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          Indigenous Futurists—Editorial

          900 Words

          Allison Mills

        

      

    

    
      My grandfather was a poet. Not one you’ve heard of—his work was never widely distributed—but a poet nonetheless. He wrote about his family, about my grandmother, and about his spirituality—things that were personal to him—but his writing was always contained in the dominant western forms of his genre. He wrote sonnets, sestinas, and villanelles, but never branched out from what he was taught in school. Educated at a time when being open about his Cree identity would have painted a target on his back—and did, in fact, nearly prevent him from going to university. Maybe, then, it makes sense that he stuck to those forms that were drilled into him in his college courses. There were no Indigenous poets included in the poems he could quote by memory—when it feels like you’re the first one doing it, taking a step forward can seem so daunting it becomes impossible to do.

      I mention this because I grew up reading speculative fiction—fantasy, sci-fi, horror—but never saw myself in what I read. Indigenous characters rarely made it onto the page, and when they did, it was usually as part of a fantastical past or in a subservient role to a non-Indigenous (usually white) protagonist. It took me a long time to imagine what an Indigenous future could be—to break out of the mold that speculative fiction has used for decades now and create my own version of it in my writing. One, I’m happy (and a little bit mortified) to say, my grandfather liked to push on as many people as possible.

      In the world of speculative fiction, Indigenous characters and cultures are more often plot devices than people. We are the noble savages, the wizened wise woman, the Indian princess—we exist to support someone else’s story and then fade into the background, or we’re already dead, haunting a burial ground built on colonized land. For Indigenous readers, there is a clear link between the way fictional narratives treat Indigenous characters and the way our peoples are treated in real life. A settler-colonial nation—one that seeks to replace the Indigenous occupants of land with a new population of settlers, whether through violence, assimilation, or some other means—is one that benefits from imagining Indigenous peoples as a relic of the past.

      It’s no wonder, then, that so much of what we read does just that. It is often easier to find examples of poor Indigenous representation created by non-Indigenous authors than it is to raise up Indigenous voices. This issue of Apex Magazine is a celebration of what happens when we are given the space and opportunity to speak for ourselves.
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      The six stories featured in this issue highlight not just Indigenous presence, but also speak to an Indigenous future. Pamela Rentz (Karuk Tribe) and Norris Black (Haudenosaunee) both offer stories that tie together the present to their visions of a space-bound, sci-fi future, both uniquely thrilling in their own ways. Theodore C. Van Alst, Jr. (Anishinaabe) offers readers a vision of present-day Chicago through the eyes of Coyote, playful and longing. Jessie Loyer’s (Cree-Métis) story, “Marked by Bears,” is full of longing too, although one that lingers in quiet horror. Tiffany Morris (Mi'kmaw) imagines a future rooted in the past and alien visitors with skepticism born from experience. Kevin Wabaunsee’s (Prairie Band Potawatomi) “Spirits of the Broken Lands” twists some of speculative fiction’s most common tropes in distinct, unexpected ways that speak to an Indigenous point of view. These stories are as diverse as the many peoples their authors come from. I am thrilled to be able to share them with you.

      This issue also includes new non-fiction by mixed Indigenous writer Sloane Leong. Her essay highlights the intersections between Indigenous-led land and water sovereignty movements and Indigenous Futurisms. Echoes of this focus on the climate crisis we are currently in can be seen in unease evoked by Cree artist Megan Feheley’s “Tangle,” featured on the cover of this issue. Their art depicts a spirit tangled up in herself and in time. It asks the viewer to consider what the future really is—how will we know when we get there?
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      I was lucky enough, several years ago, to be approached by Amy H. Sturgis about a special issue of Apex Magazine she was editing. The issue would showcase Indigenous writers, highlighting voices that are often overlooked in the world of science fiction and fantasy. Amy invited me to contribute and I am eternally grateful to her and to Editor-in-Chief Jason Sizemore for the opportunity to stand alongside other Indigenous creators in the 2017 Indigenous Futurists issue of Apex. When I was invited back to edit this issue, I jumped at the opportunity to extend the same offer to other writers. An important part of imagining a place for ourselves in speculative fiction is creating spaces where Indigenous voices can be heard. Thank you to everyone at Apex Magazine for ensuring we have that space, and thank you to you to everyone who contributed to this special issue. Reader, I know you will enjoy.
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        Allison Mills grew up in the suburbs of Vancouver, where she spent a lot of time reading novels under her desk at school and bickering with her younger brother. As the daughter of a teacher-librarian, Allison had easy access to books of all kinds and developed a deep appreciation for writers like E. Nesbit, Diana Wynne Jones, and Ursula K. Le Guin. She also spent a lot of time scaring herself with spooky stories, a habit which grew into a life-long fascination with ghosts. She sympathizes with them. As someone who’s both Ililiw/Cree and settler Canadian, Allison knows what it’s like to straddle boundary spaces. This preoccupation with all things ghost-related inspired her first novel, The Ghost Collector (Fall 2019). Her story “If a Bird Can Be a Ghost”1 appears in issue 99 of Apex Magazine.

        

      

    

    
      
      

      1 https://apex-magazine.com/if-a-bird-can-be-a-ghost/
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          Security Breach at Sugar Pine Suites

          4,200 Words

          Pamela Rentz

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Pamela Rentz is a citizen of the Karuk Tribe and works as a paralegal specializing in tribal affairs. She is a graduate of the Clarion West Writers workshop and has been published in Asimov’s, Apex, and has a story forthcoming in Fantasy Magazine. Her personal website is www.pamrentz.com.

        

      

      
        
        Content Warnings1

      

      

      “If you can hear me, return to service quarters immediately.”

      Birdie Big Rock ignored the bleating voice coming from the commbundle and used a single finger to guide the ponycart into the lift.

      She cleared her throat. “Map?”

      The full resort station map sputtered into view with all the fancy lounges and decadent shopping hubs forbidden to grunt staff.

      “You have the wrong cart.” Gloria TanOak enunciated each word with rising annoyance.

      “Oops,” Birdie muttered. “Shouldn’t have left it in the wrong spot.” The senior housekeeping manager’s cart was bigger and floated instead of bucked. While the lift zipped around the rim, Birdie dug through various shelves and cubbyholes. Towels, sheets, a huge supply of Orbital Casino chocolates coveted by guests to resell on Earth because Indians-in-space merch was collectible. She pried open the flimsy lost and found box but found only a tangle of wrist monitors, rings, earrings, and removable implants. No VIP fobs, currency chips, or fun surprises.

      The chocolates were inventoried but not her cart, not her problem. A handful went into her pocket.

      The lift stopped and announced, “Sugar Pine Suites.” Birdie waited but the doors remained closed.

      “Access?”

      She waved the commbundle over the security panel and then over her head in desperation.

      Gloria’s frustrated voice came back. “We just talked about this. Bring the cart back. Now.”

      Birdie snickered. She knocked the cart against the door. “Come on, we got some rich people who need their luxury suites cleaned.”

      The door opened into a narrow service corridor, cold and dingy, like every other hidden service corridor she’d been in.

      The voice on the commbundle again, now shrill. “You’re supposed to be on Grasshopper Deck.”

      Grasshopper Deck, the land of cramped budget cabins that smelled like ripe armpit and pink drink vomit. Let someone else chase sparkly beads and scrape glitter out of the vents after bachelorette parties.

      The ponycart floated past door after door until it found the first assigned room. The access panel lit up. Birdie licked a finger and held it on the entry pad until authentication completed.

      She leaned into the opening. “Housekeeping.”

      The commbundle buzzed again. “Do not go into that suite! If I have to come out there—”

      Birdie stuffed it under a pile of towels and pushed the cart inside.

      “Ooh, luxe.” Her hand traced over the faux wood paneling. Warm, cozy lights illuminated handwoven rugs and photos of stern elders in traditional clothing, tribal affiliation printed in tiny letters at the bottom.

      The main room had a portal the size of a dinner tray, her first peek outside since the tribal employee shuttle docked. The view was another tooth in the bulky cogwheel of a ship and a black sliver of space with a blur of stars.

      The portal in the sleeping room was half the size. She stared out, cheek pressed against the cold, wishing to see something: a supply ship, a passenger shuttle, anything.

      She returned to the cart to grab supplies, ignoring the enraged buzz from the commbundle.

      Even rich passengers were slobs. Clothes flung everywhere, sticky food packets on the fancy coffee table, and damp towels heaped in the corner.

      She did the sleeping room first, fast and mechanical. New arrivals spent time in Gloria’s torturous training room where they practiced bed linen exchange, bath sanitizing, and launder cycles while Gloria railed on them about pride and efficiency as if being fast at cleaning was the ultimate Native pride.

      Birdie took a picture of the bathroom vanity before moving all the weird silver tubes of strangely named products and vials of remedies with indecipherable instructions. A few made it into her pockets.

      An unexpected screech set her hair on edge. Strips of tiny red lights flashed around the door frames. The main resort system announced, “Ship lockdown procedures. For your safety, return to your cabin.”

      What was it with the resort and these drills?

      Birdie arranged decorative sweetgrass soaps and restocked the indigestion relief.

      The pulse of the alarm grew louder. She scooped up towels and tossed them in the cleaning chute, swiftly sorted through the clothes flung everywhere, and rehung the clean stuff, fancy, even for the resort. Shiny white shirts, elaborately beaded jackets, and rhinestone-studded pants. She paused over a pair of black boots lined with buckles.

      This suite wasn’t a guest.

      She knew the wearer of these boots. Ads for his show played on endless loop over the ship’s entertainment system.

      Wyatt Thundercloud.

      Or Wyatt Drops-Their-Panties as the staff called him. The in-residence entertainer was known for being as popular offstage as on.

      What a collection of footwear.

      She stepped into a pair of exotic sand-colored boots, rattlesnake skin, too big for her feet, and checked her reflection while attempting his signature side-stepping pelvic thrust that sold out eight shows a week. Groups waited months for the ladies’ three-night party package.

      Gloria would not approve of this.

      The alarm blasted again. “Lockdown commencing. Remain in place.” The commbundle squawked from the cart. A prickle of unease. She glanced at the service door. Lockdowns were for … what? Ship system failures? Contagions? Bandits?

      She dug out the commbundle, lit up with warnings.

      “Housekeeping personnel, return to the service deck for lockdown.” Gloria’s voice had taken on an unfamiliar fury and desperation.

      Birdie tapped to connect and mustered an innocent look. “Hey, what’s going on?”

      “Oh, so you can hear me.” Gloria’s raging purple face glared from the tiny screen. “Get back here, now.”

      “You mean now, now?” That set Gloria howling.

      The boots went back, and she slipped on a pair of beaded mocs. Back in service, the staff would be stuck with Gloria watching ancient training holos.

      On the other hand, the punishment for skipping might be worse. Hours in Gloria’s training room and demoted to cleaning crew quarters. Nothing but the humiliation of grimy walls and stinky squalor.

      A long peal from the alarm. The red blinking lights around the doors froze for the space of a heartbeat.

      She hurried the cart to the service door and fumbled with the commbundle, finger hovering over the access pad.

      The ship system announced, “Lockdown complete.”

      She licked her finger and pressed down. A flutter of white lights and then: SECURE.

      She pounded on the door, but the panel refused to show anything except the reassuring SECURE status. The commbundle connection disappeared in favor of blazing emergency announcements.

      During training, Gloria beat them over the head with endless drills. They had evacuation drills. (Resort never evacuated.) They had foreign contaminant drills. (Never happened.) Hull breach drills. (Once in ten years.) Drills for intruders. (Annual attempts, strong security response, danger remote). The amount of preparation approached stupidity.

      The couch’s freshly plumped cushions looked inviting. Gloria’s first lesson was the difference between guests and service. Service didn’t sit on the furniture.

      Wyatt would be in the showcase theater in the lockdown room for performers.

      After a moment’s hesitation, she dropped into the sweet softness and closed her eyes. This was possibly the most comfortable she’d been since she’d boarded. She picked up the freshly sanitized room control and turned on the entertainment center. The darkened screened resumed from where it had frozen mid-show.

      A chase set to thumping music. Young men, dressed in cringy costumes, running through a fake-looking inter-tribal event. One carried a bow and arrow, another a spear. One wore buckskin pants and a bone choker. What a wasted opportunity to show real tribal people, like attorneys in three-piece suits negotiating an exclusive casino in space or tribal leaders sending off other peoples’ families to make up the workforce.

      The band vaulted through vending, knocked over tables of beaded medallions, sent leather-fringed bags flying. One grabbed a dripping piece of frybread as he dashed through. Aunties frowned at the carnage then grinned when they recognized the boy band heroes.

      They continued through the parking lot, leapt on and off of ancient sedans, surged past a camper with the door duct-taped shut, and jumped into the back of a rusty pickup, their arms pumping in unison. Beautiful young women decked out in regalia crowded around them.

      The camera paused on the young men, breathless with shiny eyes and wide smiles as they held their hands up to surrender then burst into song.

      Birdie hit the information button.

      Lonely Wolf Boyz in Paradise.

      Wyatt wore a skimpy breechclout, dangerously low on his hips. His hair flopped in his eyes as he gave the camera a crooked smile, then threw his head back inviting the fans closer.

      This guy sat in his suite and watched his own movie.

      He still had the crooked grin and floppy hair, but he was thicker around the waist and puffy in the face. His fans—they called themselves the Thunderclaps—all ages, lost their minds when he performed.

      She returned to the sleeping room and snooped through his things hoping to find something juicy. Maybe a drawer filled with satin thongs, trophies from his conquests. Instead, the drawers were half-full of frayed pullovers, slouchy lounge pants, and a healthy number of empty sleep-aid packets.

      His performance outfits were lined up in the closet. She investigated the pockets. Rumor was he never left the resort. How long had he lived in this room? She kept the gaming chips and a tube of Rosebud branded lip balm from the gift shop. He could keep the breath mints.

      An electric ping followed by the whoosh of the suite’s main entrance came from the other room.

      She froze in place. Only security could get around during lockdown.

      “Hello?” a voice called.

      Wyatt almost collided with her. He gave a little gasp. “I didn’t expect you.”

      His face was golden-brown, his dark hair tousled, and he smelled like a tree-filled forest on a sun-drenched afternoon. His trousers were snug, as was his shirt, a filmy knit thing unbuttoned to his breastbone. He wore his signature performance jacket: soft buckskin decorated with beaded frog hand and elkhorn buttons. Face-to-face he was alarmingly attractive. When polled about the boy band, Wyatt was always everyone’s favorite.

      She lost the power to speak. “Sorry … couldn’t … locked in.” She gestured about helplessly.

      “Are you sure?” He pushed the ponycart toward the service exit.

      “It’s secure.”

      Wyatt put his hands on his hips and closed his eyes.

      “Sorry. Very sorry.” Birdie tried to sound contrite but couldn’t help asking. “How did you get back?”

      Wyatt held up a VIP fob, a fancy one, like a beaded acorn. “They said bandits are imminent and to shelter in my room.”

      “Imminent meaning not a drill?” Birdie’s heart kicked up a notch. She jammed shaky hands into her pockets and focused on the training. Remain calm.

      “Sounds like it,” Wyatt confirmed. Even in a crisis, his voice had a honey-smooth sex-machine vibe to it.

      “We don’t have to worry, right?” Birdie said, needing to hear something comforting. “There’s a private security force. What’s the stat? No successful boarding in how many years?”

      “I’m not worried,” he said, absently.

      Staff wasn’t supposed to be in a room with a guest, or talent, ever. Not for fun or for work. “Should I—?” There was no place to go

      “You’re fine.” Wyatt pointed at the couch. “You want a drink?”

      “Uh—”

      “Relax”—he waved his hands in the air— “what else are we supposed to do?”

      Wyatt poured generous shots from a dispenser. She hadn’t held a real glass, other than to wash, since she came to the station.

      “I’m not supposed to—”

      “Who’s going to tell?” Wyatt’s expression was grim but he tinked his glass against hers, his face close enough to see a hint of grey along his hairline. She took a small sip, the alcohol smoky-sweet and delicious.

      Wyatt pointed at the couch again. “You’re—?”

      She sat. “Birdie.”

      “Birdie,” he repeated, the tiniest flick of his eyebrows. “Who’s your people?”

      “Karuk.”

      “Ah, one of the big shareholders,” he said.

      “The biggest. And you?”

      “Paiute. But I haven’t been home in a long, long time.” His eyes went back to the suite’s main entrance. The red lights had gone out.

      “The Tribes have top security,” Birdie said with forced cheer. “Booby traps and redundant security features every three feet. The bandits won’t get close to the vault. They’ll be hauled off any minute.”

      “What if they aren’t going for the vault?”

      Birdie shook off a sliver of dread and gulped the drink, the warmth soothing and exhilarating.

      “People get taken,” Wyatt said. “Never heard from again.”

      Hearing the words made Birdie break into a sweat. Not her rez, but she’d heard about a guy from another tribe kidnapped from a tribal research satellite. His family sent out reward beacons every year.

      Birdie said, “Kidnappings are rare.”

      Wyatt fixed his eyes on her for a long moment. “Your employee communicator work?”

      “Emergency announcements only.”

      “Wish we could talk to someone.”

      “They would tell us to stay put.”

      The ship system made another announcement: “Emergency Lockdown. Not a Drill. Wait for instructions.”

      Birdie and Wyatt exchanged a queasy glance.

      “We’re safe,” she repeated.

      Instead of offering a comforting reply, Wyatt leapt up and crossed the room with a loose-limbed ramble, like he was on stage. He stopped in front of the portal. “Do you like it out here?”

      “Do you? I’d rather be home.” Birdie unwrapped an Orbital Casino chocolate and stuffed the whole thing in her mouth. Creamy and delicious. She washed it down with the last of the booze. She said, “I thought the luxury suites had views.”

      Wyatt tapped on the portal causing the fringe on the buckskin jacket to shimmy. “That is a view.”

      “Don’t you miss seeing home?”

      “There’s an atrium between the main lounge stage and the ballroom.” He tipped his chin to the side as if to point it out. “If you stand in the right spot there’s an amazing view.”

      Birdie pitched her voice like Gloria’s. “The service team is back of the house only. No loitering around the atriums and the ballrooms.”

      “You don’t bend the rules?”

      Birdie couldn’t help smiling. “That’s what I’m known for.”

      Wyatt’s dark eyes glimmered with curiosity. No wonder this guy was such a panty-dropper.

      “I’ve never been outside the service area,” she went on, “but I’m working on it.”

