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  The Uncanny Valley


  by Lynne M. Thomas & Michael Damian Thomas


  The sun streams through leafless branches in our Urbana neighborhood as I write the first editorial for 2018. The brisk wind hurtles across the plains, but we are safe and cozy inside our new house, listening to Sharon Jones and the Dap-Kings funking up a soul Christmas party, mostly happy in the glow of the blinking lights of our tree.


  2017 is nearly over. It was both a nightmare and sort of magnificent. The Trump regime was as horrific as we expected—equal parts corrupt, bigoted authoritarianism and total incompetence. We all resisted. We fought. We came together as a community. The resistance won on the ACA for the moment, but lost on many other things. Hopefully, the results of the Alabama special senatorial election bode well for the 2018 elections and a blue wave flipping our legislature.


  For the Thomases, this was the year everything changed (as you know if you follow these editorials or our social media accounts). Lynne’s dream job and our large move were phenomenal successes, but we also suffered losses, as one often does with such big changes. Most recently, our beloved Marie Cat passed away. She was a gentle, sweet cat who has been through so many things with her family. We miss her greatly. We are, and remain, deeply grateful to the friends who were there for us during this turbulent year.


  Entering 2018, Caitlin is happy and healthy (and in HIGH SCHOOL!), which is really all we hope for every year.


  Thank you, Space Unicorns. Thank you for sticking together and fighting back against the darkness with love, art, beauty, stories, friendship, activism, and moxie. We will continue to do this together.


  As many of you know, it’s the time of year when people post their year-in-reviews to remind voters for the different SF/F awards what’s out there that they might have missed and which categories these stories are eligible in (especially for the  Hugo Awards  and  Nebula Awards ). 2017 was the third full year of Uncanny Magazine (Issues 14 through 19). We are extremely proud of the year we had.


  This year, Uncanny Magazine is still eligible for the  Best Semiprozine Hugo Award . Lynne M. Thomas and Michael Damian Thomas are also still eligible for the Best Editor (Short Form) Hugo Award. (Note: If you are nominating the Thomases in this category, please continue to nominate them together on the same nomination line. They are a co-editing team.)


  The stories listed on the website blog post are eligible in either the short story, novelette, or novella categories of the SF/F awards. If you are a SFWA member nominating for the Nebula Awards, you can find eBook copies of these stories in  the SFWA Forums .


  Please also note that essays are eligible for the Best Related Work Hugo Award, and poetry is eligible for the  Rhysling Award . As Uncanny is a semiprozine, all of the essays and original art also contribute towards the creators’ Best Fan Writer and Best Fan Artist Hugo Award eligibility.


  Another World Fantasy Convention came and went in November. Uncanny didn’t win any awards, but much fun was had. Michael and the ICFA alligator wandered San Antonio with friends, ate a lot of Tex-Mex food, and Michael perhaps pretended to be a dinosaur with Sarah Pinsker in a very odd, random hallway stone garden that looked like an empty diorama. We are very happy for all of the World Fantasy Award winners, and look forward to the next WFC in Baltimore.


  A few weeks after WFC, the Uncanny Magazine staff of the Thomases, Michi Trota, Steven Schapansky, and Erika Ensign were all at Chicago TARDIS in Michi’s former hometown of Lombard, Illinois. There were plenty of shenanigans amongst the friends. Also, some people who performed in Doctor Who were there.


  The Thomases will be home for all of January and February, unless something odd happens.


  In exciting Thomas convention news for the spring, we will be Guests of Honor at Mo*Con from May 4-6th, 2018, in Indianapolis, Indiana, with Mikki Kendall, John Urbancik, and Jennifer Udden! Mo*Con is a “mini-convention built around food, community, and conversations (typically around the topics of spirituality, art, and social justice)” hosted by author, editor, and wonderful troublemaker Maurice Broaddus. We hope to see you there!


  We have some staff news for this issue. First, this is Mimi Mondal’s first issue as Poetry Editor along with being Reprint Editor. Woo Mimi!


  We also have some bittersweet staff news. Shana DuBois will be moving on from her interviewer position here. Shana is sensational, and we wish her all the best on her future projects. In the interim, fabulous author Caroline M. Yoachim conducted the print interviews, and Lynne is handling the podcast interviews.


  Finally, Uncanny Magazine will be adding a paid intern. They will likely have already started working with Michi as this issue goes to press!


  The Uncanny Magazine Year 4 Kickstarter featured two upcoming special issues—Disabled People Destroy Science Fiction and a shared-world dinosaur issue. Both will have open submissions, and we posted the guidelines in case you would like to submit something for either.


  Disabled People Destroy Science Fiction Guidelines !


  Uncanny Magazine Dinosaur Special Issue Guidelines !


  We can’t wait to see your pieces!


  And now the contents of Uncanny Magazine Issue 20! The marvelous cover is the stunning Sleepless on the Silk Road by Tran Nguyen. Our new fiction this month includes Elizabeth Bear’s powerful character study “She Still Loves the Dragon,” S.B. Divya’s heartbreaking and heart-racing “Contingency Plans for the Apocalypse,” Arkady Martine’s tale of collecting and sacrifice “The Hydraulic Emperor,” Marissa Lingen’s smart and snarky magical exploration “Lines of Growth, Lines of Passage,” Sunny Moraine’s visceral and angry “Your Slaughterhouse, Your Killing Floor,” Vivian Shaw’s intense story of discovery “The Utmost Bound,” and R.K. Kalaw’s fun and dangerous “The Date.” Our reprint fiction is Vandana Singh’s “Conservation Laws,” originally published in her 2008 collection The Woman Who Thought She Was a Planet and Other Stories (collection reprinted in 2013).


  This month’s essays include a personal journey by Fran Wilde, a list of favorite 2017 narrative games by John Wiswell, a tale of tech and matchmaking by Iori Kusano, a look at a true apocalypse by Rebecca Roanhorse, and an examination of the Salem witch trials by Sarah Monette.


  Issue 20’s gorgeous poetry includes “The Early Ones” by Sofia Samatar (illustrated by Del Samatar), “The Knight of the Beak” by Sofia Samatar (illustrated by Del Samatar), “The Cat’s Daughters” by Nitoo Das, “Shadow-Song” by Sonya Taaffe, and “1532” by Ana Hurtado. Finally, special guest interviewer Caroline M. Yoachim interviews S.B. Divya and Sunny Moraine.


  The Uncanny Magazine Podcast 20A features “She Still Loves the Dragon” by Elizabeth Bear, as read by Stephanie Malia Morris, “The Cat’s Daughters” by Nitoo Das, as read by Erika Ensign, and Lynne M. Thomas interviewing Elizabeth Bear. The Uncanny Magazine Podcast 20B features “Lines of Growth, Lines of Passage” by Marissa Lingen, as read by Erika Ensign, “1532” by Ana Hurtado, as read by Stephanie Malia Morris, and Lynne M. Thomas interviewing Marissa Lingen.


  As always, we are deeply grateful of your support of Uncanny Magazine. Shine on, Space Unicorns!


  © 2018 by Lynne M. Thomas & Michael Damian Thomas


  
    Lynne and Michael are the Publishers/Editors-in-Chief for the two-time Hugo and Parsec Award-winning Uncanny Magazine.


    Five-time Hugo Award winner Lynne M. Thomas was the Editor-in-Chief of Apex Magazine (2011-2013). She co-edited the Hugo Award-winning Chicks Dig Time Lords (with Tara O’Shea) as well as Whedonistas (with Deborah Stanish) and Chicks Dig Comics (with Sigrid Ellis).


    Along with being a two-time Hugo Award-winner, Michael Damian Thomas was the former Managing Editor of Apex Magazine (2012-2013), co-edited the Hugo-nominated Queers Dig Time Lords (Mad Norwegian Press, 2013) with Sigrid Ellis, and co-edited Glitter & Mayhem (Apex Publications, 2013), with John Klima and Lynne M. Thomas.


    Together, they solve mysteries.

  


  She Still Loves the Dragon


  by Elizabeth Bear


  She still loves the dragon that set her on fire.


  The knight-errant who came seeking you prepared so carefully. She made herself whole for you. To be worthy of you. To be strong enough to reach you, where you live, so very high.


  She found the old wounds of her earlier errantry and of her past errors, and the other ones that had been inflicted through no fault of her own. She found the broken bones that had healed only halfway, and caused them to be refractured, and endured the pain so they would heal swift and straight, because dragons do not live in the low country where the earth is soft and walking is easy.


  She sought out the sweet balms and even more so she sought out the herbs bitter as unwelcome truth, that must nevertheless be swallowed. She paid for both in time, and grief, and in skinned palms and pricked fingers.


  She quested, and she crafted potions: to make her sight bright in the darkness; to make her hands strong on the stone.


  The knight-errant, when she decides for the first time to seek the dragon, has with her many retainers, loyalty earned and nurtured through heroism and care. She has an entourage, pavilions, a warhorse, and a mare. She has armaments and shields for combat mounted and afoot.


  They cannot climb with her.


  She leaves them all among the soft grass and the gentle foothills below. She tells them not to wait for her.


  She tells them to go home.


  She climbed your mountain for you. She was afraid, and it was high.


  The winter lashed there. The strong sun scorched her. She ducked the landslide of snow and boulders the flip of your wings dislodged, when you resettled them in your sleep. She smelled the sulfur fumes emerging from long vents, and watched the pale blue flames burn here and there, eerie among the barren rust-black stone.


  She drank melted snow; she tried to step around the ochre and yellow and burnt umber ruffles of the lichens, knowing they were fragile and ancient, the only other life tenacious enough to make its home in this place of fire and stone and snow.


  The knight-errant sings a song to herself as she climbs, to keep up her courage. It is an old song now, a ballad with parts that can be traded between two people, and it goes with a fairytale, but it was a new song when she sang it then.


  This is the song she is singing as the basalt opens her palms:


  Let me lay this razor
 At your throat, my love.
 That your throat my love
 Will be guarded so.


  But my throat is tender
 And the blade is keen
 So my flesh may part
 And the blood may flow.


  No harm will you come to
 If you’re still, my love.
 So be still my love,
 That no blood may flow.


  Still as glass I might be
 But my breath must rise,
 For who can keep from breathing?
 So the blood may flow.


  Sharp as glass the blade is,
 If you’re cut, my love
 You must trust my love
 That you’ll feel no pain.


  So the flesh was parted,
 For the blade was keen
 And the blood did flow
 And they felt no pain.


  She is still singing as she achieves the hollow top of the mountain where the dragon nests, glaciers gently sublimating into steam against its belly. No one would bother to try to sneak up on a dragon. It doesn’t matter, however, as she is struck silent by the sight that greets her even as she comes to the end of her song.


  How does a dragon seem?


  Well, here is a charred coil like a curved trunk that has smoldered and cracked in a slow fire. And there is a flank as rugged as a scree slope, broken facets slick with anthracite rainbows. And there is a wing membrane like a veil of paper-ash, like the grey cuticle and veins of an enormous leaf when some hungry larva has gnawed everything that was living away. And over there is a stained horn or claw or tooth, deeply grooved, blunted by wear, perhaps ragged at the tip and stained ombre amber-grey with time and exercise and contact with what substances even the gods may guess at.


  And here is an eye.


  An eye, lit from within, flickering, hourglass-pupiled, mottled in carnelian shades.


  An eye that as one regards it, is in its turn regarding one as well.


  She took off her armor for you. She set it aside, piece by piece, even knowing what you are.


  So that you could see her naked.


  She showed you her scars and her treasures.


  She stretched out her arms to the frost and her tender flesh prickled. Her breath plumed. She shook with the cold, unless it was fear that rattled her dark feet on the ice.


  “Did you come to destroy me?”


  The dragon’s voice is not what she expected. It is soft and sweet, spring breezes, apple blossom, drifting petals all around. Ineluctably feminine. Everything the knight is not, herself.


  The dragon sounds neither wary nor angry. Mildly curious, perhaps.


  Intrigued.


  The woman shakes so hard in the cold that she feels her own bones pulling against, straining her tendons.


  “I came because you are the only challenge left to me,” the woman says. “I have crossed the ocean, yes, and sounded it too. I have braved deserts and jungles and caverns and the cold of the North. I have cooked my dinner in a geyser, and I have scaled mountains, too.” Here, she taps her bare heel ruefully on icy basalt. Her toes turn the color of dusk. They ache down to the bone.


  She will put her boots back on soon enough, she decides. But she still has something to prove.


  She says (and she only sounds, she thinks, the smallest amount as if she is boasting, and anyway all of it is true), “I have won wars, and I have prevented them from ever beginning. I have raised a daughter and sewn a shroud for a lover. I have written a song or two in my time and some were even sung by other people. I have lost at tables to the King of the Giants and still walked out of his hall alive. I even kissed that trickster once, the one you know, who turns themself into a mare and what-not, and came away with my lips still on.”


  Maybe now she sounds a little like she is boasting. And anyway, still all of it is true.


  And maybe even the dragon looks a little impressed.


  “And now you’re naked in front of a dragon,” the dragon says, amused.


  “That’s how it goes.” She wraps her arms around herself. Her words are more chatter than breath.


  “Am I another item on your list?” the dragon asks. “Will you tick me off on your fingers when you climb back down?”


  She looks at the dragon. An awful tenderness rises in her.


  “No,” she says. “I do not think I will.”


  “Come closer,” says the dragon. “It is warmer over here.”


  She chose to trust the dragon.


  She chose to have faith in winter. In danger. In the fire as old as time.


  She chose to seek you. She chose to reveal herself to you.


  She loved you, and that last thing, she could not have chosen.


  That last thing just happened.


  Things just happen sometimes.


  “So you came here,” the dragon says, when her muscles have relaxed and she can stand straight again. She turns, so her back warms, too. The heat is so delicious she’s not quite ready to get dressed yet, and put that layer of cloth between herself and the warmth of the dragon’s skin.


