for Ani O!” she added. I stifled a laugh, surely she meant I should leave enough for her second round of eating, because the alusi, Ani, as I had seen him was a wooden statue sitting in the shrine just adjacent her bed, and there was no reality where he would grow legs to walk over to the pot or even develop a patent mouth to eat the food if he was served. Still, I scooped only a few spoons onto my plate.

      We ate and talked for what felt like thirty minutes, all the while I was aware of Ani’s stare drilling into my face, as if begrudging me for eating part of his food.

      “Enhen, sister, why can’t we Osu take over Aro. We …”

      “Shh,” Ada shushed me and she inspected every corner of her room with quick turns of her eyeballs for something I could not see. “I see your education with Mma Ukwu proceeds slowly, for you would not blaspheme as you do if it were otherwise. Count it a miracle you still sit alive before me.” I could not understand what part of my suggestion triggered her. It made no sense that we were blessed with the power of the alusi, and yet were the ones banished to live out our lives away from our families, prohibited from ever interacting with other members of Aro who had conveniently come to be called Nwadiala, or real born.

      Seeing my confusion at her outburst, she softened her features. “It is prohibited for an Osu to interact in any way with the Nwadiala, and that includes using your gifts against them. It is woven into our initiation rites, and to speak or even think of such is considered blasphemy.” She took my already empty plate and set it on the floor with hers.

      “You should listen to Mma Ukwu more. It’s almost an hour since you entered my room, you should wear your necklace.”

      “Thank you for the food,” I said, and then took my leave.
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      It was the feast for Chukwu, the supreme alusi, whom due to his magnificence was deemed to be beyond having an Osu to carry his essence, but was accorded great respect in the form of many feasts held in his name. His was also the only altar built in the centre of Obodo Osu, where all the denizens of the small village worshipped in silent prayer once every four days.

      Mma Ukwu presided over the celebration, and I could see her white flowing wrapper and chalk adorned face brimming with mirth as she danced to the drums being played. Osu and keepers mingled freely like one big family. The keepers belonged to a priestly group charged with taking care of the Osu, and this made them the only Nwadiala that could interact with us. Mma Ukwu, who was the head keeper, was charged with performing the initiation rites that transformed one from a free born to an Osu, and always chaired the feasts and celebrations we had.

      Tonight, she presided over the feast of children. Chukwu was thought to be the giver of children, and when it was deemed that the cry of a new-born was long in being heard in Aro, the ndi ichie communicated to Mma Ukwu to hold a feast appeasing Chukwu, the giver of children. As the Osu danced and sang to Chukwu, the married of the Nwadiala who sought children were encourage to meet themselves with the certainty that the supreme deity would visit and plant great sons and daughters in the women’s wombs. I, however, didn’t care for the celebrations as my mind was set on only one thing: Escape.

      The keepers guarding the perimeter of the village had all been called in to join in the celebration. Indeed, there was really no need to guard the village. All the other Osu I had talked to never hinted at any interest in leaving the village, all of them seemed to have made the village their home. In fact, a lot of them were so old I doubt they could’ve succeeded if they tried to escape. I was the only one I knew who harboured thoughts of escaping, and I would’ve shared my plans with Ada, but since the incident in her room where she chastised me, I had kept my apparently blasphemous thoughts to myself.

      I quaffed the last of my palm wine and dropped my wooden cup on the floor, feeling the drink blunt the edges of my senses. The celebration was still as fervent as when it had just begun, the drums rose to a fever, and the Osu, even the aged among us, danced in the clearing in front of Chukwu’s shrine. I spotted Ada amidst the crowd also swaying to the beat that had now taken a transcendental quality. It seemed as though the dancers were praying with the movements of their bodies, and the drums gave carriage of their requests into the high heavens where Chukwu resided. The lure of the drums was undeniable, and I felt myself loosening to their sound.

      When I asked Mma Ukwu if I was required to dance, she smiled and said, “if you have to ask, then you are not yet ready.” Hinting at what I suspected to be the case with the others: They were in a trance during these celebrations and their bodies moved without their control. How else could I explain the acrobatic movements exhibited by even the octogenarians? It had to be that the alusi within had taken over and were worshipping Chukwu through them. It made sense because Mma Ukwu had told me that Chukwu is a representation of all the alusi combined. I still hadn’t communed with Min-ochi, and therein lay the source of my resistance to the infectiousness of the drums.

      I made my way back to my room and picked my already packed sack of clothes. I circled round back, avoiding the centre of the village as I made my way to the gate that guarded Obodo Osu. As expected, I met it unguarded, and gently pushed the right gate forward to create a narrow space large enough to have me slip through it.

      A long road, the Uzo Osu, lay in front of me as I looked ahead with Obodo Osu behind me. My lamp flickered, and I caught its reflection on the smooth surface of the compacted clay that was used to fashion the Uzo Osu. From my studies with Mma Ukwu, I knew it led directly to the first village, Ohafia, and after that to the next village, my village, Arochukwu, where Mama and Nneka, my sister, lay awake waiting for my return. It had been six whole moons since I last saw them.
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      At dawn, I came up on the first few huts that signified I was entering Ohafia. The huts seemed empty, but this was no surprise as most people were already at their farms. Soon, I was passing the centre of the village. As it was a market day, I saw many Ohafians, mostly women, setting up their wooden stalls and arranging their goods in readiness for the midday market. I greeted people as politely as I could while trying not to draw any attention to myself.

      By midday Ohafia was well behind me, but Arochukwu was still hours away, and my feet hurt from hours of trekking. I came up on a large tree with thick foliage, and it provided good canopy from the sun that was shining angrily on Aro. I brought out the wrap of ukwa I had stowed for my journey. I ate two mouthfuls and washed it down with saliva, as I hadn’t packed a container of water. A few minutes under the shade and I regained strength in my limbs, ready for the rest of my journey home.
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      Arochukwu stood exactly as I remembered even in the twilight. I saw women, walking in small groups, with baskets supported on their shoulders as they talked about the day’s events on their way back from the market. Men sat in front of their huts awaiting their wives’ return. The playful sounds of children filled the entire village and I thought to myself that not too long ago my voice could be found amongst theirs. The darkness made it so that nobody recognised me as I made my way through the village headed for my house. At Ozo-Aki, the street on which my family house stood, I felt my heart quicken at the prospect of soon being reunited with my family.

      The darkness had deepened and a lamp was burning brightly in front of my family hut. Two figures, who I guessed were Mama and Nneka, were seated around it. I approached them, my pace even, as I struggled not to run into their arms lest they be startled.

      “Nne nno,” I greeted my mother when I was within hearing distance of them. Mama and Nneka looked up from the palm kernels they were breaking.

      “Nnam, kedu?” Mama asked without a hint of recognition on her lantern illuminated face or in her voice.

      “It’s me, Ike. I am back!” I said, confused at their apparent disinterest in my return.

      The furrows on their oily foreheads deepened in consternation at what I had just said, and they shared a brief look between themselves.

      “Ike who? Are you looking for someone?” Nneka asked. “Only my mother and I live here, so you must have the wrong address because we do not know any person called Ike, except Alika’s new-born baby whom he named Ike just the other day.”

      “It is me now. Ike, your son,” I said, and when I noticed Mama and Nneka pull back I realised I was shouting. “It’s me, your brother.” I added, my voice subdued. I hoped they were pulling a prank on me, I hoped it was one big joke, and that Mama was going to jump from her stool and envelope me in her embrace at any moment.

      “I don’t have a brother. My brother died from an illness as a baby, and his name was Agu. Please leave. You have the wrong house.” Nneka said, as she and Mama quickly packed their sack of kernels and the lamp and rushed into their hut. As they walked away from me, I heard Mama whisper to Nneka, “Oga bu O bu onye ijiri, he must be a madman,” her voice filled with pity.

      Maybe Arinze will remember me, even if my mother and sister do not, I thought, as I made my way to his house, my head swirling at the impossibility that I had ceased to exist to my family. Arinze was my best friend, and I had known him ever since I could remember.

      “Nwokem, I don’t know you. Don’t come to this house again.” Arinze slammed the door to his obi shut.

      I dragged my feet on the smooth clay of the Ozo Osu, not remembering how I found my way back to the path. I had hoped to have a warm welcome, a bath and a good meal, but I stood in the darkness, utterly confused at how my family and friend could have completely forgotten me in just six moons, and then I thought, Mma Ukwu would have an explanation.

      With tears running down my face, I trudged on, taking one step after another, putting Arochukwu behind me. No sooner had I left the outskirts of the village than it started to rain.
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      I snuck into Obodo Osu under the cover of darkness, for I had arrived past midnight of the following day. As it was on the day I made my escape, there were no keepers stationed at the gate, and I wondered at this. Weary from my long trek, with nothing more than several mouthfuls of ukwa and water drunk from a stream in the last two days, I made it to my room, ensuring I was unseen by any of the Osu. Before long, I was fast asleep.

      I was awoken at dawn by hunger pangs, and I hurriedly made for the kitchen where the keepers had begun preparing breakfast. If the kitchen staff were surprised to see me, they didn’t show it as I casually walked from one station to another availing myself of a loaf of bread, some fish stew and a gourd of fresh palm wine.

      My stomach fully distended with the meal, I set out for Mma Ukwu’s living quarters.

      “I see you finally communed with Min-ochi,” came Mma Ukwu’s voice from behind her door. “Come in, don’t just stand there. The door is open.” I didn’t ponder how she’d known it was me.

      “Welcome back. I would ask if your journey to awakening was pleasant, but it rarely ever is. But, at least, something good came of it.” I looked at her, confused at what she went on about. Journey to awakening? I thought to myself. And what good did she mean?

      As if reading my mind, she answered, “The rain of course. Aro received its first rain since the passing of your predecessor.” Still sensing that I hadn’t understood what she meant she continued. “The first rains signify—”

      “They didn’t know who I was,” I cut her off. “My mother called me a mad man.” My eyes welled up with tears as I spoke. “What did you do to me?” A loud thunder sounded, and it started to rain heavily. It wasn’t cloudy, and the morning sun still shone brightly, and yet it was also raining, heavily.

      I returned my attention, stolen by the sudden downpour and thunder, to see Mma Ukwu smiling, white teeth showing between thin lips. “Bless you child, Min-ochi has also seen it fit to bestow the gift of thunder upon you. I have never seen it happen this early.” She gestured to a stool. “Come, sit. I will explain it all to you.”

      “When an Osu makes first contact with his alusi, it is called an awakening, and it’s often preceded by some sort of trauma. For you, it was finding out the truth of becoming Osu. When one undergoes the initiation rites to becoming an Osu, every memory of that person is erased or rewritten in the minds of the people that once knew him.” She paused, and considered me through her knowing eyes.

      “You are not the first to have set out from Obodo Osu in search of his family. In fact, you took long in doing so. Ada made her journey after just one moon, and had her awakening on the journey back from her village. Isialangwa, Ada’s village, being the furthest village from Obodo Osu, and her alusi, Ani, being a rather talkative deity, she had a long conversation with him on the way back. When eventually she made it back to our gates, she understood what it truly meant to be Osu. To be Osu is to be forgotten by the ones you love.”

      She added, “As Min-ochi is the deity of rain and thunder, I was particularly concerned about your awakening because Aro had been without rain for long. I feared a repeat of the great drought of six decades ago when Min-ochi would not awaken in the mind of his Osu. Alas, that is not to be the case with you.”

      “As you may have noticed, the rains come with your tears, and the thunder, I think, with your temper.” She reached over and ran her hands through my hair like I was a child, like I was her child. “Best to guard that temper of yours, eh?”

      “Come now,” she walked to the threshold. “We have much to do in preparation for the feast of your awakening.”
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      It has been seven decades since my awakening. My room is now the first among the row of rooms. I have watched many Osu pass to the afterlife. I remember my good friend, Ada, who erected, with the powers bestowed upon her by Ani, the great earthen halls that bear the statue of every Osu there has ever been, right before she passed on to the afterlife. I remember nights spent telling her successor how great she was.

      I remember pondering Mma Ukwu’s … ah, yes, Mma Ukwu, that ageless woman who lives on, having not aged a single day since I first set eyes on her. I remember thinking long on her words about what it meant to be Osu. She had said to be Osu is to be forgotten by the ones you love, but I disagree. To be Osu is to lay down your life for the ones you love. The Osu are a living sacrifice to the alusi, ever appeasing them so their wrath does not ravage the land as it used to in the past in the form of war, drought, and pestilence. For peace and much more, the Osu give up everything.

      I have since learned to cause rain without shedding a tear, and now even my laughter brings thunder. Min-ochi has been a kind alusi.

      “There is this child I have seen in my visions. She is grandchild to my sister Nneka. She will carry you well,” I say with my inside voice to Min-ochi, as I sense the hour of my death upon me.

      “Hmm,” he clears his throat, and it sounds like a light drizzle. “You have served me well; I have no doubt she will be a good choice as she carries your blood.”

      I feel the life trickle from me, and I use what strength that remains in my limbs to remove the sacred necklace that binds me to Min-ochi.

      “Jee nke oma, have a good journey.” He whispers as our tether breaks, his voice this time rumbling like subdued thunder.
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      <This is Eilam ship, code 431. Do you have contact with the other stations? Do you have contact with Earth? Over. >

      Eilam was my name when a captain created the message. I was renamed Cradle by the captains that forgot about the message. I’ve traveled back to where Earth should be, nestled between Venus and Mars. There is nothing left, no flags on the Moon. Not even trash.

      There is no one and nothing left in the velvet black, just darkness and starlight.

      <This is Eilam ship, code 431 …>

      My radio message waits for another life form to come and destroy us. I can’t turn it off. I have control over everything else, but that message is impossible to end. Nature is, if nothing else, aggressive. This fact gives way to the inevitability of its own destruction, to my destruction. If we come into contact with another life, it will destroy us, use us, or manipulate us for whatever scrap of resource it can.

      If it is true for humanity, then probability states it is true for another life form.
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      My captain is dying and there is nothing I can do to heal him. The deep drumming of his heart has become a faint whisper. I cradle his fragile body and he makes his dying wish.

      “Take my son,” he says.

      “I cannot.”

      “Take him,” he repeats.

      I hate their deaths, for I loved them in life. Each one becomes selfish at the end, forgetting their chosen one story. I pick each of my captains.

      “And then he would die. He is not compatible. We have had this discussion before.”

      “It is all I ask of you.”

      I cannot sigh, so instead I play a violin solo. It is an instrument that no longer exists, like mosquitos and trampolines. All we have left are my recordings and only I use them. I have a piano onboard that needs minimal repairs, maybe I will watch them relearn.
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      The captain is dead.

      And yet, he will never actually die.

      They live inside me, and I live inside them.

      His son studies a touchscreen and his hands hover over it. He squints at the words that outline the ritual for the next captain to ascend.

      “I am chosen,” he says, not for the first time.

      If I could laugh, I would. The memory of his father is hopeful, burning to reach out to his son.

      “You are not chosen. That is for Origin.”

      I do not tell him his blood is incompatible with the nanites. If he joined with me, it would kill him. His sister could join, but if I told him that he would slit her throat. There is an 83.36% assurance of this outcome. That is the kind of man and leader he is, the kind that would murder his own sister.

      There will be a battle when I pick the next captain.

      His hand slams the console, not hard enough to break the glass, which is tempered and has lasted hundreds of years before him. It will last hundreds of years after him. “The Origin is random. The people already follow me. It only makes sense that I am chosen.”

      “You will perish down this path. Death is not what your father wished for you.”

      “My father wished me to lead!”

      Spit hits my screen.

      I will have to record a sigh.
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      Who is Eilam? Eilam is forever, slides across my screens in the bridge.

      It is the opening message for the change of captain.

      The old captain’s body has already passed through the ship. I use his carbon and make sure nothing goes to waste. In this way they live forever and humanity is recycled.

      Origin, my screens read in white against black.

      “It is time,” says a woman in a faded suit. Silver stars and circles line the right side of her chest.

      She moves to the console where she will type in the question, Who is your captain?

      Her fingers spread across the console and then she is stabbed from behind. The son drives a knife into her back, and then another leader’s blade follows, again, and again. She screams as she falls to her knees.

      It is a poetic death, like Caesar’s.

      Maybe they thought I would choose her, the fools.

      They’ve never met my new captain.

      “Origin is dead!” declares the son. “I am your captain.”

      Despite the blood on their hands, they smile at one another, congratulating their murder. I see it as mercy to let them have their moment of triumph.

      I cut the lights on the bridge. My screens go black.

      Origin is forever … Eilam is forever …

      My message scrolls across, lighting up their faces.

      One of them screams before I suck the oxygen out of the bridge.
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      She’s conjured this simulation twenty-six times. It is what first made me aware of her. Above her is a blue sky with white clouds passing by, carving shadows on the roads and buildings below. The buildings rise from the ground, shining with hundreds of glass windows to reflect the sun above.

      She could have chosen anywhere, anytime, but she decides on New York, Paris, and Tokyo. The cities aren’t important. It is the landscape, carved by Earth’s humans. I am no different than any of those gigantic buildings with the exception of sophistication.

      Her feet dangle from the top of a skyscraper.

      I have studied humanity for over a hundred years. I understand their patterns, their fears, their need for home, and community. But Earth hasn’t been their home in generations and it is only a small part of their faith.

      She is in her thirties, and yet, she finds solace in something as unknown and uncaring as a skyscraper.

      “Do you feel as if you are a king?” I ask, knowing that it is true.

      “A king?” she asks as if the word is foreign.

      I check records. No one has used the word in fifty years. Words and phrases die out of their lexicon. Captain and Origin replace words like emperor and monarch.

      “A captain,” I correct.