      “I see,” he said. “High rollers are the ones who get suites with Earth views. Did you want to work up here?”

      “I volunteered,” she said. “Every family needs to send someone. Why not me?”

      “Debt is a debt,” he agreed.

      “How long for you?”

      “Hard to say,” he said. “I’m in a complicated situation. Now my contract’s been sold; going further out.” He lowered his voice like they were sharing a secret. “I owe people money.”

      In the meal area, someone once made a joke about that: Wyatt the former pop star, in eternal orbit to pay his bills. Gloria came along and busted them for gossiping about “our prestigious guest in residence.”

      “You don’t want to?” Birdie asked.

      “I would do anything to go home.” There was no mistaking the melancholy in his voice.

      She didn’t know what to say. She would do anything to go home, too. A long silence stretched out before he looked at her curiously. “Do you normally clean this suite?”

      “We rotate,” she said. “Well, we’re supposed to rotate. I never get Sugar Pine.”

      Wyatt nodded, lips pressed together.

      “Until today,” she added quickly as if he cared how the rooms were assigned.

      “Of course,” he agreed. “And you up here much longer?”

      “Contract’s half done.”

      “You signing for another term?”

      Birdie scoffed. “No. I can’t wait to get out of this place. I am not one of those NDNs who wants to be in space. Not like my supervisor. Gloria will probably renew her contract forever so she can lecture generation after generation on the everlasting satisfaction of a well-sanitized crap bin.”

      “I don’t think anyone would want that.” Wyatt’s eyes traveled back to the cart. “Can you call your supervisor?”

      “Oh no. She’d have my head in a bucket”—Birdie held up the empty glass— “if she knew I was doing this.”

      “She can’t be that bad.” Wyatt flashed a Lonely Boyz grin that she felt down to the back of her knees. She didn’t object when he took her glass for a refill.

      Birdie cast a sly eye at the remote. “Why do you watch your movie?”

      Wyatt glanced up at the blank screen with a funny smile. “Showing it to a friend who never saw it.”

      “Really? I thought the Thunderclaps watched it day and night.”

      “Not all my friends are Thunderclaps.” Wyatt pointed at the service door. “Let’s try to get that opened.”

      Birdie groaned. “Why? It’s perfectly safe here.”

      “Shouldn’t the staff have more information?” He was acting like a fussy guest, the kind that fretted about creaking sounds or rust spots like the whole resort could come apart before they had their third pass at the buffet.

      He waggled his fingers at the commbundle.

      She showed him the screen. “Emergency mode. Keeps the hysterical masses from clogging the system.”

      Wyatt took it and prodded the screen with a surprisingly unattractive chubby finger.

      “It’s not going to work,” Birdie said.

      “You don’t have a code? Nothing?” Wyatt’s voice had grown heated, possibly tinged with blame.

      “You’re a celebrity. Don’t you have something?” Birdie snapped back.

      He gave back the commbundle and circled Gloria’s ponycart, poking at the various compartments and pushing aside towels and soaps. She jumped up and stumbled, forgetting that she still wore his mocs, and shuffled to the cart. Wyatt glanced at the shoes but didn’t comment.

      “There’s nothing.” Birdie said, trying to nudge him out of the way. The cramped service corridor would offer no benefit they couldn’t enjoy here in fine comfort. She went through the commbundle’s exit procedure and showed him the result: SECURE.

      Wyatt refused to give up. He elbowed her aside and waggled his hand into every crevice. “There’s got to be built-in hardware, override, something to get in and out of the rooms.”

      “There’s not.” The stress was getting to him; he was losing it. “It’s fine in here,” she insisted. She would have physically shoved him if he wasn’t the resort VIP.

      “Well, I’m kicking back over here.” She hopped back on the couch and put her feet up, crossing one beaded moc over the other.

      She missed what happened next, but Wyatt made a series of growly sighing sounds, then there was a hollow pop and the service door opened. Gloria burst into the suite, red-faced and breathless.

      “You’re here.” Wyatt sagged with relief like she was the security force instead of a person who put mints on pillows when she wasn’t berating her underlings.

      Birdie moved quickly but not before Gloria caught her lounging around, feet on the furniture, booze-filled tumbler on the table. Her eyes bulged but her mouth formed a polite grimace as she looked Birdie over. “Why are you in here?”

      “Cleaning.” Birdie channeled her most professional posture as she took the ponycart and angled it toward the door.

      Gloria pointed to the oversized mocs with a horrified look. “Why are you wearing Wyatt—our guest’s—shoes?”

      “He’s not a guest, he’s talent,” Birdie clarified. Off Gloria’s dark look she added, “How do you know whose they are?”

      The muscles in Gloria’s neck popped out. She looked like a cartoon character about to explode. Even Wyatt looked amused. Gloria said, “They don’t fit you and are not part of your uniform.”

      Why this particular performance review was necessary when bandits were aboard, Birdie couldn’t say but leave it to Gloria to adhere to the resort handbook in a crisis. Birdie checked her feet. “I think they look good.”

      “They do,” Wyatt said, putting a warm, comforting arm over her shoulder and easing her toward the service door. “You can have them.”

      The weight of his touch sent a funny flash of heat through her. A former pop star was practically hugging her.

      The entry-chirp for the suite’s main entrance went off. Birdie jumped. The suites had special sound reduction features but not enough to mask activity from the hallway. A series of metallic taps and a high-pitched burr. Bandits?

      Birdie’s heart thumped wet-hot in her chest. Gloria made a funny grunting sound and remained glued in place like she was in shock or too panicked to run. There was no urgency in Wyatt either, in fact, he looked sort of dazed himself, which meant Birdie was going to have to save the day.

      “Shouldn’t we all get going?” Birdie spoke gently like she was trying to coax a trembling new employee into the meal room for the first time. She twisted out of Wyatt’s embrace and urged them to follow.

      An ominous sucking noise came from the entrance. They all swiveled to look. Birdie’s stomach dipped, the fear bitter at the back of her throat. A faint chemical-tang smell came from the suite entrance. Poison gas? Fire?

      “You go on,” Gloria said in a strangled voice.

      Birdie wouldn’t wish kidnapping on her worst enemy. Not even Gloria. She took a deep breath and summoned her courage, annoyed that it came to her to save these two brainless morons.

      “We’re going to be kidnapped if we don’t get going.” She herded them toward the door.

      “No,” Gloria said, her voice stronger. “You go. Please.”

      “Not leaving without you,” Birdie said.

      Gloria and Wyatt exchanged a startled look.

      “I’m right behind you,” Birdie insisted. “We don’t have much time.”

      “Just go,” Gloria begged like she was about to cry. “Can you do what you’re told? Just this once?”

      Wyatt muttered something that Birdie didn’t catch. Gloria shook her head, violently. Even Lonely Wolf Boy couldn’t snap her out of it.

      An unnerving metal screech came from the door.

      Wyatt tilted his head at Birdie, “Tell her.”

      Wyatt and Gloria exchanged an unreadable look. Birdie’s mind raced through possibilities. “Tell me what?”

      “We can’t,” Gloria said.

      Wyatt finally put his arm around Gloria, but they didn’t look any closer to exiting the suite. Birdie was about to insist she could be trusted but the words faded on her lips. Gloria’s face tilted up to his and then she did something Birdie had never seen before.

      She smiled.

      Wyatt gazed into Gloria’s eyes with a look that could only be described as adoring. He stroked the side of her face.

      Birdie stared at them, cringing inside and out. “What is happening right now?”

      They embraced for real, Gloria’s sweaty head pressed against his manly chest, her cheek against the velvety buckskin.

      They were … together?

      “But all the rules … and you and the guests … the parade of bridesmaids …” Birdie’s voice trailed off.

      Wyatt shook his head. “That’s all marketing.”

      The announcement chime on the suite’s entrance repeated, over and over, as if someone was angry and wanted in.

      Gloria snapped out of her bliss and said in a terrorizing voice, “Don’t ask questions, just get out of here. Now.”

      “But what are you guys doing?”

      Gloria looked back at Wyatt, her eyes wide and incredulous. “Didn’t I tell you about this?”

      Wyatt grabbed Birdie’s hands and peered into her face, close enough to notice the make-up on the bags under his eyes. She said, “Are you really—?”

      “Shut up,” Wyatt said, his voice vicious. He wasn’t so handsome now.

      “There is no more time. We have invested everything but the hair on our heads to stage this kidnapping to get off this ship.” Birdie didn’t dare interrupt. “We’re both trapped in our contracts. The less you know, the better. If you’re here, they’re going to grab your ass, too, and you will be traveling into deep space with us as your only friends.”

      Birdie shuddered. She looked over his shoulder at the suite entrance, ominous sounds growing worse.

      “I’m going.” She didn’t miss the look of relief the lovebirds shared. She paused again. “Can I have your jacket?”

      “You’ve got to be joking,” Gloria said.

      Wyatt shimmied out of it.

      “Do not do that,” Gloria said.

      Wyatt threw it at her. Birdie put it on, still warm from his body. She stuck her hand in the pockets and held out a pack of breath mints.

      “Get out!” Gloria said, flinging a pair of complimentary resort slippers at her. At this rate, the rage would kill her before the bandits dragged her away.

      “Relax, I am,” Birdie said, carefully pushing the ponycart out. The service door clicked into place before she could turn around and watch what happened next. When she tried to re-open it, the access pad said SECURE.

      The sound deadening did its job, but she cracked up imagining Gloria’s screeches and Wyatt pretending to fight back. She dug around Wyatt’s pockets again and found a beaded acorn, Wyatt’s VIP fob.

      She steered the ponycart to the lift. “Lounge stage,” she said. Time to check out that Earth view and if she got there quick enough, maybe see the bandit ship taking Gloria and Wyatt to paradise.
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      When Coyote wound round his tail twice and laughed, loped through the six-way intersection at Lincoln, Belmont, and Ashland, he never thought so many humans would die.

      Sure, he was drunk, but it was St. Paddy’s on a Friday downtown and everyone was shit-faced. He stood on his hind legs and felt around up top; he remembered a Northwest side girl full of freckles and big blonde hair sticking one of those green felt derbies on his head, but it seemed to have fallen off somewhere. He had been hitting on her, trying to use his legendary dog magic, but she wasn’t buzzed enough to understand him. Then her big doofus, Brendan, showed up with a couple green beers in hand, thought he was some stray trying to give her rabies, and kicked him good in the ribs. Coyote tried to bite him but missed, slunk away, eyes already peeled for another shot.

      He padded around outside the Riverwalk bars, people pouring beers on the ground for him. Embarrassing, yeah, but he wasn’t drunk enough yet to show them he could sit up in a café chair, drink right out of a plastic cup if he wanted, even if it freaked people out every time, got him in trouble with Creator for showing off. He licked up a couple puddles, wondered how he could get someone to dump a shot of whiskey for him, and watched architecture tour boats chock full of suburbanites and other foreigners putt on by. He alternated arching his eyebrows, lolled his big pink tongue out long past his black lips, felt the spit on his teeth dry in the breeze off the Chicago River. He was glad it was warm, way nicer than usual for March, but winced at the thought that every spring seemed warmer than the last. These humans were fucking it up quick-like and there didn’t seem to be any way to stop it. He left it, like most things, in Creator’s hands and went back to thinking Coyote thoughts, the only thing he was actually bound to do.

      Right now, those wiggedy deliberations were bugging him to get laid, a proposition way easier for him as a human. Man, there were like three coyote women on the whole Northside, and they were too busy with their kids to spend any time with him. He’d tried plenty of times, been shut out even more.

      The problem was that he was too fucked up to figure out how to switch to human form. He knew there were a couple of things he needed to say, but they had to be recited in a certain order, and it required a couple of stones, he thought maybe, but if it did, he’d lost those. And some tobacco, something else he didn’t have. Shiiiit, he confirmed. I’m a mess.

      He should probably go find Jimmy and Tommy, those little shits. They’d know what to do. He’d given them the story so they’d know how to call him back in case he got too fucked up. But Uptown was such a haul from here, and he’d already run the whole way along the big water from downtown. Heading west from the lakefront, he drank himself up Belmont, a dive bar here, a gay bar there, a hole in the wall, a couple music joints with metalheads and folk nerds out front, all of them quick to give a coyote a drink. He was smashed.

      By the time he’d crested one of Chicago’s few inclines up to Ashland, all four legs were moving independently of each other. And he’d puked two or three times, ate it at least once.

      But this fuzzy urge kept at him, worried his mind. The migratory patterns, the hunting trails, the well-worn paths embedded deep in his soul gnawed at his heart. Those paths crossed with Fox’s and Possum’s and Skunk’s plenty of times, but he ignored them, didn’t bother to talk with all of those trying to survive in the city as well. It wasn’t because he didn’t have time; it was just that Coyote was an asshole and couldn’t be bothered. He preferred to be alone, and lonely with his thoughts. He had slunk every sidewalk on the Northside, but it was the old Indian trails that pulled at him; Archer, Ogden, Milwaukee, Clybourn, Lincoln, and Elston Avenues, even Route 66, maybe the grandest trail of all, every angled street in the city that spoked out from the lake and the old trading centers were paths drawing his paws in undeniable ways.

      That’s how it was with Lincoln Avenue, his most favorite, the one that had been yuppified more than any other. As he made his way west toward it on Belmont, he could see it in his mind’s eye, vintage neon, yellow-blue arc light, broad and angled, heading northwest in sensible ways, cutting across a square-gridded city that slept in silence, dreamed deeper than it knew, its diagonal paths leading to an angry past, a history that simmered unknown below a surface hot-topped over a massacre, a burnt fort, rebellion, and resistance that smoldered like a root fire in its unsung fields, sighing prairies that sang on summer nights for those who knew how to listen, the city’s Indigenous citizens’ palms raised to the big water in the east, eyes smiling closed at a history not yet written, a book of Native reclamation close at hand.

      Coyote held their hearts close to his own as he waltzed into the intersection, standing tall on two legs. He drew down all the magic in the air with him as he made his way, the six stoplights of the intersection responding in flashing red, green, and yellow, wild as his own heart demanded. Cars screeched and swerved in response, rolling and howling, a late model Caprice smashed a vintage Bel Air, two Crown Vics, black and maroon, skittered into a banana yellow Mustang and an old box truck, a crusty Dodge pickup broadsided a creamy Plymouth Voyager as a red Jeep Cherokee stood on its brakes, too late to avoid a scrubby blue Mazda Navajo pushed sideways across Ashland, all four tires blistering skid marks into the pavement. White faces screamed through shattering glass, windshields, and blood by the bucket splashed onto the blacktop. Limbs twisted and flashed, pale and crimson-streaked, thrown at the last second across eyes that rolled to avoid seeing onrushing sidewalks and light poles. Bodies crumpled half in and out of spidering windows and puckered doors, mayhem reigning supreme.

      Coyote twirled, again and again, laughing in a way they’d get all wrong on the newscasts, the pure joy he felt lost on their unknowing ways of looking at the world, chaos the only true expression of love he knew.

      Just wait ’til the Southside Irish Parade tomorrow, he thought. Western Avenue was gonna be wild.
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      My brother was taken away by the bears to live with them when I was small; he existed only in the song that was sung about him. His song was sung in the summer, at Sundance, but also in the winter, on the darkest day, the day he was taken away. The trade meant continued peace with the bears and had been negotiated since his birth when my mother had shrewdly promised them a five-year-old; she said any human baby would be too weak to live their ways. So my parents had him for five short years. He was doted on, fed well, beloved. And then, he was gone.

      I was a baby when they took him and had no memory of him. But his absence shaped everything around me.

      Our ancestors used to think bears were just cute. My grandmother remembered her mother having a small toy shaped like a bear. “But not really like a bear, but a child’s idea of a bear,” she said. It was easier to live with a hazy concept of a bear than face the horror of what their built-up concrete cities had done to the territory that bears need. They rarely saw bears; the people of my great-grandmother’s time had sent them to live in the fringes. They need a lot, the bears: space, food, fealty. They withered at the fringes.

      So things were unbalanced in that time of pipelines and smokestacks. When the reckoning came and people were killed off in the apocalypse, more animal nations that had been sent to the fringes began to thrive, not just the bears. Deer, wolves, buffalo, birds of all kinds, bats; there are stories of how trees were allowed to stretch out again: they all came back after our cities crumbled.

      And we were forced to atone for the ways we had overstepped.

      We are uglies. It’s marked in our skin. It’s weak, rips at the smallest thing. Pitiful. Deer are so self-sufficient; already clothed and well-fed. Wherever they are. When we need to be clothed, we negotiate a huge sacrifice. When we eat, we ask for a life. If we had been living well, in balance, that sacrifice would be easy for our relatives. A joyful understanding. But they remember what we did to them.

      See, their songs reach way back. Back into ice ages, sometimes, depending on the species. Certainly into the Time of Sorrow, what the deer call the era of cities. When uglies would kill them and leave their bloody bodies on a field. Deer mourned the wastefulness: they honored the sacrifice for feeding others as a calling. At dawn, they sing the names of those who answered the call. But they could not forget how uglies would kill their most honored people and then spit on the death sacrifice. They sing about their heads placed on our walls, shameless. We’re ugly for more than just our lack of fur: they know we hold that ugliness inside us, deep. They won’t forget.

      Bears, even more so. They have the luxury of hibernation, the deep memory. In the coldest months, when we are huddled together, sick and hungry, they can tap into a stream of consciousness that extends back, way back. Once, I heard an old grizzly sing a song his ancestors had sung to mammoths, heard it sung to him as he hibernated, burrowed in ancestral consciousness. By comparison, our memory is so short, so incomplete. We know we had cities and that the reckoning happened, but we can’t remember beyond that very well. Our memories of the Time of Sorrow are so poor; we need the long memories of our bear relatives to remind us.

      One of the ways they remind us is through gifting. My brother was chosen to be honored because my mother came from people who had sworn themselves to the bears. Our clan. She told me about how our clan had considered the relationship differently, more like symbols and metaphors. I had laughed, “But didn’t the bears get offended?” and my mother had shushed me and shook her head. Quietly, she had said, “We can never take their love for us for granted.” This was before I learned about the hunger that uglies had, our legacy of selfish greed. Everything unbalanced will right itself, eventually.