  “I came here because you are the only dragon left.”


  “I am the only dragon ever.”


  The knight-errant turns back to the dragon and stares.


  “Dragons live forever,” says the dragon. “It would be a terrible thing for there to be more than one.”


  “How can that be?”


  “It simply is.”


  “But where did you come from?”


  “I made myself,” says the dragon. “A long time ago. By deciding to exist, and take up space in the world.”


  “Is that all it takes for you to be real?”


  “Are you the litany of things you have accomplished?”


  The woman is silent for a while. Then she says, “Yes. That is how we make ourselves real. That is what we are.”


  The dragon does not need her. The dragon is complete in itself.


  One cannot fail to love a dragon. One might as well fail to love the moon. Or the sea. Or the vast sweep of soft silence over a headland, broken only by the unified exultation of a rising flock of birds.


  It wouldn’t matter to the moon. And you couldn’t help but love it anyway.


  You could not have chosen to love her, either.


  That just happened as well.


  Her nakedness. Her courage.


  Her tender, toothsome fragility.


  Her decision to be vulnerable before the perfect terribleness of you.


  She was graying. She was dying. You warmed her with the heat of your body, the furnace contained within.


  You folded her in wings against your hot scales.


  You made decisions, too.


  Flight is a miracle.


  She cannot breathe, where the dragon takes her. It is too cold, and the air is too thin.


  But she is strong, and she is flying, and she can see the whole world from up here.


  You were fascinated for a while. For a little while. A dozen years, give or take a little. You are not particular about time. You are a dragon.


  It seemed like a long time to her, probably—living on a mountaintop, watching the seasons turn. Singing her songs.


  The songs stopped amusing you as they used to. They all sounded the same. They all sounded… facile.


  Armored, though she was not wearing any armor. Any armor you could see. Perhaps the armor was on the inside.


  The possibility made you curious.


  So you set her on fire.


  Because you were curious. And because you were a dragon.


  She is singing when the dragon sets her on fire. Its head looms over her like a rock shelf. The snow falls all around her, but not behind, because that is where the bulk of the dragon’s body is. It is like being in a cave, or under an overhang.


  She never will remember, later, what she is singing right now.


  The great head shifts. There is a grinding sound like rockfall. The head angles sharply, and she thinks rockslide, and the snow falls on her body. It vanishes when it touches her, leaving little dots of chill and wetness on her skin.


  She just has time to marvel at how cold it is once the dragon pulls away from her, when the muzzle tilts toward her, the massive jaw cracks open, and she looks up, up the beast’s great gullet into a blue-white chasm of fire.


  “Why did you set me on fire?” the knight cried, burning.


  And of course there is no easy answer.


  You burned her because fire is what you are.


  You burned her because your gifts come wreathed in flames, and your heart is an ember, and your breath is a star, and because you loved her and you wanted to give her everything you are.


  You burned her because you love her, and the only way to love is to take up space in the world.


  You burned her because she was vulnerable, and you are a thing that burns.


  You burned her because the truth, the nakedness, the sensibility had fallen out of her songs.


  You burned her because you are what you are, and because there was no reason not to set her on fire.


  It is not a small fire.


  It is a fire fit for a dragon’s beloved. It rolls down the mountain in a wave, in a thunderclap. It billows and roils and when it had passed it leaves cooling, cracking slabs of new mountain behind.


  She stands atop the mountain, burning. Her skin crackling, her flesh ablaze. She turns; she sees where the fire has wandered. Has swept.


  All the trees lie combed in one direction, meticulous. As if a lover had dressed their hair.


  Here you are in the wreckage.


  You live in the wreckage now.


  It is a habitat for dragons.


  She doesn’t hold it against you. Well, not for long.


  It is the nature of dragons, to incinerate what they love.


  The broken woman still loves the dragon. She still loves her. Even though the dragon has broken her.


  She can always, and only, be a broken person now.


  She can be the woman the dragon burned.


  The woman who is burning.


  The woman who will be burning still.


  The flames were better armor than the armor she took off for you. Nothing will pass through them.


  No one will pass through them.


  Not even you.


  Not even her love for you.


  The flames would keep her safe inside.


  The burning lasts. The burning continues.


  She lives, for she is full of balms, and bitter herbs, and strong. She lives, not yet resigned to the burning.


  To the having been burned.


  She lives, and the burning continues. The burning continues because having once been burned, if she allows herself to stop burning, she is going to have to think about repairs.


  Here you are in the ruins.


  The ruins are your home as well.


  The woman the dragon burned fears letting the fire die, and the fear makes her angry. She feeds the flames on her anger, so the fire makes fear and the fear makes fire. It hurts, but she cannot stop burning. If she stops burning, she may get burned again.


  It goes on like that for a long time.


  The fires filled the space around her. The flames were copper, were cobalt, were viridian, were vermilion. They licked your jaw and up the side of your face quite pleasingly as you sheltered her. Not that she needed the shelter now that she was burning.


  You wished, though, that she would sing again.


  She tried, occasionally. But all that came out when she made the attempt is colored flames.


  The woman the dragon burned gets tired of burning. She gets tired of touching the dragon and feeling only flames stroke her hands. She gets tired of touching herself, of dropping her face into her palms and feeling only heat and ash. She gets tired of the little puffs of flame that are all she can produce when she tries to sing, burning will o’ the wisps that are about nothing but the fact that they are burning.


  She decides to let the fire go out, but it’s not so easy not being angry. Not being afraid. Finding ways to steal fuel from the fire.


  But bit by bit, she does so. Bit by bit, the flames flicker and fade.


  Underneath she is charred like a curved trunk that has smoldered and cracked. Her skin is burned rugged as a scree slope, broken facets of carbon slick with anthracite rainbows. She trails veils of debris, like lacy webs of paper ash.


  The scars are armor. Better armor than the skin before. Not so good as the flames, but they will keep her safe as she heals.


  The scars slowly tighten. Contract. They curl her hands and hunch her shoulders. They seal her face into an expression without expression. She is stiff and imprisoned in her own hide.


  She cannot sing now either.


  And she certainly cannot climb back down again.


  She amuses herself as best she can. The dragon gives her small things. Toys or tools, but bits of its body. Parts of itself. A scale for a table, a bit of claw for an inkwell.


  The woman wrote a poem for you.


  It was a poem that began, “I am the woman who still loves the dragon that burned me.”


  She wrote it on the armor over your heart. She cut it there with a pen made from a sliver of the black glass from your spines, and she filled the letters with your silver blood, and there it shone, and shines.


  The winter comes and the winter goes.


  There is a curl of green among the ash below, the great trees fallen like new-combed hair.


  One day the woman began to dig at her skin. Her nails had grown long and ragged. Blood and lymph welled.


  “What are you doing?” you asked her.


  “It itches,” she said.


  You gave her another bit of spine to make a knife with and watched as bit by bit she peeled a narrow strip of scar away. The skin underneath was new, more tender than her old skin. It did not look like her old skin, either; it was raw, and unpretty, and she flinched at every touch.


  She couldn’t bear to work at peeling herself for more than a few inches of scar at a time. It hurt, and you didn’t really understand hurting, but she made noises and water ran from her eyes.


  But she had never lacked for courage. The knight a dragon loves must surely have plenty of that. So you watched as over the summer and the spring and the winter that followed, bit by bit, she peeled her corrugated scars away. They had made her look a bit like you.


  You did not miss them.


  Everything is pain.


  Beneath the pain is freedom.


  At first she shied away from you, her new flesh rare and weeping.


  You flew away. You passed over blasted forests and plains of basalt. You passed over soft meadows, and curving shores. You stood over still water, and looked at the words she had carved into your armor, reflected backwards and still shining.


  You tried to understand.


  But it was pain, and a dragon has never felt pain.


  She still hid when you returned.


  But she was a woman who loved a dragon, and such people are brave. Eventually she came and sat beside you on the stone. She rubbed her shoulder absently, fingers moving over scar-laced skin.


  “You are because you are,” the woman says. Her hair is growing in again, a thick black cloud that has never pressed beneath a helm. “And I love you because you are. But I fear you because you hurt me.”


  “And you?” the dragon asks her.


  “I fear myself because I made myself open to hurting.”


  “But you flew.”


  “I flew.”


  “And you survived the burning.”


  The woman is silent.


  “And what you made of yourself this time was not for anyone but you. Now truly you have done what others have no claim to.”


  The woman is silent still.


  “Are you the litany of your boasting?”


  “No,” the woman says. “I am the thing I am. I am the space I take up in the world.”


  “And so am I,” the dragon says.


  “We should go fly,” the woman says.


  Dragons are undying, after all.


  You could not keep her.


  But she left behind a song. And the space she took up inside you. And the space she left empty in the world.


  She still loves the dragon that set her on fire, but the love has been tempered now.


  Annealed.


  This is how the poem carved over your heart ended:


  “As I have been tempered too.”


  (Editors’ Note: “She Still Loves the Dragon” is read by Stephanie Malia Morris and Elizabeth Bear is interviewed by Lynne M. Thomas on the Uncanny Magazine Podcast Episode 20A.)


  © 2018 by Elizabeth Bear


  
    Elizabeth Bear was born on the same day as Frodo and Bilbo Baggins, but in a different year. She is the Hugo, Sturgeon, Locus, and Campbell Award winning author of 30 novels (the most recent is The Stone in the Skull, an epic fantasy from Tor) and over a hundred short stories. She lives in Massachusetts with her husband, writer Scott Lynch.

  


  Contingency Plans for the Apocalypse


  by S.B. Divya


  My apocalypse doesn’t ride on horseback or raise the dead or add suns to the sky. It arrives by tank and drone, the strict report of automatic weapons, the spying eyes of neighbors. It seeks my spouse’s life. Mine, too. I don’t expect to survive.


  Chula has better odds. She is a four-time triathlete, perfect eyesight, no injuries. She can lift our six-year-old the way I haul a fire log. If anyone can outrun the law, it’s Chula.


  “When they come for us,” I said, after Kaila was born, “You take the children and the backpack and head for the safe house.”


  Chula’s blue eyes narrowed. “And you’ll catch up. You have a pack, too. We’ll go side by side, like always.”


  “Sure. If I’m alive.”


  Her glare could melt Antarctica. “And what if I’m dead instead of you?”


  “That’s so much less likely. I wouldn’t plan on it.”


  She raised her pale brows to emphasize my hypocrisy, but I didn’t care. If our survival depended on me, we were in trouble.


  Like any ordinary evening, I put the baby down in our room after feeding her. Night darkens the sky. We leave the lights off as much as possible to avoid surveillance from the outside. I trip over the corner of the dining room rug, the one that’s bent upward from all the other times my foot caught it. (My muscles are clumsy thanks to the polio redux pandemic, but I’ve had lots of practice at falling; I know how to avoid sprains and broken bones.) I land on my forearms, nearly prone.


  A bullet sings over my head and penetrates Chula’s.


  For five seconds, I freeze.


  For five seconds, I stop breathing.


  My mind refuses to accept the image in front of me. No. No. No no no.


  The inhale comes in a rush.


  I move.


  Her neck has no pulse.


  I fling a blanket over my beloved’s body and cover it all: the blond hair now matted with blood, the shards of glass catching the streetlight, the limbs splayed like a sleeping toddler, the stain spreading outward on that rug—that thrice-damned rug, which I will never see again.


  A yellow thread snags on the hinge of my wrist prosthesis. Chula’s favorite color. I yank it out and stuff it into the center of my bra as I crawl across the room. More bullets trash our windows. A rubber band made of devastation tightens around my heart and lungs.


  I speak my farewell in my thoughts. To say it aloud is to provide evidence to the sensors. I wish I had time to give Chula a farewell kiss. I wish she’d lived. I hope the people outside think we’re both dead.


  In the windowless hall, I stand and run. My booted feet slam against hickory planks, our home improvement project from back before fear decorated our lives. Now, we sleep in our clothes and wear shoes in the house. Photos flash by along the beige wall, memories outlined in black, all but the newest: the four of us huddled in bed after I gave birth to Kaila. That one I taped up, unframed. It gives easily and fits in the back pocket of my jeans.


  I burst into our room and reach under the antique bed-frame. I pull out my backpack, filled to eighteen pounds, the same weight I carried across the Andes during our Choquequirao trek. I was a decade younger and fitter then, but today I have to travel only one fourth the distance. At sea level, that’s manageable. It has to be.


  I tighten the straps on the pack. The baby sling hangs on one corner of the crib. Kaila whimpers as I snug her swaddled form against my torso. I lock my arm into a static, supportive position under her, and turn it off to conserve battery.


  In the adjacent bedroom, Myles hides under his bed like we taught him to. His dark curls catch the last light from the window. He has the same hair as his father, killed a year ago while attempting to cross the border, the very same one we’re headed for.


  “Time to go, baby,” I whisper.


  He crawls out. “Where’s Chula?”


  I failed to rehearse the words for this question because I didn’t expect to be here. “I’ll explain later.”


  Suspicion darkens his six-year-old face, sets his jaw. Not a tantrum, not now, baby, please, we gotta go.


  “Don’t forget Dino,” I say.


  It’s part distraction, part truth, but it works. Myles lunges for the stuffed Tyrannosaurus rex and clasps it to his chest. We run to the side door and out into the chill night—oh, I forgot the jackets, did we pack jackets?—but we can’t turn back because the tank turret looms above the fourth house down the street. A white cover hides the surgical van beside the house. I don’t dare use it, not with all that damning evidence inside, but I send it a silent farewell. Another tie to Chula, severed.


  We duck through the hidden door in the back fence, down the alley, across a demented mosaic of chipped stone and glass. I grab my phone and increase the light amplification in my implanted lenses. (They told me it’s an experimental technology with some risks. I told them to shut up and take my money.) I follow the snaking line of garden hose that surrounds a data cable, poached for my illegal purposes.