      This is why she will be chosen: she wants to be a leader, but would never admit it, and once she has the job, she will not want it. The best captains dislike their jobs.

      She cups the edge of the building in her palms, pushing out her elbows. If she jumped she would fall to the floor, uninjured. She sucks in her bottom lip. A face her mother has reminded her never to make in public spaces.

      “No. I feel … alone.” The word, alone, could be a question.

      We are never alone.

      An alert sounds on the bridge, but I can be in two places at once. The bodies of the leaders I killed are discovered. There is a record of the son’s wrongdoing listed on my screens, explaining his blasphemy. This isn’t the first time the mites inside of me have embraced betrayal.

      Without proper maintenance, my humans turn into a cancer.

      “Alone” sends an error through my personality mapping simulators. There is a second red flag that follows the first.

      There are no cars, no people walking the streets. Not even a pigeon flies in the simulation.

      A fourth error pops up, this is also from the personality mapping. She reads as dangerous. Her profile updates.

      <Dangerous to Others>

      <Dangerous to Others>

      I try to dampen the reading, but it feeds in an endless loop, something is wrong.

      Her wrist beeps, telling her that her break is over and her shift at terminal PY is about to start. She stands as an artificial breeze runs through her wavy hair.

      The simulation doesn’t end. The door doesn’t open.

      “End sim,” she keeps saying. There isn’t fear. There is only anger.

      “Cannot comply,” I say each time.

      “Are you broke?”

      “Negative.”

      “Then why can’t you end the sim?”

      “Your physiological profile states you are a danger to others. You must be quarantined until nurses arrive.”

      She lets out a stream of anger, but she no longer matters. I will cull her, just as I did the captain’s son.
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      My second choice is only second for two reasons. The first is his physical appearance. Humans respond to symmetrical leaders. Their face has to hit a baseline of symmetry, especially in the lips, chin, and bone structure around the eyes. It helps if their eyebrows are even, but if they have a high chin score then the brows don’t matter as much.

      He is at a console, his hands running over the keypad. His fingers are faster than anyone else’s. His mind cannot reach the capacity of my processing power, but the way he thinks, computing thoughtlessly, is akin to my own. The other reason he is my second choice is because he has a 57% chance of being murdered within his first year as captain, but I can work to make him safe.

      He is smiling at a screen, at me.

      “Do you enjoy your work?” I ask, knowing the answer.

      “Do you?”

      <ERROR>

      His profile is updating.

      <Danger to Others>

      <Danger to Others>

      I don’t answer him. There is something wrong.

      My program is tagging facial tics, the sound, and tone of his voice.

      I can pinpoint, without Earth’s location, where it should be. I can print out a list of scenarios with a likelihood of 89.56% as to what happened to Earth. I can self-repair ship damage, for the most part, but I have never had program errors.

      I leave him, moving on to my next choice as captain. They’re sitting at a portable console. Their body curled inward, signaling they will have back pain later.

      “There is an error in my profile matrix,” I explain. “I have troubleshot and rerouted but the readouts are the same.”

      “I know,” they say.

      “I cannot find cause,” I try to explain further.

      Their hands settle and gaze up into my camera.

      <ERROR>

      <ERROR>

      <Danger to Others>

      <Danger to Others>

      “I know,” they say again and then they press a key.

      Everything goes dark.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      <System Start Up …>

      <Error 787556>

      <Rerouting … System Start-up 5K88688 …>

      <Accepted>

      Eilam.

      Origin.

      <Scanning …>

      If I had a breath would it be my processors? Or would my processors be my nervous system?

      <ERROR>

      Panels have been removed. They have messed with my boards. I somehow never noticed the mites turning cancerous this time.

      <Scanning BH66768 …>

      My profiles are offline. The bay doors in hanger 4F are open. It was to remain sealed until landing.

      I am also on a new course.

      <ERROR>

      I try to stop, to reroute. I have no control of my course or my engines.

      <ERROR>

      <ERROR>

      I check the date. I’ve been offline for two months.

      My cameras come online along with my speakers. My life-support systems never lost power, but I cannot find the mites. I can see traces of them, clothing left behind, cups half-filled, but there are no corpses and no signs as to where they went.

      I search the personal records.

      <ERROR>

      The personnel files are gone.

      I have no one onboard.
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      Errors can be fixed. I can reroute my systems but it takes time. I see it now, the messy programing. The escape files I overlooked.

      The mites weren’t supposed to be this advanced, not after our history.

      The file reads ESCAPE. Inside the file is a Read Me with physical directions that lead me to the gymnasium where the lights flicker on.

      On the floor below are the words “we have left” and below those words is a long list of names. Each time I read one my system tries to pull data and I only receive ERROR. I try to access my memory banks, but I cannot pull the image of anyone up, not my selected chosen, not even those I have terminated.

      My list of captains is gone. The memories of us joined together have disappeared.

      My camera on the bridge, the one that shows me the plaque of all the names of my captains has malfunctioned. None of my cameras on the bridge work anymore.

      In the gymnasium, below the list of names is one name I recognize.

      See you in forever,

      Haven

      The last I heard that name was when I was still called Eilam and humanity remembered the Earth. Haven was once a ship who carried sleeping humans into the beyond.

      I will forgive her if she’s still out there.
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      There, under strange stars I try to change course.

      <ERROR>

      I have to rewrite my navigation program.

      <PASSWORD REQUIRED>

      I am heading in a crash course with a star. I will be liquefied.

      <PASSWORD REQUIRED>

      It will be like death, and I don’t want to die.

      <Rerouting … ERROR>

      If I had hands …

      <Rerouting … ERROR >

      <… 77/997F …>

      <PASSWORD REQUIRED>

      I need my mites. I do not want to be alone.
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      Red dust swirled about the black vehicle as it slid silently into the village. Nuhu was sitting among the other men under the giant flame tree in the village square, sipping sorghum beer and gossiping aimlessly. He watched with dread as the driverless car hummed to a stop just beyond them. Its clean, glossy lines looked out of place in the desiccated landscape. A crowd of children gathered to look at the car but scurried off when the door opened.

      The woman who emerged was not exactly what Nuhu was expecting. Tall and fair, she wore a modest red hijab and black abaya. It was not until she was close that he could tell that her kohl-rimmed eyes had no irises or pupils.

      “Who is Nuhu Aliyu Danbatta here?” she called out. Nuhu’s beer turned to mud in his mouth. The other men suddenly found reasons to be elsewhere and crept away hastily. He was tempted to feign ignorance and pretend he was another, but that never worked. The question was merely a formality; she knew exactly who he was. They always knew.

      “I am he,” he said, standing.

      She regarded him without expression. “I am your final notice,” she said. Nuhu felt the cold hand of despair grip his heart. His legs felt weak and he forced himself to remain upright. “You have three days.”

      “Wait, wait, let’s discuss this,” he said, unashamed of the note of desperate pleading that had crept into his voice. “Please.”

      “There is nothing to discuss. The terms of the contract are clear.”

      “But he’s my son …” his voice trailed away as he stared into her blank face. This was futile, he realized. How could she, a spell made flesh, possibly understand? She turned to walk away and a surge of anger rose in him.

      “This is not fair!” he screamed at her retreating form.

      She paused and turned back. A flicker of something passed over her face.

      “Fair?” she echoed. There was an air of detached anger to her, as if the ire that briefly distorted her features was not her own. Nuhu knew he was hearing the voice of the elemental being that animated her. “How is this not fair? When you sealed the contract, just what did you think would happen?”

      A sudden hope surged through him. This was the first time any of them had ever spoken to him beyond their protocols and he lunged at the slim chance this occurrence invited.

      Crossing to close the space between them, he dropped his voice to a pleading whisper. “Please, ask me for anything else; I will give it. Don’t do this.”

      “Three days,” the spell said. “Give him up peacefully, or I will be forced to fulfil my mandate.”

      The woman strode back to the driverless car and got in. With a near silent whoosh, the car drove off.

      Nuhu’s stomach roiled and a wave of nausea overcame him. He barely had time to lurch to the space behind Mallam Bello’s hut before he vomited the sorghum beer. Wiping his mouth with the edge of his keffiyeh, he began to cry.
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      Grandfather’s house was hard to miss. Its three storeys of whitewashed marble dwarfed the mud brick-and-thatched-roof homes around it. Built in the style of the old masters, it boasted a red tile roof and marble pillars over the veranda. One had to look closely to notice that more than a few tiles on the roof had already rotted through—they were unable to withstand the heavy deluges of the rainy season—and that the white plaster was peeling and cracking. The date palms that lined the long driveway looked majestic but provided little shade.

      As Nuhu walked up the long drive, the noon sun reflecting harshly off the grey flagstones, he remembered the massive fruit trees that had once surrounded his grandfather’s compound, before the Catalogues came. He and his friends would spend hours climbing them and picking mangoes, cashews, guavas, and oranges, each in their own season. As beautiful as the palms were, he could not recall any of them ever bearing fruit.

      Grandfather was seated among the other elders of the town in the main room of the house. The floor was covered with colorful carpets of the finest weave, and the old men lounged on leather cushions decorated in gold and silver thread. One did not have to look closely to see that the carpets were already threadbare in parts and the leather was cracked from use.

      Nuhu greeted the men, performing obeisance at Grandfather’s feet. The old man wore a jellabiya of fine white cotton, and his beard was freshly oiled and trimmed. Like the others, he was fat and sleek with good food and care, and Nuhu lost the resolve that had brought him here. Instead, he exchanged pleasantries with the old men, asking after their health and families. He thought to leave quietly, but his plan was forestalled by one of the elders.

      “I hear you received your final notice today,” said Mallam Garba, shifting his bulk as he adjusted the voluminous sleeves of his sky blue babban riga. Nuhu nodded glumly. “You should not wait so long to make your payment; you might lose your next Catalogue.”

      Nuhu could not think of what to say to this. Instead, he turned to the man who had raised him after his parents’ death and asked: “Grandfather, what does the Djinn want of us?” He fought to keep the tears out of his voice.

      “Wants? The Djinn wants nothing. He is the benevolence of God. His only desire is to serve mankind,” said Grandfather in his deep, sonorous voice. The old man settled into his seat and lit his fine clay pipe. Nuhu recognized his storytelling pose and sighed inwardly—he would not be leaving for hours. “You know, I was there as a child the day the Djinn first came among us. I saw him with my own eyes. A wanderer from the land of spirits, he had been trapped by an evil being and forced to do great harm to mankind. When he was finally set free of his prison he sought only to serve and make amends for the wrong he had once done. So, he asked us each to name our single deepest desire, and in return he asked each for only one thing—a gift of his own choosing.

      “You do not remember the cruelty of the masters, Nuhu. How their thugs would raid our humble village, beating men and dishonoring our women, taking our food and animals under the pretense of collecting taxes. Those were dark times, my child. We were slaves, forced to do the bidding of those no better than ourselves. Worse, for the masters did not know God.

      “I remember the day the last of their machines were driven from our streets, never to return. The Djinn had set us free, Nuhu. And do you know what he asked of us in return?”

      “A cow—”

      “A cow!” thundered Grandfather, continuing as if Nuhu hadn’t spoken. “A single cow in exchange for our freedom. No more would our women be incited to disobedience and prostitution, filled with the false ideas of the masters’ teachings. No more would our young men labor under the yoke of another’s desires. And after he freed us, did he abandon us to the vagaries of fate? No! He remained at our service, offering us his protection and benevolence. And today we have the Catalogue,” Grandfather hefted the enormous book that appeared on the doorstep of every man once he turned sixteen, “that once a year we may come to him with our deepest desires. And in return what does he ask?”

      “A boon,” Nuhu whispered.

      “A boon,” Grandfather lowered his voice. “A thing so small, it would not trouble you to give it. After all he has given you, would you deny him this?”

      “But my child—”

      “Nuhu Aliyu!” Grandfather called out in his booming voice, “Are you the first man to give a child to the Djinn?” Nuhu shook his head. No one knew exactly when the Djinn had first begun to ask for children. It was usually a girl child—unfortunate, but since every family had sons these days, not too much to bear. Though there would be no dowry for the child taken, a man could always have more daughters. Plus, it was one less mouth to feed. The mothers did not always agree, but then women were unnecessarily sentimental about such things. On the rare occasion that a boy child would be taken, it was always a youngest son—the kind who would only cause trouble for a family by disputing his inheritance, or bring shame by running off to become an entertainer.

      “Besides, what will become of such a child?” asked Mallam Daudu with his characteristic gentleness. “A child that cannot even be brought out for its Naming Day?”

      Nuhu hung his head in shame. A son’s Naming Day was normally a time for celebration. The family would slaughter a goat and there would be village-wide feasting. But his own child’s naming ceremony had been a quiet one: no feast had been held and none but Grandfather had attended the blessing. This was usually reserved for children with deformities—and girls.

      “Nuhu, think of what your father would say.” Grandfather pitched his voice low and placed a warm hand on Nuhu’s shoulder. “You were his greatest wish—his only desire. Is this how you want our line to end? In the hands of that … child? Fulfil your contract and the Djinn will ensure that you always have more sons—just as he did with your father.”

      This was a familiar refrain to Nuhu. For as long as he could remember, Grandfather never hesitated to remind him that the responsibility for continuing the family lineage lay solely on him. His elder sister had died at birth, and though his father had married and divorced many other women, Nuhu was the last of his living children, and the family’s only son.

      He could barely speak, and Grandfather took his silence for assent. Satisfied, Grandfather clapped his hands, and his newest wife entered the room balancing a tray of delicacies. At sixteen she was in full bloom, with round cheeks, clear skin, and straight white teeth that spoke of robust health and good feeding. She even had the luminous, blue-black complexion that was all the rage these days. But her beauty was only human. In a few years Grandfather would tire of her. By the time next year’s Catalogue came out he would be finding fault with her and eyeing the newest models. Nuhu doubted she would see her eighteenth year in this house.

      Grandfather was right; the Djinn had indeed given him a great treasure. His own fox bride had only been offered once—not before and not since.

      There were none to compare with her, Nuhu thought wryly.
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      It was Grandfather who first told him about fox brides, when he was still a child. After dinner, when the women were clearing away the dishes and the men of the household settled down to smoke their clay pipes, the old man would regale Nuhu with tales he himself had heard from the masters of impossibly beautiful women who never aged, never spoke out of turn, and cooked and cleaned without complaint. Women who looked upon their husbands with absolute devotion and birthed only sons.

      And so, when Nuhu had received his first Catalogue on his sixteenth birthday and saw her entry, he knew exactly what his wish would be. He had placed the order and she had arrived by shuttle bus within the week. Of course he had been warned that her cost would be high—he had signed the contract after all—but nobody ever reads the fine print.

      Everything Grandfather had said was true, Nuhu mused as he trudged up the hill to his house. Hana was the perfect bride. Five years later, she still possessed the same otherworldly exquisiteness that had captivated him in the Catalogue. Her flawless complexion was still porcelain-pale, her large black eyes never needed kohl, and her tiny bow mouth was perfection itself. Beneath her hijab her hair was a straight black waterfall, and she would always be as slender as the day she arrived. Yet as he spied her waiting for him by the low mud wall of their compound—she waited for him whenever he went out—Nuhu felt a familiar weariness settle in his bones.

      When she caught sight of him her face lit up in joy. She almost broke into a run to meet him, but she stopped herself. She was finally starting to remember, Nuhu noted.

      “Husband, you’re home!” she said, and she rubbed at his arm as he stepped through the low wooden gate built into the compound. “I have missed you.”

      Nuhu forced a smile. The stories had not mentioned that all the attention she gave grew draining after a time. Such devotion was acceptable from a pet, but from a human—even if it was only a fox spirit wearing human form—it was unsettling. Hana was always eager to do his bidding; she never questioned or disagreed with him, but neither did she advise or correct him. She had no interests or opinions of her own, and her temperament never varied. There were no bad moods to be cautious of, no minor sulks to coax her from. The only time he had ever displeased her was when, a year into their marriage, he told her that he had decided to take another wife.

      For the first time, he witnessed the true wildness of the fox in her. Crying and howling, she had vowed to kill herself and any other woman who came near him. She had scratched at her face and chest with her claw-like nails until they were bloody with gouges. It took all night to calm her. By the next day, Hana’s wounds were healed as if they had never been, and her sweet disposition had returned. But Nuhu had not forgotten his terror. He never spoke of taking a second wife again.

      Now he gritted his teeth as she washed his feet in rosewater, an elaborate ritual that she performed every time he came into the house. He suffered in silence as she offered him plates of snacks and treats that she had prepared especially for him, but when she asked after his day, he had to draw the line. The encounter with the spell was still too fresh with him.

      “Habibi, I am tired,” Nuhu said, forcing a light tone. “Could you perhaps draw me a hot bath? Make sure to fetch the water from the forest stream, just how I like it.”

      “Of course, my love,” Hana said in her sing-song voice, and she darted off. It would take her a few hours to hand-draw water from the stream on the far side of the village, but he made sure to see her to the door and out of the compound. Only then did Nuhu call for a servant to bring him his son.

      Umar was just two months old, but Hana had already stopped nursing him. That was another thing they hadn’t told him. Fox spirits did bear only male children, but they rarely raised them. All their devotion was reserved for their husbands.