      We owe that balance to certain nations. The deer are still dismissive of us, and might always be, but we have good relations with the buffalo. The buffalo have long memories, too, and when the reckoning happened, they sang us our redemption. We might not be here without them. They sang of how, after the genocide, their people were scattered and few, and how a few uglies brought them home to mountains and prairies. Allowed them to repopulate their communities. They sing of the grasses that missed them, of being reunited with the mountain meadows that were their sacred places. They sing of the joy of calves being born in holy places, being allowed to run far. It’s one of the few good relations my ancestors kept, and it’s the one that saved us. The buffalo saw possibilities for us. They hoped we could redeem our sins as long as our numbers were kept low and we were kept under close watch. The bears agreed and offered to manage our rights. So buffalo still greet us. They still allow us to ask for sacrifices so we can be fed. Sometimes they live among us for a time; my father remembers an old cow who nuzzled him to sleep as a child.

      My father often thinks of the son he gave away. He’s proud of the action; he knows it’s honorable. But sometimes, something will remind him of my brother as a baby. Yesterday we were swimming and I snuck up behind to splash and surprise him. His eyes were wide and he screamed, then started to laugh. Then, bent over in the water, my father brought a hand to his eyes as his laugh turned into a cry. When I asked him why, he said, “He used to do that, splash around like you.” As he cried I patted his hand and told him, “I bet he is more at home in the water now!” I’ve seen the way bears love water.

      I don’t know where my brother lives. I never see the children we give to them. Some people say they keep them in caves, where they are held apart, fed the best food, and given flowers for their hair. Others say that the children become bears: blessed to grow fur and claws, have their noses sharpen. I like that, the idea of my brother having claws. Powerful. I imagine him using his claws to pull salmon out of the river in the fall. It’s hard to do with my hands, but a bear is built for it.

      In my brother’s song, my mother sings of the mothers who came before her. Her mother had also gifted a son to them; my mother had been older than him and remembered her brother going away. She usually cries at this point. It’s a cry of overwhelming gratitude. They chose us! They keep this covenant with us. As she sings, I think of how I will send my future son to them to affirm this treaty, so I have to pay attention. One day, it will be my son’s song I’ll be singing, weaving in my mother’s mother’s songs so that we can try to remember, as poor as our memories are, how we atone.

      It’s not always boys. For other pacts, they send one of every pair of twins to the bears. Or children born with a mark. It depends on the bears and the uglies who made the pact. We don’t live as long as our ancestors did, either. In the generations before my great-grandmother, they lived over a hundred winters old, they say. It feels impossible! How could you move over rough ground at that age? Could you even run, living that many winters? But our generations are closer together, so the bears are happy. More children to come to them, more often, a ceremony I’ve only heard about. But I have met bears at other times, and soon, I’ll be at the center of one of those gatherings.

      There’s a time when they come close, where both of our nations are all fat with berries, purple muzzles, and purple lips. This year is the year I’ll be marked.
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      My mother sits with me and asks me to sing my brother’s song to her while she braids my hair. She wants me to have it right, not forget anything because I’ll sing it to the bears when they come. I’ve helped her sing it during midwinter, but never for an audience like this. She says, “You have to get it right. Part of our atonement is the precision of memory. Our ancestors didn’t care enough to remember who we were in relation to everyone else, and they perished. So we have to show our commitment. We have to get it right.” I nod, start again. This time, I remember it well, and she grunts in approval.

      There’s something that has been worrying me. “Does it hurt?” I ask slowly. It’s a question I’m hesitant to ask. Pain is not something to fear, says my grandmother. Discomfort is not our enemy. My mother turns me toward her and says softly, “Yes. It hurts. That’s why we do it.”

      She dresses me carefully. There are flowers in my hair, braided down my back. She carefully weaves the braid up on my head. “Don’t need that getting in the way,” she says. She looks me up and down. “Yes, my love. You look perfect. The bears will be very proud of you.” My heart thrums; it’s so exciting. They’ll arrive later in the afternoon, so we start to prepare food for them: piles of berries and grubs and fish. We will all feast, and then, I’ll be marked.

      My family sits, surrounded by red willows. My mother sits quietly, arm around me. My father is nervous and pulls grass from the ground, shredding them into smaller and smaller pieces. He did not grow up in a family sworn to bears, and he says that he still has to calm himself when they appear. “My fast heartbeat won’t let me forget,” he says. We all have that, the sins of our ancestors that make our blood sing when bears come near. We are reminded of how we betrayed their trust.

      A big grizzly walks into the clearing. G’hrmph’ is my mother’s marker. I’ve seen her a few times in my life, sometimes for ceremonies like this, but sometimes from far away. The first time I remember seeing her, she was on a hillside and my mother stopped dead and held me, a wide-eyed look on her face. She had pursed her lips and whistled to G’hrmph’. The grizzly turned her head, nodded, and continued rummaging in the bush. I saw my mother’s face fall, disappointed. “I just thought I could introduce you,” she said, “but she must be busy.” I’ve always wondered about the hold that G’hrmph’ has on my mother. But my grandmother says that’s how it always is, the bond between the marker and the marked.

      G’hrmph’ is joined by a few more bears. I only recognize one or two. They don’t usually gather in big groups, so some must have traveled far to witness this. I’ve never seen a marking, only heard about it, but no one ever mentioned it would be witnessed by so many bears. I wonder if my brother, the bear, is among them. I look at my mother. Her face is upturned, rapturous. She clicks a hello to G’hrmph’, who responds with grace. It’s now time for me to sing.

      I sing of my brother, born to my parents, born into atonement for the excesses. I sing of his soft limbs, the care that was taken to feed him well, protect him from sickness and injury. I sing of the cold, of the day that P’rff took him from us, the great joy of that day. I sing of the commitment of the bears to hold us to our pact to atone, to remind us of our weakness, our softness, our flesh.

      My mother beams at me, proud, as I finish. My voice sounds so small in this clearing, especially as the bears fill the space in rich, loud sounds. I can hear them purring. G’hrmph shakes her glossy coat and sings back to me, saskatoons on her hot breath, honoring my song. I can feel the redness creep up into my face. I didn’t know she knew me! But I suppose that is what this is, a sort of spiritual introduction.

      After the song, my mother stands and holds my hand. She brings me to the center of this circle of uglies and bears. She lays me face down. I can smell the earth as I place my hands under my chin. She opens the shirt away from my back, places a hand on my spine, and leans in to whisper, “I am so proud of you. Be strong. Try not to move too much.”

      As I lay in the dirt, alone, my heart beats fast. It raises my chest up and down, ever so slightly. I hear my mother tell them my name, and I hear G’hrmph call the name of a bear I’ve never met: Hrhhmp. She will mark me. As I hear her footfalls, I realize I am scared. I don’t want the pain. I know it makes me weak, but I grit my teeth and push my forehead against the dirt. It won’t take long, I tell myself. It will be over soon.

      I feel Hrhhmp’s hot breath and feel the earth shake as she walks over. Her claws are long and elegant, right at my eye level. I squeeze my eyes shut, but open them in surprise as she puts her snout beside my ear. She tells me that she’ll do my best not to hurt me more than she needs to and tells me to just stay very still. By the cooing in her tones, I can tell she’s juvenile; her role is probably similar to mine. I thank her for this kindness and then she begins.

      She sings of the way that uglies forgot their weakness, how our folly made us think we were somehow better because our hands were dexterous and our brains were big. How we must remember the way skin rips and tears and that the rips and tears of skin are a memory, too. How she, as a bear, is beholden to mark the one who will give up their child, to make a pact on our skin, so that we don’t forget and slip back into the ways of our ancestors. And how, if we live with a good relationship, we might redeem our people.

      I know it’s coming, but I still squeeze my hands tight and tense up my whole body. I can feel my breath coming fast and shallow. I am trying not to let any noises escape my mouth. Hrhhmp raises one huge paw and draws her long, elegant claws down my back.

      The pain envelopes me. Everything in my body screams for me to run away. But I bite into the dirt, let it fill my mouth to dampen my scream. Hrhhmp lifts her other paw and scraps my back again. I dig my toes into the ground. I can feel the slickness of blood sliding from my back, down my sides. I can smell my fear.

      I hear her voice by my ear telling me to look in her eyes, and I look up. Her dark eyes are full of sorrow. Then something slides away. In her eyes, I see my body, small, bloodied, on the ground. That image dances. I hear her voice in my head: “This is how you will call me,” and I hear three sharp notes. It’s not far from the whistle my mother used to greet G’hrmph, but distinctly its own. “And this is how I will call you,” she intones in my head, and she calls me by my name, a series of soft purrs.

      Now I have a name, she can call me into the ancestral consciousness that bears tap into during hibernation. Like a reflection on water, I see shapes come into focus. For a few moments, Hrhhmp shows me the most horrific scenes: bears being murdered, their bodies left to rot, bears in cages hardly bigger than their bodies, bears being tortured as uglies laugh and laugh. I weep and cling to her. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I keep saying, even though I know I should be quiet. She grunts low and the images shift. I see my mother as a child being marked. My grandmother, and then her mother, young girls with blood running down their backs from the claws of young bears. Each time, both girl and bear are so still and so brave, held together in their deep sadness. Any healing ceremony is always a ceremony of grief too. The images ripple like someone threw a rock in a pond, and I see a boy with my face being led by P’rff to his new home in the mountains. The bears feed him a huge feast. He laughs and sings to them as he eats. I watch him fall asleep. They gently place him on a bed of cedar. Then, after a benediction song, I see the bears all take a small bite from his small body. I start to scream.

      But Hrhhmp doesn’t allow the scream to come out of my mouth. The scream is in my mind. As my guide, she shows me my body lying still on the ground, blood on my back, flower braids on my head, to calm me. I can see my blood, but right now, I can’t feel anything. “We honor his sacrifice,” she says in my head. “Thus we remain connected and in balance.” I cry and cry. My brother is dead. He has been dead for years. All those other children, dead, eaten. I never thought that this could be the price. My mind is racing. She says softly, “You have done so well today. Can you calm your heart?” I faintly remember my grandmother telling me that when it felt like too much, I should find a detail to focus on. I thought she had meant the physical pain of the marking, but now, I know it’s intended for this moment, this moment that feels like my mind isn’t mine anymore, so I look at the way the fur fans out from Hrhhmp’s eyes and the layered brown of her eyes. Slowly, the repeating pattern brings me back to myself. I tell her I’m ready to return.

      Hrhhmp brings us back into the present. As I leave the ancestral consciousness, the pain returns, sharp. My back spasms. She asks the ceremonial words, loud enough for the crowd to hear, “Do you feel fear?”

      I spit the dirt from my mouth and manage to weakly say, “Yes.”

      She nods. “Will you carry this fear to remind yourself?”

      I  nod. “Yes”

      Hrhhmp says, “By these wounds we are bound. You are marked.” She drops her large head to my back and gently licks the deep lines.

      I lay in the dirt. It’s over. I feel a puff of hot breath as she whispers in my ear, “I’ll see you again,” and calls me by my name. I can hear the bears lumbering away slowly as there is nothing left for them to witness. Bears don’t visit like we do; when a thing is done, they move along. I lay in the dirt and cry. My tears have made mud around my face. I can feel my heartbeat in the grooves on my back, pulsing. My mother and my grandmother come over and place hot cloths on my back. I turn my head to my mother, my face streaked with mud and tears, and ask, “Did you know?”

      My mother smiles wide at me and washes my face. “I am so proud of you,” she says. “You will remember. You’ll hold this memory in your body.” My grandmother’s eyes are wet, and she says, “It feels a bit like a betrayal, doesn’t it?” I nod. Her eyes shut as she smiles, and a few tears are squeezed out and fall down her cheeks. She continues, “But it’s not. It’s seeing with new eyes that we’re not the center.”

      They know. Their markers must have guided them through these memories too. I’ve sat behind them, seen their markings, traced those long scars on their backs with my finger. Mine will look like that, eventually. If they’ve been through this, they knew that giving my brother away meant he would be eaten. My mother, as she was marked, would have seen her own brother’s death, knowing that she would have to give up her son the same way. I ask her, “How could you do it?”

      She laughs gently, tears in her eyes. “We carry our ancestors’ sins. We have to atone.” She pauses and strokes my hair, fixing a flower, “But I asked for five years. Years to hold a baby close, to hear his laughter. I got to give him a wonderful life. His sacrifice was beautiful.”

      As my mother and grandmother finish bandaging up my markings, I think of my time swimming in Hrhhmp’s consciousness. I can’t deny that there was great beauty in the care the bears took. He didn’t suffer. After the horrors that Hrhhmp showed me, one small boy’s life seems so small. After seeing the pain we inflicted, I don’t know that I would have advocated for us the way the buffalo did.
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      It takes days for the markings to close, and they are still tender even when they stop bleeding. During the long recovery days, I sing my brother’s song to keep me company. I realize that she gave me another gift: I saw my brother, who until now, had only existed in song to me. His face looked like mine. Now, when I sing his song, I see his face, plump and happy.

      We come across a herd of buffalo on the day my marks stop bleeding. My father greets them and brings me forward. An old cow snorts her great nose at me and asks if I remember now. I nod. Her eyes smile and she brings over a few other buffalo. She asks me to sing for her and her family, the song of my marking. I look at my father in alarm. “I don’t know that song!” I hiss. He laughs and says, “Now’s the time to compose it.” So I sing slowly. I tell them of Hrhhmp, the way I laid in the dirt, her claws gliding down my back, the invitation into the ancestral consciousness, of the pain we inflicted, of the markings of my mothers, and of the sacrifice of my brother. I start crying halfway through and have to sing through my tears. My father holds me close, kisses the top of my head, then sends me to sit as he finishes talking to the buffalo.

      She talks to my father for a while, then, with a kick in the dust, runs back to her people. When I ask him what she said, he tells me, “I’ll never get over how much they love us,” and hugs me to his chest, careful with my back. He says, “They always hoped we could be good relatives. Buffalo never gave up on us.” He tells me that the old cow and her family will dance my song to the rest of the herd tonight, spreading the news that the uglies are reminded of their histories and that balance is maintained.
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      All winter, my dreams are repetitive. It starts as simple things: rooting around in the bush, wading into a stream, running faster than I’ve ever been able to. Finally, when I see a reflection in a still pool, I realize they aren’t my dreams, but Hrmmph’s. Her hibernation dreams are mixing into mine. She dreams of saskatoons and grubs, of the sensation of rubbing her back against a tree. She dreams of cubs not yet made. I yearn for the deeper memories, but she leaves me when she enters the ancestral consciousness. I am hungry to remember. I want to ask her everything, but I’ll have to wait until she wakes up. I’ll have to wait until spring.
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            [image: Kevin Wabaunsee]
          

        

        
          Spirits of the Broken Lands

          5,000 Words

          Kevin Wabaunsee

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kevin Wabaunsee’s fiction has previously been published by Strange Horizons, PseudoPod, and Escape Pod, where he is also an associate editor. He is the managing editor for Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA), and a graduate of the Viable Paradise workshop. He is a Prairie Band Potawatomi.

        

      

      
        
        Content Warnings1

      

      

      Shoppers at the Thersian Grand Market jostled to haggle over tanned eelskin baubles labeled as Shawdese good luck charms, unaware that actual Shawdese neither made nor used such objects. The only regular Shawdese presence in the Thersian Grand Market was the crematorium ash that made up most of the hard-packed earth under those very shoppers’ feet. That, and the occasional traveler from the Southern Wastes.

      On a sun-drenched morning, one of those rare travelers, Gwisen Oxendine, spread a similarly counterfeit Shawdese prayer rug in the dirt next to the mossy stone walls of the market and set out a donation jar. He wrapped thin leather straps up and down his forearms, which, like his eelskin pants, were painted with crude parodies of Shawdese spirit-lines. While his red curls and deep ochre complexion marked him as a full-blood Shawdese, all of his clothes and props were cheap imitations.

      Gwisen pulled out his jewel-beetle flute and improvised a slow and mournful tune. A few marketgoers drifted over to watch. A few slivers fell into his jar. Like a proper noble savage, Gwisen bowed and scraped at each passerby who dropped coins into the jar. But coins could never erase the knotty ropes of scar tissue written across his back. Nothing would bring back his sisters, dragged screaming from their home by Thersian irregulars. Coaxing donations from gullible Thersians was his only meager rebellion.
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      No time to waste; Gwisen had been watching this corner of the market for weeks and knew he only had an hour before the Shades made their patrols. He didn’t want to be anywhere nearby when they arrived. As he played, Gwisen spotted a lean, tall man dressed in an authentic shade-leopard cloak. Good to keep an eye on that one. A lucrative mark.

      As he played, Gwisen could almost hear the clucking tones and see the look of disapproval his mothers would give at the sight of the gaudy prayer rugs and fringed eel pants. They bore no resemblance to the textiles his family labored for months to create back in the southern wastes. Still, the Shawdese from Thersian histories and children’s stories all wore eelskin and sat on brightly colored rugs. So Gwisen gave them what they expected.

      Once a small crowd had gathered, Gwisen brought his meaningless tune to a close. He surveyed the crowd, making sure to make quick eye contact with the tall man in the expensive cloak.

      “Honored Thersians! Lords and ladies!” Gwisen called out, pronouncing every consonant and vowel with care as if the Thersian language was strange and unfamiliar to him. In reality, the covenant school he’d been kidnapped and sent to as a child had beaten Thersian into him until it was more familiar than his mother tongue.

      “I have traveled across the wastelands to share stories of magics whispered in the ears of my mothers and their mothers. Come, hear of my people’s spiritual connection with the land. See as—”

      “I thought Thersia wiped out all of the dirt-eaters!” came a drunken shout from the back of the crowd. “Are you sure you aren’t just a ghost? Like all the other sad, dead dirt-eaters?”

      Gwisen gave his most placid and beatific smile. He dipped his head toward the heckler, as though he hadn’t fully understood the mockery. “Your concern for the welfare of the Shawdese tribes is much appreciated, honored sir. Truly, your lordship is too kind.”

      At that, even more laughter. The status-obsessed Thersians laughed at Gwisen, for his naïveté, but even more so at the drunken fool who’d been shamed by Gwisen’s honorific. The rich man in the back remained unmoved.

      “I am no ghost!” he said, falling back into the rhythm. “The Thersian Empire came across the boiling seas to claim this land and so many of my ancestors sadly fell to unfamiliar diseases. Those remaining ancient Shawdese wisely yielded to the superiority of Thersian magic! We made a gift of these lands. With the benevolence of the Thersian crown, we are allowed to persist in our new homelands in the southern wilds.”

      Gwisen maintained his routine, the primitive granting forgiveness with every sweet lie to the colonizers. It felt like ashes in his mouth.