  The hose runs into a plain door set into a low building. I pull it free and fling it back toward the house. They can’t know where we went. My thumb goes against the sensor-lock. A light next to it blinks red. I curse under my breath and lick my too-dry skin and try again. Turn green, turn green, turn green—yes!


  I open the door. Where is Myles? He was just here. How could he—oh shit!


  Flames engulf our house and balloon outward. The light blows my vision and all I see is a little shadow flying through the air, away from the back fence, toward me. Myles lands head-first.


  A second rubber band, made of recrimination, constricts my heart and lungs. I run to my son, wrap my arm around his chest, and drag him through the door. I lay him down. Be alive, please baby, be alive. His chest rises and falls. Relief swims in dizzy circles around me.


  Dim red lights wake at our presence. Racks of servers line the walls. Bundles of cables stretch across the ceiling to a staircase dug through rock and earth. Our escape route normally ferries large quantities of data and the occasional service person.


  I peer into the gloom. I can’t carry them both downstairs.


  Goddammit, Chula, you should be here!


  I trip as I come off the last step and land on my knees rather than my newborn. Kaila fusses when I place her on the ground next to the backpack, but she doesn’t raise a cry. I limp my way up to retrieve Myles, unlocking my prosthesis and powering it on as I climb.


  Once I have them both at the bottom, I allow myself a minute to breathe and listen. No sound penetrates from outside. No door slams open above us. No one shouts. I pull the kill switch in the wall—our little modification. Dirt seals off the room above. The stairs end in nothing.


  We’re in a tunnel lined with network access. I’d patch into a cable if I could, but it’s all useless now. Instead, I grab my phone, which is nearly out of battery. We have a system across the family, a handful of sites where we leave nonsense text, meaningful only to one another. I write: Had to visit the loo. With the T. rex and the raptor. Lost my other ring. I scan all the locations. My brother hasn’t left a message in over a week. My parents and Chula’s live in friendly states, thank goodness. Two less things to worry about.


  Myles whimpers. In the glow from the screen, I see patches of crimson across my boy’s skin. The soles of his shoes are melted—to his feet? I shudder and banish the thought. He’s breathing. He’s alive. He’ll be fine. He will, he has to be.


  The tunnel shivers around us. Dust motes dance in the artificial light. I shove the phone into my pocket. We can’t linger too long. I consider the pack, sized for multi-day hikes. Myles is small for his age. Maybe. Out come the spare clothes, a multi-tool, a sticker book, hiking poles, diapers, formula, snack bars, water bottles, an optical cube with all our memories. The jackets must have been in Chula’s pack.


  I use the knife from the tool to tear holes on either side of the pack’s bottom, then I slide Myles in and snug the compressor straps around him. In the outer pouches, I cram in six diapers—they’re lightweight—a spare outfit for Kaila, three packets of formula, two snack bars, one water bottle, and the data cube. It’s an old dilemma: weight versus comfort.


  The multi-tool goes in my back pocket, my only weapon, should I need one. The baby goes on my front. My son rides on my back, a forty-four pound load. His head lolls against my shoulder. In the interest of minimizing weight, I remove my prosthesis and add it to the discards on the ground.


  The hiking pole helps with my new center of gravity. Grief and determination fuel my steps. If I don’t survive, neither do they.


  Chula strides through the tunnel, Myles running alongside. I imagine him whining that his legs are tired. Chula tucks him under an arm, her bicep bulging but not strained. In this vision, I’m a ghost floating behind them. All goes according to plan, and they escape. Loss and pain are not mine to bear. I don’t have to be the strong one.


  For twelve hours, I walk. Trudge. Plod. Stumble. Every three hours, I stop to feed Kaila, half from my breasts, half formula, all of it while standing or kneeling. The yellow thread tucked into my bra draws my gaze as often as my baby’s dark eyes. I reach my right hand back to check Myles’ pulse and breathing. I slide water into his searing mouth with my finger tips and hope he doesn’t dehydrate too much.


  Things I can manage to think about are time, quantities, and steps. Others, I push away—my inevitable failure, Chula sprawled on the rug, our cold, stiff bodies lying in this catacomb-like space.


  Should we have stayed in this state? We asked the question at least once a week. I found the patients and guided the van. Chula and the robots performed the abortions. In this place, our life-saving service was punishable by death. We knew the risk. We couldn’t lie to ourselves about that.


  But it wasn’t supposed to be me, here, dragging our family to safety.


  Chula contacted the resistance, made the arrangements. (We kept my identity secret to better protect the children, whom I carried for the same reason.) She had the reputation: a doctor, one with a rare skill. I was a data miner. Nothing special about that.


  At last, a staircase rises ahead. The cables converge upward. My legs weigh more than elephants. Damn elephants. Why do they have to be so massive? Step, step, one… more… step.


  I’m through the door into another data center, equally unattended. My phone is dead, but I remember the route to the safe house. I remember most of what I see, a leftover habit from years of wearing glasses (and being nearly blind without them). Dawn glows in the eastern sky. It lights our way to a low, sprawling house painted gray with white trim. The side door has an electronic lock. I enter the eight-digit code. A faint click indicates that it works.


  I stumble inside. A couple emerges from a bedroom. Their alarmed expressions tell me everything about our appearance. A question buzzes through my ears into my head.


  “Chula Smith.” I whisper her name as an incantation and sway on the tiled floor, surrounded by walls and furniture and warmth. We’re safe, for now.


  They leave us in a bedroom decorated with faded posters of augmented-reality stars. They remind me of my past life—trawling the net for good data, piecing it together like clues in a mystery. The skill came in handy for finding those in need of Chula’s services. Most people don’t notice the breadcrumb trails they leave on the internet.


  Myles lies on the single bed, his burns dressed as best as we could, half a bowl of chicken broth coaxed in by small spoonfuls. Kaila and I rest on the floor. An unzipped sleeping bag lies beneath us. My heart, entrapped by its two rubber bands, beats with the restless fury of a butterfly in a net.


  Outside our door, our hosts’ voices rise in argument. They gave me code names—Bravo and Foxtrot—and didn’t ask for mine, but they know I’m not Chula.


  “Smith is the priority evacuee, not the family,” says Foxtrot. “We can’t make an unscheduled supply run without authorization. Two more days. They’ll last.”


  “She has four-month-old baby!” Bravo sounds upset. “And her child needs medical attention, more than we can give.”


  “And we need to maintain our cover or we’re no good to anybody. I don’t like it either, but we can’t risk everything for a low-priority group.”


  Their voices drop away. They use the wrong pronouns for me, but I’m in no position to correct them.


  Bravo’s right. Myles needs a doctor. If Chula were here, she could take care of him. If Chula were here, they’d be on their way to the border already. If Chula were here, if, if, if.


  Kaila whimpers. I sit up to give her my left breast, the better one. I lean against a wall and use my legs to support her body, but it takes time, and she’s crying before I’m ready. She’s calmer when we switch sides. Her black eyes stare into mine, all serious business until a smile breaks her suction and lights up her face.


  I can’t help returning it, but I’m thinking, please make enough milk today, please for today and tomorrow and the next, until we get out because we used the last of the formula and it’s rationed and these people don’t have a baby so we can’t get more.


  For twenty minutes after she stops feeding, Kaila is sunshine and roses. When she fusses again, I try to latch her on, but she’s having none of it. Her wail brings in our hosts.


  “You need to quiet her down,” Bravo says. “We’re not supposed to have children here.”


  “She’s hungry,” I say. Shame heats my neck and cheeks.


  Foxtrot frowns. “Can’t you feed her?”


  “I did. I—I can’t make enough for her, and I’m out of formula.”


  The two of them exchange a look before leaving the room. This time, their conversation doesn’t carry. I imagine Foxtrot saying, “That’s one more strike against them. What a useless person. We should send them back to die,” so I force my wobbly, spent leg muscles to stand, and I bounce my baby. My right shoulder aches from her weight, and my ghost arm prickles with pain. I rock Kaila through it all until she gives in and sleeps, and then, at last, so do I.


  To my surprise, Foxtrot tells me the next morning to get ready to leave. I don’t question it. We sit in the back of an old gasoline-powered truck, manually driven. Myles is stretched out by my feet, and Kaila hangs in the sling. Empty crates fill the remaining space, hiding us in case anyone opens the doors. This couple imports produce from across the border. Who better to smuggle contraband than someone with legitimate business?


  We move through the sparse early-morning traffic on the slow roads, the ones where you can still drive a vehicle yourself. Through the gaps in the wooden slats, I catch glimpses of posters. “Jesus welcomes all.” “Life is sacred.” “A righteous husband will provide.” Sometimes I only see a few words, but I’ve memorized them. Chula and Myles’ father and I had a marriage, but not one that this state would recognize.


  “Damn,” Foxtrot says.


  The van careens to the right and accelerates. I brace my feet against a crate to keep from sliding.


  “What’s happening?” I call out. The gap in the cab’s rear sliding window lets my voice through.


  “Patrol.”


  We turn sharp left, and Myles slides to the right. I grab him before his head hits the wall.


  “Do you have a mobile? I can route you!”


  Foxtrot slides the window further and tosses me a device wrapped in yellow flower-print. Our eyes meet for a second.


  “My daughter’s.” Foxtrot’s words clip.


  I launch the map software on a dead girl’s phone, unlikely to be traced. If I had my virtual-reality headset, I could work faster. I do what I can manually, fingers flying across the screen. Data overlays stack tiny icons—not my customized versions, but no time for that. I scan for safe zones to hide a truck. A produce warehouse lies three miles out of our way. Bonus: we’d pass under a freeway bridge to get there.


  “Two blocks, then left and an immediate right,” I call.


  By the time Foxtrot makes the right-hand turn, I’m ready with three more instructions, and so we dance with our pursuers, avoiding known camera sites and drone-zones. This low-bandwidth communication is awkward. I would guide Chula’s surgical van remotely, directing the auto-driver from home. I could avoid patrols and prying electronics without speaking a word.


  “Hard right at the three-way,” I call.


  Our tires screech, and the truck keels, but we keep most of our speed. Foxtrot drives almost as well as an auto-car.


  “Second left, through a tunnel, and then right into the driveway and stop!”


  And that’s it. We wait with the engine off. Blood rushes in my ears to fill the silence. My heart beats so hard that Kaila must feel it through the sling.


  Another truck, similar in shape and size to ours, sits next to us. The mobile’s data shows a third one parked beyond. The rolling metal door of a warehouse is in front of us, the words “Farm Fresh With Love” painted in bold green letters across it.


  Foxtrot crouches into the wheel-well so that they’re not immediately visible from outside. I scrunch down and install my custom overlay. Nothing to do now but wait.


  A drone buzzes past, then another, ten minutes later. They blip on the mobile’s screen, little white skull icons.


  Patience.


  The sun rises over the warehouse. For two miles in each direction, the map is clear of skulls and coffins and machine guns (the icons for tanks and foot patrols). I give us another fifteen minutes to be sure. We can’t afford much longer or Kaila will wake for her next feeding before we cross the border. That would end us.


  “Let’s go,” I say.


  Foxtrot sits up and starts the engine. I’m grateful for their trust—that I know what I’m doing.


  As we approach the border station, I rearrange the crates to block us from all sides. I can’t see the squat, hard-edged buildings, but I remember them from pictures, their walls studded with cameras.


  The sun blazes over endless desert. The back of the truck becomes an oven as soon as we stop moving. I peek through the crates to see what’s happening. The view isn’t good.


  “Documents.” A deep voice speaks the word.


  A hand takes something from Foxtrot, then returns it and says, “Please exit the vehicle for a security pat down.” Smug. “And cavity search.”


  The truck jostles as Foxtrot exits the cab, out of my view.


  Does this happen every time? Is this the cost to move us or a regular part of doing business? A third rubber band snaps into place around my heart and lungs. It’s made of rage, and I can’t breathe. Heat rushes through me. Keep your hands off my driver! I will rip your goddamn head off and watch the life pour out. I will—


  Foxtrot climbs into the cab.


  “Proceed,” the guard says.


  We drive on, past two barbed-wire fences set one hundred yards apart, into California and safety. The word tastes bitter in my thoughts: what kind of safe place uses people like that to secure its borders? But on this side, at least the work that Chula and I did would be legal.


  If I close my eyes, I see her body sprawled in our house. I see the photo of our spouse’s body laid out in the desert, a cruel souvenir sent by the border troops. Am I a coward for running away? Should I go back when Kaila is older? No, whispers Chula’s voice. No way, whispers our husband’s. Keep the children safe. Raise them. We agreed on that when we decided to stay in Arizona, in a house reduced to rubble, in a life burnt to ash.


  We stop again in half an hour, just as Kaila is beginning to stir. Through gaps, I see a single-story ranch house with other small buildings behind it. Foxtrot opens the back gate and moves the crates out of our way. I blink in the sudden brightness. Two brown-skinned men pull Myles out on a stretcher and carry him toward the house. I force myself to meet Foxtrot’s gaze.


  “I’m sorry about the… search,” I say. “Thank you for helping us.” The most inadequate words I’ve ever spoken.


  Foxtrot nods.


  Do you have to go back? The question dies before it reaches my lips. I know the answer because I lived it, too. I risked my family so that we could help the women who couldn’t escape. If the state hadn’t found us, we’d still be there.


  “Take care,” Foxtrot says.


  The truck rumbles down a dirt road toward a field lined with vegetables.


  I follow my son and discover my mother waiting inside.


  “How…?”


  “They got word to me as soon as you crossed the border,” she says, “and I got your message before that. I’ve been waiting nearby, just in case.”


  She opens her arms to me, and I sink into them.


  “I’m so sorry about Chula,” she says.


  She doesn’t say, “I told you so,” or “How could you do this to your children?” or any of the dozen other recriminations I’ve imagined in her voice.