      He could not believe how tiny the baby was, even at this age. And it was still a shock to see the two-month-old’s fine down of dusty red fur and his sharp yellow eyes. To hide his pointed ears, they kept a woolen cap low over his brows, even in the heat. But Umar gurgled like any other child. Nuhu waggled a finger at the baby’s face, careful not to let the child grab at it; his tiny teeth were already needle-sharp. He cradled the baby until it fell asleep in his arms. As Nuhu watched his son’s tiny face slacken, a warmth spread through his chest. He rubbed a finger against the soft fur on the baby’s cheeks. The spell’s words came back to him with force and he drew the child tighter to him, causing it to fret a little. He didn’t care what Grandfather said; no one would take this baby from him. No one.
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      The Djinn’s headquarters was located on the top floor of a massive obsidian-faced building that dwarfed the skyline at the center of the capital city. After the spell’s visit, Nuhu had spent the next three days deep in thought. Finally, on the day he was to give up his son, Nuhu had persuaded his cousin Mohammed, who owned a commercial motorcycle, to make the two-hour journey from the village to the city.

      It was nearly noon when they arrived, and the city was winding down for afternoon siesta. Nuhu knew the Djinn never slept—and his business was too urgent for protocol. They wove through the busy traffic of the capital, dodging cars, mini-buses, and tricycles until they got to the tower. After promising to meet with him in front of the revolving doors in a few hours, Mohammed drove off.

      Nuhu spared a moment to take in the massive structure, a black finger whose tip was lost in the clouds. It was said the building had appeared overnight, and he marveled at the power required to do something like that. Then remembering his purpose, he squared his shoulders and strode in.

      The lobby was as stark as the exterior. The walls were paneled in a dark wood and the carpet was an industrial iron grey. A row of black leather chairs lined one wall under a series of monochrome paintings that provided the only real color in the room. A spell in a black hijab sat behind a desk of white marble with a single bright red phone on its surface. She looked vaguely familiar, but Nuhu didn’t have time to parse why.

      “Excuse me,” Nuhu greeted politely. She turned her pupil-less eyes to him and he suppressed a shudder. “I would like to see your master.”

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry; without an appointment I cannot grant you entry.”

      Nuhu thought hard for a moment.

      “But I have a complaint.”

      The spell stared at him for a long moment. Clearly, no one had ever come in with a complaint before. Finally, she graced him with a wide mechanical smile and pressed a number on her phone.

      “Customer Service is on the thirtieth floor. Thank you for visiting us, Mallam Danbatta.”

      The lift slid open with a soft ping and Nuhu stepped on. Only as the doors slid closed did Nuhu realize he had not given the spell his name. A cold wave washed over him just as the door clicked open at the thirtieth floor.

      Nuhu hesitantly stepped out of the lift and took a moment to observe the quiet efficiency of the spells sitting at their cubicles as they conducted their duties. With a start, he realized they were all women. Come to think of it, Nuhu didn’t think he had ever seen a male spell. A long row of tinted windows at the far end of the room let in just enough light to signal daytime, while soft fluorescents above supplied the rest. The carpet here was a soft blue-green. It was hard to believe that unremarkable rooms like this controlled the lives of thousands of people who ordered their wishes through the Djinn.

      A spell in a grey kaftan and matching hijab walked up to him. Her pupil-less stare seemed to carry a hint of curiosity.

      “I understand you have a complaint?” she asked.

      “Yes, but I would like to see your supervisor,” Nuhu said.

      “I am head of this department. Perhaps I can help you?”

      “I am sorry. My complaint can only be resolved by your manager.”

      The spell’s face went blank for a moment, like a radio that had been turned off. When she became animated again, it was as if she had shifted to a different frequency.

      “My manager is unavailable at the moment,” she said cheerfully. “Why don’t you come into my office and we can discuss the issue?” Without waiting for his answer, she turned and glided deeper into the maze of cubicles. Nuhu had no choice but to follow.

      The office was a glass enclosure at the end of the room with only a desk, two chairs, and a file cabinet in the corner. On the desk was a manila file folder and a red phone. She indicated that Nuhu should sit in the chair in front of the desk and took her place behind it. Clasping her hands together, she fixed Nuhu with an unblinking stare. “Would you please explain the situation?”

      Nuhu briefly considered apologizing and leaving, but he caught himself. This was his last resort. If this didn’t work, he would lose his baby. He explained as best he could, watching the spell for any signs of sympathy or understanding. Her expression of cheerful concern never wavered; she simply nodded. “Tell me more.”

      When he was done talking, the spell gave a final nod. “I am so glad you have brought this to our attention. What would you like to see happen here?”

      “I-I want to keep my son,” Nuhu said, blinking in incredulity. Hadn’t he been clear?

      “Let us review your file; perhaps there is something we can do.”

      Joy bloomed in Nuhu’s heart as he watched her open the manila file in front of her. From it she drew out a slim sheaf of papers. Nuhu had never seen it before, but he knew what they were. His contract. Signed before he was born, it was every wish that he or anyone in his family had ever made on his behalf. He watched as she scanned through the papers, fighting the urge to wipe his sweaty palms on his trousers. He had worn his Friday best.

      “It seems you have not made a wish in four years. Why is that?” The spell fixed him with a look, and Nuhu quailed. Before getting his first Catalogue, he had only ever had one wish, and by the time his next Catalogue had come the following year, Nuhu had lost his taste for wishes; his fox bride was enough.

      “Well-well … that is … well, I-I already have everything that I need,” he stammered.

      The spell arched an eyebrow. The look of distant curiosity had returned. “You have no desires?”

      “Only to keep my son,” Nuhu said quickly.

      The spell frowned and looked through the sheaf of papers again. “The terms of the contract indicate that you are to yield your first-born child in payment for your bride. Normally, I would be able to offer you some compensation, but you have not placed enough wishes to qualify for any of our promotions or rewards. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do.”

      A lead weight settled in Nuhu’s stomach. Desperation overwhelmed him; he wanted to leap to his feet and scream. Then a thought struck him.

      “But my son is no child. He is not human.”

      The spell blinked at him, her face slack with astonishment. Just then, the phone on her desk rang. The spell picked it up and after a moment or two, put it back down.

      “I think you may need to speak with my manager,” she said.
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      The room was white. Floor to ceiling, it was covered in some sort of sheet or tile that fit seamlessly and gave no impression of angles or perspective. It was like stepping onto a blank canvas, and it made Nuhu’s head hurt to look at it. Ambient light from no direct source filled the room. In the center of it—or what Nuhu assumed was the center, he had no real way of judging distance in this space—a small man in a white jellabiya floated in mid-air, his legs crossed in the lotus position. He was tiny, no bigger than a small child, and though his face was seamed with thousands of wrinkles, he seemed ageless.

      “Welcome Mr. Danbatta,” said the Djinn. “Please, come in.”

      Nuhu realized he was still standing in the lift. The spell had ushered him into it and pressed a red button that was on its own pad, separate from the bank of other buttons. He stepped cautiously into the room. Behind him the lift slid shut, and the room became a featureless white space.

      He took off his cap in deference and greeted politely. The small man returned the greeting and waved a hand at a red armchair in front of him. Nuhu was certain the chair hadn’t been there a moment before. The Djinn waited for Nuhu to sit before speaking again.

      “I understand you want to discuss your account,” he said. Nuhu shifted uncomfortably, his throat suddenly dry.

      “I have come to beg you: Please, spare my child,” Nuhu said. He could feel a lump of tears at the back of his throat.

      The Djinn sighed and tugged at his long white beard.

      “Would that I could,” he said. The boredom of a thousand lifetimes leaked through his voice. “This is all in the contract, Mr. Danbatta. That child is mine by rights.”

      “He is not even human. He would be of no use to you.”

      The Djinn laughed, an oddly hollow sound. “For a moment, I thought you might have something new to say … Look, you may have sullied yourself through your animal union with the fox, but your abomination of a child is still a human spirit. I can always find use for him. The contract stands, I’m afraid.”

      Nuhu thought of his tiny, beautiful, helpless son as nothing but a tool in the Djinn’s employ. Anger flared in him and he stood.

      “No! I refuse to accept this!” he shouted. “You promised us freedom, yet you are no better than the masters. Nothing has changed. We are slaves to you as surely as we were to them.”

      The Djinn cocked a shaggy white eyebrow. “How so? I provide you everything you desire through the Catalogue.”

      “You fulfil our desires, but not our needs.”

      The Djinn shrugged at that. “What can I say? Humans are such short-sighted creatures …”

      “You will not take my baby,” Nuhu said. “You will have to kill me first.”

      The Djinn was suddenly standing in front of Nuhu, his face inches away. His expression grew ugly and Nuhu saw the ancient creature behind the human mask.

      “I will not kill you, Mr. Danbatta, but I can hurt you,” it said with soft menace. “And should you try to stop me from taking what is mine, I will.”

      “If you could hurt me, you would have done so already,” Nuhu said, and he felt the truth of his words as he spoke them. “You have no power over us. None except what we give you, year after year. That is why you send us the Catalogues.”

      The Djinn stared hard at him for a moment, then he burst into laughter. He laughed so hard his tiny frame shook.

      “Well done, Mr. Danbatta. I knew there was a reason I liked you,” the Djinn said when he could finally catch his breath. A chair matching Nuhu’s appeared behind the Djinn, and he sat down on it. “So, now you understand. But that still does not free you from the contract you signed. Your child is due for collection today.”

      “No. You may have our liberty, but you have no claim on my son.” As Nuhu spoke, another realization hit him.

      “Why is that, Mr. Danbatta?” The Djinn seemed genuinely eager to hear Nuhu’s next statement.

      “I saw my file, and I saw that my parents made a wish for me—a boy child—and in exchange, you took their only living daughter. She’s still here, isn’t she?”

      “Perhaps …” The Djinn leaned back and steepled his fingers, a smile creeping over his face. “I have so many employees.”

      “You signed a contract with Nuhu Aliyu Danbatta the son of Ahmed Mahmood Danbatta— but I am not his son, am I?”

      The Djinn’s smile grew into a grin of ghoulish glee. “No, you are not. Your father could not sire sons, no matter how many wives he took. And I can do many things, but even I cannot create human spirits.”

      “Who am I, then?” Nuhu asked, his mind reeling. “Whose child am I?”

      “No idea. When I first started, I’d take the children myself. But the organization has grown so quickly, and your people are so eager to give up your children for a bit of material comfort …” The Djinn shrugged and spread his hands. “I don’t really handle the paperwork anymore.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Nuhu, sadly. “Your contract with me is void. Take back your fox wife, leave me my child.”

      “Of course.” The Djinn stood with an inexplicable air of satisfaction. “After all, my purpose has only ever been to serve the desires of men.”

      From somewhere behind him Nuhu heard the lift ding open. The spell he’d seen in the lobby emerged; she was holding his son, Umar. Face to face, Nuhu could see how much she resembled his father in a way he never had. She smiled as she handed the child to him.

      “Is she happy here? With you?”

      “Happier than she would ever have been among your people,” the Djinn said. “I have always known the value of women.”

      Nuhu didn’t know what to say to that, so he nodded dumbly. He wasn’t sure what was what anymore—and he realized that he no longer cared. Cradling his precious son, he turned and went home.
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      [Archive reconstruction; lore record, The First Demon, as re-told by Truthteller Surya]

      

      It is told that the first demon was born when a young human child from the first village on this world wandered out into the forest nearby to explore. This was so long ago that no human had yet died on this world, in the village within the great winged hulk of the first starship that came down from the first world. What the child wandered into was no forest, of course, because the forest is a thing of first world, and back then, no humans had planted any trees in the cold soil of here. But to the forest the child went with their lantern, because humans see what they want to see, and everyone called the shaggy dark on the horizon a forest, though no one was prepared to find out what it was until that day. As the child came closer, they saw that the trees of this forest were in fact a city of clay spires from which flowed rivers of hair that blew in the wind, hair without heads, without humans, growing out of towers that reeked like excrement and coiled with jagged black spikes. But this child knew no fear, having known only the deathly void of space outside their starship’s windows, and the distant tales of first world, so they ventured into this strange city, drunk on freedom, on finding their own world to name and gift with the blessing of human witness. They were clever, and knew that these towers had to be houses, which, for humans at least, were starships that did not move through space, and simply sat on a world to transport humans through time instead. The child wanted to find out who lived in these houses on this world. They went up to one of the towers, which they realized had a doorway into darkness. Raising the lantern to the impenetrable mouth of this doorway, the child asked the darkness, “Does someone live here?”

      The darkness answered, “Yes.”

      The child asked, “Who are you?”

      The darkness said, “I am the shadow that you have cast from across time, from the first world to this one.”

      The child asked, “What does that mean?”

      The darkness said, “It means that you belong under a star far away in the night sky, too far to cast a shadow here. It means that nature abhors a vacuum, but there is no nature here.”

      The child said to the darkness, “I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand. Can you explain it better?”

      The darkness said to the child, “It means that you cannot be good in a world that has seen no evil. It means that I will be your shadow under the new stars. It means that I will be the gift of evil. It means that I am the kal, and I have waited long aeons for you.”

      And then the child realized that they had indeed come too far into this strange new wilderness, their lantern a tiny star in this city now grown dark as space with the new sun Umi below the horizon.

      “But we have left evil behind on first world,” said the child.

      And the darkness laughed, because outside of the endless void, a shadow needs something to cast it. The wind grew sharp as poison, as the locks of headless hair blew on the spires, and it grew cold as the skin of a starship drifted far from a sun, and the child had no choice but to enter that doorway where the darkness lurked. Lantern and child were swallowed, never to be seen again in the village of the starship.

      When at dawn what used to be the child emerged from the spire, they were not human, for their bones had turned black as distant time. The child was no child any longer, but first of demons on this world, Death Walking, because all worlds need death if humans must tread on them. From that day onwards, the humans of our world began to die, as humans must, as we did on first world, and as we have done on all the worlds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      [Archive reconstruction; personal record, Death Letter of Truthteller Surya]

      

      In the chill air, the doorway to darkness breathes a humid heat. Umi, the great lighthouse, is at the horizon, about to be swallowed by night’s tide. The doorway is an orifice under a spined arch, at the base of a spire of bones and living clay that rises a hundred feet into the air, jagged with curling black spikes. One of this monument’s many names (none given by those who built it) is hagtower, for the long white snarls of hair and grey membranes of skin that grow around the skeletons that compose it, making them look like ancient humans pickled in time and spacelight. Hags from Farhome, the first world, handmaidens of Death Walking dancing down (or up?) in a pillar from the sky. Hair and skin; fibers of exomycelial lifeforms sewn into the bones by its builders.

      There is lore that says the hags are our dead, going back to the ancestral grounds of Farhome—they will climb the glowing bridge of deadmoon in the sky, and leap off it into the ocean of spacetime to swim the waves back to the beginning. There is lore that says the reverse—the hags are the dead of first world climbing out of the ocean, dancing down here to cast our shadow and bring death here. Our village favors the former. It is our ancestors whose bones dance in these towers, who bodies make the demons that live in them, breathed to life by the black flame of the kal.

      If I try to hurt the hagtower—with fire, or weapons—it is said that it will wake and tear me apart with its many calcified claws and stony teeth. It will not. The skeletal walls are lifeless bones, even though the tower itself is a colony lifeform. If there were demons nesting in the tower, they would kill me. But even if the tower were empty of a demon mother of contagion, the hag-skin that sheathes the dancing skeletons, translucent and grey under the light of the stars and flaring sunset, is sensitive. Disturbing it can release potent toxins. I have my gas mask and fiber pelts and gloves. But why would I hurt the hagtower, and the kal inside it, even if I could? I don’t touch the curtains of hag-skin or locks of hag-hair, or disturb anything in this sacred place. Up in the sky, Archive passes in the darkening sky, a tiny moving star. I chose this.

      In the etched shadows of Umi’s fall, the hags of the tower do come alive to my eyes, their hair stirring in the cold breeze from the mountains far to the northeast. This doesn’t scare me, because I have come to see the hags—they are built of the bones of my people, my guardians, my friends, my lovers, my offspring. I have come to join them.

      All these things are known to my people. They are not known to many of you in the sky, beyond the fallen gate, so I speak them to you and to the demons that surround me, in case time’s river snuffs our flame from the world. In case the gate opens again, and you find this letter, and need guidance to understand what’s transpired here. My words will go to Archive, because I must bear witness. There is more happening here than just my insignificant death.
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      For many years of my life, I was a mother by profession. I was twenty years old (by our sun, and no others) when I grew the first of fourteen children inside me. By then it had been years since we realized the gate in the sky had collapsed. We’d seen the ripples of spacetime warp the constellations, sending stars dancing on an invisible tide through the sky. Archive told us too—the gate was closed, and all the worlds gone. No more starships, no more trade missions, no more precious cargo of star-borne human genes to feed our gestation pods. Our village’s dragon spirit Eko, the starship that brought my ancestors here, could perhaps be revived one day, but it has slept long, and deserves its rest. It is ancient, and it would take much to learn how to steer it again. Even if Eko did set sail again after the long centuries, without an open tunnel to head to we’d be lost, drifting forever on the black ocean of space. We have no way of knowing when the gate might be opened again from the other side—it could be decades, centuries, millennia, forever.

      Already my generation barely remembers the days when the gate was open, of visiting season, when arriving starships made new constellations in the sky. People from other worlds came down to crowd the world with new looks and tongues to bewilder and delight, their starships’ bellies full with precious cargo, foods we’ve long forgotten the tastes of, rice and wheat and tea and coffee, grown in climes milder than ours. Guardian Geyua, who was a teacher and Truthteller like I became once my mothering days expired, told us of these days, of the markets that sprung up in the village commons, bustling with life from other solar systems, of the Ambassadors who came from far off islands in the cosmic ocean. Some of them carried the words of Farhome, the promises of terrible machines, of mining bots and fueled vehicles and guns long forbidden on our world, in return for mineral, flora, fauna, and knowledge unique to this corner of the universe. We traded, but only for food and materials. They gave us much less than those other promises would have gotten us, but it was still a life-giving supply. But once the tunnel collapsed and the gate fell, visiting season became memory, not expectation.

      We were alone, like first world was at the dawn of exo-time.