      Gwisen suppressed a shudder, remembering his family’s tales of what really happened. The immolation camps. Crematorium ash clouds blotting out the sun with the corpses of his people. Thersian slave markets, stinking of piss and shit and decaying corpses. Cages filled with Shawdese he couldn’t rescue.

      He could never speak of those things here, not among the Thersians. Cityfolk wouldn’t throw moons or slivers into the donation jar unless they were being flattered. So Gwisen kept the truth to himself and gave them what they wanted.

      “But the Shawdese have some small magic of our own. To us, all things—the earth, the sky, the stones—are alive.” A few gasps and whispers. Thersia worshipped empiricism and the scientific investigation of magical phenomena. Animism was the closest thing the empire had to heresy.

      “I’d like to share with you a bit of Shawdese magic. Would you like to see the spirits of the land given form?”

      The grand market was filled with counterfeit Shawdese prayer rugs and birthing shawls: of course, they wanted to see Gwisen’s demonstration. Still, he waited for that first hesitant clap, which was followed by another, and finally, peals of applause and encouraging whistles. Gwisen even saw the rich man clapping demurely, his long-sleeved spider-silk shirt flowing lightly under his cloak. A mark worth watching, indeed.

      Gwisen swept forward across the prayer rug. With a flourish, he knelt and plunged both hands into the dirt. “Thersia may have forgotten the spirits, but the spirits remember us: our passions and our joy.”  And our pain, Gwisen thought but dared not say, even if Thersian folk found it so much more convenient to forget. “Even the city spirits whisper if you know how to listen.”

      Gwisen pulled up a double-fistful of dirt and dropped it onto the middle of the pristine prayer rug. A gasp from the crowd. Prissy Thersian city folk.

      Gwisen walked a fine line. A bowing and scraping Shawdese was fine, but one who thought too much of himself or showed a hint of too much power? That could turn a crowd ugly.

      He closed his eyes and listened. The whispers of the spirits drifted into his consciousness, not through a hearing beyond hearing, like the twinkling of sand skittering across a dune on a windy day. Gwisen whispered an invitation into his silent words, a bargain to be struck. Spirits hungered for the energy of human emotion. Gwisen offered up a tiny sliver of his wit. He did not, however, offer even a speck of his anger. That was his alone, and far too dangerous to bargain with, here among the colonizers.

      The tiny spirit accepted his terms. Gwisen’s eyes snapped open. He took a sip of wine from the waterskin at his hip, knelt and pressed a thumbprint into the pile of dirt, then spat a mouthful of wine into the depression.

      Gwisen smiled, waved his hands in wild and looping gestures, accompanied by a lilting tune, sung without words. Utterly meaningless, but exactly what a Thersian wanted from a Shawdese savage.

      Gwisen exhaled a single syllable, his breath embroidered with the terms of the spirit’s bargain. Gwisen felt the spirit step sideways into the physical world and slip into the mound of mud and wine like a hand into a glove.

      The dirt shifted back and forth, and with no hand touching it, smoothed itself into a featureless sphere. The Thersians’ skeptical laughter gave way to a confused silence. The rich man in particular was rapt, his eyes wide and fixed on the movements of the ball of dirt.

      Out of the mound of dirt, as if waking from a deep sleep, the spirit—just two hands tall—stretched and clambered onto two shaky feet. Lifeless dirt had become a tiny homunculus. The spirit took one unsteady step across the prayer rug—now pristine and free of dirt or stain. Then, it gave an exaggerated bow and leapt into a somersault across the prayer rug.

      The Thersians burst into applause.

      “Though they may not speak to Thersia any longer, the spirits still live, moving through the air and the earth and the plants and animals that sustain you.”

      With nothing more than pantomime and tumbling, the spirit worked the crowd with far more aplomb than Gwisen could have ever managed. The rich man didn’t laugh, but watched with obsessive interest, his eyes never leaving the movements of the little spirit.

      A tinkle of coins fell into Gwisen’s donation jar. At first just slivers, but then, as the crowd grew, crescents and a few half-moons, and even the dull thud of a gibbous.

      Then a drumbeat of heavy footfalls shattered the carnival atmosphere.

      The laughter stopped, replaced with sharp intakes of breath, and a sudden hushed silence from the marketgoers. For an agonizing moment, Gwisen couldn’t believe what was happening. The Thersian police—the Shades—had arrived. At least half an hour early. They shouldn’t have been anywhere nearby, but the heavy footfalls and belligerent shouts didn’t lie.

      The Shades wore outfits stained in black and gray and spread like an inkblot of violence through the crowd, swinging cudgels and fists alike. Quickly, Gwisen closed his eyes and whispered the word of release, closing his bargain with the spirit, evicting it from the mud-and-wine body, and settling the remainder of his debt. He felt a wrenching tug as a tiny piece of his deepest self was torn away.

      Distracted, Gwisen didn’t see the Shade’s cudgel swing down and slam into his temple. Just a flash of pain and the impact. Gwisen cried out. He stumbled and fell to the ground, dazed. The Shades kicked over his counterfeit rug and ground it into the dirt. His jewel-beetle flute was crushed under a heavy bootheel. His hard-won audience was beaten and dispersed with the butts of the Shades’ cudgels.

      One Shade stepped onto the rug, smashed Gwisen’s donation jar, and picked all of the slivers and moons out of the pile of broken pottery, shoving the currency into his pockets.

      Then, with the crowd scattered, the Shades merely walked away. They hadn’t said anything, hadn’t even tried to deliver a message. They didn’t need to. This was Thersia, and he was Shawdese. The message was clear enough, the same one he’d been taught from his earliest days: this isn’t your place, you aren’t welcome here any longer. This all belongs to us now.

      Gwisen clambered to his feet and began to gather up what little could be salvaged. Not a single coin had been left. His flute lay in a hundred pieces and the counterfeit rug was torn, mud and dirt ground into every stitch. Most valuable, his hard-won audience was long gone.

      Until soft footsteps announced one straggler. Gwisen looked up and saw the tall man—the rich man wearing a fortune on his back and in his voluminous sleeves, who had watched Gwisen’s performance with such rapt attention. Perhaps this day wouldn’t be a complete failure, after all. If Gwisen could wheedle an invitation to this man’s home, to ply him with tales of Shawdese nobility, he might be able to convince him to part ways with—

      “I have a proposal for you,” the man said with no introduction or preamble.

      “Sir?” Gwisen said, keeping his gaze lowered before the noble.

      “You will accompany me to my home where we will discuss the Shawdese and your performance. You shall be compensated for your time.”

      Gwisen blinked. With a mark like this, he would normally have to speak in circles and spirals, hinting at the possibility until the unsuspecting noble was convinced they’d come up with the idea themselves. This rich fellow seemed more than happy to follow the script without Gwisen’s intervention. Perhaps his luck was changing.

      “Yes. Yes, sir, that would be just fine.”
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      Gwisen rested on a chaise longue upholstered in rich purple velvet. The cavernous room he’d been taken to defied easy description. It wasn’t a library, even though the walls were filled with books. The huge tables covered with blown-glass tubes and distillation flasks suggested a laboratory. The corner, however, with its tiled floors and drains set into the floor beneath a hammered bronze autopsy table, suggested a darker purpose.

      “You were quite lucky, young man,” the rich man said as he swept into the room carrying a glass of wine. He closed and latched the door behind him, slipping a key into the pocket of the cloud-leather housecoat he now wore. This man’s clothes alone could pay for every treasure and bobble in the entire Grand Market. He spoke with the elongated vowels and hint of a lisp that marked the accent of Thersian aristocrats.

      “Is that so, sir?” Gwisen said, keeping his voice and gaze low, still using the faux-savage accent from his performance, that of a simple traveler from Shawdese lands.

      The rich man nodded, taking a sip of the wine, the seven thick braids of his hair tinkling quietly with the precious metals woven into them. Even a passing trifle from a person like this could alter Gwisen’s fate forever.

      But an ant does not cheat a lizard so easily, Gwisen thought. Nor the boot of the man who could squash the ant so easily and without a second’s thought.

      “Quite lucky,” the rich man answered. “The Shades are not always so merciful with beggars and street performers.

      This aristocrat’s keen gaze reminded Gwisen of market-day shoppers, hungry for a certain bauble, their eyes flitting at any approach, refusing to allow other marketgoers to scoop up their chosen treasure. This man wanted something, and he was worried he wouldn’t get it.

      “I suppose I am lucky. But the show’s over now, my lord,” Gwisen said, “And I thank you for your hospitality, though I am not sure if I have much to offer to a man such as yourself.”

      “I don’t think that’s true at all,” the nobleman said, a hint of amusement creeping into his voice. “I think you have quite a lot to offer me.”

      Gwisen’s eyes narrowed. The nobleman was playing, and it wasn’t at all clear what game had been engaged.

      Gwisen nodded, slowly. “My lord would like to learn more about the customs of my people? A blessing from the mother of earth and soil, perhaps?”

      The nobleman’s face remained impassive until Gwisen trailed off. Then, his lips curled into a cruel smile and Gwisen knew that he’d miscalculated. “Let’s start again. And this time, none of your huckster’s tricks. Drop the accent. You’re a magician. So am I, and I want to speak plainly, one practitioner to another.”

      Ah. An amateur magician. Here was his opening. This rich man was a different sort of hobbyist than the bauble-collectors at the Grand Market, but still a worthwhile mark. When Gwisen spoke again, it was plainly, without the affected accent or the tortured pronunciations. “Understood. Introductions, then? My name is Gwisen Oxendine.”

      The barest hint of a nod was all the approval the nobleman had to offer. “Much better. My name is Aldeen Dinsmere. I don’t imagine that name means much to you, but I’m sure that you can infer from your surroundings what sort of influence I wield in the empire.”

      Gwisen nodded, slowly, hoping that acknowledging the obvious wouldn’t provoke some offense.

      “Then you must understand that material wealth, all of this gold and frippery, the buildings and the lands, they matter very little.”

      Gwisen’s surprise led him to speak without thinking. “Perhaps it is easier for one who has everything to say that such things matter nothing than for those who’ve lost everything,” Gwisen said. He regretted it as soon as the words were past his lips.

      But Dinsmere didn’t seem to mind the gibe. Instead, he nodded thoughtfully. “Indeed. My passion is to seek after knowledge. But of a specific vintage—a precious and rare variety—knowledge of the magical arts.”

      Apparently feeling more at ease, Dinsmere shrugged out of his housecoat, revealing the sleeveless tunic he wore underneath and his bare arms. A shock like ice through his veins hit Gwisen as he took in the nobleman’s appearance. A spiderweb of gold and silver lines were embossed into Dinsmere’s skin, covering nearly every inch of his arms in looping, alchemical patterns.

      This was no mere noble. Those rarest of tattoos, laced with precious metals and coursing with magical power, meant only one thing: Dinsmere was an Empiricist.

      Gwisen shuddered; his own scars blooming with pain at the memory of the fire and lightning that had burned him during his tortures. Gwisen had never seen an Empiricist face-to-face, but every violation he’d endured, every mass grave he’d seen, and every Thersian slave-market were designed and directed by an Empiricist’s will. The Empiricists were the magician-lords who ruled the Thersian Empire’s bloody reign from the shadows.

      Worse, Gwisen understood that it was no accident that had brought him here. A Thersian Empiricist would scarcely need to lift a finger to summon a brigade of Shades to roust a Shawdese street performer. Dinsmere had engineered this meeting, and Gwisen wasn’t a guest—he was a prisoner.

      His heart raced with senseless panic. He’d made a terrible mistake. He had to get out, get away, run, and never stop running. He glanced around the room in mute panic. The single door into this room was closed and latched. No escape. This monster, one of the architects of the Shawdese genocide, had enough magical power coursing through him to burn Gwisen to cinders. And he would certainly not be deceived by Gwisen’s lies.

      His only chance to get away would be to convince Dinsmere that he was too insignificant to harm and utterly without value. “I’m not sure—” Gwisen ventured carefully, haltingly, before trailing off. “I’m not sure what knowledge I could offer. My magics are merely a trifle—I’ve never studied nor been taught.”

      Dinsmere’s smile was broad. “On the contrary. I saw the precision you wielded in moving that little manakin. I’m not too proud to admit that that level of dexterous movements of a telekinetic hand are beyond even my own powers. I must know the technique. Even a puppeteer with a score of joints and strings couldn’t make a doll dance with such convincing movements.”

      Gwisen frowned, feeling confused even as he panicked. This Empiricist seemed to think that the spirit he’d animated in the Grand Market was a trick. Ironic, since that whisper of magic was the only authentic thing he’d demonstrated for the crowd.

      “My lord,” Gwisen said, his heart thudding in his chest, trying not to remember the tales of Empiricists passed down by five generations of Shawdese, the torture they had suffered in the name of knowledge. “I am flattered by your attention, but I must plead ignorance. I do not—I could not—make an inanimate object move in the way you describe.”

      Dinsmere scoffed. “Then how do you claim it moved? Not by itself.”

      “Forgive me, my lord. Not by itself. But not by my manipulations, either. I merely enlisted the assistance of a spirit who was willing to barter a few minutes of animation in exchange for—”

      “Enough!” Dinsmere roared. “I’ll hear no more of this nonsense. I brought you here out of the goodness of my heart. The Shades would have treated you much worse, I assure you. And you repay my benevolence with more of this trickster’s flim-flam? Come clean now, or I assure you, I’ll share the full weight of an Empiricists’ investigation.”

      Gwisen shrunk back, an involuntary shudder making his voice tremble. “My lord, I wish I had a different answer for you, but I simply do not. My people can hear the whispers of the spirits. And with the right bargain engraved upon our words, a spirit may consent to do some minor service, for the spirits are always hungry for—”

      Dinsmere waved his hand in an irritated gesture while Gwisen was talking, cutting him off mid-sentence, and raised his hands sharply. “This is magic. Only the peasants scraping in the dirt still think magic is the realm of gods or monsters.”

      Dinsmere then drew a complex shape with the tips of his fingers. His movements trailed a line of fire that hung in the air. “It’s energy, a force that surrounds us. And with the right training, with the correct influence, that energy can be manipulated, shaped, and redirected.”

      An intricate alchemical symbol inked in flames hung suspended in the air between them. Then, Dinsmere muttered a series of incantations, and the flaming sigil was consumed by flickering green light and was snuffed out.

      “Now, Shawdese, stop lying to me. You aren’t my equal. You aren’t worth more than what you can teach me. You’re a remnant, chaff from the empire’s harvest. Your people are only allowed to exist by my people’s leave and consent. You belong to us. So, show some respect and answer my questions, you pitiful savage.”

      Anger like a grip of stone seized Gwisen’s chest. His heart thudded with frustration. Every muscle in his body tensed with the effort of not showing his anger. The Thersians had taken everything. The land they stood on was soaked with the blood of Gwisen’s people, countless Shawdese families burned, their ashes blown all across the birthplace of their ancestors. The Thersians had denied Gwisen his own history, outlawed his language, and their residential schools had scarred his childhood. And they still weren’t done. They’d never be done.

      But even knowing that, Gwisen didn’t let that anger show. He dipped his head low, closed his eyes in a gesture of supplication he hadn’t used since he’d escaped from the Thersian boarding school years ago. “A thousand pardons, lord. Perhaps my lord would prefer another demonstration with the benefit of his tools and equipment to better observe the process?”

      Dinsmere looked skeptical, but that hungry look crept back across his face. “Yes. Yes, that will do just fine.”

      Gwisen nodded, and Dinsmere led him to an empty steel table. “What supplies do you need? Dirt, wine?”

      Gwisen shook his head. “No, those materials would be of little use here. Here, I think a pen, some paper, and a small bottle of ink would suffice.”

      Dinsmere produced all three from a drawer, and one by one, handed them to Gwisen. “The paper is Vrinthian cotton-weave. The ink is imported from our holdings in Meltenios—a rich blue-black with flecks of copper to shimmer upon the finest papers. The pen is a from a block of wood reclaimed from an ancient Thersian shipwreck and topped with a solid gold nib.”

      Gwisen nodded. The stationary he was about to destroy would have purchased the freedom of a score of his ancestors. He shredded eleven sheets of the paper into a pile of fine confetti on the table. He seized the pen by the nib and yanked it out of the body, spilling ink onto his hands and the table alike. Dinsmere sucked in a sharp breath and gave a look of disgust. He knew enough not to interrupt a practitioner mid-stream, however. Gwisen buried the gold nib among the shredded paper.

      Then he unstopped the ink bottle and dumped its contents over the pile of paper. He slammed the empty glass bottle against the table and sprinkled the broken shards over the ink-soaked paper. Finally, he closed his eyes and listened for the spirits of this strange place.

      Instead of a whisper, Gwisen heard a cacophony. Spirits everywhere, so many of them Shawdese, but also from Vrinth and Meltenios and other places he had no name for. They battered his perceptions, screaming with rage. Gwisen had never seen, never felt anything like this before. The sheer frustration and rage swirling around this place surged like a raging sea, unthinkable fathoms deep. A stiff wind began to swirl around him.

      Gwisen had barely thought of his desperate and reckless offer when he was battered by spirits clamoring to take him up on the bargain. Gwisen offered his rage, his pain and anger, and his desperate hope for retribution. More than he’d ever offered before, so much that he didn’t know what would be left of him afterward.

      “How are you doing this?” Dinsmere called from behind Gwisen. “Such a swell of energy. Explain it to me, Shawdese! Are you drawing ambient magic from the environment? Do you understand what you’re doing?”

      Gwisen ignored Dinsmere’s prattle and focused on one voice thundering above the din. The spirit bore the shape and texture of a Shawdese spirit, similar to one of the ancestral guardians that had once watched over and protected his people. But this ancient behemoth was like nothing he knew existed—no stories told of anything like this. Then again, so many stories had been lost when the Shawdese were forced from their lands. Wind battered Gwisen’s face, but he held fast.

      Gwisen chose the ancient guardian and dismissed the others. The bargain was struck.

      “How?” Dinsmere shouted above the winds that had suddenly engulfed the room. “Such forces! This shouldn’t be possible. Tell me, Shawdese, how do you do it? “

      Gwisen’s eyes snapped open. His rage and frustration kindled themselves within him. Some of his earliest memories were lessons his mothers had taught with a fire-sap switch—always remain deferential to Thersians. Never show emotion, never provoke them, and in doing so, risk no retribution. The smell of ash and lightning filled his nostrils. He couldn’t do it any longer.

      “I don’t owe you anything,” Gwisen said, his voice clear and filled with all the anger he’d never allowed himself to express. Now, it flowed through him, and he wove it into his breath. He exhaled, and the spirit awoke.