  Kaila squirms and fusses, sandwiched between us. I need to feed her. Over my mother’s shoulder I see Myles on the bed, his chest rising and falling, his eyelids fluttering. He hasn’t woken enough to speak. I wonder what silent price he’s paid. Was our work worth the cost of my son’s condition, of my spouses’ lives? I may never have the answer to that. Maybe none exists.


  As I feed my baby, the bands that constricted me loosen, enough for regret and sadness and rage to expand. My tears land on Kaila’s chest. For now, it’s enough that I got us out. The children are safe and alive. I have no desire to consider what comes next, not yet, not today. Right now, our survival is all that matters.
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  The Hydraulic Emperor


  by Arkady Martine


  The Hydraulic Emperor is nine minutes and twenty-seven seconds long.


  It was filmed on an eighteen-quadcopter neocamera rig back when neocameras were the only way to make immersive film: an early effort by Aglaé Skemety, whose Bellfalling Ascension is still the critical darling of the immersion-culture literati. The Hydraulic Emperor falls sometime between her earliest juvenile work and the single decade of her greatest public productivity. Most references list it as lost, as it has never been distributed, and no public archive will admit to possessing it. But there is at least one print of it which survives.


  I have never seen it.


  Film hunters have always kept lists. Scrawled on folded-up scraps of paper or composed into your personal datastick, all the films you’re trying to hunt down. The lists shift over time. You cross off the easy catches. You get obsessed with a director or an actor or a movement, and suddenly your list is overpopulated with work in languages from three planets you’ve never even set foot on. Titles move up or down. And then you look at your list and realize that at the very top, starred and underlined twice, is a single work—and it’s been the same work at the top of the list for a quarter of your life.


  Mine has been The Hydraulic Emperor for a very long time. It recedes from me in the distance like a mirage.


  I came out of a viewing marathon down in the lower corridors of Nguyen-5 Station, blinking at the neon lights overhead and trying to get used to seeing with my own eyes. Nineteen hours of immersive film made me feel exiled from the simplicity of my body. I’d hung, a null-point in narrative space, through the entire oeuvre of Tsa-Eleven, who’d spent their whole filmmaking career on the same long-range exploration ship, reusing the same sets, the same soldier-actors, to tell twenty-six different stories. Immersive film is not interactive. You’re just there, surrounded by someone’s multi-point vision, like a ghost. The film happens to you. Despite you. No matter what you do.


  The hand that tapped me on the shoulder was cooler and smoother than a flesh hand, and I was newly enough out of the film to be shocked by being touched. I flinched; the hand and the person the hand belonged to caught me before I could stumble.


  “Are you Mallory? Mallory Iheji?” the person asked. They were mostly made of plastics, half their face and at least one arm transparent, glittering with exposed circuitry underneath. Their tongue was still biological, and very red, and pierced. I recognized them as the person who had brought the reel of Tsa-Eleven’s Fifteen (Of Twenty-Six) to the viewing marathon, the one that had the famously missing last seven minutes restored. They were not a common sight at marathons, on Nguyen-5 or anywhere else. I had no idea where they’d gotten that rare of a reel.


  I acknowledged that I was that Mallory.


  “You are the person I’ve been looking for, then,” said my interlocutor. “Let me buy you a drink and make you a proposition.”


  I made a gesture which implied that persons configured like this person were not to my sexual or romantic taste, which earned me a quick shake of the head and a tighter grip on my elbow.


  “A business proposition, Ms. Iheji. It concerns a film.”


  “Neither,” I clarified, “am I interested in selling any portion of my collection.”


  “No, no. You misunderstand. It is your abilities as a collector that interest me.”


  “If you are going to buy me a drink and make me a proposition involving collections,” I said, “I would like to have a name to call you.”


  “Evgen Lilla,” the person said. “I work for Kinesis Industrial One.”


  “The shipping company.”


  “Yes.”


  I allowed my eyebrows to climb towards my hairline. “Kinesis Industrial has interests in immersive film.”


  Lilla smiled. “Kinesis Industrial is interested in film because you are interested in film, Ms. Iheji, and we are interested in you.” They steered me around the corridor corner and through a corrugated door splashed red with the glyphs for food, privacy, alcohol—a cut-rate restaurant.


  I shook my arm free. “Interested in what sense?” I said.


  “We’d like to offer you a contract. Short-term, single-target. On our expense account for incidentals, naturally.”


  The booth Lilla sat us in was soundproofed and waiterless. The table between us glowed with neon pictures of noodle bowls and cocktails. I pressed my thumb into the image of spicy miso ramen, twisted it to the left so that the table’s auto-needles could take a tiny sip of my blood and verify my available funds. The table chimed, and my soup rose out of the center of it, steaming. I guessed I was going to consider the offer seriously, if I’d ordered food. Some decisions you make before you realize you’re making them.


  “Single-target,” I said, tapping the table so it would disgorge chopsticks for me. “You’re aware, I’m sure, that I don’t do wetwork?”


  I don’t. I find things, mostly. Things, and sometimes people. Misplaced or stolen or just not wanting to be dragged into easy visual range. Murder is beyond my skillset, even on a Kinesis Industrial expense account.


  Lilla had ordered some sort of rooibos milk tea in a highball glass, with a straw large enough to suck up the tapioca pearls through. “Kinesis Industrial wouldn’t hire you for that, Ms. Iheji. We have specialists.”


  I made the obligatory amused noise, and waited for them to get on with it.


  “Kinesis Industrial would like to own a Qath puzzlebox,” Lilla said. “We know there will be one for auction in the Selwyn Protectorate early next week. We’d like you to acquire it.”


  I sucked soup through my teeth and thought about it, because I’d never have expected to get that kind of request from a client who was a multi-planetary conglomerate.


  The thing is, you can’t buy a Qath box. They aren’t for sale. They’re for trade. The Qath come out of their wormhole-eating ship, all insectile mantis-limbs unfolding, and show you a little puzzle of wood and mirrors and some other materials human scientists still haven’t solved the chemistry of. It’s so pretty, and it doesn’t make sense. Then they ask what you’ll exchange for the thing. The auctions they hold aren’t auctions: they’re sacrifice contests. The person who gives away whatever the Qath like best gets the prize. There’s a woman back on Aurum Station who traded her own genetic clone, at least according to the local tabloid rag, and considering what I’ve seen people do to get close to a Qath auction, the tabloid might have underplayed it.


  I’m not into aliens the way the Qath groupies are into aliens. A Qath box doesn’t do anything. It doesn’t tell you anything about someone else’s mind; it won’t let you out of yourself, even for a minute. It’s just not human, which apparently gets to some people: the strangeness of it, of owning something made by otherwise life, otherwise minds. The Qath are the only aliens we’ve got, and they don’t interact with us much—but they like their auctions. Their auctions and their little boxes. What Kinesis Industrial wanted with one I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.


  I said, “Are you providing access to the auction?” which was as good as telling Lilla I was interested.


  Lilla handed me a manila envelope. Low-tech, but remarkably ubiquitous even in places like Nguyen-5. “Ticket to Selwyn, entrance fee, and letter of introduction. We’re quite certain the Qath will be curious about a film connoisseur; the last two winners were collectors.”


  “Of what?” I asked, in a sort of mordant curiosity.


  “Old coins,” said Lilla, “and serial-murder trophies. Respectively.” They grinned, showing that red-flushed tongue. “Immersive film seemed like something just between.”


  I did not dignify that with a response. “What fee are you prepared to pay? On top of the expense account, Lilla.”


  “Open the envelope, Ms. Iheji.”


  I did. Inside were the promised documents, and a folded slip of heavyweight paper. I unfolded it and read the address written there in calligraphic Roman letters.


  “We know where you can get a print of The Hydraulic Emperor,” said Lilla.


  Aglaé Skemety was born on Vaspral, a chilly-climate planet whose main exports are water ice, geologists, and post-epic folkpunk hymn cycles, which maintain a remarkable degree of popularity amongst long-haul ship crews. She was educated as an electrical engineer and got offplanet by seventeen. She showed up on the edges of the immersion culture scene four years later, writing criticism for zines and appearing in some rare photographs of Central System immersion clubs. My favorite shows her stretched out prone on a couch, electrodes at her temples, absent from her body entirely: she is carelessly positioned, her jaw lax, strands of chin-length black hair caught in the gloss of her inner lower lip. I wish I knew what she was seeing.


  Her first films appear shortly after the dated photographs. She built the neocameras herself; all of her early efforts have a particular grainy texture to the experience of their surfaces, like eating gritty oysters every time your point-of-view touches a table or someone else’s skin. Most of the juvenilia is short: thirty-eight seconds, two minutes eleven. It is already focused on spectacle seen from uncomprehending angles; on unusual tastes. For thirty-eight seconds a woman searches for a coin in an airlock. She removes her helmet and places the coin in her mouth; the taste of metal is the same as the taste of deoxygenization as the airlock cycles—hypoxia, ebullism. It is juvenile; the early Skemety pieces shock more than they do anything else. They are not commonly available, but any Skemety festival will play the prints between her more popular works.


  There are no modern photographs of her. No film. No holograph. She vanishes from public view just when her work began to be most appreciated. In the last eleven years she has been verifiably seen twice. It is as if, having begun to be capable of producing her art, she rendered herself down into the invisible point-of-view that characterizes it. She’s a ghost, Aglaé is. A ghost that produces. Her work erases her, or she disappears inside it.


  We aren’t sure whether the Qath are telepathic or just have a very complex definition of sacrifice and a propensity for deep biographical research. Either way, the sacrifices have to be real: they have to matter to the person making them. Expense and rarity don’t seem to matter as much as emotional trauma and multi-person effects. I keep wondering what happened to that woman’s clone. When the Qath take a sacrifice it doesn’t come back.


  Most of my sacrifices fit into a small briefcase. I was genuinely hoping that I wouldn’t have to bet the best one; the idea made me a little sick.


  On Selwyn, my letter of entry brought me to the auction’s administrator. She was as human as me, a tall dark woman in white. The Qath have mouths and language which is audible on the usual human frequencies, but they don’t much like talking to us directly. They hire intermediaries. I wondered if this administrator had ever met her alien masters, or if there was at least another layer of obfuscation between her and them. She didn’t seem like a xenostruck alien-hunter type—she was officious and practical, triple-checking my references and handing me a stack of printed transparencies a half-inch high explaining all the auction’s rules. She’d probably been doing this sort of thing on Selwyn long before the Qath picked this planet for their latest socio-ethical live laboratory. I gave her my thumbprint in acknowledgement of receipt of all that paperwork, which she noted down without fuss—my reputation was not preceding me onto Selwyn, apparently, or it didn’t matter who I’d been on other planets now that I had Kinesis One backing me up—and then she showed me a holographic representation of the Qath box and asked for my opening bid.


  I gave her an independently-notarized inventory of every single immersive film produced by the Quaternary Collective. I don’t care about the Quaternary Collective like I care about Skemety, but I care enough. It took real work to assemble that collection. I’m proud of it. I spent nineteen hours in a tiny all-terrain vehicle traveling to Roambi City for first-pressing recordings of a live Quaternary performance. Half of collecting is about remembering how you found one of your items. Remembering what vivid horror you escaped out of when you fell into the film instead: every muscle in my back complaining about the road conditions, nauseous and hungry at once, miserable at the end of a job gone bad. And then the release, the null-space, the personlessness of the film.


  The auction administrator took my inventory and stamped it good enough, and there was my opening bet put in.


  The auction was in rounds. The Qath would evaluate all of our prospective sacrifices and rank them publicly at the close of each round; on the following round we could try to top ourselves. Give away something that hurt enough. In between rounds we’d mill about in the Hotel Terminus, a black-glass spear of a building nestled in Selwyn’s poshest district, trying to figure out who to outmaneuver and what sort of sacrifices everyone else had brought along. No one came to a Qath auction an innocent. No one innocent had the right kind of sacrifices to make.


  That evening I wore a grey silk jumpsuit that Kinesis One’s money had bought for me, and covered my eyelids and lips with persimmon orange dyes, and took the elevator—a tiny steel box like a spacefarer’s coffin—up to the highest floor of the hotel. There was a ballroom up there, glittering under a transparent rooftop, complete with underfloor lighting and the kind of open bar that doesn’t demand a sip of your blood before it dispenses unlimited cocktails.


  Either some of the other bidders had brought entourages, or there were a lot more of them than I’d assumed there would be. I was appropriately late: the rest of the crowd was already clumping and dissolving in conversational knots. I got the bar to give me a drink that was mostly vodka and slightly blue, and waded in. The sky roiled through that translucent ceiling, grey and yellow, Selwyn’s perpetual storm.


  We all had the same reasons for being here: something we wanted to give up.


  It made for easy conversation. I didn’t mention who’d sponsored me and neither did anyone else, though I spotted at least one agent for a planetary governor and one young man whose face I had last seen splashed on the front pages of a financial-corruption tabloid expose. He was sweet, though, and every gentle conversational needle I employed slid off him like water rolling down glass. I let him be. If he outbid me on the first round I could approach him again.


  On my second glass of blue vodka, I discovered that the people who would talk about their sacrifices at all couldn’t shut up about them. It was like a confessional compulsion. One person pushed up her blouse again and again to show the top of the pale curving scar where her reproductive organs had been removed. She talked about hereditary legacies with a fervency that felt like a rehearsal, as if she was pretending we were all the Qath, set to evaluate the largeness of what she’d given up. Another woman had come with a set of jade disks from Old Earth: six thousand years old already when humanity had shucked off that planet and headed out into the black, and rare enough that they might be the only ones left. She was a threat. She understood how sacrifice was powered by memory.


  So did I, which was probably why Kinesis One hired me and not some other consultant with a weird obsession with collecting art.


  Someone tapped me, fingertips on bare skin, high where the meat of my shoulder was turning into my neck. I didn’t startle or spill my drink; I turned around.