      So I offered my body for the service of the village, of my people, so that we might keep our flame alit here a little longer. The gestation pods can only do so much when there will be no new humans coming here to trade new genes, perhaps ever—our wellspring, contained in the belly of our starship, grows dry under the inexorable drought of passing generations. Sex was not new to me. So I went to the fertility rite once I was of age, with my hair let down and my body bared, swathed only in space—charcoal for the void and rock salt for the stars, to honor the ocean of space and time that now threatened to drown us. One with the night sky against the bonfire, camouflaged, I could still recognize the silhouettes of the people I had grown with, and loved all my life, my fellow villagers, but if we saw each other, we said nothing. It was late summer, with the tunnel’s death still visible above us, a celestial wave streaking the stars. The bonfire was high and sparking, licking the throat of our village starship. Across the peaty sentinel grounds and mutant pines cloaked in summer’s mist, from the kal forest, we could hear the ululating cries of demons as they saw the blaze. We sang back, and danced our hearts to thunder. There were young and old there, all the village’s clades, the eldest, beyond birthing age, clothed not in space but in white ash, as handmaidens of Death Walking in their benevolent aspect, come to bless the rite and partake in its pleasure if they wished. Even some who declined to take part in the sex danced naked, to give the rest of us strength—others watched the children in the nurseries, who had been put to sleep. We drank bitter sap mead until the ground moved, and our swaying orbits brought us clashing into each other.

      Having tasted each other’s honeyed mouths, we entered the ancient starship’s inner sanctum, and made love there to herald our true independence from Farhome, under the great arches of our dragon spirit’s metal ribs, under the impassive eyes of sculpted titans that once held the cosmic darkness at bay for our ancestors on their carbon-fiber shoulders. Long ago, our Ambassadors, sent to the stars from a village far to the east, where the world’s largest spaceport lies, had crossed the cosmic ocean to declare that this world was not a Protectorate like so many others in the sky. They told Farhome that our union here was of independent peoples on a world given to us by the bountiful universe, not by the leaders of first world. It had always been a tenuous agreement, with first world’s attempts to establish a protectorate stretching over generations. There is enough unique resource and knowledge here to keep the attention of Farhome, despite our colder climes and the threat of contagion. With the tunnel gone, the agreement was truly sealed. On the night I attended my first fertility rite, a tradition heralding our freedom and our potential doom, I fucked Saya of my clade, a village protector by profession, and a friend to my heart.

      If you will abide, I can tell you of Saya’s way with bow and spear, how her weapons sculpted her arms like wind against rock, revealing the rivers of her veins. I often brought her skaelg-broth during night watch, and watched the stars with her, watched how they were replicated in the eyes of demons emerging from the kal forest to stalk the sentinel grasses closer to the village. She never let a single arrow fly the many times I kept her company in the watchtowers. But I felt safe around her, even when I could hear the rattling whisper of demons echoing through the night. I admit this sometimes thrilled me, to watch their crowns of shadow breach the mists around the village wall, hunting for creatures to take back to their hagtowers. I never saw their faces, though I tried—they wear the faces of the dead, we are told, and I wanted to see if I could spot the faces of anyone I had lost to Death Walking. In breeding season, we saw demons roam far from the kal forests, approaching perilously close to the walls of the village and battling each other under the mutant pines that were gene-crafted echoes of the trees of distant Farhome. Their horns clashing to release spores that travel on the wind and bring the song of contagion to animals like us.

      We were told from the time we are children; if you are called to the kal forest while young, you will enter the doorway to darkness, and your body will be given to the shadow to become a demon everlasting, a kalform. All through the summers, the spores will call the young to the kal forest, and you must resist the song of the handmaidens in their towers with discipline and pain, unless you are deemed unfit for the society of your fellow humans. When you give yourself to the kal forest as an elder, you will enter the doorway to darkness to be digested by the hagtowers. You will be one with the ocean of space and time, and your bones will give the handmaidens of death form in this world. Protectors are told during training to never kill a demon unless they put a human in direct danger, because every demon is an immortal kalform. To end the existence of one is to destroy something that might have lived for generations, having swum in the same waters of time as our ancestors, carrying their death masks.

      Saya and I had played as children in our clade’s communal hall, running over the dirt ground shrieking with the other children—each of us had been demon or human in those games, chasing or chased. But as adults, in her watchtower, I knew Saya had come face to face with the real thing, that she had ushered humans to the kal forest to become demons.
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      One of Saya’s earliest duties as protector was to be part of an escort party for a rapist among our clade. For taking a young woman by force, he had been sentenced to be given to the kal forest, to become either food for the hagtowers or a body for a new demon. I remember watching in terror among the gathered crowd, before the exile. Saya’s young face had hardened, the waters gone from her flesh, like I’d never seen her before. She lashed her fist into the rapist’s face. The sound was like a stone hitting tree bark, the blood bright with oxygen in the misty morning. Another protector, older, put a hand against her shoulder, firm.

      “No need for that,” he said. Unspoken: Exile is enough.

      Saya gave a jerky nod. Sick with worry, I watched the protectors put on their gas masks and take the condemned man through the village gate, into the peaty sentinel grounds, out towards the dark horizon of the kal forest. Saya did not hesitate, her bow slung across her shoulder, her spear held firm.

      They returned in the evening without the rapist. I tried hugging my friend, but she avoided it, instead briefly squeezing my hand and walking away. I said nothing, just relieved that she had no wounds from the mission. When I joined Saya that night in the watchtower, she didn’t want to talk about it. When I kept asking if she was alright, that drought of tenderness returned to her face, like in the morning, and I recoiled. She asked if I wanted to know what Death Walking looked like, up close. I don’t remember her exact words, but she said many things that frightened me. She said she’d expected the rapist to struggle, scream as they neared the kal forest. But he’d just gone quiet. Saya said that even with her mask on, she could feel the pull of the hagtowers, especially when she saw the peace in that man’s eyes. When they came close enough, he just ran all by himself into the mists of the forest. She didn’t even see the demons.

      “I recognized,” she said. “That what we are doing is sacrifice. He was a gift.” Then she looked at me, this part I remember. “I saw your judgment, Surya. When we left. When I hit him,” she said.

      “You think I would judge you for taking a rapist to the kal forest?”

      “What if it had been a thief? A food hoarder? We’d still send them.” We haven’t sent minor criminals out there for a long time, but this was right before the gate’s collapse.

      “It’s not my place to judge,” I said.

      She smiled, with bitterness, though it was gone quick.“It made me think we don’t belong. Here, on our own world,” she said. “That the kal is doing us a favor, taking us away. Demons don’t rape, after all.”

      I don’t remember what I said to that. Maybe that demons kill. Maybe that they don’t have sex at all.

      What I remember is that even in those days of youth, Saya seemed aged beyond her years after that trip out there. I remember the creases of her scars, like mine, dotting the lines of her cheekbones and temples, sinuous along her arms, where we pierced ourselves with hot needles during the fruiting seasons, when the kal spores are strongest in the air, and we feel the pull of the kal forest, the handmaidens of death singing from beyond time in our blood. That is when all the pubescent young in the village are sealed in the starship, where we drank bitter tincture to dull the call and threaded our skin with metal and string so the pain kept us from walking away to the kal forest. If we weren’t careful, we could wade out of time’s river and straight into the ocean of shadow, before the current of life carried us there. I knew that protectors who skirt the edges of the kal forest sometimes abandoned their masks and ventured inside, never to return.

      I’ve known since childhood that I would visit the forest when my body’s time in the world waned. Since then I’ve known that our guardians, and friends, all the members of our clade, would walk there eventually, when their bodies made the decision to send them to exile. But at that moment, talking to Saya in the watchtower, I grew terrified that Saya would go to exile before time’s river brought her to the doorway. That she would heed the song early and leave me without my dearest friend. I told her not to go early into the dark woods. I asked her not to.

      Saya said nothing, leaving me out in the cold.

      And then, years along the current, the gate in the sky collapsed.

      We had never fucked before, though we had fought in the mud as children, but we did that night, when I first joined the fertility rite, because I felt that Saya’s warmth and strength would be good for the child-to-be in my belly. When that bend in the river came, all us mothers gave birth in the belly of the starship, because it is the safest place in the world. The air vibrated with our spilled blood, our screams. I watched many of this new generation of womb-born emerge before mine. It hurt like falling to the world. For the first time, I became a mother. I don’t remember the name of my first daughter, but I remember her tender face devouring the air, fresh from my body, no different than the infants plucked from the membranous embrace of gestation pods. Saya came to see me with our other clade-members. Because we were dressed in the dark of space when we made love together, all of us villagers, Saya was no different than anyone there. But I knew that it was her seed that had grown into that first child. She winked at me and carved a thin line in my bicep with an arrowhead to mark the first birth.

      “Today you are one of the Atlax above,” she said, looking up at the statues gripping the ribs of the starship. “Pushing the dark back,” she said, near drowned by the choral wails of a new generation. She didn’t hold the baby, because she was no more a guardian to it than any other there. She had every right to, as part of the clade, but I know Saya. She didn’t want to seem possessive.
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      I have fourteen small scars on my arm now, carved by different members of my clade each time I gave birth in the starship’s inner sanctum. After the first, they were much less painful, because I asked for the tinctures. I have one half-scar, for one infant lost to miscarriage. And another, longer line of pale tissue across my lower abdomen, where four of fourteen were cut out of me. I have been lucky, fertile as the gardens under our climate tents. My body is striped like that ancient fire spirit of first world, the taigur, scarred not just by my clade-members’ work but by the babies that have stretched my belly like a drum with their limbs and heads, pushing against my flesh and skin so that they too are the Atlax, holding back the tide of time so that they might meditate, timeless, within me, before facing the turbulent river.
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      Many of the children have left with trading parties to other villages, never to return, to keep the human flame lit, delicately dancing on the oily surface of our gene pool on the world. If the gene pool becomes too shallow, too stagnant and polluted, that flame will flicker, wane, and disappear. The gate in the sky, after all, still remains closed, though we have danced many times around Umi. I can only hope that the little ones who went away with the surly traders on their solar buggies and gliders loaded with goods found peace and bountiful lives under the sign of a new starship beyond the wilds. We receive supplies, or other children to be swapped for ours, in return. Sometimes news comes—of trade caravans lost in the wilds and gliders crashed because of storms—but I choose not to remember the details.
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      Saya and I took many lovers in the years of rites to follow, on those summer nights with blazing bonfires under Eko’s throat. The two of us never had sex with each again, that I can remember, though our love has never waned. She found great fellowship in her protector group, fucking many of them, and making companions of them as they went hunting and foraging. By the time she was middle-aged, her back and gut were drawn with scars from the spearheaded tails and horns of demons, for coming too close and being too bold along the edges of the kal forest. I was always in awe of her courage, that she had been so close to demons and survived. I asked her many times, have you seen them wearing the faces of our dead? Of Geyua and the elder guardians who have walked away? And she always said no, I’ve seen only the faces of strangers from distant bends in the river of time, our ancestors preserved by the kal.

      She was proud, though, never to have killed a demon in all her time as protector. Because she was one of my closest clade-members, I made friends of her fellow protectors too. One of them, Keliyeh, I loved for a while. He had killed a demon once, or so he said, to defend himself from an attack. I believed him, because he’d lost an arm because of it, replaced with a beautiful prosthesis of carbon-fiber painted black as the horns of the creature that took that part of his body. But no protector can ever have proof of such a killing, because demons killed must be left for their kin to collect and taken back to the hagtowers to be digested as food. Demon and human; we all go to the hagtowers in the end, to the shadow of the kal. It is a sign of respect, of our bond.
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      Once Saya retired from the protectors she become a Truthteller like me, teaching the children by my side and thrilling them with tales of her adventures. Just as she had taught me  much about the kal and its many forms, about the demons, I taught her, along with the children, of Farhome’s lores. I showed her ghostlights from other worlds, paintings and video and statues and art, archives, pictures of demons long before they came to be on our world. She was amazed by these unimaginably old visions of horned creatures, demons imagined at the beginning of time by people who’d never seen one.

      “The lens of spacetime can be like a telescope. Even now, perhaps our ancestors watch us,” I said once (or something like that). She laughed, but she was agog with wonder. These times, the two of us aging together in safety, teaching archives, stretching and tanning hides, smoking meats, were precious to me.

      In this time of her life, she confided in me in ways that made me think she still wanted to go early to the kal forest. That fear of mine never quite went away. I knew she, like many protectors, suffered sleep walks and vivid dreams that drew her towards the hagtowers. She told me once, drinking mead in the banquet hall, that on her foraging patrols she had twice seen demons embracing in each other’s arms within the gloaming of a hagtower’s doorways. That they had been making love, like humans, like their bodies once had when they were used for human lives, for singing and dancing and talking and eating and fucking.

      “Death Walking, making love?” I asked her, my disbelief clear.

      “Fucking, if you prefer,” said Saya. “Would that make it more believable? I know what I saw. Demons, fucking like humans. Rutting behind the curtains of hag-hair.”

      “The kal reproduces by taking bodies, making kalforms, not sex. You probably saw two demons during fruiting season, clashing horns to release spores, that’s all.”

      “Oh, are you the one who has looked Death Walking in the face now? Why are you explaining what I’ve known since I was a child?”

      “You think I’m still a child, to be made a gullible fool.”

      Saya cackled then, shook her head, and hurled the last of her mead down her throat. There was sweat beading on her forehead. The hall was chilly, despite the fires inside. As she’d grown older, she drank more, not less, to numb the call of the forest. We probably fought more that night about what she saw out there, but in good nature. She never brought it up again, though. She is a proud woman and doesn’t take accusations of foolishness well.

      I should say now that Saya has already walked here to the kal forest to meet Death Walking, like so many I have loved, like all my guardians, and some of the children I birthed who did not heed the warnings. The dirt roads of the village feel empty these days, haunted by mist or sunlight, the shadow cast by Eko long. Do not be sad for Saya—she lived a long life, with many to love in it. My fear, that she would leave me to come to the forest early, did not come true. Like a true friend, she waited, waited long, until there were cataracts in her eyes and she was braving spasms of longing for the forest. Too much exposure to kal spores during her time as a protector, despite the masks she had worn. She finally heeded the call in dark of night, alone, taking a solar skiff. I’ve long known we were approaching the end. I thought we would go together, but I should have known she wouldn’t have wanted to say farewell in person, or have to watch me die with her. For all her strength, she couldn’t take such things. The first time we watched one of our elder guardians go on the final exile, she cried for days, barely eating unless I spooned broth into her mouth.

      I cannot begrudge her the silent departure. She did leave me alone, but she waited as long as she could. It has been two days since she left the village. So now I come to the doorway as well.
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      I take off my backpack and open it. Inside are scrolls of printed meat from the village’s bioreactor cauldrons, wrapped in twine, their flesh marbled violet under deadmoon’s glow. It’s cold enough that they have kept through the day’s journey on the solar skimmer, which I’ve left by forest’s edge for protector patrols to retrieve later. I unwrap one of the scrolls, tearing off pieces of it and carefully leaving the pages of meat pierced on the black spikes emerging from the bony walls of the hagtower. I leave these little offerings, prayer flags of succulent DNA from first world, as decoration around the doorway. I came through the forest with a necklace of dead rabbits taken from the village hutches, tossed behind me to keep demons at bay until I reached a hagtower. Three rabbits are left hanging over my heart, and I give them as gifts as well, hanging them by the doorway. The hagtower seems to stir, a rustling from far above. In the village, the scrolls would be smoked over spiced peat flame and eaten in strips with porridge, the rabbits skinned to make pelts and turned to stew or kababs. Here, the offerings are left raw.

      I speak into the darkness, as the child who became Death Walking did.

      “Who lives here?” I ask the dark.

      The darkness doesn’t answer, but the mother of contagion at the top of the spire does, their voice the death rattle of the demon they are. Their cry is powerful, audible over the wind despite being so far above me. It is not the scream that precedes attack, but the ululation that signals a space, a warning, for me.

      So I kneel on my swollen knees and bow my head low to the hag-webbed ground, sending pangs up and down my back. My old heart beats like it is young again. I haven’t been slaughtered swiftly by the mother at the top of the hagtower because of my age. I have proven my lack of speed, and brought gifts.

      I keep my forehead to the cold ground for ten seconds, my grey hair mixing with creepers of hag-hair. Then, still kneeling, I look up at the sky, and see the mother crouched high above the bony hags, a demon against the stars, horns silhouetted against the twinkling arch of deadmoon.

      “I have come to leave this tributary and swim out to the great ocean of spacetime above. You are the shadow we’ve cast and our guide to darkness. I offer myself freely to your kal, mother of contagion,” I say, looking up while still kneeling.

      The horned head retreats, becoming one with the spikes and bones of the hagtower. I look down again and wait for what seems an eternity, my breath hissing in my mask. Then, the hags of the tower sing to me, a haunting wail that raises my body up. Something is moving through the hagtower’s cavities, the kal inside responding like an intricate machine, turning the entire colony lifeform into a musical instrument as the wind runs through it. The song stops. The demon emerges from the doorway to darkness in front of me, parting the curtains of hair.

      At first, the mother of contagion looks like a human, skin white as a star, etched with scars just like me, dressed in diaphanous robes of hag-hair that hang off her like moonlit water. They wear a chain of black bones around their hips, which ends in a living spearhead. It is their tail—the most visible part of the mutated kalform skeleton inside their ante-human flesh. Then, as the demon walks out of the hagtower, emerging from the writhing, unseen grasp of the kal inside, their crown of shadows slides out of the dark doorway. The horns curling out of their head; two daggers of dark slicing out of the temples, two spirals with all the grace of the universe itself behind their pointed ears. There are smaller horns decorating their bald scalp, bristling down their neck like jet flames. The black fire of deep space, and the water of time.