      The wind spun and swirled and gained speed, and whipped the pile of ink-soaked paper and broken glass into a dust-devil with a roughly human shape, as tall as Gwisen himself. Lightning flickered under its paper skin and when it moved, the sound of glass shards grinding filled the room. It took a step toward Dinsmere, and the empiricist backpedaled.

      “How? Tell me, Shawdese, how do you do it?”

      Gwisen shrugged. “It’s beyond your grasp.”

      The spirit seemed to draw in breath and the winds whipping around the room gathered speed. Now, everything in the room shuddered. Books flew off their shelves, only to be torn into ragged chunks by the razor winds. The delicate assembly of blown glass vials and tubes shattered and the dust and broken pieces were whipped aloft.

      The debris spun around the room and like a drain emptying, were drawn into the spirit, adding to its bulk. In a span of seconds, the spirit grew to gargantuan size, its featureless head brushing against the rafters twenty feet above.

      Dinsmere began waving his arms in complicated gestures, shouting words that were lost in the wind. Flashes of light and energy flared from his fingertips and were snuffed out on the skin of the guardian spirit.

      Gwisen watched but did not intervene. There would be so little of himself left after this smoldering rage—perhaps nothing at all. He’d offered up his hate, and the thirst for revenge he’d refused to admit, even to himself. It had all flowed into the spirit.

      The spirit smashed walls and bookshelves and the debris accumulated within it, fueling it and growing its bulk.

      “Make it cease. Dismiss it,” Dinsmere called out over the roaring winds.

      Gwisen felt no desire to stop it, even if such a thing were possible. There was nothing in his people’s legends about this. As the spirit reduced the room’s contents to splinters, he wondered what else the Empiricists had eradicated from the Shawdese’s collective memory. What else had been hidden from them? Perhaps after generations, the Empiricists had themselves forgotten. Perhaps they now believed their own lies about the dirt-eating savages, forgetting what dangers lurked beneath the surface.

      “Please!” Dinsmere screamed as the winds buffeted him, as hunks of wood and shards of glass cut his skin. “I can pay you. I can give you whatever you want! Make it stop!”

      “I don’t want anything you have to give,” Gwisen said, and they were the truest words he’d ever spoken.

      Gwisen closed his eyes, and he felt the sting of the whips and the beatings he’d endured over the years. He saw the faces of starving Shawdese children, of a line of displaced families stretching to the horizon. He smelled the acrid stench of branding irons pressed to flesh. He wove his story, and the story of his people, into his breath. He exhaled, and gave even more to the spirit: the pain, the anger and the memories, but especially the hope and determination to survive. And then he set it free.

      As the room crumbled, as the guardian spirit fed upon the empty Thersian words and stolen artifacts and built a vast and terrible skin for itself, Gwisen smiled. He’d come back to Thersian lands to swindle a bit of the empire’s coin to send back to his people, and in his darker moments, he’d wondered if Thersia was more of a home to him than with his mothers in the southern wastes. But now, he understood.

      He had seen both sides of the world, he had been branded with both the stories of his people and the indoctrination of the empire. Gwisen stood at those crossroads, finally able to unleash this whirlwind. Rippled with lightning and fire, the guardian spirit began pulling down the stone walls of the Empiricist’s stronghold, and in the destruction, Gwisen saw hope.
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      Before they arrived, the visitors announced it by radio: signals traversing galaxies, warping time and particle. Syllables spelled out in numbers and strange hieroglyphs confirming presence and arrival.

      Stella knew that there had been stories of people who lived in the stars, the world above the sky, and the people from Earth who’d visited them: holes that opened in the cosmos and had people waking up beyond the stratosphere, staring from above the clouds and down into their old home. There were newer stories, too, of strange lights blinking gold and green, streaking across the heavens, hovering as they hummed a chromatic machine chorus over the sleeping ink-black world below.

      What did they want? An anthropological survey. Earth had gasped back into life with cyborg rhizomes, machine seeds scattering hope that stretched horizon to horizon. Metal merged with the primordial: synthetic, but alive, the world breathed green once again. Unama’ki, where Stella lived, had been returned to Mi’kmaq stewardship before she was even born, and Stella was part of her community’s organization that took care of the wetlands. Every time she walked through the swamp, the understanding of time immemorial shone blue sky bright and deep as the shimmering Atlantic that swelled a few kilometers up the coast.

      The visitors came in peace. They just wanted to see the restoration. Of course. People were excited to meet the visitors. Of course.

      If everything was alive, everything was constantly changing and life was constantly in the sacred process of creating, then, Stella supposed, it was possible that would include life off this planet and in other worlds. Still, trepidation lingered.

      She’d visited the welcome mawiomi, participated in the ceremonies, smiled at the people gathered with signs of welcome in Mi’kmaq and Gaelic. She stood and watched drummers making music that was heartbeat beautiful in her family’s hands.

      She tried to ignore the fear and doubt clenching her fists shut. Invasion wouldn’t have to be laser beams dissolving tall buildings to rubble. They all knew that much.
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      On the edge of what had once been the reserve, the visitors met with Elders and other members of the community. They were shiny Brocken-spectre human shadows ringed with oil-slick rainbow light.

      It was the closest approximation to a human they could do, they’d said, a tinny, apologetic tone to their voice. They’d wanted to take a welcoming shape. Energy radiated off them like warm sunlight. It was a word, softly spoken.

      Stella still tried not to look at them. They were preparing to walk the marshland. The late afternoon light illuminated the golden sheen on the hybrid trees.

      “Kwe’, cuz. We’re going to go to the Old Willow.” Maryann, her cousin, walked up to her.

      Panic jumped up Stella’s throat.

      “But we can’t, it’s protected.”

      “E’e, just the edge of it,” Maryann said, “not actually to the whole thing. Clara wants to show them the sunset there.”

      Worry surged in her veins. What if they damaged it? They’d all worked so hard to keep that old part of the land as original as possible. The willow had survived for hundreds of years.

      “Okay,” Stella said. “I’m definitely coming too, then.” She didn’t know if she’d need to stop them, but she would do anything to protect that tree.

      Clara, an Elder and Stella’s ex-girlfriend’s grandmother, led the group. Her clear, strong voice switched seamlessly between English and Mi’kmaq as she identified the trees: ksu’sk, hemlock, stoqn, fir. The shadows beamed and dimmed as they walked, their metallic hum echoing in the humid air.

      The visitors explained that time was a spiderweb, each moment a star in a small constellation stretching blue and bright. Clara explained our language, how things are known by what they do, that colors are alive and act as verbs. The visitors shone brighter and emitted a crackling sound at that. Clara chuckled.

      “You’ll see,” she said.

      They walked the twenty-minute hike to Old Willow. Stella tried not to jump every time the visitors’ brightness changed or when they emitted strange sounds. Maryann wasn’t bothered at all by their appearance or their presence.

      “I knew it,” she kept saying. “I always knew they were real.” She didn’t take her eyes off them.

      They reached the edge of the authentic marsh where the Old Willow bowed to the still water. Reeds jutted from the soft brown-green shallows.

      The visitors tried to move closer.

      “Stop,” Stella yelled. Everyone in the group looked at her. Some laughed.

      Clara smiled at the visitors. “This area is protected. We can’t go any further. Just wait.”

      The shadows retreated back a few steps. The sunlight stretched and sank closer to the tops of the trees. People laughed among themselves, making peaceful, happy conversation. Stella allowed herself to calm.

      Sunset deepened pink and orange over the water. Frogs croaked in the distance.

      “See,” Clara said. “Piluamugwiaq ugs’tqamu wejgwiula’gw. The world changes color when evening arrives.”

      The shadows crackled campfire bright, their rainbow rings whirling around them. The moment stretched infinite around them all, another constellation caught in the spider’s web.
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      It was a full five days before the colonists of Hellpoint Prime realized a skin thief had infiltrated the habitats.

      “Any idea who they were?” Sheriff Vahla hugged his parka tighter to his skinny frame as frosty air from the cooler vents fogged up his glasses. He pulled them down his nose for an unobstructed look at the bodies and immediately wished he hadn’t. “Christ. Poor bastards.”

      The bastards in question, four of them, hung by the heels from lengths of rusting chains. Their bodies swayed in the frigid air pumping through the refrigerator vents, bloody outstretched fingers inches from the concrete floor. The height at which they’d been strung put their mutilated genitalia right at eye level, much to the sheriff’s distress.

      “Impossible to say. All hair, eyes, and teeth have been removed, along with their skin, of course. I can tell you we’re looking at three men and two women.” Deputy Clovis reached out and gave one of the corpses a gentle push and watched dispassionately as it swung back and forth.

      “Well, thank you for that masterclass in detective work deputy. It’s gratifying to know you’ve stayed current with your penis counting skills.” He regretted the words the moment he spoke them. The whole scene had him on edge. The ancient deputy had been a guard at the outpost for as long as anyone could remember. According to his file, he was somewhere north of fifty but looked closer to two hundred, and he was the most unflappable person the sheriff had ever met. Given the current circumstances, Vahla wouldn’t have minded if the old security officer had been willing to be just a little flappable.

      Clovis grinned, a yellowing barricade with a black hole punched in from a tooth long gone missing. His whole face wrinkled up when he did it, and Vahla was reminded of a jack-o’-lantern left out in the rain a little too long.

      “What about missing person reports?” Vahla pushed the wire-rimmed round glasses back into place and took a step back from the hanging bodies. Wreckages that had once been walking, talking people just like him.

      The deputy sucked air through the gap in his teeth before replying. “Missing persons count is in the triple digits, like always. You know how it is. Folks moving around all the time in the underbelly and none of them leaving forward addresses. That’s not including the ones that dip a little too deep into the shine and accidentally step out an unsecured airlock on their way to the pisser.”

      “That last one was oddly specific.”

      Clovis shrugged. “Happened just last week. A fella who worked in one of the combine stacks. Research team on their way back from Hellpoint Secondus found his desiccated body, though it’s impossible to say how long he’d been there. Could’ve been hours, could’ve been months. The atmosphere out there drinks a man dry to the last drop like a straw jammed into a nutri-bag.”

      “Why wasn’t I notified?”

      “Shit, sir, if you plan on an official report being filed for every accidental death, you’re not going to have time to do anything but sit behind your desk and collect paperwork.”

      A sigh. “Fair enough. So, we’re looking at some sort of mass murderer? Has that ever happened out here before?”

      The unexpected look of incredulity on the deputy’s round face would’ve been comical if it wasn’t so concerning, thought Vahla.

      “I know you’re new here and all sir but … hell, didn’t they tell you anything before they sent you?”

      “Anything about what exactly?” The sheriff hugged his body tight again in an attempt to stave off the chill creeping through his flesh.

      Clovis rubbed his hands together and blew on them for warmth. “I think you’re going to want a sit down and something burning away in your belly first. I can have the lads come down and take the bodies off to Doc Butcher for examination. How abouts you buy me a round at the Broken Wheel and I’ll tell you all about the skin thieves of Hellpoint Prime?”
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      The skin thief crouched in the air duct and watched through the thin slits of the vent cover as the two men walked away. It had nearly been caught by the pair and only managed to scramble up into a vent at the last second. It plucked at its new skin, still wet and sagging where it clung to its rib cage. The lurker could feel it already beginning to deteriorate. It wasn’t the right fit and soon he’d need a new one. And that thin human looked to be just the right size.
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      The Broken Wheel had once been part of the machinery that ran ag-stack four. A mammoth tooth-rimmed wheel set horizontally at the bottom of a silo, stretching close to fifty feet across, reaching the grimy silo walls on all sides. At one time it would’ve rotated slowly, in turn moving smaller cogs inset into the silo’s walls but something deep in the warren of gears, pulleys, and counterweights had broken, bringing the whole clockwork operation to a halt. Whatever broke was deemed unrepairable by Home Office and ag sector four had closed down. A few years after that an enterprising group of mechanics cut a doorway leading onto the wheel’s now stationary surface as a place to set up a clandestine shine distillery. Over time, the distillery evolved into a full-on drinking establishment complete with one long serving bar welded together from scrap metal plates. Since then, it had become a regular haunt for the poor souls toiling away in the artificial sunshine of the agricultural combine stacks or those drudging away in the gloomy mechanized habitat’s underbelly. The Broken Wheel had been part of Vahla’s briefing when he’d been assigned the new sheriff of the far-flung ag outpost. It wasn’t an officially recognized enterprise, but the suits back on Earth had decided giving the men and women of Hellpoint Prime a place to indulge was a business net positive. Any loss in productivity caused by the rotgut alcohol was more than offset by the subsequent drop in the suicide rate. Shipping new workers across the stars was expensive, after all. As always, the lives of generations of laborers were decided by red and green lines on a graph.

      Vahla took a sip of what tasted like someone had figured out how to render human misery down to a liquid form and then put it on tap. He made a face and placed his tumbler on the table with a metallic clink. For his part, Clovis threw back a hearty swig and smacked his lips in satisfaction.

      “I’m reasonably certain that is actual poison,” said Vahla with a frown as he felt the harsh liquid squirming around in his gut like a thing alive.

      “Aye, one of these days I expect it’ll burn all the way through my gut and out my arse and melt this very stool I perch upon. But until that day, I plan on enjoying one of the few pleasures this hole can offer.”

      “Now there’s an image I could’ve done without.”

      “There’s lots of ways to die out here sheriff and most are a lot less pleasant than that.” As if to make his point he winked and swallowed another mouthful of the greasy, clear liquid.

      “So, tell me about these, what did you call them, skin thieves? I’ll be honest, that’s not exactly an encouraging name.” Vahla took another sip of his drink, more from absentminded habit than desire, and almost spit the whole thing out again. The liquid burned the back of his throat, causing him to cough uncontrollably. Clovis reached across the table and pounded the red-faced sheriff on the back until the fire had subsided.

      Leaning back in his chair the deputy played his tongue in his tooth hole while he thought about his next words.

      “What do you know about Hellpoint’s indigenous species?”

      “Hellpoint doesn’t have any indigenous species. It’s a barren wasteland on a dirtball of a planet hostile to life. It’s one of the reasons the Home Office chose it for its crystal helium mining operation.” As far as Vahla was concerned, Hellpoint Prime was nothing more than a cancerous sore on the face of an even bigger cancerous sore. Even the name of the place was a mistake, some clerical error that turned Heli-point to Hellpoint which no one bothered to correct. To be fair, Hellpoint was a fitting name.

      “Is that the official history now is it? Well, I can’t say as I’m surprised. You spend enough time out here and you quickly find what the official line is and what actually happened to have only the barest resemblance to one another. How about you tell me what you think you know, and I’ll tell you where it’s wrong.”

      Sheriff Vahla adjusted his glasses as he considered the words of his walking corpse of a deputy. “Crystal helium was discovered here a little over two hundred years ago, in Earth revolutions. The planet was rich in deposits and devoid of any other life. Shortly after, Home Office established the first combine stack—mining operations on the bottom and ag-domes to keep the workforce fed on top. Since then, there have been another … eight combine stacks put in place plus more at Hellpoint Secondus and Hellpoint Tertius.”

      “Mostly right. You see, Home Office thought the planet didn’t have anything living on it. That was until they cracked the crust and found a whole hive of critters living down there with their precious helium. Couldn’t have that, could they? They dropped a few viral bombs in the hole, cleared out the bodies, and went back to work.”

      Vahla squinted as he studied his deputy’s face as he waited for a grin or a guffaw to punctuate the wild tale he was telling but the normally affable Clovis was stone serious and, by his expression, any attempt at levity would be as welcome as a fart at a funeral. The young sheriff lifted his cup and paused before giving the contents of his cup a suspicious eye. He set the tumbler down and pushed it away from him. “That settles it. This stuff is most certainly poison. Or at least has some powerful hallucinogenic properties. What you’re saying doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Oh, it doesn’t, eh? Home Office was investing a fortune in an off-world drilling facility. You think they’d shy away at the thought of clearing out an alien anthill that happened to get in their way and then covering the whole thing up like it never happened? You know the suits. They would’ve ordered the bombs be dropped and then nipped off for an afternoon of tea and hookers.”

      The sheriff wiped sweat from his forehead. The Broken Wheel sat close to the power generators and the place was always about three degrees above raging inferno. “Let’s say I buy that, and I’m not saying that I do. How does this tie into a cooler unit filled with flayed corpses?”

      “Well, there’s something to keep in mind about aliens. They’re alien, as in they don’t necessarily line up nice and clean with our understanding of the universe. The first body showed up around a month into production. Some poor meth farmer found laying in the dirt of one of the agri-habs, skinned clean. A few days later he’s found wandering one of the lower halls.”

      “Wait, he didn’t die?” Vahla shuddered at the thought of being skinned alive and walking around like that for days.

      “Oh no, he was absolutely dead. Cremated too, a dozen witnesses attested to watching his corpse being thrown into the incinerator.”

      The sheriff decided to chance further organ damage his drink was going to cause and took a gulp. Tears sprung to his eyes as he held back a second coughing fit. “You’ve officially lost me.”

      “Well, this farmer had seemingly found his skin and was wearing it like an ill-fitting suit of clothes. Hear tell, it was torn and ragged from where it had been pulled back on. As you can probably guess, it turned out it wasn’t the farmer at all.”

      Vahla’s stomach roiled at that, and he wished he had thought to put some food in there before filling it up with whatever witch’s brew they made in this place.

      The deputy had a faraway look on his sunken gourd of a face as he continued his tale. “Whatever it was, it killed half a dozen workers before it was finally put down. Autopsy showed a ‘preponderance of unknown DNA,’ which is just fancy talk for ‘alien.’”

      “Are you saying one of these so-called aliens didn’t die, crawled out of a hole, cut off a man’s skin, and then went for a stroll around the lower stacks?” The liquid evil in Vahla’s stomach lurched, like some sort of turgid eel slithering over itself while it frantically sought an exit. His head pounded, and he was certain the wheel from which the bar took its name was functional again and moving at a slow rotation.

      “You’re looking a little green there, sheriff,” said Clovis with a grin. “Anyways, that was only the first time. There was a real bad stretch about twenty years ago, though there haven’t been any sightings in at least five years. Here’s the funny thing, the skin thieves weren’t all the same. Each one killed and examined ranged from nearly pure alien to almost all the way human.”

      A horrible realization dawned on the young law keeper, punching through the haze of his thoughts. “They were becoming human.”