  I hadn’t seen Averill Kesily for years. When I left him the last time there’d been a security guard’s gun to his temple and I’d had the files we’d both been looking for under my shirts, crackling if I breathed too deeply. He’d waved at me as I left, just a little movement of his fingers against the fabric of his trousers, and he’d looked more serene right then than I’d ever seen him be.


  I’d thought he was dead.


  He said “Mallory, I would never have expected to see you at a Qath auction,” as if I’d disappointed him.


  “People change,” I said. People did. I hadn’t, unless being willing to work for Kinesis One was a change, and I didn’t think it was. It was The Hydraulic Emperor I wanted, not a Qath box. I wondered what Averill was here for. I couldn’t imagine him alien-chasing any more than I suspected he was having trouble imagining me doing it.


  “Not you,” said Averill. “I always thought.”


  “Kesily,” I told him, “I always thought you would have come back to me if you weren’t dead, so we’re even there. Buy you a drink?”


  He didn’t have the decency to look hurt, but then he’d never had much decency at all. “The drinks are free,” he said. His smile got nowhere near his eyes. “But you can get me one if you’d like.”


  I got him one. We leaned on the bar, elbow by elbow, just like we used to.


  Averill drank brandy, straight. Either I’d remembered what he liked, or he was pretending he still liked it. The liquor shone on the inside of his lower lip. We were both watching the crowd. It’s funny, the habits you fall into. Give me ten more minutes and I’d have matched my respiratory pace to his, just out of the fucking familiarity. There was no good reason for him to be here, even if he had the poor taste to have spent the past half-decade alive.


  After a while, he said, “It’s rude to ask you what you bet, but it’s damn hard imagining you giving anything up.”


  “Who says I’m giving up something of mine?”


  “Figures you wouldn’t come here for you.”


  I wasn’t sure what that was meant to imply. “And you did?” I asked.


  “Who says I came here for me?”


  I laughed. I was on my way to drunk, and laughing with Averill was easy.


  There are six seconds of The Hydraulic Emperor that I’ve seen. They are intercut into one of Skemety’s other films: in Slow Poison, a woman—our protagonist, dying by inches of radiation poisoning—turns on a projector she has found in a cargo container, and there is The Hydraulic Emperor in miniature. She watches six seconds: the unfolding throne, like a fungal flower, rising from the floor. The emperor’s outstretched trembling hand. In Slow Poison, the protagonist stares at how the hand trembles; she is obsessed with her own tremors. I want to see what she doesn’t—I want to see the throne, I want to see the room, I want to know the rest of that film and to breathe it in and experience it entire, and I can’t. I am seeing it through Slow Poison’s eyes. And those six seconds are all I know.


  They may be all there is to know. Skemety might have destroyed the film, or buried it, or dismantled it into component parts. Skemety’s fans are completists, and yet these nine minutes and twenty-seven seconds have evaded us. They have evaded me. And yet, The Hydraulic Emperor has haunted my entire history with immersive film. It echoes and reoccurs. I suspect traces of it everywhere.


  How the throne peels up from the floor, some vast fan-shape, almost submarine in its unfurling: that haunts me. I see the echoes of that unfurling in the work of other artists, a glimmer like a heat-mirage, in films that were made in the years after Skemety stopped being publicly available.


  But also: how I look inside cargo containers, hoping to see for myself what no one but an imaginary construct, a character made up by my favorite filmmaker, has ever seen entire.


  They called the first round of the auction before I could get Averill and I another round of drinks. I was glad. The combination of anticipation and familiarity and not knowing why Averill was here—it was that same old fizzing chemistry in my blood, and the last thing I needed was to miss a round of auction to go get off with my old partner in the restrooms. But here the Qath were, two of them, pearlescent-grey and covered with tiny plush hairs, their huge eyes taking up most of their heads—coming through the double doors on the other side of the hall on four of their six legs. Picture a mantis combined with a tarantula, and then make it look like a person is inside it, looking at you from behind those awful swirling opaline eyes. That’s a Qath. Their alienness was a reprieve, even if I got the shivers: I was at work. I could think about Averill later. My job now was to give up just enough that I could get the box—and then get what I really wanted.


  More than Averill Kesily, more than Kinesis One’s very large retainer. I wanted that print of The Hydraulic Emperor.


  The Qath box was tiny: held in the pedipalps of the left-side Qath, a glowing thing, glass and steel and something carnelian-red in a wood frame. I wanted it. I understood, just for a moment, the wanting: that had been made by alien hands, for alien purposes. I wasn’t supposed to be able to understand it. That wasn’t why it was. It wasn’t art. It wasn’t mine. It could be a hollow space in the world, a meaningless space, as no human meanings went into its designing…


  And then I felt like dousing my mind in scalding water. Nihilism wasn’t really what I went for, and still isn’t. Immersive film might be about dropping your own self, but there’s always a self to become instead. That dizzying moment of wanting the blank relief, the shut-down of meaning—no. I didn’t. I really, really didn’t want it.


  I wondered if that was going to screw up my sacrifices. I guessed it would depend on whether or not the Qath were telepathic.


  Structurally, the auction was simple. By whatever metrics they used, the Qath evaluated our submitted sacrifices, and assigned them each a number of points. Highest point value wins the box. The trick is—if you’ve got more sacrifices, you can add those, have them ranked, and combine the points for a new high score. What makes it interesting—for us, for the watching Qath—is that the sacrifices are listed, next to their points value, in public. And two people can trade sacrifices. Or combine them. There are as many rounds as the Qath feel like having.


  Look, I said it was like a socio-ethical live laboratory. There’ve been two recorded deaths at Qath auctions, and only one of them was suicide by sacrifice.


  My Quaternary Collective films were worth thirty-six points, and that ranked me third on the list. The leader, with fifty-eight, was the woman with the jade disks—and in between us was Averill.


  Averill had bet the location of Aglaé Skemety, and that was worth forty-one.


  Fuck, I hadn’t known he cared.


  When we were partners, Averill had treated my interest in Skemety’s immersive film like a minor but endearing character flaw. He ignored it almost always, threw vicious invective if it interfered with our work, and indulged it occasionally—I have still not forgotten the night he showed up with tickets to a marathon showing of Skemety rarities on a planet we weren’t anywhere near, the tickets and my berth on the ship to get there all bought, saying go chase your grail, Mal, you need a vacation. That was after one of the bad jobs.


  But I never thought he cared about immersive film enough—about Skemety herself enough—to make her into a sacrifice the Qath would want. All of her famed reclusiveness, gone. Everything exposed. In her last public interview—only voice, and with all the location markers scrambled—she said that she couldn’t stand to be seen anymore, that she couldn’t bear being known—the films were enough. The films were already too much.


  I stood there, frozen, feeling shaky and suddenly miserable, like the world had gone wrong and I didn’t know how to stop it. And then I remembered what Averill had said: who says I came here for me?


  Skemety wasn’t his sacrifice. Skemety was bait, for me.


  If I combined my thirty-six points with his forty-one, we’d handily beat the woman with the jade disks.


  I had to find out who he was working for. It was an easier question than whether or not I wanted to win this auction after all.


  Of course he’d vanished into the crowd by the time I got myself together enough to chase him down. That’s Averill Kesily: slippery. There when you think he’s gone, vanished when you want him. He cut a wake in the ballroom as narrow as an eel’s. I had to work to find him, and when I did, he was in a corner surrounded by the financial-corruption case and two other young persons I hadn’t bothered to scope out—and we only had five minutes before the close of the next round of bids.


  Financial-corruption said, blithe and serene, “No, I’m out—if that was only worth six points, I don’t even want to see what the Qath would think of the rest of my list —”


  He looked bruised around the eyes, like he was trying not to cry. Averill gazed right past him, dismissed him, locked eyes with me. “Mallory,” he said. And that was all.


  Five minutes wasn’t enough to talk about what we needed to talk about.


  “I have to go put in a bid,” I said. “See you after the next round.”


  I spun on my heel, and went to sacrifice something else I didn’t want to give up. This time it was my own personal copy of that photograph—the one of Skemety lying on the couch, empty-eyed, cordwood-still. It’s reproduced in magazines and biographies, of course. But I have the physical copy, I’d tracked it down and I’d bought it. It wasn’t worth much to anyone who didn’t collect Skemety ephemera. It wasn’t important; it was just important to me.


  Time to see if the Qath noticed the difference.


  Eighteen more points, that’s what my photo was worth.


  For the first time I wondered if the thing the Qath liked about these nasty little sacrifice auctions was how angry they could make the person sacrificing. How dare you look at what I’d give away and tell me it’s worthless.


  Not that eighteen points was worthless. I sat at fifty-four. Averill hadn’t budged yet: he’d dropped to fourth, at forty-one for Skemety’s location and nothing else. The new leader was the woman who’d carved out her reproductive organs, and what was listed next to her sixty points was loss of generative capacity; loss of sexual capacity. I didn’t want to know what she’d done to herself with a knife.


  Averill showed up at my elbow again, like he’d dissolved in out of smoke. “Do you want another drink, or do you just want to talk?” he asked.


  I wanted three more drinks, and to never talk again. “Come sit with me,” I said. He touched my arm—a brush of fingertips, ghost-touch—and followed me to a low couch, dark grey velvet in a nap so fine that sitting on it left imprints in the shape of your thighs. We stopped touching when we’d sat down. The two inches of space between our shoulders was a gulf.


  “You know she doesn’t want to be found,” I said. Which wasn’t what I’d meant to say first—if I’d been smart I would have said Averill, since when can I be bought, but I wasn’t smart, I was hurt.


  “It’s a sacrifice,” said Averill. “If she wanted to be found it wouldn’t work.”


  I had a terrible idea, then, and I was already doing everything wrong: thinking of how Averill and I used to breathe in time, thinking of that slip of paper from Kinesis Industrial One promising me the location of a print of The Hydraulic Emperor, thinking of Aglaé Skemety, disappeared, vanished, safe. I was already doing everything wrong, so I asked, “Are you here to get Skemety a Qath box?”


  Averill tilted his head to the side, like a hawk judging distance. “No,” he said, “but I think if I was I would have already won. Based on how much you’ve told me about her secrecy. If I was here for her, this sacrifice would have been worth a lot more.”


  It wasn’t a bad line of argument. I wanted to believe it. I tried again. “Let’s trade, Averill. You tell me what you get if you win this auction, and I’ll do the same—since neither of us are here for the box.”


  “You know I won’t expose the integrity of my employers that way,” Averill said.


  I resisted the urge to hit him. Averill Kesily had never had professional ethics before; five years away from me shouldn’t have been enough time to develop them. And he’d been dead. I’d thought he was dead.


  “It’s not your employers I’m interested in,” I said. “I asked what you get.”


  The expression on his face twisted through interest and affection and settled to even, comfortable neutrality. “Seeing you isn’t enough?” he said.


  “You could have done that any time,” I said. “Without trying to—bait me. With Skemety, and The Hydraulic Emperor—”


  He shrugged. “Are you going to bet again?” he asked. “Because I need to.”


  “Who gets the box, if we combine our sacrifices?” I hadn’t meant to tip my hand, but I was adrift—still adrenaline-cold, formlessly miserable.


  “Whoever the Qath want to give it to,” he said. “It’s their box. How about we let them pick?”


  And then he got up, and left me there with nothing but the imprint of his weight on the couch fabric.


  I bet again. My own copy of Tsa-Eleven’s Twenty-Six (of Twenty-Six), the version where one of the soldier-actors breaks character in the middle, turns to the audience, tells them I hate this, I’ve always hated it, I’m not any of these people, if I could buy my way off this fucking art boat I would.


  There’s been a four-year debate about whether that was scripted, but the soldier died at Lian-Anmai in the bombings, and no one can ask her.


  I got twenty points. Averill bet a jade comb in the shape of a kingfisher—something from Old Earth, lost into the maw of the Qath if he won—and I watched the woman with the disks from Old Earth burst into tears right across the room. Helplessly and all at once, like she’d been slapped across the face.


  It wasn’t just me, then. It was everyone here that Averill was trying to game.


  I used to want to meet Aglaé Skemety. I used to want to sit across from her in some quiet restaurant, one with real waiters, far away from everyone else. Just her and me, and I’d ask why don’t you want anyone to see The Hydraulic Emperor, Aglaé? And she’d tell me.


  In the fantasy I don’t usually like the answer—but I like being told. I like being party to the secret, let in at last. Her and me and nothing of being a fan between us: only the question, asked and answered, like we were equal to each other.


  I used to want that a lot.


  I didn’t go back to Averill. I went over to the woman with the jade disks, and I brought her a linen napkin from one of the hors d’oeuvres tables to blot her eyes with, and while she did that I asked her if she wanted to win this auction.


  She lowered the napkin. Her eyes were steel and tearstained-red, and she looked at me like she’d never trusted anyone in her life and wasn’t about to start now, which made me like her despite myself.


  “Yes,” she said. “Why is that even a question?”


  “Do you want help?” I said. My mouth felt numb. I think I already knew what I was preparing to give up.


  “What’s your price?” she asked, and I liked her even more.


  “My price is you keep going until Averill Kesily loses,” I told her, “no matter what you have to sacrifice.”


  “I’m Julie,” she said. “We should know each other’s names, if we’re going to do this.”


  “Mallory,” I told her. She nodded.


  “Have you got anything else to bet?”


  “One thing,” I said. I did. I didn’t want to bet it, but I didn’t want to let Averill expose Skemety, either. I didn’t want that the same way I think Julie didn’t want to see that kingfisher disappear into a Qath ship and go away forever. One more piece of Old Earth gone, and not her piece to give, either.


  Julie said, “I have one more thing, too. Come on—let’s tell the fucking aliens that we’re working together.”


  They wait in the middle of the room, the Qath. During the auction: that pearlescent insectile presence, all of the eyes. The box, if you wanted to look at it again. The auction administrator, with her datapad and her projection screen, stands right next to them like she isn’t even concerned.