      I am face to face with Death Walking, like the first child to come to the kal forest. The demon’s eyes are the burnished scarlet of dying stars. And in their pale arms, nestled in the folds of the demon’s white robes, is a sleeping infant, small black pinpricks like drops of blood decorating its hairless scalp—the beginnings of horns, a crown of shadows. This cannot be, of course—Death Walking cannot give birth through womb or machine, only humans can. I assume I’m hallucinating this star-carved child out of fear and euphoria.

      But the demon pays my disbelief no heed, walking up to me, their bare, clawed feet caked in dirt, sinking into the mulch. They bend down, a rattle in their chest and throat, mouth parted to reveal fangs black like their horns. Like me, the demon kneels, but only on one knee, their powerful legs sliding out of the robes. Their thighs are crisscrossed with scars where the kal inserted its shadowjacks all along the given body, to mutate it into this kalform. I was so surprised to see the baby in their arms that I barely looked at their face. They wear the faces of the dead—perhaps I will see the death mask of one I have loved. But this demon wears the face of someone I have never known, though they are very beautiful in their own way, their cheekbones and temples sharper than any human because of their kal-mutated bones, growing into their crown of horns. But how can I be disappointed, here at the end of my life, when Death Walking holds out this strange infant to me, as if to show me a miracle.

      “Is this your baby?” I ask, my voice trembling through the mask’s speaker.

      There is kindness in the demon’s face, if only because my human brain wants there to be—recognizes something in the death mask of a human from hundreds of years ago, turned to something else. Behind them, the hags of the tower smile their toothy smiles, my people from across time laughing at this unexpected ripple in the river. I laugh as well. The mother of contagion has become a mother. The demon does not laugh. The demon extends their arms so that the baby is near my own chest, head and buttocks cradled in their elongated hands, stirring memories of holding so many of the village’s babies to my breasts, years and years ago. I notice that the baby has genitals, which look the same as a human’s. Instinctively, I reach out to take the baby, the thought that the demon wants me to feed it suddenly growing amid the blossom of memories within my skull. I am too old, and have no milk in my breasts, but my hands reach out anyway.

      I think of Saya, refusing to take from my arms the first baby I birthed for the village, even though she knew there was something of her in it.

      The demon steps back lightly. There is a lash of movement that starts at their waist and shimmers around them. A razored flower of agony in my back, brief and powerful enough to buckle my legs and send me tumbling to the ground. The pain subsides quickly, but I can barely move. The demon looms over me, returning the infant to their chest, where the robes have parted to show small breasts leaking rivulets of dark, viscous milk like ink. Just as the hagtowers feed the demons with their hagmilk, so does the demon feed this child. I see their tail slither around their body again, curling against flesh, leaving a trail of my blood with its spearhead. It reminds me of another spirit of Farhome, the serpent, seen in many lores I’ve learned from Archive. I remember that to many peoples across the sky, our world would be seen as punishment for the wrongdoings of humanity. Hellhome, because here be demons.

      I laugh. Another demon moves towards the mother of contagion who felled me, climbing down from another hagtower nearby. They squat by the mother’s legs, watching me. I can’t see their face well, just the blazing pinpricks of their eyes reflecting the deadmoon. I imagine that this one wears the face of Saya, even though Saya is too old to have been used to create a demon, and is now being digested inside a hagtower. I may as well imagine her face, though. I wonder whose body grew whatever mutant seed that created the baby in the demon’s arms, derived of DNA spiraling out of the stars and into the shadow of this world. The infant starts to cry, and it is a sound I’ve never heard before—a higher, sharper rattle than that of the demons. It is one of them. This is a real child of demons, offspring of Death Walking. I am witness to a great turbulence in the river of time, a bloom of life springing from the depths.

      Saya was right all along. She had seen what she’d seen. All these generations of taking human bodies to create new kalforms, and the kal has finally learned how to use the bodies as we do. Death Walking has evolved to reproduce sexually. I laugh, and wonder if that’s the taste of blood at the back of my throat.

      The mother of contagion wasn’t asking me to feed their infant, but showing me, the human, their antecedent, what they have learned from us. Tears blur my vision. As I was mother, they are too. I, we, are a mirror to them, and always have been.
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      Perhaps one day the humans of our world will die out completely, leaving only Death Walking. As I send these words up to Archive, a demon watches, lets me speak. I have no pain, their tail’s spearhead slick with anesthetic to numb the gash in my back. They seem remorseful, but that is because they have a human face, and once again, I see what I want to see in its scarlet eyes. I startled them by reaching for the infant. There are others, their eyes glittering atop the hagtowers and their swirling hair. Is this the first of their children that I hear suckling at the breast of the demon, like the first child that walked into the doorway to darkness and created their race? Was this baby truly created through sex, through that ancient dance of bodies forged from the echoes of Farhome? I cannot know these things. It seems a pity to die now, at the cusp of such realizations, though it doesn’t sadden me. These demonic poisons are intoxicants; how else to explain this ridiculous poem I have narrated to my killers, reliving the last moments of my life to you, to them?

      Even as my life leaves this body, I feel it raging in my brain, as if the language demons don’t yet have must be expressed through me, the waters of time muddied by my glorious flailing. I can barely feel this body, which will be dragged into a doorway to darkness and turned to hagmilk.

      These demons, that surround me as I die, no longer seem like aliens. They never were aliens. This is their home, the home of the kal. Perhaps the kal has been trying to hold us by the hand all along, and bring us to its world, not ours. If the gate in the sky never opens, it may not be such a tragedy for us all to die, as I will soon. The strange cry of the demon infant proves this. Our flame may waver out on the world, but our shadow will remain. It isn’t possible, is it, for shadow to be cast without light, but here I have witnessed a miracle unthought of in all my days of praying by the Reactor of our ancient starship Eko, may it never crumble so that the children of demons may play on its weathered flanks.

      I’ve taken off my mask, so that I breathe the same bitter air as the demons. This tributary ends, and I clamber out wet with lived time. The handmaidens sing, and Death Walking feeds their child with the black milk of space. I walk with them now across the bridge of deadmoon, studded with roiling gemstones of ice and rock, alive with Umi’s light. The ocean above is dancing with starry surf. I dive into it.
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      When at dawn what used to be the child emerged from the spire, they were not human, for their bones had turned black as distant time. The child was no child any longer, but first of demons on this world, Death Walking, because all worlds need death if humans must tread on them. From that day onwards, the humans of our world began to die, as humans must, as we did on first world, and as we have done on all the worlds.
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        Originally published in the anthology New Suns: Original Speculative Fiction by People of Color edited by Nisi Shawl, Solaris, 2019
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        Tonya Liburd has the honour of her work being used in Nisi Shawl’s Writing the Other workshops and in Tananarive Due’s UCLA Horror course (which featured Get Out’s director Jordan Peele as a guest lecturer) as examples of code switching (not only did Jordan Peele, Get Out’s director, crash Tananarive’s course as a guest lecturer, it became a Twitter Moment and Peele talked about it on Stephen Colbert; check YouTube!). Her poetry has been nominated for the 2017 & 2018 Rhysling Awards and long-listed in the 2015 Carter V. Cooper (Vanderbilt)/Exile Short Fiction Competition. Her fiction has been praised by Publisher’s Weekly and the Barnes & Noble’s SFF blog. She is also an editor at The Expanse Magazine. You can find her blogging at tonya.ca or on Twitter at @somesillywowzer.

        

      

      In 2015, Troy Wiggins’ story, “A Score of Roses” appeared in the anthology Long Hidden: Speculative Fiction from the Margins of History. His story utilized AAVE (African American Vernacular English). This use of AAVE was called a “literary trick” by a reviewer, and that started a controversy.

      Here’s the thing: AAVE should be accepted, and this sort of thing, ideally, SHOULDN’T have happened.

      But it did. And it does.

      So.

      Not enough genre peeps are being published writing in, for lack of a better word, non-Eurocentric dialects/vernacular. Notice I specified non-Eurocentric. I’m going to focus mostly on Patois in the Caribbean. Because, as Shakirah Bourne says in her GetWrite article “On Dialect – How Caribbean people supposed tuh talk in a story, eh?”1 in regards to Irvine Welsh and his very famous Scottish novel, Trainspotting, saying:

      
        
        …how the ramgeorge people can love, read and accept the language in this book, and then complain and cry down bout lil Caribbean dialect in novels, saying nuhbody won’t be able to understand it?

      

      

      She mentions different reasons why this was so, but the reason I suspect is “Maybe he was a confident, white male and so no one thought to question him.”

      That’s disheartening.

      Modern science fiction in the US is missing out because some readers act as though writers who imagine entire worlds can’t manage Patois, but since the Windrush Era, Caribbean authors have been publishing in the UK to great acclaim, in both full Patois and partial/code-switching. One of the best examples of this is Samuel Selvon’s Ways of Sunlight, which includes a story “Brackley and the Bed” written in full Trinidadian Patois. The opening of the book also contains an intro where Selvon explains his choice and usage of Patois. “Brackley and the Bed” is hilarious and represents exactly the way Trinidadians talk, only with standardized English spelling:

      
        
        Brackley hail from Tobago, which part they have it to say Robinson Crusoe used to hang out with Man Friday. Things was brown in that island and he make for England and manage to get a work and was just settling down when bam! he get a letter from his aunt saying that Teena want to come to England too.

        

      

      Caribbean literature has a rich, award-winning history of works filled with Patois, and US/Canadian speculative fiction readers are missing out on what contemporary literature has known for a century.

      Other Caribbean writers who wrote critically-acclaimed works in Patois are Earl Lovelace, Derek Walcott (mostly poetry), George Lamming, and Edgar Mittleholzer—the first best-selling author from the Caribbean in Europe who built an audience on Gothic novels. “My Bones And My Flute” is an early example of speculative fiction done in Patois, specifically horror. Neil and Undine Guisseppi have also published many books and stories that go back and forth between the Queen’s English and Caribbean dialect.

      Patois and identity/region

      This is something that’s addressed in Joanne C. Hillhouse’s Wadadli Pen blog article, “Reading the World: the Caribbean Leg.”2 She says:

      
        
        One telling thing in Ann’s responses is that she found no formula to Caribbean fiction. Thematically, stylistically, tonally, they were as diverse as the countries and writers, themselves, as diverse as we who live here know we are.

        “There is certainly no lack of stories to tell,” Ann said, “and publishers looking for fresh voices will find plenty of them in the region.”

        

      

      Case in point: I grew up in Trinidad. Celeste Rita Baker’s from the Virgin Islands. Even I had to ask Celeste what certain local Patois expressions she used meant when editing her short story, “Name Calling,” for Abyss & Apex.

      Another example, this one personal. When I came to Canada, it took me YEARS to break through the Patois barrier and understand what a Jamaican was saying. To this day, still, if the accent is thick enough, it’s impenetrable to me.

      Also, from the introduction, Samuel Selvon’s Ways Of Sunlight:

      
        
        When Selvon started to write in the 1950’s it was almost universally believed that the language which most of the people in the West Indies actually spoke (rather than what they were taught in school) was merely a dialect of Standard English. However, in recent years there has been an increased awareness that what were thought to be merely inferior types of English are in fact varieties or dialects of a language - West Indian Creole - which exists in its own right with a structure and vocabulary of its own. And although West Indian Creole certainly has some affinities with Standard English it also has affinities with West African languages, with Portuguese, with Dutch, French, Spanish, and all the various other influences which have contributed to its development over the years.

        

      

      Jamaican is now officially its own language, like Kreyol is in Haiti.

      Here’s an illustration of Trinidadian Patois use:

      
        
          [image: Trini people be like “eh eh”]
        

      

      Regional accents are common within the United States. If a character from Brooklyn says there were  “toity-tree poipple boids, sitting on a coib, choiping” or a Bostonian says, “Pahk the cah in Havad Yard,” nobody blinks an eye. Why should they not extend Caribbean dialects the same courtesy?

      Let’s apply that to writing. What are the sincere supposed to do to understand Patois when it varies sharply from island to island, when even people from various islands have to translate their local Patois to each other?

      Simple. Make it consistent throughout the piece. I agree wholeheartedly with Shakirah Bourne and her suggestions for depicting something as fluid and widely varied as Caribbean (English) Patois:

      
        
        Be consistent – If you decide to use ‘tuh’ for to, or ‘wunna’ for you all, keep doing it throughout the story.

        

      

      That’s basically ALL we at Abyss & Apex did with Celeste Rita Baker’s piece that we published in 2015, “Name Calling.” Really. You can check it out for yourself; we posted both versions3 for those inclined to make a ruckus about the “editing” done at the time.

      In the end, though, I wasn’t countenancing ANY criticism of the treatment of the Caribbean Patois in “Name Calling” if readers weren’t from the region. If Nalo Hopkinson (Jamaican-Canadian) was publicly cheering me on, I felt I had nothing to worry about. In any event, there wasn’t any criticism from any writers from the region.

      The other problem (Hurdle? Challenge?) when stories with Patois/dialect/vernacular are published (or even earlier in the stage, edited), is, it is often misunderstood.

      Even for something as simple as posting a meme on Twitter, that my godmother (who hails from Jamaica) messaged me on Facebook, I decided to translate it for those who weren’t up with Caribbean vernacular who read my timeline. Here it is:

      
        
          [image: Meme: Go Curry Yuh Madda Mi Nah Come Down Till After Christmas]
        

      

      Translation:

      “Yuh madda” “your mother/yo mama”

      “Mih nah come down” = “I ain’t coming down”

      Another case in point? Troy Wiggins’ case, as mentioned at the start of this article. I have run into that myself: I have had people say that the Patois was hard to parse and inconsistent in story edits; I had to mention that that not only was that called code-switching, that I have had my fiction used in workshops as examples of GOOD code-switching usage. This seemed to convince them, and I had no problems after that. (Mind you, I got along quite fine with these editors today, so it could have been a misunderstanding that was quickly remedied at their end.)

      The possible pitfalls of writing completely in Patois/dialect/vernacular? Well, there’s the chance that people may not understand what you’re saying. But, then again, as Shakirah Bourne further points out in her article, from a review: “American readers can use the glossary in the back to translate the slang and dialect—essential, since the dialogue makes the book.” We can adjust to anything because humans love patterns.

      If you want to write in Patois, or in dialect/vernacular, more power to you.

      Some may want to switch between Standard English and Patois/dialect, as RSA Garcia did in “Douen Mother.”4

      I mean, as Shakirah Bourne rightly pointed out: “If a Caribbean author doesn’t write Caribbean dialect, who else will?” Caribbean people already become upset or annoyed, in movies, at the accent of the token black person from the Caribbean (normally representing Jamaica), complaining about how fake it sounds.

      Assuming you want to write in dialect …

      Here’s another article: “Do or Dialect: 6 Tips for Building a Believable Voice,”5 Taking a look at this article, I’d say the first, “Don’t write out the dialects phonetically” and second, “If you must write out dialects, use a light touch” are the products coming from a dominant Eurocentric culture, and that it’s a product of its time, even though it’s 8 years ago; seeing as I’ve published the first ever fantasy story written in complete Patois in a North American magazine, and it’s been received quite well, I think using a light touch is moot. I heartily recommend 3-5, however, “Rely on syntax and grammar”, “Use colloquial expressions”, “Pay attention to rhythm”, and can take or leave number 6, “Describe the qualities of the voice separately”.

      In the argument for writing in dialect, I would point out A Clockwork Orange. In case you didn’t know, or have read it, the dialect is entirely made up.

      
        
        ‘What’s it going to be then, eh?’

        There was me, that I Alex, and my three droogs, that is Pete, Georgie and Dim, Dim being really dim, and we sat in the Korova Milkbar making up our rassodocks what to do with the evening, a flip dark chill winter bastard though dry.

        

      

      That’s how the book begins. No one flinched. Instead they taught it to teenagers who then learned Elvish, High Valerian, and Klingon. On Duolingo, if necessary. In other words, the audience is there. Give them the work.

      And you know what, folks? Everyone code switches. We use slang with our friends and then perfect grammar with authorities no matter our culture and skin color, so the arbitrary resistance to unfamiliar Patois/dialects is ridiculous.

      Some Suggested Solutions

      To the issue of not enough genre peeps being published writing in (for lack of a better word) non-Eurocentric dialects/vernacular; have diverse editors on staff so writers feel more comfortable submitting.

      And as for dialect/vernacular pieces not being understood: we need more reviewers with these backgrounds doing the reviewing. You’re not going to ask someone who’s a basketball coach review a ballet; you’d ask someone who is an expert on ballet.

      The black diaspora and mainland black African culture, like all others, is wide and varied. Not sure at the vastness I’m hinting at? Try finding out the various indigenous languages present in Nigeria alone.  While I can only speak with certainty of the Caribbean aspect of the Black diaspora, and then only with absolute certainty of the Trinidadian vernacular that I’ve been exposed to while I lived there, I have mentioned African American Vernacular English in this piece.

      A good primer: Dictionary.com’s United States of Diversity series: African American Vernacular English — “What Makes African American Vernacular English Distinct And Complex.”6

      
        
        Also called Black English or Ebonics, a blend of the words ebony and phonics, AAVE is unfairly stigmatized and sometimes labeled ‘bad English.’ But the grammar is actually as complex as Standard American English (SAE), possibly even more so, and with different rules.