      “You are a bright one aren’t ya? There’s been a couple of theories thrown around over the years. Some say the thieves are adapting, some sort of rapid evolutionary response to the now dominant species on the planet. Others think the viral load in the bombs combined Earth organisms with alien organisms that spit out these abominations on the other end. Hell, Doc thinks they’re created beasties, constructs made from some unknown tech designed to take us out. Like introducing a predator into an ecosystem overrun by an invasive species.”

      “And what do you think?”

      “I think whatever they are, whatever they want to do to us, we deserve it.” And then the rumpled deputy threw back his head and laughed like he had just told the best joke ever heard by man.

      Vahla didn’t join in.
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      The walk back to Sheriff Vahla’s bunk was an adventure. the floor feeling like it was tilting to and fro like he was on a ship at sea instead of sunk half a mile below the surface of a barren planet.

      The constant thrum and clang of machinery that echoed all throughout combine stacks wasn’t doing much for an equilibrium already under assault from the ill-conceived imbibing of several cups of alcohol of questionable origin. Drinking to excess was out of character for the reserved lawman, but Clovis’ horrifying bedtime stories, along with the persistent vision of crimson-dipped bodies swaying in darkness, had given the young sheriff a whole bunch of edges he was desperate to dull.

      Hellpoint was not the place he had hoped to end up when he entered the academy. It wasn’t a place anyone hoped to end up. The facility was a grinder pulling in lives at one end and spitting refined helium out the other.

      “Fek you! I’m not spending my life in this hole. I’m gonna do my four-year tour and get the hell out,” he said with all the articulation of a man who had fallen down a flight of stairs and hit his head on every other step. The metal wall-mounted grate he yelled at had no rebuttal.

      He took a few unsteady steps down the hall and then paused. The sheriff thought he had caught a new sound momentarily cutting through the usual cacophony. Vahla cocked his head and listened, but it didn’t come again. It had been a rattling sound, like claws on steel, and it had come from the grated vent he was yelling at a moment ago.

      “Feking rats.” Despite planet-transfer quarantine measures, enough rats still managed to hitch a ride across the stars on Home Office ships to set up a small colony within the combine walls. Images pried their way into fuzzy thoughts. Red flesh coated with a rime of frost. Screaming, toothless faces. Vahla shook the thoughts free and continued forward in his newborn deer stride. It wasn’t a skin-thieving alien horror. It was just rats. He repeated this litany to himself over and over as he picked up speed, finally breaking into a mad run as he rounded the corner into the hallway leading to his bunk. The last thing the lawman expected was for a person to be standing dead in his path. The collision sent two pairs of arms and legs pinwheeling through the air with a muffled frump and a duet of cries—one of surprise and the other of terror.

      “Bloody hell!”

      Vahla visibly relaxed at the irascible tone he recognized as belonging to Doc Butcher. The squat physician was the facility’s chief medical officer and spent most of his days treating radiation burns and dealing with the horrendous wounds dished out by the slamming pistons and ripping cog teeth of an industrial complex where safety precautions were the first thing to be thrown out the window. Most times, a limb was too mangled to save, at which point out came the pneumatic cleaver. Most workers could still fulfill their duties shy an arm or a leg, and amputations were cheaper than long-term care and rehabilitation.

      Doc Butcher wasn’t a name—in fact, Vahla didn’t know the grumpy physician’s actual name—it was a mixture of professions.

      “Christ, sheriff, if you’re going to turn the hallways into your own personal racetrack, at least have the courtesy to stick to the friggin’ outside lane.” The good doctor had come to rest with his back against one wall, white hair wild and a pair of wide, dark-rimmed glasses sitting askew on his broad face.

      Vahla had ended up in a crumpled heap with his shoulders against the ground and his lanky legs spilled clumsily over his head like a pair of tall, wilted trees. He righted himself and helped the glaring physician to his feet. The adrenaline surge had burned away much of the fog clouding his brain, and he felt a little foolish about his mad dash. “Sorry, doc.”

      “Where the hell are you going in such a hurry?”

      “Umm, just trying to get a little exercise in. You’re always telling me how important that is.”

      A harrumph. “Well, keep your runs to the agri-domes and not across my face in the future, alright? I’m too old to be stampeded by some youngster with more energy than sense.”

      “Hey, have you had a chance to examine the bodies yet?” asked the sheriff, desperate to change the subject.

      “Bodies? What bodies?”

      “The ones Clovis sent down. You know, five of them, missing … um … you know … their skin.” Vahla whispered the last two words, doing a quick check over his shoulder to ensure they were alone. He didn’t want to send the whole facility into a panic. He had enough panic all by himself.

      The blood drained from Doc Butcher’s face in a way Vahla found especially non-reassuring. The grizzled doctor could teach a twisted iron nail how to be tough and here he was looking like a small boy who just discovered a severed head under his bed. “Did you say they were missing their skin?”

      That quaver, so out of place in the grouchy physician’s raspy voice, was enough to make Vahla want to go have a lie down somewhere—preferably behind a locked and barricaded door—and forget this day ever happened. Duty called, however. “Clovis was spinning me some fanciful tale on what it meant,” said the sheriff with a forced smile. “Messing with the new guy and all that.”

      Doc Butcher didn’t seem to hear him. “It can’t be. I thought that was all behind us. We haven’t had a skin thief in what, five, six, years now.”

      “Wait? Are you telling me it’s true? The alien species, the viral bombing, all of it?”

      “What? Yes, yes. Didn’t they cover any of that in your briefing? No, I suppose they’d rather the whole messy business be forgotten about.” Doc Butcher had gotten a hold of himself, the familiar grizzled facade reasserting itself on the physician’s wrinkled features. “I haven’t seen them yet, but I’ll check in with Clovis.” He peered at Vahla closely, the kind of look that peeled back layers to see the meat of the matter beneath. Surgery by stare. “You’re looking a little raw around the edges there, sheriff. How bout you get some rest, and we can talk more in the morning.”

      With that, Doc Butcher clapped the lawman on the shoulder and continued off down the hallway. Vahla couldn’t help but notice the nervous way he looked over his shoulder every few steps.

      The sheriff of Hellpoint Prime made the short trip the rest of the way to his bunk without incident, sighing as the solid steel door clanged shut behind him and the deadbolt slammed home.

      “Deadbolt. Couldn’t pick a better name for the bloody thing, could they?” The adrenaline had worn off and Vahla was worn out. He wanted nothing more than to slip under the scratchy thin blanket laid out on his cot and sleep for the next three hundred years, not even taking the time to change into the gray pajamas folded neatly at the foot of the bed.

      Sleep came in spurts, punctuated by unsettling dreams. Flayed corpses crawling across the ceiling towards his sleeping form. Being chased through a labyrinth of steel corridors by monstrous rats the size of cattle. Swinging through the air on oily chains as a scalpel stung his soft flesh.

      When he woke hours later, he felt more tired than when he first laid down, yawning widely and rubbing sand from his eyes. The first indication something was wrong was the smell. The bunks riddling the bowels of the combine stacks had a neat universal stink to them. A combination of engine oil, mildew, and stale air. A new smell overlaid the familiar one. Cloyingly sweet and rotten at the same time, felt in the back of the throat as much as smelled.

      As he was trying to sort out the origin of the unexpected stench, a careless step sent a metal grate skittering across the steel floor. Vahla stared at it, the mechanisms of his mind churning slowly as they tried to sort out the significance of this innocuous chunk of slatted metal. His gaze floated over to the gaping black hole in the far wall leading to the habitat’s air exchange system. A hole that, when he had gone to sleep, had been covered by the grate now laying on the floor a good six feet away from it.

      “Oh f—” A sharp pain lanced through his left knee as the bloody tip of a knife erupted from the center of his kneecap. He howled in pain and something heavy slammed into his back, taking him down to the floor. More by instinct than plan the beleaguered sheriff twisted to his back and kicked out with his good leg. A dark and indistinct figure flew back, smashing a rickety nightstand to jagged bits.

      Vahla scrambled across the floor and put his back to the wall before getting a good look at his attacker. The dim nighttime lighting and the fact the near-sighted sheriff had taken his glasses off before bed made fine details difficult to make out. What he could see was more than enough. His assailant squatted on the floor at the foot of the cot, long-limbed and spindly, it resembled some sort of predator insect. In one hand it held a razor-edged knife that curved at strange and obscene angles. It looked more grown than made and dripped with blood, Vahla’s torn knee pulsing in time with the crimson drops pattering on the floor.  Black eyes, like hard stones, stared out of a red ruin of stretched skin, the raw muscles showing beneath rents in a stolen face. The alien also appeared to have donned Vahla’s pajamas sometime in the night, patches of blood a shocking scarlet on the otherwise gray garment.

      The thief sprung forward and the injured sheriff kicked out with his good leg, only to feel the sickening drag of a razor-honed blade slicing a deep line through the sole of his foot. Vahla pulled his foot back with a curse and tears began to run down his flushed cheeks. Whether they were tears of pain or fear he couldn’t say. Likely a bit of both.

      The kick had done the trick though, at least for now, as the thief crab-crawled back and forth in front of him, waiting for an opening. Vahla cast about desperately. Screaming for help would do no good, no one would hear him through the thick steel walls and the ever-present churn of the refinery machines. His eyes fell on his heavy jacket where it was slung over the back of his writing desk chair. The butt of his Snub-gun peeked out from where it rested inside the holster built into the lining of the coat. It was maybe three feet away. A quick lunge and he’d have it in hand. He darted a look at the skin thief. It seemed to be working up the nerve to launch another attack, pacing back and forth, moving forward a small half-step before skittering back again. As it did so it made a reverberating mewling sound in the back of its throat that reminded Vahla of a litter of angry kittens.

      Vahla knew he didn’t have much time. Both his knee and foot screamed in pain and blood had begun to pool around him.

      “Sir? You okay in there?”

      Vahla nearly fainted in relief as the muffled sound of Clovis’s voice carried through the closed steel door.

      His attacker rested back on its haunches, head tilting one way and then the other at the unexpected sound. The skin around the alien’s neck pulled tight and tore. Vahla’s stomach surged and he added a pool of vomit to the blood already slicking the steel plates of the floor.

      While keeping one eye on the horror in front of him the injured sheriff called out. “It’s in here! I’ve been hurt!”

      A muffled curse was the response, followed by a rattling sound as Clovis fished a key into the door’s lock. Vahla was thankful that it was standard operating procedure that all security personnel carry a master key on them.

      A moment later the deputy burst through the door and nearly went down as his foot slipped in the puddle of blood and bile slowly expanding around Vahla’s injured form. A windmill of arms punctuated by an even louder curse was the only thing preventing him from landing on his backside.

      Clovis took in the scene at a glance, slipping his stun rod out of the holster on his hip and flipping the switch to the “On” setting. A low-level hum that made Vahla’s teeth itch filled the room. The stun rods could be juiced anywhere from just enough to shock a drunk from his stupor all the way up to a jolt powerful enough to leave a grown man senseless with one touch. Judging by the sound, the wrinkled deputy had his set on high.

      The skin thief shrunk back at the hum as if in fright.

      “That’s okay lad, I’m here now. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      Vahla was torn between relief at the words of comfort from his deputy and a small amount of annoyance at being spoken to like he was a child. It took a moment longer before he realized Clovis hadn’t been talking to him.

      Most of that realization came by way of a stun rod being pressed to the side of his neck.

      Every muscle in Vahla’s body seized tight and his jaw clamped together so hard he thought his teeth might shatter and spray across the room. The sheriff thrashed on the floor, splattering blood and vomit everywhere, and he felt his bowels loosen, the final indignity.

      Clovis leaned down and put his face close to the sheriff’s, a wry smile creasing his puckered and wrinkled face. A face that looked like a mask. “You’ll have to excuse him, sheriff, the new ones tend to be a little wild when they first hatch. Some days my own birth feels like yesterday, others like it was a hundred years ago.” The creature masquerading as a deputy bent down and examined Vahla’s ragged wounds as they continued to spurt blood onto the floor. “He didn’t make too much of a mess, these’ll stitch up just fine.”

      Vahla could only stare in horror, his body still seized up from the effects of the stun rod, any last words he might’ve said locked inside his thin frame. A high-pitched keening echoed in the room before fading.

      Clovis looked over his shoulder at the skin thief before turning back to Vahla and pulling a twisted bone knife from inside his jacket.

      “You’re right lad. He’s just your size.”
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      When we think of the future, what does mainstream media show us? On the side of the dystopic: behemoth brutalist architecture bathed in glaring neon billboards, holographic advertisements flashing through steam and smoke. Roaming drones and militarized robots. On the utopic: hermetically-sealed structures just as goliath but perhaps designed with a more open, translucent facade. Glass and steel intertwined with trees and ferns to suggest eco-civilized harmony; pristine white interior design with the occasional pop of green from an austere, well-placed bonsai. In these fictional hyper-Anthropocene futures, we grapple with our anthropocentric anxieties: resource scarcity, severe deprivation, and economic quality of life.

      But where is nature, the very literal bedrock of our future, in all of these imaginings? In our global culture of capitalism and consumerism, nature has been reduced to a commodity and the futures explored by our most revered storytellers maintain this status quo of leaving the land out of the future. How can we disentangle capitalism, nature, and our narcissistic vision of the future? How is the concept of progress corrupted by imperialist capitalism? And what does a future look like with nature at the fore instead of our own “standard of living”?
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      A STOCKROOM PLANET

      In the 70s, the terms “natural capital” and “environmental services” were coined. “Natural capital,” says the CBD Secretariat, “can be defined as the world’s stocks of natural assets which include geology, soil, air, water and all living things.”1 In a report of the Study of Critical Environmental Problems, environmental services included insect pollination, fisheries, climate regulation, and flood control.2 If that corporate language regarding our land, water, and fellow beings doesn’t make you shudder, there is your first problem. As Donna J. Haraway writes: “It matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts, what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties.”3 But the commodification of nature and the language we refer to it with, of course, extends far back into human history.

      In Stephen Mrozowski’s paper, “Colonization and the Commodification of Nature” he writes “As the Europeans carried out their often violent conquest of the New World, Africa, and Asia, their notions of the natural world were being recast to account for the exotic new landscapes and peoples they encountered. Nature … was perceived as a separate domain in need of cultivation. The growth of abstract space aided this process. Abstractions like maps, for example, served as guides for exploration and material conquest, conquest that translated into political power in Europe. The accompanying emergence of capitalism gave rise to other forms of abstraction, like credit, money, and most importantly for the purposes of this paper, concepts of space. Land, which had long been a currency of wealth, was now viewed in the abstract, something to be measured, categorized, and exchanged.”4

      That evolution of abstraction to better dominate, possess, and destroy wielded by people both against nature itself and their fellow man, was and continues to be the seat by which we commit vast social and environmental injustices. Separating nature from humanity and humanity from humans has been fundamental to our stubborn downward spiral as a society. How do we unwind the tangle of these abstractions and decontexualizations from our projections of the future? Demanding equal quality of life for our fellow man goes without saying, but what of our deeply inculcated societal abstractions regarding nature?

      Anthropologist Elizabeth Fisher’s Carrier Bag Theory, as popularized in Ursula K Le Guin’s essay, “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction,” posits that “the first cultural device was probably a recipient … a container to hold gathered products and some kind of sling or net carrier”5 as opposed to the weapon. In the same manner of refactoring our perceptions, Indigenous knowledge offers an old-to-us but new-to-many theory on how we perceive nature: as a being/s worthy of dignity and the right to thrive.

      “Wild rice sues to stop oil pipeline,” reads a headline today on High Country News.6 Thanks to the White Earth Band of Ojibwe, this legal action enacted in 2018 upheld manoomin’s (wild rice) right to exist and flourish as established by tribal law. In 2019, making similar efforts to protect nature, the Yurok Tribe declared rights of personhood for the Klamath River to stave off pollution and protect the waning salmon population.7 In 2017, the New Zealand government adopted the Rights of the Whanganui River, stemming from a treaty process with Māori iwi.8 These were the first of many actions taken by Indigenous communities around the world granting personhood status to the water and land. The perspective that nature has inherent rights is longstanding among Indigenous peoples who have a close association with the natural world.

      So rather than abstracting nature into capital and services, what does a future look like where our core belief is to honor nature as one of us? If the term animism grates, what about hylozoism? Even if one doesn’t believe in the spiritual aspect of nature’s personhood, what kind of change would come about in the societal psyche if we shifted the language we use on a corporate scale? What does a world look like where “nature, in all its life forms, has the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles?”9 How does a society develop laws and socio-economic structures with planetary personhood as a foundational element?

      UNIVERSAL BASIC IMAGINATION

      Some hallmarks that come to mind when one thinks of science-fictional societal progress are universal standards of living, international peace, green technology, and furthering human colonization of the solar system. A well-known and rather hopeful theory called the environmental Kuznets curve (EKC) posits that after a turning point, economic growth will be negatively correlated with indicators of environmental degradation. The rationale here is that once society eradicates widespread poverty and raises material living standards via economic growth, “the demand for improvements in environmental quality will increase, as will the resources available for investment.”10

      However, a recent 2020 study11⁠ showing the relationship between economic growth and environmental degradation measured by CO2 emissions during a 36 year period for 44 individual countries, has produced grim results. Only 9 out of the 44 individual countries were found to have a relationship between growth and the environment in favor of the EKC hypothesis.
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      In Ritual: Power, Healing and Community, Malidoma Patrice Somé writes: “Western Machine technology is the spirit of death made to look like life. It makes life seem easier, comfortable, cozy, but the price we pay includes the dehumanization of the self. To sleep in a cozy home, a good bed and eat great, chemically produced food you must rhyme your life with speed, rapid motion and time. The clock tells you everything and keeps you busy enough to forget that there could be another way of living your life. It has made the natural way of living look primitive, full of famine, disease, ignorance and poverty so that we can appreciate our enslavement to the Machine and, further, make those who are not enslaved by it feel sorry for themselves.

      The Machine has made itself look beautiful by making other ways of life that have existed for tens of thousands of years look silly, shameful and uncivilized. But the truth is that the Machine must eliminate every alternative to itself and focus every attention on itself because it knows that its purpose is not to give life, but to suck the energy out of it.”

      Most people, myself included, don’t have faith in global society’s ability to reach these so-called utopic goals without desolating nature’s resources and racing to the economic and environmental bottom; it seems our assumptions are accurate. So if economic growth and a supposed rise in living standards aren’t going to save us from our accelerating death spiral, if the foundation of what we view as “progress” is actually destroying our potential futures, perhaps we need to re-envision the capitalism-soaked concept of progress itself just as we need to re-envision what we consider worthy of “personhood.”