  As far as we know, the Qath don’t eat anything as large as a human. Or at least they don’t eat anything as large as a human where other humans might see. I don’t know what they did with the genetic clone from Aurum. All I can say is that there’s an atavistic horror to being so close to them: a sense that they might be predators.


  They are predators, at least in terms of how they will take whatever we are willing to give them, and dispose of it. Predators, or scavengers.


  Julie and I went up to the administrator and informed her that we were combining our point totals for the duration of the auction. She had us both confirm our statements by pressing our thumbs to the edge of her datapad and letting it sip gently at our blood with its tiny needle-teeth. The Qath watched. I tried not to feel like prey.


  The combined total on the projected list read: Mallory Iheji/Julie Hargrave—64 + 58 = 132 points.


  Let Averill beat that.


  He did.


  He bet himself, the unbelievable asshole—his life, in service or in sacrifice. His agency. Anything the Qath wanted him to do, he’d do. And when that bid was read out, he looked just as perfectly, gratefully serene as he had when I’d left him under that security guard’s gun. No choices anymore, not for Averill Kesily.


  It was the kind of nihilism that made me feel like the Qath box made me feel. A hollow blank space in the world, a kind of peace in not-knowing. I watched him across the ballroom, past the knots of people; watched him shrug a little, and settle down to wait on the same couch he’d left me on, and couldn’t decide if I hated him or hurt for him.


  Hated him, more. He’d just earned himself enough points to put him over the top of Julie and me. We were staring down a deficit of thirty-two points, and all I had left was the one thing I really, truly didn’t want to give away.


  I never want to see The Hydraulic Emperor. What will I do with myself if that goal is gone? If I have crossed off the name on the top of my list? If there’s nothing left for me to crave access to?


  I want to see The Hydraulic Emperor more than I want almost everything else. I want to be done with looking. I want to have the whole experience inside myself, I want the memory of seeing the film, being in the null-space of immersion and seeing that film. I want the taste of it, a pebble in my mouth to roll around when I am thirsty and there isn’t any water.


  And yet: all of Aglaé Skemety’s work is an act of disappearance.


  Julie had six points of scavenged museum data-disks, in a language no one can read anymore, and I saw how much it hurt her to give them up, and how little they were worth. Maybe the Qath could read them. Maybe they really are telepathic, and they knew she’d already given away what mattered to her most.


  So I stepped up to them, and their administrator, and fixed my eyes on that tiny, terrible box, and I said, “I bid access to a print of The Hydraulic Emperor, my guaranteed payment if I win this auction for my employer.”


  It hurt. It hurt like the queasy aftermath of a hangover, that sense of fragility: all your walls down, nothing between the soft wet parts of you and the eyes of the world. It hurt because I knew that I’d been so damn close, and I wasn’t going to get free after all.


  It hurt badly enough that the Qath—the nearest one, slightly more pink in its swirling grey, glitter-eyed, horrible and lovely—came over to me, and put the fucking box into my hands.


  Just like that.


  Auction over. Everyone else gets their sacrifices back, if they can take them—I don’t know about the woman who lost her reproductive organs. But Averill keeps Skemety’s secret, that kingfisher comb, and his own self-determination. I lose the Quaternary Collective, my photograph, Julie’s jade disks, and Twenty-Six (of Twenty-Six). I get a Qath box.


  And when I give it to Kinesis Industrial One, and they pay me: I lose The Hydraulic Emperor.


  I wanted to crush the box in my hands, and be spared.


  It’s a good experiment, if you’re the Qath. Seeing how far we’ll go.


  I didn’t crush the box. I gave it to Evgen Lilla, waiting for me outside the Hotel Terminus, and they gave me a heavy little package wrapped up in protective foam: a film reel. I held it and thought of Aglaé Skemety, wherever she is, and hoped she would stay gone. Hoped she would make another film, from whatever planet she hides on now, and let me disappear into it, be protean and disconnected and taken apart and find my way back into myself afterward, gasping, remade.


  There wasn’t any possible chance I could have watched the reel before I gave it to the auction administrator. She was right there next to me. Yes, I considered it. Of course I considered it.


  There is at least one print of The Hydraulic Emperor that survives, somewhere beyond human space, safe in the hands of the Qath. And I have never seen it.
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  Lines of Growth, Lines of Passage


  by Marissa Lingen


  I did not remember how I had gotten encased in a cherry tree. Though fragrant, this was inconvenient.


  It was much more tiring than you would expect, being entirely surrounded by tree. I tried to go to sleep, but the circumstances that had led me here were the only ones of which I could be blissfully ignorant; the oblivion of sleep was denied me. I began to suspect that I had been drugged or, more likely, put under a spell.


  Probably I was still under a spell. It would explain how I was still alive and yet completely surrounded by living wood.


  I had lived through many extraordinary things—though at the mo-ment, I couldn’t quite sort through which of them might be relevant to my predicament—but none of them seemed to allow natural explanations to breathing, even being alert, inside a cherry tree, bark in my nostrils, sap sealing my eyelids.


  Therefore this was no natural circumstance.


  I ran through comparisons to my past in my mind. Was it like being gored by an illusory bull: no, the cherry tree was all too real. Like being swallowed by a kraken: no, breathing had been significantly more of a problem then. Shot out of the flaming wreckage of an otherwise entirely satisfactory ornithopter experiment: probably not very similar, no.


  My experience was not proving helpful here.


  Inability to move my lips or fingers put a damper on my ability to cast spells. Well. I decided to take my time to think on this conundrum. I hoped that while I waited, my apprentice would find me and rescue me from it. Assuming that he was not similarly enshrouded.


  My apprentice Verloc was very like myself, if I was charming and young and tall and male and in every other respect unlike myself. Except, of course, for being sorcerers, and scheming and researching obsessively, except for that, which seemed to matter quite a lot in an apprentice.


  Very well then; I would focus on what I could do that was useful until Verloc did his part.


  Up until I had been encased entirely in living wood—unless, of course, some of my memories had been obliterated, which it seemed that they had but was not something it was useful to dwell on—I had been in negotiations with two duchies to determine which would have my services in creating a magical weapon that would allow them to defeat the iron giants of the farthest north. Everyone wanted a way to send their ships smashing through the icebergs of that passage and out the other side to trade with the west, and no one had yet been able to force the iron giants to their knees, or even to an impasse.


  I had no clear ideas for how to do it, either, but no matter, something would come to me.


  Inside a cherry tree, I would have more time to think of it.


  Or at least it seemed at first that I would.


  Probably I had been imprisoned there by a rival sorcerer who wanted to secure ducal patronage for themselves, I thought. No matter. Between us, my apprentice Verloc and I would solve both problems: getting me out of the cherry tree and discovering what kind of weapon would make any difference whatsoever to iron giants, since nothing ever had in recorded history, or even in legend.


  I had very little way to judge the passage of time, but it seemed that quite a bit of it passed without me coming up with any useful ideas on either front.


  My confidence might have been misplaced, but time worrying about that also did not seem well-spent. Either I would come up with something or I wouldn’t, and if I didn’t, I wouldn’t look back and feel glad I’d worried about it. But the ideas weren’t flowing—and certainly I had no ideas for what to do without casting a spell.


  I managed to wiggle my fingers a bit, and then a bit more. I dug my fingernails into the wood surrounding them and made enough purchase to clear a tiny space. And the edges of that space gently, slowly were tinged with sap.


  Of course. It hurt the tree to be gouged, even from the inside.


  I had known that before, but encased in the cherry tree, even knowing that it was not sentient, I couldn’t escape knowing how the cherry tree felt. I couldn’t avoid feeling a bit of the cherry tree’s sensations. It mattered. So. Blasting apart the tree suddenly seemed like a last resort, and I did not yet think that I was at my last resort. No more gouging for a bit, then, not until I was absolutely sure it was me or the tree.


  But having even the tips of my fingers free would allow me to do spells that were not blasting.


  I thought some more.


  It might have been days that I was thinking. I couldn’t say.


  If I couldn’t blast through the cherry tree—or at least, if blasting through was something to avoid—perhaps the cherry tree would go through me. On first blush that sounded scarcely more pleasant for either of us. However, having room to move my fingers and cast spells helped immensely.


  I stretched my fingers as far as I could inside their living wood prison, tracing minuscule runes against the sticky sap wounds still drying there. Tree, my fingers danced, be one with me. Tree, we are already together. Be together in my form instead of yours.


  For a long moment, I thought that I had chosen a magical language the tree could not or would not respond to.


  And then, like water soaking into an apron, the cherry tree rushed into me. The first shock of it going through my cells was so painful I shrieked, as much as one can shriek when every inch, every fiber is permeated with wood, which it turns out is very little. I wondered if my spell would undo the protections of the one that had placed me in the tree without giving me any practical way out of the predicament, but it was too late now, counterspells were impossible while my hands and throat were covered with onrushing cherry wood.


  And then it stopped, and I was standing naked, up to my calves in cool black dirt. I rubbed the remnants of what felt like bark and leaf mold out of my eyes. They watered and stung. There were voices around me. I had not heard voices through the cherry tree. I shook my head out, stuck a small finger in each ear to clear it out, and managed to get my vision to clear enough to see that it was a ducal court, filled with mirrors, tapestries, courtiers.


  Many courtiers. While I stood naked in a pot of dirt.


  “Greetings,” I attempted, and had to cough bark out of my throat. My second try was better, still painful and harsh. “Greetings.”


  The buzz of courtier chatter silenced immediately, and one familiar voice replaced it. “Oh, ah, Shuang! Hello!” said Verloc. “I was just saying to the Duchess that when my assistant Shuang finished her contemplations, she would have a solution for all of our problems. And now here you are! Slightly earlier than I anticipated, though I had confidence that you would find some way out of the predicament that some, ah, miscreant put you in!”


  His assistant.


  Earlier than he anticipated.


  Some miscreant.


  I would not have been rescued by Verloc.


  I had been stashed in the cherry tree by him.


  How very tedious.


  I didn’t give anyone the satisfaction of cowering and simpering like a schoolgirl caught in the bath. In my middle years, it was beneath me. “It is much breezier outside that cherry tree,” I announced. I looked down at my arms. They had always been brown. They were a different shade of brown now, distinctly redder.


  Verloc did not seem to notice.


  “Yes, of course, come with me, we’ll get the dirt washed off and find you some clothes, and—” Verloc was still so flustered that my suspicions were entirely confirmed. The courtiers had gone back to chattering among themselves, scandalized, titillated, I couldn’t tell what, I didn’t have to care.


  I tracked dirt on their marble floors and did not look to the left or the right as I followed Verloc out of the grand receiving room and into the hall.


  “You,” I said.


  “It really wasn’t—”


  “It really, really was,” I said.


  His face fell. He was still extremely charming with a fallen face. Perhaps more so. One of the convenient things about having taught a young sorcerer from his teenage years was that his charm was completely wasted on me. A servant came in looking very impressed, bearing a bin with an assortment of robes, slippers, trousers, and underthings. I had no idea where she would have gotten it, but I thanked her. Verloc looked away in silence while I selected some clothes and put them on. I thought for a moment that they felt strangely scratchy, but no, it was my skin. Another thing to deal with later. After a moment, I decided to eschew shoes.


  I waited, and the silence finally pushed him into an answer. “I only meant what was best for both of us. What does it matter who gets which title?” said Verloc. “We’ll be working together as we always have.”


  “If it doesn’t matter, go ahead and tell them that you’re the apprentice.”


  “But I’m the one who negotiated this contract here in Teledur for us,” he said patiently.


  He might still feel patient. I did not—and he was not going to be able to surprise me again. “You negotiated this contract for you, Verloc, not for me. Thank you for telling me where you stand, and where the Duchess of Teladur stands. That will be most useful.”


  “Shuang—”


  I did not bother with a response. I didn’t have to. He may have caught me off guard and imprisoned me in a cherry tree, but when I’m on my game, there’s a reason he’s the apprentice and I am the master. I simply left. In a shower of cherry blossoms that the servant with the tub of clothes would report to her duchess.


  The Duchess of Kala Tri would have a much better appreciation for my services now, and I, a much better appreciation of how best to serve her.


  Appearing in the middle of her court in a shower of cherry blossoms did not hurt my case for being the strongest sorcerer for the job. I would travel that way whenever possible from here out, I decided, adjusting for the fact that it was rather energy intensive.


  The Duchess found my ideas intriguing and assigned me a young sorcerer of her court, Lilno, to supply our project.


  “Lovely, very fine,” I said. “I will need a great deal of balsa wood—some other light wood if you don’t have it, but balsa is best—fifty ells or so of white silk, some ballasts, we’ll talk about what when we’ve looked at the silk, the brightest pink dye your dyers have—in fact, bring me the dyer and we’ll talk about options—and the crew of your best ice-ramming ship, including the midships people, please, do not in the least bit neglect the middies, they are quite important to this plan.


  “And can someone bring me a sandwich? I’ve been inside a cherry tree. It’s not very nourishing in there. For me; the tree takes care of its own nourishment.” I thought about it a moment. I did want that sandwich, but less than I would have expected. Having taken the tree into myself might mean that I would partake of its nourishments. Would I find leaves as part of my hair? Rooty feet? I couldn’t predict any of that yet, and I had iron giants to deal with.


  I had built ornithopters before, but I needed pilots other than myself. The mids were small, light, easy to train, and more than eager to do it—once the machines were built and enchanted. This took much longer than I had hoped. My comfort was two-fold: one, that Verloc had been telling the Duchess of Teladur that I would make it all work, and therefore he would not be jumping in to ruin my plan; and two, that the people of Kala Tri were a joy to work with.


  Lilno in particular was cheerful, bright, and eager to learn. He was a wonder with the dyers and herded mids as though he was born to it. This left me with only the ornithopters. I didn’t miss Verloc as a person. But oh how I missed his skill with enchanting frames of wood.