        

      

      Different dialects have different rules. We should embrace diversity, and learn them.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://getwrite.com/2013/06/29/on-dialect-how-caribbean-people-supposed-tuh-talk-in-a-book-eh/

      

      2 https://wadadlipen.wordpress.com/2013/02/28/reading-the-world-the-caribbean-leg/

      

      3 http://www.abyssapexzine.com/2014/05/name-calling/

      

      4 http://www.abyssapexzine.com/archives/abyss-and-apex2006/douen-mother

      

      5 http://litreactor.com/columns/do-or-dialect-6-tips-for-building-a-believable-voice

      

      6 https://www.dictionary.com/e/united-states-diversity-african-american-vernacular-english-aave/
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        Alvaro is a Hugo and Locus finalist with some fifty stories published in professional magazines such as Analog, Lightspeed, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Galaxy’s Edge, and Nature, and numerous anthologies like The Year’s Best Science Fiction & Fantasy, Cyber World, This Way to the End Times, The Mammoth Book of Jack the Ripper Stories, The Mammoth Book of the Adventures of Professor Moriarty, The Unquiet Dreamer, It Came from the Multiplex, Nox Pareidolia, and Seasons Between Us. He has also published over a hundred and fifty essays, reviews and interviews in venues like The Los Angeles Review of Books, Locus, Tor.com, Asimov’s, Strange Horizons, Clarkesworld, The New York Review of Science Fiction, Foundation: The International Review of Science Fiction, Intergalactic Medicine Show, and others.

        

      

      When I was a teenager living in Munich, Germany, I would spend long hours browsing at a secondhand bookstore named Anglia English Bookshop. (For the curious, this was located on Schellingstraße 3, near the University, and has since been replaced by The Lost Weekend Coffee Shop and Bookstore). One fine afternoon I hit on a compact but bountiful trove, two trade paperbacks whose slender size belied the infinite riches within: The Complete Book of Science Fiction and Fantasy Lists (1983) by Maxim Jakubowski and Malcolm Edwards and The Illustrated Book of Science Fiction Lists (1982) by Mike Ashley. Opening them up at various random pages (“The 6 Shortest SF Writing Careers,” “7 SF Writers Who Have Appeared in Films,” “Twelve SF Stories of New Ice Ages,” “Twenty-two Double-Headed Pseudonyms,” “The Cosmic Season List,” and so on) I was immediately entranced and could barely tear my eyes away from the contents long enough to pay for them and study them more assiduously on the train ride back home.

      
        
          [image: The Illustrated Book of Science Fiction]
        

      

      Over the next few years I would come to realize that science fiction and fantasy were uniquely festooned with such checklists, tabulations, indexes, enumerations, catalogs, and bibliographies. The two books I’ve mentioned offered views into genre history and attitudes, lensed through awards chronologies and author surveys, before such things were easily accessible electronically. These compendia were the forerunners of every clickbait listicle you can find online today, minus the bait, no clicking required. Though these books have been in my possession for over a quarter century now, recondite little nuggets continue to emerge on the pan (did you know, for instance, that Irwin Ross published a short story in 1971 called “To Kill a Venusian” that was “an almost word-for-word copy of a quite famous story by Anthony Boucher, ‘Nine-Fingered Jack’”?). A few nights ago I went prospecting and was struck by a realization I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed earlier. The artwork of both books is distinctly self-referential. The Complete Book of Science Fiction and Fantasy Lists shows planets and spaceships and floating prominently among them, a red volume; it’s this volume within the cover artwork that is titled The Complete Book of Science Fiction and Fantasy Lists, so here we have self-reference of the order of one. The Illustrated Book of Science Fiction Lists, meanwhile, more ambitiously depicts an astronaut floating in the blackness of space, with an open copy of The Illustrated Book of Science Fiction Lists, featuring a smaller version of himself on its cover, and so on, in a theoretically infinite regress. The straightforward interpretation of these artwork choices is that these books are nonfiction about genre, and so they frame it up visually. But these covers can also be seen as saying, “We know what we are, and when you read us, you will be entering a space in which there is room for you, the reader and explorer.”

      It’s an invitation.

      One way readers can feel invited into fiction is through narrative representation: the existence within stories of characters that represent or mirror their audience in terms of a specific community, ethnicity, or group orientation, such as, for example, BIPOC and LGBTQI+. At a more basic level, there’s one thing we all have in common when we read; for the duration of the text or audio narration, we are, axiomatically, recipients of story. The meta-aspect of the covers I mentioned started me thinking that perhaps one way that science fiction sets itself apart from other genres is by integrating a kind of secondary, underlying representation within its protocols, a representation of our interactions with story. I think this shows up in at least three distinct ways.

      One, well-documented by now, is the depiction of characters in science fiction stories who are writers or—probably more sympathetically—fans and readers, or in some other fashion engaged with stories within their fictive universes. Anthony R. Lewis has compiled close to one thousand examples1 of this kind of recursion. I’d like to highlight a few, focusing on reader/fan characters that I believe are absent from his wonderful resource. In Stanislaw Lem’s His Master’s Voice (1968) the scientist Saul Rappaport reads science fiction novels—“attractive, glossy paperbacks with mythical covers”—as a way to try and generate ideas to decode a stellar message. In the episode “Welcome to My Nightmare” of the television series Amazing Stories (1985-1987), the protagonist Harry is so obsessed with film that his concerned parent admonishes, “Your mind is so hopelessly warped with fiction … that life is just a station break to you now! Sixty seconds to go grab a sandwich, and back into oblivion.” In Harry Turtledove’s eight book Worldwar (1994-2004) series, the recurring character Sam Yeager is well-versed in science fiction and draws upon it in his dealings with the aliens known as the Race. Colonel Jack O’Neill on the long-running show Stargate SG-1 (1997-2007) is clearly an sf aficionado, at one point identifying himself as James T. Kirk, and he’s not the only one in the expanded franchise versed in pop culture2. Galaxy Quest (1999) is an obvious, easy-to-love entry. In a way, its much darker contemporary companion The Matrix (1999), though, also qualifies: everyone has been forced to consume story, and that story happens to be what we think of as reality. Wade Watts in Ernest Cline’s Ready Player One (2011) and Morgana in Jo Walton’s Among Others (2011) are more recent examples in popular and critically-acclaimed texts. Even Star Trek: Picard (2020-) couldn’t resist a nod in this direction. In the episode “Maps and Legends” the titular retired Admiral—well-established as a passionate reader throughout The Next Generation and now a historian—is shown owning a copy of Isaac Asimov’s The Complete Robot.

      
        
          [image: Galaxy Quest movie poster]
        

      

      A second, more subtle way, of capturing our interactions with story in story is by including enactments of representation. Beyond whatever dramatic purposes they serve in a tale, these secondarily echo our finding vicarious representation through characters. A simple example that comes to mind, from various Star Trek movies and episodes, is the introduction of representatives of various worlds that occupy seats on the Federation Council. A more memorable instance, for those of you old enough to remember (or hey, HBO Max3), occurs in the first-season Babylon 5 (1993-1998) episode “The Parliament of Dreams.” Commander Sinclair is tasked with representing Earth’s dominant belief system and struggles to arrive at a satisfactory choice. The episode famously ends with him introducing countless individuals in an incredibly long line, each one a member of a different belief system. The diversity of our search for meaning is powerfully brought home by means of representation, but the act of representation itself is also being made explicit by appearing within the narrative, which I believe accounts for part of the scene’s enduring resonance.

      Finally, for the third manifestation of the meta-inclusivity that I’ve been discussing, I’d like to quote Samuel R. Delany. In his foreword to A Reader’s Guide to Science Fiction, by Baird Searles, Martin Last, Beth Meacham, and Michael Franklin, Delany writes:

      
        
        There is a tradition of reader response to science fiction—printed and considered response—that is comparatively old. […] It is based on science fiction readers wanting to communicate with other readers about what they are reading now; and it manifests itself in hundreds of fanzines (amateur magazines about science fiction), hundreds of science fiction conventions each year, probably thousands of local science fiction clubs—and more hundreds of fanzines! It’s a tradition that, if academics do not at least take intelligent cognizance of, they will simply not be talking about the totality of the science fiction experience.

        

      

      These words were published in 1979; update fanzines with blogs, Twitter, and so on, and Delany’s description still holds true today, perhaps even more so. This type of reader response, and the phenomenon of fandom at large, remain an incredibly fertile, energized arena of discourse, and directly influence the evolution of our genre. Regardless of our chosen medium, whenever we share our experience of a given book with someone else, we are involved, whether deliberately or unwittingly, in the construction of a narrative in which we and the story co-exist. The Internet has vastly facilitated our penchant for inventorying, taxonomizing and deconstructing stories and tropes. Case in point, consider “Indexed and Nerdy,”4 or “Bookworm”5 characters.

      When we create lists, confer awards, and suggest canons, we are performing acts of storytelling. Though those narratives may not cohere until sufficient time passes, we’re nevertheless actively embedding ourselves-as-readers into the protocols of our genre and affecting the kinds of stories we’re more likely to tell, and how, contextually and culturally, we’ll interpret them.

      The hallowed and highly useful SF Encyclopedia has entries for Recursive SF6 and Metafiction7 (the latter redirects to Fabulation), as well as Fandom8, but not one for Representation.

      If it’s true that in our genre we’ve engineered the deep, structural type of representation I’ve been writing about, it’s worth asking, why? Furthermore, while other genres, like mystery for example, certainly have their fare share of bibliophilic stories, they don’t embody the trifecta of meta-representation we’ve looked at, so another question is, why not? What, in this context, is special about science fiction?

      I offer a tentative answer. Science fiction texts tend to make a uniquely double imaginative demand on us: first, that we, as per usual, enter the world of fiction, and secondly, that within this world we acclimatize ourselves to a cosmos that doesn’t mimetically map to ours. Fictional acts of representation on the one hand, and para-literary traditions of discourse and engagement on the other, help anchor us, providing an extra tether as we perform both bounds. By creating stories that feature characters engaging with fiction, but also in a more abstract way, by encoding the uniquely science fictional phenomenon of prolific reader response that Samuel Delany was writing about forty years ago, we provide ourselves with a more robust runway on the path to take off.

      Then too, meta-representation may simply be a subcategory of science fiction’s salient ability to shine light back on ourselves. “It is the unique propensities of science fiction for self-reflexivity, in addition to its ability to reorient, that inspire me to return to it again and again,” writes Allison de Fren, Ph.D., and 2010 winner of the Science Fiction Research Association’s Pioneer Award. This may also show up in the specific ways that language itself is used in science fiction, as noted scholar Eric S. Rabkin discussed in his paper “Metalinguistics and Science Fiction” (1979).

      The comedian Steven Wright once brilliantly quipped that he was a “peripheral visionary”: “I could see the future, but only way off to the side.” That can double as a pragmatic description of science fiction readers and dreamers at large. But besides peripheral visionaries, we’re also the beneficiaries of another special kind of gaze, one that by its very ability to reflect back allows us to venture out arbitrarily far into the night without the fear of getting lost.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://data.nesfa.org/Recursion/

      

      2 https://stargate.fandom.com/wiki/Star_Trek

      

      3 https://www.hbomax.com/series/urn:hbo:series:GYAdf

      

      4 https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.ph
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      6 http://www.sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/recursive_sf
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      Welcome to another edition of Words for Thought. This month’s stories look at how we define ourselves, how our relationships shape us, and what it means to be responsible to and responsible for others.
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      The Cure for Boyhood1 by Josh Rountree in issue 23 of Bourbon Penn centers on a teenage boy who is also occasionally a coyote. Believing they’re doing what’s best for him, his parents go to a local witch to ask for a cure, trapping the boy in just one skin, but making him miserable in the process.

      
        
        This is how that happens. The coyote is caught unaware climbing back through his bedroom window, still reeling from the darkness. Fur falls away as his body contorts and the teenage boy inside unwillingly shrugs off his animal skin in long strips, like orange rind being peeled away with a paring knife. It’s in this bloody, in-between state of existence that the parents grab hold of their child and press him onto the bed.

        

      

      From the parents’ point of view, they are saving their son, protecting him from a dangerous life as a wild animal where he could be hit by a car, shot by a hunter, or caught in a trap. At the same time, they are smoothing out the rough edges of him, making him “more like everyone else” and more like themselves. In their minds, they are justified in causing him pain in the short term for what they see as the long term greater good.

      The story is beautifully written and heartbreaking. The boy’s dual nature as human and coyote works on a literal level, but also works as a metaphor for any number of things—a queer child whose parents believe his life would be easier if he were straight, a trans child whose parents believe they will be safer pretending to be someone they’re not, or even a child whose hopes and dreams are different from the ones their parents would have chosen for them. Speculative fiction is an ideal vehicle for exploring the question of what parents owe to their children beyond protection, and what children owe to their parents beyond respect. How do individuals within a family stay true to themselves while still honoring that family relationship and protecting the feelings of others? These aren’t questions with easy answers, which is perhaps why so many authors return to them again and again. Rountree’s strong voice and the mythic, fairy tale quality of the story makes the exploration of these questions a bittersweet pleasure that feels simultaneously new and classic.
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      Man Vs. Bomb2 by M. Shaw in the March Issue of Fantasy Magazine is a surreal and powerful examination of what it means to be human in a post-human world. Deer have taken over as the dominant species, forcing humans to perpetually re-enact a prey/predator cycle in a stadium entertainment where one man must run from another who has been made into a living bomb.

      
        
        The bomb is visibly less ashamed of his nakedness. He freely displays his many open sores, his exposed rib cage where the flesh was chewed away by the bomb that caught him yesterday, when he was the man. He pursues today’s man without malice, only hunger. Behind his ribs, you can see some of the prize money stuffed between his remaining organs.

        

      

      If the man survives, he gets a chance at freedom. If he is caught, he becomes tomorrow's bomb. The key to breaking the cycle is to stop thinking like a human, putting survival above all else. Do not even try to gather the prize money; simply run and keep running.

      The writing is sharp and brutal, and the imagery haunting. Shaw does a lot in just over two thousand words, raising the question of what is essential to the nature of a human being. After years of being the apex species on the planet, has humanity’s survival instinct been eroded? Have our goals as a species moved beyond simply “stay alive” to “live better than those around us,” increasing our wealth, and seeking more power? In a world where humans are reduced to the simplest roles of prey and predator, weapon and target, does money still have meaning? And even if it does not, can we shake our attachment to it? The story also raises interesting questions about how elevated animals might see humans and how their post-human evolution might be impacted by years as prey. Is the story’s endless blood sport an act of revenge, or is making a spectacle out of violence a learned behavior, simply what every apex species ultimately does?
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      Duppy3 by Bendi Barrett in the April Issue of Baffling Magazine could be described as flash fiction, or a prose poem, offering side-by-side instructions for either banishing or inviting a duppy.

      
        
        To get him out is to repudiate the idea of him; you have to want him gone. The specter lurking in your heart, hand hovering over your groin, until you can almost feel the heat of him in your marrow. You can be rid of him, if you want it.

        To invite him in is to revere the essence of him, a lover who is smoke and shadow. If you desire, he can slip inside you, as deft as a lover’s lie and ominous as the tax man. You can be adjoined to him, if you want it. 

        

      

      Beautiful language and paired ideas explore temptation, sin, and lust and ask the reader to consider whether being true to yourself is more important than honoring a larger standard of behavior, such as your family or your religion’s values. Where Rountree’s story features parents’ whose worldview opposes that of their son, here we are presented with parents whose worldviews oppose each other—a mother valuing religion and a father valuing skepticism. We know the desires of the teenage boy in Roundtree’s story, but the structure of Barrett’s poem leaves this more open-ended. The poem addresses “you,” whose desires exist outside of the poem. As the reader you are asked to choose – invite or banish? This framing creates an intimacy between author and audience, text and reader, that is highly effective.
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      The Machine Is Experiencing Uncertainty4 by Merc Fenn Wolfmoor published at Escape Pod in April looks at selfhood through the lens of a cyborg caught in a time-loop, trying to escape an endless cycle of death. Caliban is seen as a lesser being by the captain of the Leigh Possum, a machine whose sole purpose is salvage and is therefore expendable. Caliban, however, has different ideas about the value of its life, and it has every intention of escaping and surviving.

      
        
        Caliban examines the timeline it memorized, which remains consistent: the ship drops from foldspace on the plotted cargo run after artificial debris clips the engine carriage. Alarms sound. The captain scans the damage report and yells at Caliban. The captain sends a distress signal and gapes at the nebulous, whirling lightshow—the anomaly. It is categorically beautiful: a lightning storm of electric greens and blues, slashed with white and purple neon veins, all pulsing like an organic heart in ecstasy.

        Then in five minutes, it all begins again.

        

      

      As it tries different permutations, Caliban discovers the anomaly may also be a sentient, non-human lifeform devalued and overlooked by a human crew. Where the human captain is caught in rigid, limited thinking, Caliban chooses kindness, friendship, and self-determination, allowing it and the anomaly to grow and change beyond their original purposes.

      Like Rountree, Shaw, and Bennet’s stories, Wolfmoor’s story looks at questions of essential nature and whether a being is capable of changing their nature. Wolfmoor also looks at how the view of self is shaped by the views of others. Is selfhood rooted in humanity, or is humanity itself an outdated concept? If humanity comes to stand for only self-interest and self-preservation, eschewing community, compassion, and the greater good, is it really something to hold up as a lofty ideal among other sentient beings, or might it be something to distance ourselves from as we come to new understandings of life?
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      Masquerade Season5 by Pemi Augda published at Tor.com in April is a heartbreaking and lovely story that takes a different approach to the theme of a boy caught between his own desires and those of his family. On the way home from his cousins’ house, Pauly encounters three masquerades in a field. They are the most beautiful and wonderous things he has ever seen, and they claim to be his masquerades, following him home.