      Instead of “progressing” to a more technologically focused, hermetic future awash in abstractions leading us away from land and humanity and expanding our anthropocentric culture beyond Earth, I want us to rewire our imaginations from the hard circuity of the capitalocene to the slime mold malleability of a natural future: a future that places our roles in ecological symbiosis at the fore instead of our theoretical cultural structures.

      In Abi Andrews’ essay “A Novel Is a Medicine Bundle: Writing from Down in the Dirt,” she writes “What then would this rewilded novel look like? I’m not sure. It would undoubtedly cascade into myriad forms: growling, snorting, joyfully feral kinds of stories. The form as well as the content would open up multiplicitous worldings, enter into nonhuman, uncivilised logics, and bring these together …I think of Adrienne Rich saying this is the oppressor’s language/ yet I need to talk to you; such a phrase feels pertinently humanising, and this is important … Because we must know the nonhuman other in order to widen our circle of compassion, to be compelled to enact care, and to place ourselves within complex positions of relation.”12

      Some may imagine these futures to be “simplistic”—without a focus on technology and economy, how can we thrive and progress?— but that is where we need a revolution in imagination and storytelling on the ground floor of our perceptions.
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      One of my favorite examples of a natural future is Octavia Butler’s Xenogenesis trilogy, which follows Lilith lyapo, an Earthling saved from a man-made apocalypse, who awakes from a centuries-long sleep to find herself aboard the vast spaceship of the Oankali. The Oankali are  extrasolar people driven to seek out new lifeforms and “trade” genetically with them to keep themselves from overspecializing and stagnating. They travel between the stars in immense living ships and frequently plant living communities. After saving every surviving human from the dying Earth, healing the planet and their collection of survivors, the Oankali begin the process of rehabilitating and reintroducing the humans back to Earth to form a new, ecologically healthier civilization. Throughout the trilogy, we follow the humans as they struggle to overcome violent and destructive behaviors their—our—culture has ingrained in them in order to build a non-suicidal future. It’s one of the most intimate and thoroughly empathetic explorations of humanity, its potential, and its capacity for cruelty and addiction to violence. It’s also a beautiful imagining of what we could be as people in Butler’s wonderfully constructed Oankali; a people whose culture is built on the honoring of symbiotic balance and a focus on building off the potential of the natural world.

      In Butler’s imagined future, there are no massive moon bases and sky-piercing metropolises, there are villages made of living, responsive organic matter. There’s slow growth and simple but balanced lives. Part of why our current imagined futures are so enrapturing is because they speak to all our worst aspects: our consumer-indoctrinated dissatisfaction, greed, our hunger for the next shiny, bright, massive thing, our desire for instant gratification and convenience. It seduces us by painting a future full of fulfilled wants but leaves out our needs, elevating flare over function. A natural future would put our needs first and that future may lack the splash and sparkle of other types of futures—but at least it might exist.

      The Xenogenesis trilogy was originally published in the 80s, which is impressive but also disappointing in that it remains one of the leading examples of radical futures—for humanity and nature—in fiction. I find the current scope of our imagination still remains firmly entrenched in both destructive cultural and narrative traditions. In Seo-Young Chu’s wonderful scholarly dive into SF, “Do Metaphors Dream of Literal Sleep? A Science-Fictional Theory of Representation,” she writes “What most people call ‘realism’ … is actually a ‘weak’ or low-intensity variety of science fiction, one that requires relatively little energy to accomplish its representational task insofar as its referents (e.g., softballs) are readily susceptible to representation. Conversely, what most people call ‘science fiction’ is actually a high-intensity variety of realism, one that requires astronomical levels of energy to accomplish its representational task insofar as its referents (e.g., cyberspace) elaborately defy straightforward representation. Realism and science fiction, then, exist on a continuum parallel to the above-mentioned continuum where every object of representation has its place—from shoelaces, dimes, and oak leaves to cyberspace, trauma, black holes, and financial derivatives. Although the distance between realism and SF may be vast enough for the difference in degree to amount to a difference in kind, the distance will never be so vast as to render ‘science fiction’ and ‘realism’ each other’s antonym. There is no such thing as the opposite of science fiction. Likewise, there is no such thing as the opposite of realism.”13

      With that in mind, I believe we can imagine much more fantastic and dynamic futures if only we took the time to refactor our base perceptions, cultural assumptions, and capitalistically-cultivated desires. I won’t speak to the psychic or material impact fiction has on people or the world at large as that’s a whole other essay but I do believe we can, at the very least, stop putting up boundaries between the imagined and the real. A world without capitalism, without corrupt power structures and constant violent colonization sounds fantastical but it’s simply reality that requires a lot of energy to accomplish. Energy we have and that can change the substance of our world if directed appropriately.

      At the risk of being trite, I still find this call to action from Einstein sadly salient: “A human being … experiences himself, his thoughts and feeling as something separated from the rest, a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.”

      There is no such thing as the opposite of humanity, there is only a spectrum of us, worldings, vying for life, for the right to thrive, waiting to be brought into our symbiotic circle of compassion. Compassion that can cross species, elements, space and time, into a natural future where we can, for the first time perhaps, experience something like true progress.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.cbd.int/business/projects/natcap.shtml

      

      2 Total ecosystem services values (TEV) in southwest Florida: The ECOSERVE method - https://www.jstor.org/stable/44113173

      

      3 Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene by Donna J. Haraway

      

      4 Colonization and the Commodification of Nature by Stephen A. Mrozowski

      

      5 The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction by Ursula K. Le Guin - https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/ursula-k-le-guin-the-carrier-bag-theory-of-fiction

      

      6 https://www.hcn.org/articles/latest-justice-wild-rice-sues-to-stop-oil-pipeline

      

      7 https://www.hcn.org/issues/51.18/tribal-affairs-the-klamath-river-now-has-the-legal-rights-of-a-person

      

      8 https://wcel.org/blog/i-am-river-and-river-me-legal-personhood-and-emerging-rights-nature

      

      9 https://www.therightsofnature.org/what-is-rights-of-nature/

      

      10 Towards A Common Future: Understanding Growth, Sustainability in the Asia-Pacific Region by Banik, Arindam, Barai, Munim Kumar, Suzuki, Yasushi

      

      11 Does the Environmental Kuznets Curve Exist? An International Study by Nutnaree Maneejuk 1, Sutthipat Ratchakom 1, Paravee Maneejuk 2, and Woraphon Yamaka

      

      12 https://dark-mountain.net/a-novel-is-a-medicine-bundle/

      

      13 Do Metaphors Dream of Literal Sleep? A Science-Fictional Theory of Representation by Seo-Young Chu
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      Welcome to another Words for Thought! This month’s column will discuss three recent stories and two slightly older stories, all by Indigenous authors, and all dealing in some way with the theme of perspective and perception. How do we see ourselves, how do others see us, and what happens when we try to see ourselves or the world from someone else’s point of view? Happy reading!
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      Mouth & Marsh, Silver & Song1 by Sloane Leong, published in Fireside Magazine, centers on a prophet perceived by humans as a monster, though one who serves a purpose. A cut with a silver blade opens mouths in her flesh that sing prophecies to make princes into kings. One day, a princess comes to her asking to be made queen rather than demanding or simply taking what she feels she is owed. The princess’s brother also wants the throne and is prepared with knights clad in silver and has no intention of taking no for an answer.

      
        
        It took only a single night for me to grow to my mother’s stature, roped in muscle, a crown of hair as thick as a bramble. From sunrise to sunset, I dined on spearwort and frogs, milkweed and crane. Moth wings and cattails fell from my voracious lips like raindrops. Now the river was motionless, still as birth as it observed my growth like a profane weed. I settled into an engorged stupor in the chilled, wet meadow, content with only the moon as my witness.

        

      

      The story is beautifully written, giving even its moments of violence and its descriptions of rot a poetic twist. The choice of language reflects one of the story’s central themes—the rejection of the idea that something needs to be beautiful, or at least palatable, to be worthy of respect and worship. The prophet reflects that if her nature were otherwise, supplicants would come to her with offerings and ask her for boons. But because she is a creature made of leeches who wallows in mud, men will never perceive her as anything but a monster and feel justified in taking what they want from her through violence. Leong shows the beauty in things often considered disgusting or beneath notice, like ticks and worms, and shows the power in them as well. The story also rejects the notion of kindness and bargaining as weak in comparison to the power implied in the ability to simply conquer. It isn’t an either-or proposition; it doesn’t require ruthlessness or the willingness to sacrifice others in order to rule.
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      How to Break Into a Hotel Room2 by Stephen Graham Jones appears in Nightmare Magazine. Javi always has a scheme going and has ever since he was a kid. Now his longtime partner in crime, Tran, is dying and Javi wants to steal something for him to take his mind off death.

      
        
        But you can hold a thing like that off with the right stolen watch, the right pair of cufflinks—cufflinks will be best, really, because what kind of shirt do you even need to wear them with, right? Stealing them will be stealing the most extra, useless thing, will prove that it’s about the act itself, not what you get. The scam is what’s holy, never mind what you get with it. What’s important is getting away with it.

        

      

      Javi hatches the perfect plan to break into a series of hotel rooms, painting a picture for himself of him and Tran as cool kids almost akin to folk heroes while refusing to look at the darker side of their actions. But his plot also dredges up memories he’s tried to bury of the time a scheme went wrong and resulted in the murder of a high school classmate’s family and that guilt returns to haunt him in a very literal way.

      The past returning to haunt the present is a horror trope used to great effect in this story. It’s clear from the start that the way Javi wants to perceive himself doesn’t match reality. He tells himself he’s helping his friend, but he knows he’s making excuses and what he’s doing is wrong. He’s never fully escaped the cycle of scamming and stealing; the past is still very much present for him and so it’s no surprise that rather than blundering into a stereotypical haunted hotel filled with someone else’s tragic past, the ghosts he encounters are the intensely personal ones he carried there himself. Jones effectively builds a sense of dread and manages to strike the perfect balance in Javi as a character who is far from innocent, but who is sufficiently relatable that the situation he finds himself in remains horrifying rather than one where the reader feels vindication watching a bad guy get what he deserves.
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      She’s Taken Away3 by Shane Hawk published in the anthology Howls from Hell plays with the good twin/evil twin trope and looks at the question of nature versus nurture. The story is presented in the form of a police transcript as Dr. Jay M. Landry interviews Annie Ellis about her twin sister and the terrible crimes she’s accused of committing.

      
        
        Yes, she has acted like different people, not herself. Sometimes she would take on an unfamiliar accent or hold wildly different opinions on things. It was strange. It was only me who saw it, though. When we were at school or in front of our parents, she always acted normal. She only ever revealed that side of her to me. No one else.

        

      

      The story has a strong voice and manages to do a lot in a relatively short space of time, dropping hints and playing with wording choices as it builds up to its finale. The question of nature versus nurture plays out not only the idea of one twin capable of committing horrific acts while the other is utterly innocent despite the same upbringing but through the doctor’s search for an explanation. He suggests both demonic possession and mental illness as the root cause, refusing the idea that some people might simply be bad and relish that badness. In its exploration of the good twin/evil twin trope, the story also takes a look at the absurdity of that same trope on a meta-level, showing how the desire to label things in a binary fashion and forming strict preconceptions about people can be a dangerous thing.
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      Te Ika4 by J.C. Hart originally appeared in Cthulhu: Land of the Long White Cloud and was reprinted in Year’s Best Aotearoa New Zealand Science Fiction & Fantasy in 2019. The story blends hints of cosmic horror with mythology while also being a touching story about two sisters trying to find common ground. Grace, an experienced cave diver and rock climber, convinces Izzy who is far more anxious and cautious to come with her on an exploration trip. She’s convinced Izzy will have a wonderful time if she can just let go of her fear, but partway through the climb, an earthquake hits and Izzy falls. Deep underground, she encounters a being who claims to have been imprisoned by Māui and strikes a deal, making it a condition of the bargain that along with Izzy getting out of the cave, Grace will also be safe and protected.

      
        
        It was stars and dark skies. It was some creature I couldn’t understand, sprawling across the wallpaper, trailing dust and debris behind it, leaving fire in its wake. It was dark and vibrant and vivid and more than alive. I fell to my knees, all the strength leaving me at the sight of this great beast. What was this? What was going through Izzy’s mind?

        

      

      The story is told in two halves, from each sister’s perspective, and this is where the story’s true strength lies. Izzy and Grace each push themselves out of their comfort zone and each put their trust entirely into the other’s hands, ignoring their own sense that something is wrong. This is both lovely and heartbreaking as each tries to see the situation from the other’s point of view, trying to do what they believe will make the other happy at the expense of their own comfort. Hart perfectly captures how complicated family relationships can be and how even love and trust can lead to unintentional harm. What makes this extra painful is that each sister’s heart is in the right place and both genuinely want to take care of each other, but they are caught up in circumstances utterly beyond their control.
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      Transitions5 by Gwen Benaway was published in Love Beyond Body, Space & Time in 2016. As the main character is transitioning, she signs up for an experimental drug trial promising fewer health risks and negative side effects. Shortly after taking her first dose, she attends an Elder’s Teaching at her workplace during which she hears singing no one else can hear. The next day she sees a woman in a traditional jingle dress who she, at first, takes for a performance artist until a man in a business suit walks straight through her. She wants to believe these are hallucinations caused by the drugs until she learns she’s part of the control group who received the placebo and must come to terms with the fact that something that cannot be scientifically explained is happening.

      
        
        The elder sighed on the line. “Girlie, you aren’t listening to me. You must be Bear clan, so stubborn. Being a woman isn’t about your body. It’s about your spirit. You need ceremony to help with that, not pills.” She sighed a second time, this time a little tired. “Look, your ancestors are going to find you, one way or another. Call me when you are ready to talk to them again.”

        

      

      Like Hart’s story, Benaway’s is also about a clash of perspectives, however, where Izzy and Grace try to see the world through each other’s eyes even when it’s to their own detriment, here the unnamed protagonist is so rooted in her perspective and has been so shaped by her past experiences that she is unable to accept the truth or accept help when it’s offered. Both stories are wonderful examples of characters shaping their narratives and moving the story rather than being moved by it. All throughout her transition thus far, the protagonist of Benaway’s story has had well-meaning people offering their advice. Even though they believe they are being helpful, from the protagonist’s perspective they’re judging her, telling her “the right way to be a woman,” and denying her personal journey. It’s only natural that she bristles at yet more “helpful advice.” One of the transitions of the title, however, is a transition in thinking as she learns to see the help she’s offered in the spirit it’s given, rather than as a judgment on her ability to find her own way.
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        Rebecca E. Treasure grew up reading science fiction and fantasy in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. After grad school, she began writing fiction. Rebecca has lived many places, including the Gulf Coast of Mississippi and Tokyo, Japan. She currently resides in Texas Hill Country with her husband, where she juggles two children, two corgis, a violin studio, and writing. She only drops the children occasionally. To read more, visit www.rebeccaetreasure.com.

        

      

      Pamela Rentz, author of “Security Breach at Sugar Pine Suites,” writes clean, potent fiction about seemingly everyday events—the frustrations of bureaucracy1, an aging grandmother2 and the struggles to find and keep a job, a bus driver on a night run3, a hotel housekeeper. Yet, buried in her straightforward prose are lines that grip you by the chin and force you to sit a little straighter in your chair. Security Breach at Sugar Pine Suites is no exception.

      Rentz’s stories are all, in her own words, “set in Indian Country, usually the mid-Klamath region in Northern California.” Her protagonists are people with problems we can identify with, yet also face challenges unique to Indigenous Peoples. In “Security Breach at Sugar Pine Suites,” Rentz’s hero, Birdie Big Rock, is a hotel housekeeper, except the hotel is in space, and Birdie and the other employees are more like indentured servants locked into eternal contracts. Debt, risk, family obligation, the loss of their home in pursuit of security, all these issues provoke sympathy that is at once familiar and new.

      Bureaucracy is a nightmare for everyone, but Rentz ties the familiar with the specific and layers the question of authenticity atop in “Skinny Charlie’s Orbiting Teepee”4 (issue 99, Apex Magazine). The down but not yet out Reggie in Reservation Jobs has familiar problems, like child support and joblessness, but Rentz makes it clear—without making it obvious—that Reggie’s problems are complicated, deepened, and eased by his identity. Similarly, Birdie’s fascination with the luxury suite she’s cleaning and the quiet thread of wanting to see home while getting that glorious view of the high-rollers, speaks to a broader fascination with the rich and famous while running in parallel with Birdie’s history.

      Pamela is a citizen of the Karuk Tribe and works as a paralegal specializing in tribal affairs. She is a graduate of the Clarion West Writers workshop and has been published in Asimov’s, Apex, and has a story forthcoming in Fantasy Magazine.  Her personal website is www.pamrentz.com.

      Pamela was kind enough to answer a few questions about “Security Breach at Sugar Pine Suites” and her other fiction for us.
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      APEX MAGAZINE: Where did the idea this story come from?

      

      PAMELA RENTZ: I like to think about different ways Indians might get into space. Exploration? Survival? Why not economic development? And what better enterprise than a tribal casino?

      It’s a fun setting so I tried to put together an appropriate cast. I came up with Birdie, the rebellious housekeeper first and then added a washed-up boy bander and a bitter supervisor. Initially, this was a plot exercise. I wanted to write something with action and plot turns and set ups and payoffs. The first draft had gunfire and fisticuffs.

      My crit group convinced me that Birdie could hold her own and didn’t need so much plot, so when I revised, I kept the focus on her and the results of her actions.

      

      AM: What is your writing process like?

      

      PR: Mostly tortured. Only kind of kidding. I’m always searching for that sweet spot between planning and discovery. I’m also always wishing I could work more quickly and will sit myself down and demand a particular word count for myself and inevitably get stuck. The flip side is insisting I need a complete outline and stalling out on that, too. I go back and forth between the two.

      I try to work every day. I have a day job with a long commute so weekdays it’s sometimes just a half hour of free writing or unproductive noodling. I’m a morning person so I’m up early and do my best work before noon on the weekends.

      

      *Spoilers*

      

      AM: The twist ending, for me as a reader, was bittersweet. They got away, but Birdie didn’t, and the need for their flight, and her need to see home, left a sadness for me. I noticed many of your stories ending this way—“Reservation Jobs,” for example, and “Estelle Makes the Casino Run.” What do you want readers to get from your fiction, your endings?