  “I wish Verloc hadn’t stabbed me in the back,” I grumbled aloud—once, only once, when a mistake in a spell turned one of our first ornithopters to a delicate, beautiful silver framework that could no more fly than my cherry-infused self could. “He really was quite good at ornithopters.”


  “You could give him a second chance,” said Lilno. “He’s probably struggling quite badly back in Teladur. He was relying on you to have the ideas for the weapons, from what you said. And they were a long shot anyway.”


  I shook my head. “He’s making his own second chance. He can do it somewhere away from me. I taught him what I could, and if he didn’t learn from it, that’s on him.” And I turned back to the ornithopters.


  Finally all was ready, or as ready as we could make it. The trip north was long and chilly. I felt slow-moving and sluggish. I wondered if I had enough sap in my blood now to make a difference in how I would react to temperature. Running through a series of spell exercises with Lilno was enough to make me feel myself again. Lilno, on the other hand, did not appear to feel himself in the least.


  “I really need to know what we’re doing here,” he said. “I have seen all the pieces, but I don’t understand them. Can you do something grand with all this? Something devastating? People have dropped bombs on iron giants before. Ijothan fire. All of it. Doing it from above doesn’t seem to make a difference compared to from the side. If they have a vulnerable spot, it’s not their head.”


  “I know that,” I said. “The height is to give perspective, to make it a large communication to get their attention. The duchess understands.”


  Lilno frowned. “We have their attention. It’s how they know what to smash.”


  I laughed. Lilno did not laugh. “No, but—I thought of this inside the cherry tree.” Lilno did not look enlightened. “My first thought was that I just wanted to get out of the cherry tree. And I didn’t think of what the cherry tree wanted. And now we’re—well, I still don’t know what just a cherry tree wants, rather than a cherry tree plus me, but this is better, this is working together. Verloc didn’t give the cherry tree the choice of going on through its life without a sorcerer embedded in it, so this is the best we could do. But it made me think differently about having little beasts pushing through you that you never asked for. It made me wonder how the icebergs feel about it.”


  “How the icebergs feel,” said Lilno, and I could tell he wanted to run off to ask the captain to turn the ship around, that we were being directed by someone whose brain had been entirely colonized by cherry pollen.


  “They’re not destroying the icebreaker ships at random,” I said. “At least, I don’t think so. They’re trying to stop us from breaking the ice. So—isn’t it worth at least offering not to break the ice?”


  He stared at me. “No one has ever spoken with an iron giant.”


  “I don’t know that anyone has ever assimilated a cherry tree before either. It will be an adventure.”


  Apparently tiring of the view, he stared glumly at the increasing fields of ice floes over the side of the rail.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “Nothing else has ever worked either. At least this will be a failure worth noting if it fails.”


  “That’s very heartening,” said Lilno flatly.


  When we came upon the closest stretch of water, with the tightest pack of icebergs, I had to say that I was no longer entirely convinced myself. The iron giants were ranged to either side of it like mobile mountains, their thighs slabs of red-brown with square edges, their faces like great flat statues of dead monarchs and gods. If I had this wrong, they would kill me without ever knowing that I had a name, and the tree inside me would die with me.


  I took a deep breath. “Launch the ornithopters.”


  The middies activated their spells, zinging off the upper deck like determined ospreys. They headed straight for the iron giants, brave little souls. I hoped that their swooping and flapping, magic sparks trailing off their wingtips, would make it clear that they were neither predators nor prey.


  If I was right, they didn’t fully understand the concept of prey anyway.


  The parachutes fell in the pattern I meant them to, white, pink, white, white, pink, white. I wanted them to look like cherry blossoms, even though the iron giants would never have seen cherry blossoms. That part was just for me. In every spell, you must put something of yourself, and I thought that perhaps reaching out to a new people would be like that as well.


  For them, I wanted it to be a pattern that could not be accidental. That could not be a wound torn by a beast but would have to look like communication. And the brilliance of the pink we had chosen looked less like a cherry blossom for that, but it looked more like a communication: hello. Look. It is me, I am here, I am another person, so tiny, so much different from you. I am not a strange bird or a narwhal or a hairless bear. I am small and squishy and a person.


  Hello.


  The rumbling deepened.


  “What are they doing?” Lilno breathed.


  “I think… I think they’re talking to each other,” I said. “About what they’re seeing.”


  Then a deeper booming filled the sea, shaking our ship.


  “We’re going to die,” said Lilno. He sounded cheerful, and I knew that he did not feel cheerful.


  “Wait,” I said. “Just wait.”


  I hoped that the ship itself could wait—not the crew, but the ship itself, the timbers and the rigging, which was shaking like a mighty storm was going through it.


  The booming subsided. The icebergs parted. “Oh yes,” I breathed.


  They turned to us simultaneously: the face of one iron giant, huge and grotty and speckled with rust, and the side of a moving iceberg.


  The face of an iceberg. The face of an ice giant.


  “Hope and joy,” breathed Lilno.


  It was a traditional oath, but I heard it as if for the first time. “Yes. That was my aim.”


  And I went forth to try to figure out a way to communicate with the races of the giants instead of blowing them out of the water, so that perhaps they would take us into them. So that we could do this together.


  I came back hours later, exhausted, having established a protocol for yes and no, and perhaps, I thought, the beginnings of a protocol for “I want.” Which is a more complicated magic, an immensely more complicated magic, than I had expected.


  On the deck of the ship, Lilno was grappling hard with nothing at all, the kind of invisible struggle that meant a magical battle. I wanted to close my eyes and huddle in the bottom of the dinghy, letting Lilno handle it, pretending I had not seen. But he was not clearly winning, and I could not have that.


  I climbed the rope ladder to the deck of the ship and looked around for the source of the problem. If I had not been so exhausted, I probably would have noticed before: our fleet of ships was one larger than I remembered, sailing in. On the deck of that ship, Verloc crouched with a snarl on his face.


  I knew why he was there, of course. It was tiresome but obvious: without his own ideas to get through the northern passage, he planned to follow me and leech from mine.


  The cherry tree in my blood held me upright. I could feel its strength as though I was leaning against it in my weariness, but from the inside. I took a deep breath, not letting myself huff out a sigh, and considered what I could do to intervene without damaging Lilno. The main thing, I thought, was to keep everyone from getting hurt, to keep Verloc from sabotaging what we had done.


  The tree in me had other ideas.


  The tree in me reached out with—pollen? Did I have the magic equivalent of pollen now? The way that I was using magic did not feel like myself. But it also didn’t pull from my strength, and it didn’t feel like something Verloc would know how to counter.


  The pollen was not going toward Verloc. It was going toward the iron giants.


  I had told Lilno that Verloc would make his own messes, and that was true. It was true enough for me. But once he chased us down, once he followed us, the tree did not feel the same. And its life had been changed—uprooted—far more than mine.


  The iron giants surged past our ship. Our sailors pointed and shouted—but the iron giants were so obviously passing us by that they did nothing unwise. And I continued to pollinate, to magically do what I did not understand, what only part of me knew of. My tree-self continued to reach, to act.


  The part of me that was tree had suggested that I should try to under-stand the iron giants. Apparently they better understood the part of me that was tree, too.


  They surfaced, climbing Verloc’s ship in two strides. They splintered its hull and sent its decks to ruin. Verloc still contorted on the planks as they cracked—Lilno held him there—and they plucked him from midair.


  They carried him off into the icy water and were gone.


  Lilno collapsed in a heap. I knelt deliberately beside him, still exuding, still sensing. The sailors were shouting things. Someday I would have to speak to them, some hour, some moment. Soon. First, my new apprentice.


  “You came back in time,” he said, when he could speak again. “What was that you did, what—teach me that.”


  “I will have to learn before I can teach,” I said.


  His mouth twisted. “True of us all, I suppose. Where are they taking him?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “But the spell—”


  “The tree, the tree that is me, the tree that I am now,” I said. “That tree has… ideas.”


  “And we’re going to find out what those are?”


  “I hope so,” I said. “Because the iron giants apparently already can.”


  We stared out in the water, still slapping unsettled against the hull of the ship. The sailors awaited some kind of explanation, and I would make it more comforting than what I had given my apprentice. For him there could be no comfort. We would have a job to do, a large and fascinating job, but not the least bit a comfortable one, and it would not serve him to let him fool himself about how or why. That much, I had learned from trying to teach Verloc.


  What he would learn from the iron giants, if they kept him alive, I couldn’t begin to guess yet. But I would hope to make a start on it in the morning, with the tools I knew I’d brought with me and the tools I hadn’t even known I had.


  (Editors’ Note: “Lines of Growth, Lines of Passage” is read by Erika Ensign and Marissa Lingen is interviewed by Lynne M. Thomas on the Uncanny Magazine Podcast Episode 20B.)
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  Your Slaughterhouse, Your Killing Floor


  by Sunny Moraine


  This is where the evening splits in half, Henry, love or death. Grab an end, pull hard,
 and make a wish.
 —Richard Siken, “Wishbone”


  A girl walks into a bar.


  She grabs her forehead and yells “motherFUCK” and the bar and everything around it except for the girl explodes in a blast that vaporizes half a city block and does minor to moderate structural damage for a radius of roughly two miles.


  It’s not that simple. It’s never that simple. There are rules to these things but they’re utterly arbitrary and to the extent that they can be understood at all, understanding them can take years. Longer. I lived with it for well over a decade before I got it.


  Now, in this moment when I start to get it, when the joke starts punchline-first, when the girl walks into the bar and gets drunk on rail shots, gets into a fight with another girl over a bad penalty called in the hockey game on the flickering TV in the corner, when the joke becomes a cliché of a cliché and the two angry girls take it outside and start hurting each other, and that’s when I start to get it. The joke. On me, on her. Ha ha.


  No, it’s not really that funny. It’s not that kind of joke.


  Let me paint you this picture, set the scene. The setup is nine tenths of the joke, said someone once who was probably in a better position to know than I am. I’m twenty-four. I’m fresh out of college. I’m in a shitty little corner bar two streets over from my shitty little studio apartment, it’s a rowdy Friday night. No one’s allowed to smoke in this bar anymore but people did for like a hundred damn years, and nicotine is soaked into the fabric and baked into the wood, turning every breath a baby-shit yellowish brown. Smell of light beer and dark beer and beer so thick you have to shovel it into your mouth with a spoon. This is the quintessential Bar, I think, knocking back my second shot, the Bar of Bars, the Ideal Type against which all other bars are measured. Sweat, age, stupid longing, and fear, viciously sharp like a paper cut under your nose. Alluring in a way you could never begin to explain.


  I don’t even like hockey. That’s part of the joke.


  So okay, yeah: Maybe I was looking for the fight more than anything.


  I suck at fights. All fights. I suck at debates, I suck at the holiday dinner-table arguments I used to get into with my parents back when I saw my parents. I suck at yelling at people on the goddamn internet. I’m just straight-up bad at them, okay? I’ve worked at that. I’ve tried very, very hard to be bad at fights, because the alternative is too horrible to contemplate.


  The alternative is a girl walks into a bar and the bar goes boom.


  I suck at fights but here I am, tumbling headlong into the middle of one, and the last remaining lucid part of my brain is screaming that I can’t do this, I don’t know what will happen but I know what could happen, and the rest of my brain is screaming at her, aloud, shrill and raspy as she delivers a punch and it glances off my shoulder and sends me stumbling back into the alley.


  A gauzy red curtain is descending across my perception; I know she’s followed me because I hear her boots splashing in the puddle I just splashed through and then I feel her hands on me, grappling more than hitting, fingers clenched in my shirt and my fingers clenching in hers as we spin in a clumsy circle. She took that sharp smell out of the bar with her, wove it over her skin like jagged chainmail. Cursing her with an exhale and on the flipside breathing her in. Black hulk of a dumpster, the buzz of its tenant flies. The only light I see is far ahead and far above, and smeared across the insides of my eyelids when I close them.


  The brilliant explosion as her fist finally—finally—connects with my jaw.


  A secondary explosion; maybe I’ve been hit again, but no, no—that’s the grit of brick against the back of my skull. She hasn’t released me but she’s stepped back and she’s gaping, teeth and eyes glittering, and when I spit blood it spatters in black droplets across her lips and chin. Wider eyes and more teeth as I ram my knuckles beneath the arch of her ribcage.


  This is the punchline: When she goes down, she drags me with her.


  When we hit each other at the same time, the dumpster explodes.


  There’s no neat way to describe this. You ever been next to a dumpster when it fucking explodes? Then you know what I’m talking about. If you haven’t, try to imagine what it’s like when a massive chunk of metal and trash suddenly hurls itself apart in all directions in a hot, stinking shockwave and hundreds of extremely surprised flies.


  A plague, I think. I’m not coherent. Again, stand next to an exploding dumpster and try to be so. As experiences go, it doesn’t lend itself to coherence.


  I’m hurting. It’s a sullen pulse in my jaw, metastasizing to my gut. I’m also super pissed off and more than a little scared, hissing through my bared teeth, just drunk enough to have lost control and just sober enough to know what losing control means.


  She doesn’t look shocked, is the thing. She looks exactly like I’m fucking feeling. Holding herself. Panting as iron rains down all around us—and of course it doesn’t leave a scratch, because when I rend the world this way, the damage has somehow always spared me. In the distance, someone shouting. Maybe sirens. If not now, there will be soon.


  We set off a bomb. You don’t get to do that without someone noticing.


  I might be about to run. I have no idea. I never get to find out. She grabs my hand, so hard the pain flares, and as I snarl at her every window above us bursts outward in pretty crystalline rain to join the metal.


  But she’s not letting go. She’s dragging me down the alley, deeper into the dark. Accompanied by the howls of frightened cats, tearing through that red curtain, I follow her.