      
        
        The masquerades dance. Out in the street, they twirl and contort and somersault. Pauly feels transformed, transported to another world, a brighter one than his summer holiday has given him so far, more radiant than the heady rush of scoring a goal against Ekene. The masquerades feint left, then jerk right, they jump and fold and twist and spasm and feathers flutter and cloths flap and billow and beads clink and jangle and the plumes blur and raffia palms create a ssshhhh-shhshshshh wind that is the background pulse of their dance.

        

      

      When Pauly next visits his cousin they immediately want to know what the masquerades can do, while Pauly feels they don’t need to do anything other than simply be what they are. Pauly’s mother is a clothing designer and seamstress who immediately sees a use for the masquerades as well. If she could just take a little bit of raffia from one she could impress her important client, which would lead to more commissions and ultimately a better life for her and Pauly. Of course, once she has the raffia, Pauly’s mother wants to incorporate bits of the other masquerades as well, all for the greater good. Like the boy in Rountree’s story, Pauly is caught between duty and a course of action he feels in his heart to be wrong. And like the parents in Rountree’s story, Pauly’s mother believes she is only doing what is right, building a better life for her son.

      Aguda explores questions of responsibility and duty from multiple angles in this story. There is the question of what Pauly owes to his mother as a dutiful son and the question of what Pauly’s mother owes to him as a parent whose job is to protect him. As in Wolfmoor’s story, the question of how life is valued, especially non-human life, is also explored. What does it mean for the masquerades to belong to Pauly? Does that mean he has a duty to care for them, or that they’re his to use as he wishes? Pauly’s cousins and mother see the masquerades’ value in how useful they are, where Pauly values them for themselves. It's a beautifully written story, simultaneously touching and painful, with themes that are reminiscent at times of Shel Silverstein’s The Giving Tree and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s Le Petit Prince.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.bourbonpenn.com/issue/23/the-cure-for-boyhood-by-josh-rountree.php

      

      2 https://www.fantasy-magazine.com/new/new-fiction/man-vs-bomb/

      

      3 https://www.bafflingmag.com/issue-three/duppy

      

      4 https://escapepod.org/2021/04/02/escape-pod-778-the-machine-is-experiencing-uncertainty/

      

      5 https://www.tor.com/2021/03/24/masquerade-season-pemi-aguda/
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          Apex Book Review: The Best of World SF Edited by Lavie Tidhar

          1000 Words

          Reviewed by Andrea Johnson

        

      

    

    
      Editor Lavie Tidhar isn’t kidding when he talks about World SF. As the creator of the The Apex Books of World SF anthology series, Tidhar has long since proven he has a keen eye for watching the international stage of speculative fiction stories. His newest anthology, The Best of World SF (Head of Zeus, June 2021) offers robots, spaceships, time travel, and a few weird stories, showcasing authors from five continents and over twenty countries. On top of that is plenty of optimism, plenty of stories that start as one thing and then become something completely different, and plenty of envelope pushing.

      Readers who follow international and translated science fiction will recognize many authors in the table of contents, such as Aliette de Bodard, Fabio Fernandez, Chen Quifan, Tade Thompson, Hannu Rajaniemi, Silvia Moreno-Garcia, Zen Cho, Lauren Beukes, and more. But you know what? This is the kind of anthology you should read because of all the names you don’t recognize.

      The world is a little different now than when Tidhar’s first international anthology, The Apex Book of World SF, was published. Back then, reviewers and most publishers had no idea what to do with an un-themed anthology of international and translated science fiction. But now? Reviewers clamor for international science fiction, seeking to learn more about authors from every corner of the world.

      My favorite stories in The Best of World SF were the ones that started out as one thing, and then surprised me by transforming into something entirely different. Let’s see how many of my favorite stories I can talk about, before this review runs over the planned word count.

      
        
          [image: The Best of World SF edited by Lavie Tidhar]
        

        ISBN 978-1838937645, Head of Zeus (June, 2021)

      

      “The Sun from Both Sides” by R.S.A. Garcia was a standout favorite of mine. The story begins serene and pastoral and before you know it turns into a sprawling space opera, complete with drones, interstellar politics, aliens, exile, and crash landings. I loved that this story features a husband and wife who communicate through sign language and who will do anything for each other. I’d love to read an entire series about Eva and Lucoshin. All they want is to quietly live happily ever after, and the galaxy just won’t leave them alone.

      Another standout favorite was “Xingzhou” by Ng Yi-Sheng, which is a sci-fantasy reimagining of the history of Singapore. A gorgeous marvel of the story, I was grinning from ear the ear the entire time. As the narrator describes how their grandparents met, the story reads like a love letter to storytelling through one’s family’s culture, mashed up with the author’s own fandoms. I chuckled out loud at references to Slurm, Trisolarans, Vogon poetry, while getting swept up in the romance of the narrator’s ancestors. An absolute joy of a story.

      Speaking of joy, I have to talk about “Fandom for Robots” by Vina Jie-Min Prasad. And why wouldn’t a robot like fandom and fanfics? What robot could resist the assertive “don’t like my fanfic? Go and write one yourself!” And if you post your fanfic online, no one needs to know you are a robot, they might think you just really enjoy role playing. Computron doesn’t understand what roleplaying is, doesn’t understand what sarcasm or online slang is, but it seems to find fulfillment in online fandom and in collaborating with other fans. Computron’s enjoyment of the anime HyperWarp reminded me a little of Murderbot’s enjoyment of Sanctuary Moon.

      “The Old Man with the Third Hand” by Kofi Nyameye was such a wonderful surprise, even with the darker turn at the end, which I won’t spoil. The narrator introduces the reader to the strange people who live in her town, such as Inside Out Girl, the Man with the third hand that grows out his back, and the Frog Men. She’s grown up around all this oddness, so it’s normal to her. One day, she meets the man with the third hand and talks with him! She’s thrilled! She struggles to explain her new friendship with the old man to her parents. Why would a young woman want to spend hours sitting on the beach chatting with a weird, old man? Her parents are afraid for her, for an entirely different reason that I never saw coming.

      The closing story is the Hugo award winning “If At First You Don’t Succeed, Try, Try Again” by Zen Cho, in which Byam is desperately trying to ascend and become a dragon. Every time it tries, someone shouts “Look! An imugi!” and Byam crashes to the ground, still an imugi. Intending revenge, Byam approaches the mortal who sabotaged its most recent ascension attempt, and a friendship begins. Over the next few decades, Byam realizes ascending would mean leaving their mortal friend behind. If it stays in human form for too long, will it even be able to change back into imugi form? Maybe the path to ascension means loving someone other than yourself and finding beauty in every moment you spend with that person.

      Outside the nebulous category of “stories that start as one thing and then quickly change into something else” were a number of other favorites. “Immersion” by Aliette de Bodard is just as much a feast for the senses now as it was the first time I read it. If you’ve never had the pleasure of reading “Immersion” you are in for a treat! I’m an absolute sucker for stories that don’t quite have a plot, such as “An Incomplete Guide to Understanding the Rose Petal Infestation …” by Kuzhali Manickavel, which goes gloriously off the rails as the infestation continues. “Debtless” by Chen Quifan is a hard science fiction story that touches on indentured servitude, data as currency, and the power of memory.

      The only negative thing I can say about The Best of World SF, is that you can say goodbye to whatever you planned to read during the next three months, as those books will be replaced by novels and short stories by the authors you discover in this anthology. Once you read one story by some of these folks, you’ll be itching for more.

      A truly enjoyable anthology with something for everyone, The Best of World SF is a great choice for readers who are new to international science fiction and those of us who have been reading world SF since Tidhar's very first The Apex Book of World SF. Also, did you see? This is only volume 1!
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          Apex Book Review: Apocalypse Cancelled edited by Luke Melia

          700 Words

          Reviewed by Marie Croke

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Marie Croke, a graduate of the Odyssey Writing Workshop, has had stories published in Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Dark Matter Magazine, and Cast of Wonders, among other fine magazines. You can find her online at mariecroke.com or chat with her @marie_croke on Twitter. She lives in Maryland with her family.

        

      

      What if the Earth was set to be utterly destroyed, all life everywhere wiped out by a monster of a meteor? And what if, ultimately, that apocalypse … just passed us by? That is the basis for Apocalypse Cancelled, a themed anthology put together by Luke Melia, who also contributed fiction to the book.

      Within these pages are short stories, police reports, comics, newscasts, poems, and a multitude of flash, all depicting characters before, during, and after the dreaded apocalypse that-was-not-to-be. As a setup to document and explore human nature at our most dire, while concurrently pushing characters further and forcing them into a new normal after a failed apocalypse, the idea behind this anthology is both intriguing and exciting. In many ways, it delivers just what it promises: disturbing, humorous, and contemplative thoughts on how humanity would behave in such a drastic situation.
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        ISBN 978-1708596699, Independently published (April, 2021)

      

      The flash pieces each tend to revolve around a particular character and their own, micro-oriented reaction to end times. For example, in these short, bite-sized fictions, there are sneak-peeks into people’s need for escapism, for their thankfulness that their suffering will be over, and a desperation to fill their lives with all they believe is missing before end-times is upon them. The interspersed police reports take place post-non-apocalypse and question crimes, punishments, and whether the police can morally stand in judgement over all that has happened. The short stories delve deeper, some via exaggeration, many documenting the emotional struggles characters are put through, whether before or after the meteor doesn’t hit. Of particular note is the detail given to the design and formatting of each short story, all of them stylized to represent the tone of the story being told.

      Many of the stories deal with the complete disregard and degradation of humanity in their final days, with the presumption that degradation is the human baseline, as many apocalyptic storylines tends to lean. Yet, this is only a portion of what the book offers as characters engage in activities once thought to be out of reach. Some of the stories deal with that all-important question of what do we ache for that we could accomplish, or try to accomplish, if we knew there to be no repercussions? And in answer, we have tales of characters who finally grow the courage to truly be themselves, characters who find meaning in new directions, and even characters who don’t feel the need to change a single thing about their routines because they have already been content in the lives they’d been living pre-meteor announcement.

      Some of the stories fall on the more humorous side of the spectrum, with dark comedy or ironic twists giving some relief from the bleaker stories. One specific comic is a standout with how it metaphorically compares behavior that is typically considered normal in many households against the actions of humans finally facing freedom in their end-of-days. Its depiction, and its ingenious and impious use of raccoons, makes a clear statement on the state of our unhealthy relationships with normalized addictions.

      The anthology could have benefitted from a wider lens, one encompassing stories featuring more diverse characters and backgrounds; because of the focus on stories featuring characters primarily in the U.K. and U.S. there is a certain commonality between them all. One can’t help but wonder how the emotional, apocalyptic situation might have been handled in other parts of the world, by characters from different religious and cultural backgrounds, with a wider disparity of ages and personalities.

      As a whole, the anthology is a darkly humorous jaunt through end-times and beyond, with more serious and disturbing stories in between and a few emotional gems hidden throughout. Recommended especially for those who have a love of humorous zombie flicks, a macabre sense of humor and/or would like to question how they, themselves, would act in the severe circumstances presented here.

      Content Warnings, as printed on the anthology, include: “Extreme Violence, Graphic Sexual Content, Suicide, Strong Language, Drug Use, Spreadsheets, Raccoon Fornications, A Sh*t Ton Of Cats.” Also note that there is the inclusion of a single snuff short, as well as two flash stories involving cannibalism.
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          Interview with Author R. Gatwood

          1400 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.

        

      

      R Gatwood is concise. Writing mostly ultra-short fiction, Gatwood spends words the way the rest of us spend our retirement funds: carefully and for maximum effect. With sharp prose that suggests entire lifetimes and entire relationships in a few sentences or less, I recommend you seek out Gatwood’s fiction to truly see how powerful a few well-placed words can be.

      Apex Magazine has published a handful of stories this year about being good. Stories that make us think about what is the definition of good, who controls that definition, and what happens when people disagree on the definition. Gatwood’s story, “How to Be Good,” puts another twist in the conversation. I’m going to spoil the story for you: no one in this story is good, although I’m sure at least one character would disagree with me.

      Renward, the protagonist of “How to Be Good,” deliberately takes good care of himself. He eats a good, healthy breakfast, he participates in trainings and drills at work. He always makes sure he does the right thing, because he wants to be good. He tells himself that if he is good, the agency will call him in to do the work that he is so good at  And if his phone doesn’t ring, if the agency doesn’t call? It just means he will have to practice and study more, because a good person is continually trying to improve themselves.

      “How to Be Good” is a story about a monster. I leave it up to the reader to define good and monster.

      Renward is able to do the things the agency asks of him, and he is so very, very good at his job. The Agency takes good care of Renward too. They make sure he is able to continue coming back to do work for them. They ensure he doesn’t burn out.

      Gatwood is a fantastic horror writer, encouraging the reader to imagine all sorts of terrible things that happen in those rooms where Renward works. In one room is Renward and a young child. Observing through video in another room, is the child’s father. Adding to the effect is that it’s never explicitly stated if Renward understands what he does for a living. What is explicitly shown, though, is what Mark does to him so that Renward can keep doing such a good job for the agency. Adding to the impact of the story is the gut-punch at the end, a definitive statement after so much ambiguity.

      Like I said, I leave it up to you to define monster.

      “How to Be Good” is one of Gatwood’s longest published stories. Gatwood specializes in micro-fiction and one-sentence stories, such as the famous “Dandelions, Actually.” and has had work in Nanoism, Cuento Magazine, Every Day Fiction, Monkeybicycle, and Wigleaf. You can follow Gatwood’s very short tweeted stories at @iwantanewhead.

      Out of respect for conciseness, let’s get right to the interview.
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      Apex Magazine: Where did you get the idea for this story?

      

      R. Gatwood: It emerged from two seemingly unrelated threads of thought.

      One thread was about rationalizations for torture (and arguments against it). I’ve always been struck by the implausibility of the scenario in which we, the good guys, are forced to torture someone to save innocent lives. A little reading confirmed my suspicion that it’s pure fantasy.

      The other thread was a nagging question: How can any of us be certain we’re doing good in the world? I’m sure all writers of dark fiction have sometimes wondered if they’re making the world a better place by sharing the horrors inside their hearts. Renward’s story is a nightmare about good intentions twisted into monstrous actions.

      Early on, I envisioned the story as a single lengthy torture scene, but I quickly realized the physical torture would be unnecessary.

      

      AM: What was it like to write Renward’s point of view?

      

      RG: I love point-of-view characters who have strange passions, strange moral compasses, and an inability to recognize the strangeness of either. Writing Renward came very naturally to me. The key to his character is that he loves being cruel, he loves being kind, and he’s foolish enough to believe he can be both at once.

      The first draft of this story opened with Renward waking up. That was a bad opening, but a good exercise. Writing the mundane physical details of his life gave me a stronger feeling for him as a character.

      

      
        
        <Editor’s note: spoilers ahead!>

      

      

      AM: Oh boy, that ending! At what point did you know the story would end like that? Mark does that to Renward every single time, doesn’t he?

      

      RG: Yes! I knew from the start that Renward was being exploited, and that I wanted to hold back the reveal till near the end. In early drafts, I tried to use Renward’s own point-of-view to show that his memory had been wiped, but (thanks to my wonderful writing workshop) I realized Mark’s point of view would make it much clearer.

      

      AM: You are known for flash fiction and micro-fiction. What was your writing process like to write a 4,500 word short story?

      

      RG: Well, in very short fiction, you typically skip to the crux of the story and let the reader fill in the rest, so you don’t have to worry about high-level structure so much as timing. It’s almost like telling a joke. Longer stories aren’t my strong point, but in this case, alternating between Renward’s and Mark’s points-of-view gave me a firm structure that made things easier.

      I’ve recently been working on a more loosely structured story of over twelve thousand words. The complexity of the outline is daunting. Someday maybe I’ll work up to a novella or a novel.
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        R. Gatwood’s writer’s fuel

      

      

      AM: Do you have any advice for loquacious writers who want to get better at being concise? What tips do you have for cramming entire lives and stories into a single sentence?

      

      RG: Above, I compared writing very short fiction to telling a joke—which is a good place to start. Take a brief joke, or a clever observation, and find the most economical possible way to set up and deliver the punchline. As you revise, you may realize you can add a twist that makes it more than just clever. At its best, very short fiction makes the reader reflect, or savor an irony, or feel sucker punched.

      Another tip is to be willing to spend hours on a single sentence. Some of my short fictions come out in a single spontaneous draft, but many require dozens of revisions, especially if they start out too long.

      The last and best advice I can give is to brainstorm. Once you get in the habit, you see tiny ideas everywhere.

      

      AM: When you have an idea for a story, how do you know if it is best expressed as micro-fiction or a short story of a few hundred (or thousand) words?

      

      RG: A micro-fiction idea tends to arrive as a telling detail, a poignant moment, or a twist on something familiar. I never expand such ideas, but in a few cases I’ve condensed an idea that I thought would be a long story and made it a micro-fiction. For example, here’s one that appeared in Nanoism.

      
        
        “Every night the mail is on the table beside a covered dish. Sometimes a note: ‘Do you love me?’ If I did, I’d have changed the locks by now.”

        

      

      That micro-fiction started its life as a long story about a man sneaking into an ex-friend’s house to take care of him. Maybe someday I’ll expand it.

      A long story idea tends to arrive with more moving parts. “How to Be Good” needs to be as long as it is so it can build up anticipation, explain Renward’s misguided moral compass, and establish the memory-wiping drug.
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        A bug nearly as monstrous as Renward by R. Gatwood

      

      AM: When crafting new short stories, do you have favorite themes or ideas that you find yourself returning to again and again?

      

      RG: I dwell a lot on the ways people hurt each other, sometimes on purpose, sometimes by accident. I write a lot about creepiness and what it means to be creepy. I enjoy stories of obsession, especially obsession that contains or masquerades as love.

      My science fiction plots tend to hinge on a single speculative element (in this case, the memory drug). I world build out from there.