      

      PR: I’ve been working in Indian Country as a paralegal for over twenty years and I have to remind myself that a majority of the population has only a superficial experience with tribal people, or less. Indigenous loss isn’t something in the past, it happens today. Mostly I hope readers would see contemporary Indigenous people in situations they’ve never seen before.

      

      AM: Gloria reminded me so much of hard bosses I’ve had in the past and the revelation at the end that she’s as stuck as the rest of them was a great reminder that bosses are people, too. That was a stronger theme in this piece. How much of your fiction is inspired by people you know in real life?

      

      PR: I often borrow characteristics of people I know or have come across as a writing shortcut but Gloria sprang from my imagination. If writers put themselves in their stories, I would have to confess: Gloria is more me than Birdie is.

      

      AM: Something I noticed in several of your stories—particularly the science fiction stories—was a conflict between authenticity and commercialism/consumerism. How do you approach that challenge in your own life?

      

      PR:  Yeah, that’s a tough one. I’ve had a couple of experiences with individuals reacting to my writing in a way that seemed to suggest they were disappointed my story didn’t align with their expectations of what Indigenous stories should be. I aim for authenticity—there are already so many misperceptions about Indigenous people—but I also (respectfully) massage the truth if it serves my story.

      

      AM: I also noticed some character overlap between your stories. Are they all set in a shared universe?

      

      PR: This is a good thought problem for me. There is certainly overlap but I think if we mapped it all out, some of the stories wouldn’t work in the same universe. At the same time, I feel like the Karuk characters are all from the same universe.

      

      AM: What are you working on now?

      

      PR: I’m working on a contemporary novel set in my home place on the Klamath River. It has a slight fantasy element or maybe you’d call it a slight alternate history element. I’m also working on short stories set in Birdie’s world with the orbiting casino.

      

      AM: Thank you so much for taking the time to answer these questions.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://apex-magazine.com/skinny-charlies-orbiting-teepee/

      

      2 https://www.pamrentz.com/stories/Rentz_ReservationJobsJun2014.pdf

      

      3 https://innsmouthfreepress.com/estelle-makes-the-casino-run/

      

      4 https://apex-magazine.com/skinny-charlies-orbiting-teepee/
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        Marissa van Uden is a freelance editor, an associate editor at Apex Magazine, and a speculative fiction writer. Her editing credits include Amazon #1 best-sellers, award-winners, and non-fiction ranging from National Geographic science books to university press publications. She grew up in New Zealand/Aotearoa, has lived in Dublin, Munich, and Berlin, and is now based in Los Angeles with her husband and a rescue cat named Ripley. She tweets about hiking, wildlife and weird fiction at @marissavu.

        

      

      Kevin Wabaunsee’s “Spirits of the Broken Lands” perfectly captures that sense of constrained rage, the burning injustice of being forced to comply with ignorance and vapid, hungry materialism at the cost of lives, cultures and collective histories, while not being able to show a hint of natural human reaction to it.

      From the opening paragraph, “Spirits of the Broken Lands” throws the reader into the house of cards literally built on the ashes of the Shawdese Indigenous people. The Thersian colonizers have not only claimed the land as theirs and actively erased anything that speaks to its true history, but also anything that makes them remotely uncomfortable about their role as oppressors. They recognize only the version of reality they have constructed and rewritten to suit themselves, a counterfeit history maintained through voluntary ignorance and broad-spectrum violence.

      The story explores how one Shawdese man, Gwisen, survives within this faux reality by both playing into the colonizers false narratives and pushing back in subtle and clever ways. But surviving in this world also means compartmentalizing and containing his rage, never letting it be seen for fear of punishment. This creates an agonizing tension for the reader, one that the main character feels throughout his entire life.

      This well-crafted and ominous build up meant that we readers felt the full cathartic release in the end when Gwisen finally releases his long-simmering rage in an explosion of revenge and destruction. And it is only in this release that Gwisen is finally able to fully connect with the collective memories and spirits of his people. It’s a very visual and spectacular ending, full of an energy that ripples out beyond the page.

      Kevin Wabaunsee is a Chicagoan, a Prairie Band Potawatomi, and a speculative fiction writer. He’s a science writer and editor and a former newspaper reporter. He is a graduate of the Viable Paradise workshop, one of the associate editors at Escape Pod, and currently serves as the managing editor for the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA).
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      APEX MAGAZINE: The parallels from this story to our world are tragically clear, but can you tell us what first inspired you to tell this particular story about Gwisen? Did it start with the character or idea?

      

      KEVIN WABAUNSEE: The inspiration for this story came several years ago with an idea that I’d been mulling over: what if magic is more than just spells and energy? What if magic is the expression of a worldview, not just imposing will on reality? That’s a pretty esoteric idea, so I soon latched onto a simple situation to play with: a magic-using busker and an imperious magician who literally can’t believe what he’s seeing.

      

      Still, the story never evolved past that image and those unformed ideas, and I set it aside for a long time. It wasn’t until I returned to it and considered more seriously what worldviews were being expressed, that things started to make more sense. The missing pieces that allowed this story to come together were the power dynamics between oppressor and oppressed and, in particular, the guilt and uncertainty of an Indigenous survivor who’s forced to navigate between both worlds.

      

      AM: Gwisen is a master of using the gullibility and ignorance of the Thersians to scrape out a living and survive. He’s a skilled opportunist, always looking for a mark, trying to turn the tables and use the Thersian’s false narratives against them. Yet, in doing so, he’s forced to be complicit in maintaining these false narratives. What does this forced complicity do to a person?

      

      KW: This push and pull between authenticity and expectation, and between complicity and survival, is at the core of Gwisen’s struggle. He has no real power in Thersian society except that small amount of satisfaction he can take from laughing at the market-goers’ gullibility. Still, parading around in a garish parody of his own culture to satisfy the whims of colonizers is impossibly painful, as well. Nonetheless, he still needs to find a way to survive in this world. This story explores that breaking point—how much of his own identity can Gwisen mortgage before the price becomes too much? A lifetime of deference, of anger suppressed and rage stifled, is bound to come out, with explosive consequences.

      

      AM: There is a heart-wrenching moment in the story when Gwisen reaches out to the guardian spirits of his people and sees one who is completely unfamiliar to him. The stories and collective memories of his own people have been stolen from him, rendering his own spiritual guardians as strangers. Did you have this moment in mind when you started writing the story or was this something that emerged along the way?

      

      KW: Even in early drafts, before I’d settled on the world of the Shawdese and Thersians as the backdrop of this story, I’d considered the idea of having the main character summon a bigger and more destructive spirit in the climax of the story. Initially, I liked that it inverted the beginning of the story—a street performer with little real power begging for coins while summoning an insignificant spirit versus that same character unleashing a hugely destructive monster spirit. But without the emotional backdrop and stakes of a Shawdese refugee against a Thersian Empiricist, it felt hollow—all sound and fury, but not actually signifying anything important. Everything made a lot more sense in that scene once Gwisen’s fear and anger and his lifetime of stifled fury took center stage. That the power and destruction sprung forth from a heritage eradicated by Thersian colonizers was a happy accident—one of the moments of resonance that suggested I might be on the right track with this story.

      

      AM: Aldeen Dinsmere, the Thersian Empiricist, considers himself a scientist, and yet he fails to see the truth of the spirits even when the evidence is literally destroying him. His pleas to know the trick behind the magic are cried out to his very last. Can you unpack that a little more? What interests you about the way scientists can be so blinded by their own biases?

      

      KW: From the beginning, I wanted this story to explore the idea that magic isn’t just power and effects but the expression of a worldview. It’s not a coincidence that the Thersian sorcerers refer to themselves as “Empiricists”—to them, they’re not dealing with anything ineffable or truly supernatural, only a manipulation of energy and phenomena that can be predicted and directed. So, within this world, Dinsmere isn’t simply biased—he’s literally living in a different reality, one that up until now has always obeyed his command and fit neatly into his expectations. The utter disbelief that he experiences when confronted with Gwisen’s worldview can be pretty easily paralleled with the real-world shock and denial that many privileged people express when confronted with evidence of their own unearned power.

      

      AM: You’ve written other excellent stories exploring magicians and artificially constructed realities (e.g. “The Great Mandini and the Dead Man’s Hand” in Strange Horizons and “The Happiest Place” in Pseudopod.) What is it that fascinates you about constructed realities and deception and have you always been drawn to these themes?

      

      KW: Growing up, I navigated the boundary between different cultures, and not always comfortably: both as the only Native kid in mostly white surroundings, but also growing up in a biracial family. I often felt like blending into different social situations like a chameleon was a solid survival strategy. As a result, I think I have a greater-than-average interest in stories about transformation, metamorphosis, and disguise. And probably no coincidence that I’m also a sucker for stories about con men, sleight-of-hand artists, and tricksters of all sorts.

      

      AM: Who are some of your creative inspirations and what makes them meaningful to you?

      

      KW: I could begin and end with Octavia E. Butler, and probably not need to go further. I’m continually in awe of the way she dissected power and oppression but also so poignantly explored what it means to be human, all the while imagining beautiful, horrifying, and compelling alternatives. We all have so much to learn from Octavia.

      Still, there’s no escaping how inspiring Rebecca Roanhorse’s “Welcome to Your Authentic Indian Experience™”1 was to me, especially the way that it ripped open the ugliness underlying tropes of Native “authenticity” and materialism (and published in the Apex’s astounding Indigenous Futurism issue2 in 2017).

      A few more, because inspirations come from so many directions: N.K. Jemisin and her endlessly inventive Broken Earth fantasies took root in my brain, especially the way that she manages to speak fundamental truths about power and authority and survival while also experimenting with point of view and structure. Cherie Dimaline’s Marrow Thieves was heartbreaking and intense, and mulling over the nature of dreaming and science and who owns objective reality after reading it probably inspired this story in no small part. Finally, I’m always blown away by the degree to which my friend Daryl Gregory can easily navigate between genres and take big, bizarre ideas and make them convincingly and heartbreakingly human.

      

      AM: Thank you so much, Kevin!

    

    
      
      

      1 https://apex-magazine.com/welcome-to-your-authentic-indian-experience/

      

      2 https://apex-magazine.com/issue-99/
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        Jason Sizemore is the publisher and editor-in-chief of Apex Books and Apex Magazine. He can be found intermittently on Twitter @apexjason.

        

      

      

      An issue of Apex Magazine featuring Indigenous creators would be incomplete without gorgeous cover art by an Indigenous artist. Our issue’s guest editor, Allison Mills, handpicked interdisciplinary artist and curator, Megan Feheley, to create an original work for us.

      Megan lives and works in Toronto, Ontario, and is studying toward a BFA in Indigenous Visual Culture at OCAD University. While predominately using the mediums of sculpture/installation, beadwork, textiles, painting, and video, Megan makes their art in collaboration with community and land, with specific interests in environmental justice and decolonial approaches to art-making. Their current focus includes upcoming curatorial projects as well as ongoing experimental installation work.

      You can find Megan’s website at meganfeheley.format.com where you can view samples of their beautiful work. They also maintain an active Instagram presence @sakihitisowin.
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      APEX MAGAZINE: Unlike a lot of the artists we feature in our zine, you often work with physical objects instead using a digital space. I’m really impressed with your beadwork. These pieces1 are straight up amazing. When creating beadwork, how does it compare to creating a new piece of painted art? I’m thinking in terms of physical demands, mental preparation, and how you approach the project.

      
        
          [image: Beadwork by Megan Feheley]
        

        Beadwork by Megan Feheley

      

      

      MEGAN FEHELEY: Thank you! Beadwork is artwork and cultural expression, it’s also a very community driven art practice; I learned beading by sitting in on beading circles, and still bead with friends. It’s a very grounding thing, and the materiality of it is so interesting to me. Beadwork is wearable, durable, and endows a little spirit or being into what you’re creating.

      Beading is sort of like drawing with pixels—but the process is very different than a drawing or a painting. I usually prepare a piece by drawing patterns that I know will work well as beadwork and combine colours from my bead collection that I think would be fresh and interesting. Sometimes I design beadwork patterns that reference beadwork from my territory, although I do experiment quite a bit. It can be a bit hard on the hands and neck and involves a lot of intricate work and constant revision; but it is very satisfying and nothing feels better than giving it to friends or family so it can be worn and loved. I’ve also worked with beadwork in a digital space. I worked on a project a few years ago (Uncover/Recover) where I used 3D modelling software to recreate beadwork patterns from a 170-year-old beaded hood from my territory that was in a museum collection. The 3D modelling remixed the beadwork from the hood into a digital space where it could be accessed by our community again.

      

      AM: On your website’s ABOUT page, you hint at an “ongoing experimental installation work.” This piqued my interest because I like art that’s a bit unusual and difficult to put into metaphorical boxes. Can you give us a hint into what you have in the works?

      

      MF: I have been working on a series of new works that have been pushing the bounds of my typical practice, and they involve a lot of research and ephemera. As an example, I installed a work last fall at Xpace Cultural Centre in Toronto called mâsikîskâpoy (a time-based work involving cedar boughs, blocks of ice, and tobacco) that was the basis of some new ideas for me, although it will take some time before they’re brought full circle.

      

      AM: Something you do is create these vivid red tarps bearing intricate patterns and text in ililimowin (your dialect of Cree). Can you tell us a little bit about these works?

      

      MF: Yes—I tend to call this body of work my birch bark tarps. It is a very material-driven body of work rooted in my entangled concerns with climate disaster and Indigenous cultural knowledge loss/erasure. The patterns are based on birch bark biting designs, an Indigenous mark-making practice that involves using thin sheets of birch bark, folded several times and bitten to make designs that are revealed once the bark is unfolded. I take the patterns from birch bark bitings I’ve created and transfer them onto the tarps by folding the tarps like I would the bark and cutting the patterns with an X-Acto knife.

      Birch bark is such a central and important material for many Indigenous people and is used in a many peoples’ art and cultural practices. Creating the birch bark biting designs in the plastic tarp material transforms it as a mode of transferring knowledge visually in a world without birch bark, a growing anxiety and possibility with impending climate catastrophe. The permanence of plastic in this work is something considered to stand in duality: it is a product of an extractivist industry that has been weaponized against Indigenous bodies and land and is inescapable in this day and age; but is also something that is utilitarian, recyclable, inexpensive and could survive impending climate events where birch bark may be scarce, entirely extinct, or in other ways unavailable.

      My understanding of ililiw/Cree visual culture is that objects and belongings have a certain lifespan and weren’t intended to last forever: it is a vital function for things to be remade and retold so that the teachings they hold can be recontextualized for another generation. Colonization has violently interrupted this mode of production through apocalyptic events that Indigenous peoples have (and haven’t) survived, and my concern is about any future events caused by climate change that could jeopardize our knowledge production and transmission further. Although in a double bind, these tarp pieces consider how to create things that could potentially withstand generational gaps in production—their permanence is evidence of this anxiety. I also incorporate Cree text into these pieces as a way to speak in a myriad of ways- sometimes to the future, sometimes to the now. I am currently learning ililimowin, which will likely be a lifelong process, and reflect often how fragile this dialect of Cree is. Saying anything in ililimowin to the future feels powerful.

      
        
          [image: Tangle by Megan Feheley]
        

        “Tangle” by Megan Feheley

      

      

      AM: Your piece for our special issue, “Tangle,” displays several characteristics common to some of your work. There’s a sense of interconnectedness, of danger, and a face that looks off in the distance as if in despair. It’s certainly unusual, but we love unusual at Apex Magazine, so it fits perfectly. How would you describe your approach to creating an original piece for a digital short fiction zine since it looks like this might be one of your first times creating for this particular medium?

      

      MF: I don’t typically work in this arena, however ideas of futurity are a frequent topic of conversation in the art world right now and very relevant to my art practice. When Allison asked me about artwork for an issue on Indigenous futurists, I knew what I wanted to create. Something that I think about and try to incorporate into my work is that time from a Cree perspective isn’t linear—it’s fluid, cyclical, and runs into and over itself. I had a sketch of these tangled arms reaching out and into each other that I kept returning to and created an illustration of a character that drew on my thoughts on time. The illustration is of a spirit who was travelling through time and got caught up in between and tangled up in herself, the larger story there is up for interpretation.

      

      AM: Your work communicates a lot of unease and discontent with the evolving ecological disaster our world is facing. Much of the fiction we publish in Apex Magazine shares the same feelings of unease and discontent. Do you have any particular favorite eco-fiction or eco-focused work that our readers might enjoy?

      

      MF: I think an important distinction or note to make is the tie between the climate disaster we are currently facing and colonialism—they are one and the same to me and co-produce each other. Indigenous communities have already seen ecological disasters that colonialism has brought and current or impending climate disaster is an extension of that. I think that is partly the source of a feeling of unease or discontent in my work, that and a generational anxiety from being a young person who has been aware of climate change since early childhood and is currently staring down a bleak future. With that in mind, my recommendations aren’t necessarily eco-focused, but the land is present in other ways:

      
        	Moon of the Crusted Snow by Waubgeshig Rice

        	Marrow Thieves by Cherie Dimaline

        	Parable of the Sower by Octavia Butler

        	Split Tooth by Tanya Tagaq

      

      

      AM: Who are some of your favorite artists? Whose work has inspired you the most?

      

      MF: I have so many! I could list artists who I love all day, but some of my all-time favourites are: Jeneen Frei Njootli, Rebecca Belmore, Maria Hupfield, Caroline Monnet, Duane Linklater, Nadia Myre, Dayna Danger, Joi Arcand and Thirza Cuthand. I think I find it tricky to say someone has inspired me the most, but I will never forget the first time I encountered Jeneen Frei Njootli’s work early in my undergrad. It changed how I thought about my art in a fundamental way, and broadened how I thought about art in general. I am also very inspired by my peers in the art world, my community and my family—my mom is also an artist and taught me how to draw and paint. She is still helping me make work, and is my most valued critic.

    

    
      
      

      1 https://www.instagram.com/p/CM5y7jtgVCC
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      Megan Feheley is a two spirit Ililiw (Cree) interdisciplinary artist and curator living and working out of Toronto, Ontario. They are currently working towards their BFA in Indigenous Visual Culture at OCAD University, and work predominately in sculpture/installation, beadwork, textiles, painting and video. Feheley’s art making is based in collaboration with community and land, with specific interests in knowledge transmission, resurgent material practices, environmental justice and decolonial approaches to art-making.

      You can find Megan’s website at meganfeheley.format.com  They also maintain an Instagram presence @sakihitisowin.
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