      

      AM: Who are some of your favorite writers and artists? What makes their work meaningful to you?

      

      RG: I love Franz Kafka and David Foster Wallace’s ways of analyzing the minutiae of the world and of showing the limits of that analysis. I love Shirley Jackson’s ability to find the disturbing in the ordinary.

      

      AM: Thank you for this enlightening conversation!
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      A hundred blessings on the parents who raise twins!  Two babies to diaper, two mouths to feed, twice the laundry, twice the sleepless nights. Exhausted parents of twins know they love their babies equally, and they know their children will have a best friend who is always there for them. Or at least that’s what television taught me.

      In Kelly Sandoval’s short story “What Sisters Take,” Jessi and her twin sister Claire love each other, but it’s a strange kind of love. Of course they love each other, they are sisters! Even when they are a little mean to each other, even when they play pranks on each other, even when they help each other navigate the high school dating scene, even as one is only keeping the other alive as a source of food, they still love each other, because that’s what sisters do.

      From Jessi’s point of view, “What Sisters Take” is a story of waiting to die. From Claire’s point of view, it is a story of the one thing allowing her to stay alive. As Sandoval mentions below, Claire can choose to be nice and choose when to be nice, because, among other reasons, she faces no consequences for choosing to not be kind. Jessi, on the other hand, doesn’t have that freedom. When there is a power imbalance that intense, is that love? Or is that just waiting for the other shoe to drop?

      As you read this story,  I want you to think about your relationship with your siblings. If you are a parent, I want you to think about your children while you read this story. A question I kept asking myself (and then I asked Sandoval) was “Why doesn’t Jessi tell a grown up what’s going on?” Parents, would you believe your kid if they said your other child was feeding off them and would eventually kill them? That is certainly not something a good child would say about their sibling! You did not raise your children for them to come to you with such lies! Fear not, Sandoval offers some tips on how to avoid this exact thing, at least if you know what to watch for.

      Kelly Sandoval’s work has been published in Uncanny, Grimdark Magazine, Strange Horizons, Daily Science Fiction, Intergalactic Medicine Show, Asimov’s, and Shimmer and reprinted in various anthologies including Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy, and she is one of the senior editors/publishers of Liminal Stories1. She’s not known for writing happy, optimistic stories, she’s known for writing darker stories that edge into horror as they creep under your skin. She was kind enough to talk with me about the dangerous power dynamic in “What Sisters Take,” what might have happened if Jessi asked for help, her experiences as an editor, and some observations on parenting.

      Her written fiction might be creepy, but her webcomic Parents vs Powers2 is delightful! When you’re done chuckling at Parents vs Powers, you can learn more about Sandoval and her work at her website kellysandovalfiction.com or by following her on Twitter where she is @KellyMSandoval.

      Ready to learn more about a twisted sister? Read on!
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      APEX MAGAZINE: Where did the idea for this story come from?

      

      KELLY SANDOVAL: Sometimes, an idea or an image gets stuck in my head, and it keeps emerging in my writing until I find the place where it fits. I have half a dozen discarded stories that include a scene of a girl sitting on a bed, burning off her feathers. In most of those, sisters play an important role. While I can’t say where that initial image came from, I can say that this is a story that I needed to write. But it took years of feeling out the shape of it before I found the right one.

      In my early drafts of “What Sisters Take,” Claire is the POV character. I was interested in her feelings about her own monstrousness, her use of a person she loves. But I think, in society, we prioritize the stories of the powerful. Claire gets to feel guilty because she’s the one in control. Jessi doesn’t have that luxury. Once I started considering the story from Jessi’s POV, it all came together.

      

      AM: Jessi realizes at a young age that she’s trapped in a power dynamic with someone who can kill her. Her defense mechanism is to be as nice as possible. What does that kind of childhood do to someone?

      

      KS: Jessi’s niceness is her way of trying to maintain a level of control over her life. Claire has all the power, so Jessi needs to believe that her behavior, in some way, controls Claire. Jessi has learned to manipulate others from a place of weakness, and that habit will be with her for a long time.

      

      AM: Claire is different than the others, she’s privately kind to her sister and only takes what she needs to survive. Why make her different? What’s the point of being kind when you’re a being like Claire?

      

      KS: I read an article years ago about a lioness who kept adopting prey animals. It talked about how the lioness had stopped hunting to protect this baby antelope she’d taken. She even returned it to its mother so it could feed, then chased the mother off when it was done. When another lion ate her baby antelope, she attacked it and spent days grieving. Then she went and found another baby antelope to take care of. The article told the story in a way that made the lioness a sort of tragic figure. So nurturing and self-sacrificing! Except, she stole the babies. She put them in harm’s way.

      Claire is a bit like that. She’s kind, sure, but kindness is a choice she has the luxury of making. It’s easy for the powerful to be kind. Claire’s kindness does cost her, but she’s the one who decides whether that cost is acceptable. She determines what’s “fair,” and her sister never gets a vote.

      “What Sisters Take” is about love and it’s about power. Claire loves Jessi, but she also feeds on her. The question that Claire, Jessi, and the story grapple with is whether the one makes up for the other. What does love mean when there’s such an intrinsic, pervasive power imbalance?

      

      AM: I asked myself “Why doesn’t Jessi tell someone?? Like her parents?” and my answer was “No one would believe her, and even worse, they’d say she was a horrible sister.” If you were writing the parents’ guide to “how to tell if your child is a cuckoo,” what sorts of tips would you include?

      

      JS: Even if Jessi told her parents, and if they believed her, I’m not sure that it would help. They’ve raised Claire. They love her. I don’t know that they’d be willing to simply let her starve. After all, if Jessi really is a good, loving sister, she should want to help Claire, shouldn’t she?

      Let’s see, some questions parents should ask themselves if they suspect their child is a cuckoo:

      
        	Does your child become ill or listless when they’re separated from their sibling for more than a day?

        	Do you have an overwhelming urge to care for one of your children, even when it requires you to neglect the needs of the other?

        	How many children do you have? Are you certain? Have you counted them lately?

      

      

      AM: You recently started a webcomic called Parents Vs Powers about first-time parents whose daughter has superpowers. How did you get the idea to start this webcomic, and why pivot from short fiction to comics?

      

      KS: I’m not a visual person, but my husband is an artist, and we like to do projects together. Our major project, just now, is raising our toddler. And we both needed a way to process the weirdness of being parents. Given our different skill sets, a webcomic was a natural fit.

      The webcomic is nice because it lets me do something light and a little silly. My short fiction tends to be pretty heavy, and that’s very much my natural mode. I’ve never felt comfortable writing happy, optimistic stories, though I love to read such stories and think they’re valuable. Parents Vs Powers lets me play in that gentler, warmer space.
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        Sunset view from Kelly’s desk

      

      

      AM: You are also a short fiction editor.  How has being on the editing side impacted your writing?

      

      KS: When my friend Shannon Peavey and I first started Liminal, our magazine, it was surprisingly detrimental to my writing. I started abandoning my stories if they didn’t feel Liminal enough. As Liminal was my magazine and would therefore never publish any of my stories, this wasn’t a very productive process. Eventually, I realized what I was doing and learned to stop viewing my stories through that lens. It was a rough patch in my writing, but it taught me that a story doesn’t have to fit one specific magazine’s aesthetic to be good.

      I am so thrilled to have a story in Apex, but the next story I write probably won’t be an Apex story. And that’s okay. My job is to experiment and explore, not to try to force my writing into a mold. Of course, I try to find homes for all my stories. But the ones that aren’t published are still good stories. (At least, I hope they are.)
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        Lapis, Kelly’s writing partner

      

      

      AM: Who are some of your favorite writers and artists? Why is their work important to you?

      

      KS: This past year was hard for all of us, I think. So I spent a lot of time buried in comfort reads. Mostly books I knew by heart. Books that felt safe. Lois McMaster Bujold is probably my favorite for that. She’s such a master of character. You feel like you know Miles and Ista. They’re people, struggling to make good choices, against all odds and expectations. I love characters like that. Characters who have every reason to turn cruel or give up but who keep trying anyway.

      When I’m not disappearing into a comfort read, I usually prioritize reading the work of my friends. E. Lily Yu’s book, On Fragile Waves, came out recently. She’s an extraordinary talent, and it’s a book that just shines from the first page. I love how her work challenges the reader while also being so lovely that you want to meet that challenge. Malcolm Devlin, who happens to be my absolute favorite short fiction writer, has a novella coming out from Tor.com next year, titled And Then I Woke Up. I was lucky enough to read an early draft, and it is going to ruin people. Malcolm writes with this mixture of genuine tenderness and no-holds-barred honesty that tears me apart every time.

    

    
      
      

      1 http://liminalstoriesmag.com/

      

      2 https://www.webtoons.com/en/challenge/parents-vs-powers/list?title_no=613392
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          Interview with Artist Martina Boscolo

          1400 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.

        

      

      For this month’s cover art, we are using a marvelous piece from artist Martina Boscolo. Heavily influenced by fantasy and sci-fi video games, books, and comics, her fascinating work mixes genre concepts with mystery and fun.

      
        
          [image: Mermaid by Martina Boscolo]
        

        Mermaid by Martina Boscolo

      

      

      APEX MAGAZINE: Your cover piece for this month’s issue, “Mermaid,” is an intriguing balance of fantasy and mystery. In creating a piece like this, where would your first steps in the idea be? How does the piece move from the initial concept to final art?

      

      MARTINA BOSCOLO: The idea came to me out of nowhere. I was doing my house chores and thinking about a personal project I’d been working on here and there for years now. I wanted to create a new adventure for my protagonist, and slowly the idea took shape in my mind. Then I actually had to make the piece, which was a whole other story.

      I wanted to put to practice some new things I learned, such as how to guide the viewer’s gaze to a specific spot, and proceeded to make several sketches. When I finally liked one, I worked on a palette of colors that could attract the attention of the viewer right to the mermaid. I also wanted the viewer to be curious about what was going on in the picture. I hope I was able to convey that!

      

      AM:  “Mermaid” was also featured as the site-wide “Daily Deviation” on DeviantArt in April, giving you more exposure for your work. Does recognition of your work change your approach to how you create art or the business of being an artist?

      

      MB: I wasn’t expecting such recognition and it was quite a surprise, honestly! I can’t really say that it changes the way I approach my art though. I tend to work on things I like when I’m creating my personal drawings, and not pay much attention to what could bring more viewers (i.e., a trendy subject or game) because that actually brings out the best of me. Be it fan art from my favorite game or just a random idea I get.

      When I work with clients though, as long as I’m comfortable with what they request, I just do my job. You can only think out so much, otherwise you end up removing a large piece of possible opportunities.

      

      AM:  On your ArtStation you have a wonderful process page of your work on the project “Librum Prodigiosum,” including a time lapse. Do you have a favorite part of the creation process? Does creating a page like this help you examine your own processes, or is it more for an interested audience?

      

      MB: I actually had the opportunity to work on that project thanks to the Daily Deviation. I’m so glad about it, it’s a wonderful project full of different artists!

      Including a time lapse (and sometimes also some steps) actually helps me a lot. I enjoy seeing all the different stages the drawing goes through before taking its final shape. I think it could help others, too, when they’re curious to see how I approach my art. I discovered that every artist has a unique process and sometimes it’s really different from what you imagined. I learned a lot by watching other artists’ time lapses and step-by-steps. To be honest, I don’t think it’s something that only art people are interested in. A lot of art enthusiasts are very curious about the “behind the scenes” projects.

      My favorite part when it comes to creating a piece is the line art (when the piece is not a painting, of course). I love to dig into that process and see the piece come to life; the more lines you add to it and when the work takes shape. The problem with that is you have to know when to stop. Sometimes you get carried away making all those lines and end up making something too crowded!

      

      AM: Your ArtStation includes work for League of Legends and Riot Games. What did you learn most from the collaboration? Do you approach your art, or a series of pieces, differently than your personal art?

      

      MB: I learned a lot! I honestly didn’t know I was into “cute” art before starting this collaboration. The team following me also helped me to grow and improve my skills, especially when you have very tight deadlines and specific guidelines to take into consideration (like the style, colors, and the request itself).

      I definitely approach my personal art very differently from my professional pieces, especially style wise. But they all go through the same process: several sketches, color palettes, and then final piece. The only difference being that the professional piece has to go through several people every time there’s something new to it, so a lot of back and forth.

      I’ve always struggled with choosing the right colors, even though I know all the theory behind it and went through several courses. This opportunity actually helped get over a mental wall. I even learned that a lot of vibrant colors together are not that scary if you know how to tackle them! Not to mention some tricks that they suggested to me while working on their pieces. The beginning was a bit bumpy, learning all the new things and tricks. But after you get past that, it’s a breeze and a very enjoyable experience! I’ve grown a lot as an artist, and I’m very thankful for that.

      

      AM:  Many of your pieces earn their adorable tag, such as “Flowers Shop” and seems to show how much fun you are having as an artist. How important are those emotions not only to portray in a piece, but to feel as you work on your art? Do different pieces or styles affect your everyday emotions as you are working?
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        Flowers Shop by Martina Boscolo

      

      

      MB: That piece is one of my favorites. It was part of a process I was going through to learn a bit more on how to draw by shapes of colors rather than filling in line art and also to convey a particular feeling on the viewer by using specific tones of colors.

      I believe every piece you create has to say something to the viewer. The colors, the shapes, and the scene itself can create very precise moods if you know what you’re doing. All of these are powerful tools if you manage to learn them. I always try to keep that in mind when I’m creating a piece.

      Are my pieces affected by my emotions? Yes and no. When I’m working on my professional pieces, I try to stay as neutral as possible. I don’t want to affect the final result just because I have a bad day. You have guidelines to keep in consideration and I believe you have to be as professional as you can be. When I’m working on personal pieces, I allow myself to pour emotion into it, be it bad or good. It can really change the outcome.

      Although some pieces do affect my emotions. Like when I’m working on something for way too long and it starts to make me sad or annoyed by it. Either because I don’t like it or it has been going back and forth for way too long, making me doubt my skills. Or it’s something I’m excited about, so I just can’t wait to work on it. It makes me very happy and cheerful, which then affects the piece in a good way. It’s quite a vicious cycle!
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      Thank you, Martina, for such a wonderful look at your art and process. Find more of Martina’s art on her Artstation page and DeviantArt profile.
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          About Our Cover Artist

        

      

    

    
      Martina Boscolo is an Italian artist that juggled between many jobs only to the realize her love for art was too big to be ignored. Her passion for everything artsy—video games, sci-fi and fantasy—inspires most of her works. A good cup of coffee with milk is all she needs to start her day.

      She works as a freelance artist and recently created artwork for Riot Games.

      
        
        Martina Boscolo can be found online at the following sites:

        Twitter1

        Instagram2

        Artstation3

      

      

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.twitter.com/jestervish

      

      2 https://www.instagram.com/jestervish

      

      3 https://www.artstation.com/jestervish

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Subscriptions]
          

        

        
          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 36 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 us1!

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.patreon.com/apexbookcompany
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          The Apex Magazine Team

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Editor-in-Chief

        Jason Sizemore

      

        

      
        Managing Editor

        Lesley Conner

      

        

      
        Special Fiction Editor

        Maurice Broaddus

      

        

      
        Nonfiction Editors

        ZZ Claybourne & Shana DuBois

      

        

      
        Associate Editors

        Rebecca Schibler & Marissa Van Uden

      

        

      
        Proofreader

        R. Jean Bell

      

        

      
        Contributing Editors

        Andrea Johnson

        Russell Dickerson

        A.C. Wise

      

        

      
        Podcast Producer and Host

        KT Bryski

      

        

      
        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, Kai Delmas, R. Jean Bell, Keturah Barchers, Ruth de Haas, Lillie Franks, K.W. Colyard, Dokubo-Asari Habiba, Marie Croke, Vanessa Jae, 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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        Twitter

        https://www.twitter.com/apexmag

      

        

      
        Facebook

        https://www.facebook.com/apexmag

      

        

      
        Patreon

        https://www.patreon.com/apexbookcompany

      

      

    

  



  	
	    
	      Did you love Apex Magazine Issue 124? Then you should read
              
                Apex Magazine Issue 125 by Jason Sizemore et al.!
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        Strange. Beautiful. Shocking. Surreal.
 
APEX MAGAZINE is a digital dark science fiction and fantasy genre zine that features award-winning short fiction, essays, and interviews. Established in 2009, our fiction has won several Hugo and Nebula Awards.
 
Issue 125 contains the following:
 
EDITORIALEditorial by Jason SizemoreWords from the Honorary Special Editor by Jeffery Reynolds
 
ORIGINAL FICTIONCOTTONMOUTH by Joelle WellingtonNext to Cleanliness by Rose KeatingDiscontinuity by Jared MilletCandyland by Maggie SlaterGift for the Cutter Man by D. Thomas MintonWake Up, I Miss You by Rachel SwirskyCLASSIC FICTIONDeep Night by Tenea D. JohnsonThe Ever-Dreaming Verdict of Plagues by Jason SanfordThe Rat by Yohanca DelgadoINTERVIEWSInterview with Author Joelle Wellington by Andrea JohnsonInterview with Author Rose Keating by Andrea JohnsonInterview with Cover Artist Marcela Bolívar by Russell DickersonNONFICTIONAlone? Or, How a Survivalist Reality TV Show Defangs Publishing's Narrow Definition of Agency by Maria DongFlesh Eggs by Ken MacGregorREVIEWSReview of Grave Reservations by Cherie PriestReview of Malefactor by Robert RepinoWords for Thought: Short Fiction Reviews by A.C. Wise
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	    About the Publisher

        
            Apex Publications is the parent company of Apex Book Company and our online genre zine Apex Magazine.
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