  My place. We don’t make it as far as the shower before I’m flat on my back on the floor and she’s straddling me, literally ripping my button-down shirt open, buttons skittering across the bare wood.


  She’s rough. So I’m rough too. Hair-pulling and scratching and gripping that’s sure to leave more bruises. When sparks scatter across my palm I realize I’ve slapped her; she slaps me back and I taste blood. Turns out maybe I am good at this, and when she crooks two fingers in my pussy and bites viciously down on my nipple, every fuse in the building blows at once.


  I mean, I assume it’s every fuse. Going by the noise and the darkness.


  We lie side by side in the tangle of our clothes and stare at the ceiling. This is another cliché, I think, the point at which cliché and joke bleed into each other. Funny in the kind of way that makes you groan, roll your eyes. We’re not smoking cigarettes. We’re smoking, acidic destruction curling lazily into the air. Hot metal and blood. When you tear open the laws of physics, it’s a full-sensory experience. It’s decadent. I feel like I’ve done something so deliciously wrong, because I have.


  I’ve done what I told myself I never would. I walked into that bar. I punched that line.


  This, incidentally, is why I don’t masturbate. I figured it out pretty quick. Electricians just shrugged, and my parents got tired of replacing all the light bulbs.


  I thought I was the only one.


  This is the first thing you say with something like this—the first thing you say, when you’re exchanging words as words and not just as punches. In the after-dark, angry cries still echoing through the halls outside, very close. A whisper can drown out all other sound and right now it’s all I need to hear. The weight of another body has an ethereal quality when it’s the first time in a long time, and for me it has been so fucking long.


  Bare, sweaty skin and all those bruises. These are things I never believed I would enjoy, but this is a kind of pleasure I’ve been terrified by. Bet your ass I was scared of it. You ever think about the people who can kill other people and enjoy it, and know that about themselves, so they never do?


  Now they have a taste for it, they say, so I’m licking blood from the corner of her mouth, sucking it off her tongue. Forming the words against her lips, not even a whisper.


  I thought I was the only one.


  Surely the world wouldn’t abide more than that. Except you really get to thinking about that, about the state of the world and the logic that governs it, the hideous, disgusting logic that keeps it all spinning, and you start to wonder why the fuck there aren’t millions.


  Christ knows there’s more than enough pain to go around.


  Late morning sun. Cold pizza in bed. I’m not going to work today. I’m honestly not sure I’m going to work ever again; reality is a different shape than I thought, and I’m not certain work can be incorporated into it.


  Reality is the curve of her waist sweeping from her hips up to her tits, elegant and agonized. This time I’m straddling her, pressing a tomato-saucy finger between her lips, and she bites. The tall windows beside the bed are instantly spiderwebbed with cracks, delicate as frost. I wrench my hand free and in a fit of ecstatic insanity I haul back, grinning, ready to slap her, shower us both with glass, and her hand snaps up and clamps around my wrist so hard the bones grind.


  Gradually I lower myself down on top of her, face pressed into the pillow over her shoulder. Red sauce smeared across the white sheets. Virginal blood; they used to produce the stained sheets as proof of the bride’s purity. I didn’t bleed, at least not that way, but yeah, last night was the first time. First time it was real.


  Circle of sauce around her nipple. She laughs.


  I wonder what else we could break together.


  Here’s the thing about I thought I was the only one: It’s so easy to not even be sure what it means.


  On the surface it’s simple. What it says on the tin. I know what I am, what I can do; I believed, because of ample and consistent evidence, that I was the only person who could do that—or the only person that happened to, depending on how you want to distribute the agency, because the vast majority of the time it wasn’t something I was going for and it sure as shit wasn’t something I wanted.


  Like, except for a few very specific exceptions.


  So that part is easy to wrap your head around. But then there’s something deeper, and it has to do with knowing how you got here, which requires knowing where you came from, and I have no fucking idea. My parents? That’s completely unhelpful. What I mean is that I have no idea when I discovered this power and/or defect. What I mean is that I don’t remember the first second it appeared. I don’t know what the trigger was. I don’t recall whether I understood any of what was happening, and I don’t recall whether I was scared or exhilarated.


  Both, I assume. That’s how it always is.


  I don’t remember the beginning. It simply seems to arrive in my memory, not there and then there and fully active, and terrifying. Sitting with her at a little table outside a Starbucks, iced latte sweating a gleaming circle on the pitted metal, I’m like, you get this, right? Elementary school is one long series of triggers and it only gets worse from there. I have no idea how I didn’t bring down entire buildings. It was a damn miracle every single day.


  You had more control than you give yourself credit for. She sips her own latte and licks her lips, and I want to bite them. I have to focus. She’s saying something important. She’s saying that fear is its own form of control and it’s immensely powerful. If you’re different—and they can tell, they can always tell—they’ll punish you for it. Pound down the pin that sticks up. Scare you straight.


  Laugh. Both laughing, grimly. We don’t have to make the joke explicit. We get it. You arrive in your high school years and all at once scared straight takes on a much more literal meaning. I know it’s better now but sweet lord, back when and where I was it wasn’t good at all.


  I’ve never caused an earthquake, but it might be fun to try.


  Sitting there, motionless and staring at her. She stares coolly back. She couldn’t possibly be less bothered, and I know she knows exactly what’s whirling through my head. We share a story, because we share something bigger. Neither of us remembers how it started. But we both remember how it ended.


  How it ended for then. For a while.


  Girl walks into a bar. Girl walks into a fucking fist, head explodes in blinding white light far too sudden for pain. Girl walks into it, rather than it swinging into her, because later she will feel certain that everything that follows was her fault. Girl actually won’t remember much, is the truth, but enough.


  Shared story but not an identical story; there are some variations. Weeks together in which to tell each other stories in the dark, listening to electricity humming in the air, particles laced with ozone. On the street, in another bar—two girls walk in and say make mine a double—and in bed. On the floor. We whisper stories we never told anyone. We whisper stories we never told ourselves, stories of fiery blood and the face of the world ripped open and the cosmic immensity of potential. We tell our horror stories and we compare notes. We are volcano girls, living magma domes, and the pressure can only build so much for so long.


  I’ve never caused an earthquake. But I’ve watched a building burn down.


  They said it was something in the wiring. Stray spark hit just the wrong thing. And I guess it could have been. It could have been that. Standing there with my cheek puffing up and their laughter dying in my ears, watching the windows belching flame.


  They split us up, dismantled the student body. Piled us into busses and shipped us all off to different schools. Girl walks into a different bar and for a while she’s a stranger, and she can sit in the corner and nurse a drink and no one bothers her.


  Like I said. For a while.


  But after that, no matter what happens, the girl somehow keeps a lid on it. Crusts over the magma again, and nothing else burns. For a long time, the girl’s abnormality is reassuringly normal, and eventually even the most persistent ones get bored and drift away.


  So what was it for you? Not fire. Pause. Almost exactly the same, but a tornado. Not a big one.


  Just big enough.


  We were insane for stopping, I say. Insane. Was it worth it to suffer like that, and be all responsible about it, like mutants in a bad fucking superhero movie? Was it worth it to take the pain and give nothing back?


  What exactly did we gain?


  She laughs against my mouth, and I already know what she’s going to say, and I won’t argue because I don’t want to, because she’s right.


  I probably never would have met you.


  Freedom tastes like blood. So be a fucking vampire.


  They teach us not to be angry, she says. Y’know? Heard it in a Women’s Studies class in college, and yeah, there was some bullshit in there, but that rang so true, like a fucking bell in my fucking head. They teach us not to be angry. No one likes a bitch. Be nice. Smile. No one likes a sourpuss, missy. Don’t get bossy. Don’t get aggressive. You catch more flies with honey so be a sweet little thing.


  She laughs and leans back on the park bench, cheekbones hard in the lamplight, and blows a stream of silver smoke into the air.


  They made it seem so terrible. They made it seem like I would be some monster. They made me so afraid of myself, before I even knew there was something to be afraid of. Now I know, though. She smiles—hey, what’s wrong, honey, smile, I just want to talk to you—and digs her diamond stiletto nail into my forearm until a bead of blood rises like a jewel. Every leaf shivers.


  Now we know who should have been afraid.


  Girl walks into a bar and finds the honest-to-shit love of her life. How about that.


  And the joke is, that girl and that bar and that love is how everything dies.


  And one night, somewhere in the middle of this, we walk into a bar and walk out again, drunk and leaning on each other and laughing, and this is the joke, because it’s ridiculous, because it’s a fucking cliché: Three burly dudes shaped like inverted triangles start following us down the street.


  We don’t have to ask them why to know exactly why. You’ve heard this joke before. You don’t need me to get as far as the punchline.


  Stopping in the middle of the Katy Perry song we’re semi-singing, gripping my arm and leaning close and giggle-whispering at me. They’re almost on us now. I can practically feel hot breath on the back of my neck—hot but dead in a way her own hot breath against my throat and ear never could be. I feel so much, though the bourbon should have numbed me up, but all I hear is her.


  Let’s pretend to be scared. It’ll be fun.


  Oh, lover, the joke is so decidedly on you. Because I am scared. I never stopped being scared. You and your cockiness, your bitch-courage, your balls, you were always my Platonic Ideal. You were and are the thing against which I measure myself, and I always come out wanting.


  God, wanting so bad.


  I’m already laughing when a hand like a boned slab of ham clamps around my wrist and yanks it up behind my back, and the laughter is probably what escalates things so quickly, because they aren’t expecting it, it’s not part of how this joke goes, and that throws them off. Freaks them out. Very rude and they want to punish me for it, hauling me into the shadows, that hot dead breath reeking of light beer and stale bar nuts and coming at me from two sides. Her grunt echoing mine as she’s slammed face-first up against the brick, and I catch the wicked flash of her grin.


  You know how they say some girls are asking for it? Yeah.


  It’s very late. This is not a residential area. There’s no one around. We could scream at the top of our lungs and very likely no one would do jack even if they did hear. That’s what one of them is whispering to me, rubbery lips against the rim of my ear—just relax, no one’s gonna bother us, just take it easy and it’ll be fine.


  And I know where this is going. I know what she’s walked me into. Not this specifically but all of it, the door she opened and dragged me through, how I wanted it, how she made me want more. All those shambling ghosts of the past, stupid and cruel, the fantasies of getting our own back. The promise. Never explicit. I didn’t realize until now.


  This is not the first time this has happened to me. I’m not strange that way.


  Probably yet another thing she and I have in common.


  Let’s pretend to be scared. It’ll be fun. But I’m not pretending, suddenly fighting, throwing my whole weight backward and trying like hell to knock my head against his jaw. Yelling you fucking idiot, you don’t know, you don’t know what you’re doing.


  I’m trying to help you.


  I shouldn’t. That’s the absolute last thing I should do.


  They deserve it, she’s snarling at me. And the thing is, she’s right. They do. I do indeed want this. I said it would be fun to cause an earthquake and I’m sure it would be. The night around me already crackling ozone, the previously dim streetlights flaring brighter and brighter like expanding stars. I hear the rattle of chainlink. I hear the clatter of brick on pavement. It’s not just about the body. It’s not just about the kind of pain that sparks your nerves.


  I get that now.


  All there with us, each one who ever made us hurt becomes an invisible crowd poured into these three brutal vessels, turning, grip slackening as they look wildly around. I relish the panic I see twisting its way across their features. They’re attractive, I observe with reptilian coolness. They’re good looking guys. They’re the kind where people say he could have had anyone he wanted, why did he take it like he did.


  You don’t remotely understand. I know why. They do want what I have.


  But it’s not what you’d think.


  I don’t even see her anymore. Knowing she’s there is good enough. Hey, assholes. I’m not exactly brimming with wit but it’ll do.


  I’m not good at jokes, except this one.


  They’re whirling back to me, back to us, and I stand beside her and feel vomit burning into my throat and every streetlight shatters and the pavement cracks wide as I pull back my fist and punch blood into my own fucking mouth.


  I used to think about killing them all. I was a murderous child and it continued from there to now. Like I said before, I suspect there are a lot of us and no one never knows, because we never act.


  And you can decide for yourself exactly what I mean there.


  But I could have. That’s the difference. I could have done it and it would have been easy. The hard part was stopping.


  I did them such a favor. I saved their fucking lives. I was a hero.


  I thought I was the only one.


  I feel my front teeth break under my split knuckles, and that’s when all three of their heads explode.


  Maybe she did it. Maybe it wasn’t me. That’s a dumbass thing to think but you do what you have to do in order to keep your shit together. Her standing there covered in pink-red jelly and shards of bone, dripping from her chin like spit, laughing and laughing as their bodies crumple and the ground swallows them whole. Cracks snaking up the walls of the buildings across the street. A few blocks away, shouts of alarm from the bar, jittery as the world shakes.


  Through my bloody mouth I’m screaming what did you fucking do. Or I’m standing here too, looking at her. Looking at you, my lovely time bomb, worked your wires into me and wove a fuse down my spine.


  Did you plan this? Did you know beforehand when you would finally make use of me, light me up? Or were you just waiting to see what happened?


  Either is believable.


  All at once I’m charging at her, ready to use my ruined fist on her face for a change, because I’m so fucking angry and I’m not about to get picky with my targets, but she lunges and grabs me by the wrist—same wrist they grabbed me by before, and pain lances through it and to my left a roof falls in with a groan—and pulls me toward a car idling a few yards away, driver gaping.


  Doesn’t take much to kick him out of there. All that blood. All that rage. He saw what happened. He tumbles out the door onto the pavement and scrambles away as a sinkhole opens beside him.


  And then we’re driving away as the night collapses around us.


  Girl walks into a bar. She doesn’t know how she got there. She doesn’t want to be there. She can’t leave.


  It’s too late now.


  Blurred lights. I might hear sirens, or I might see them flashing behind and alongside us, because I’m in a place where space and sound and pain crush together into something hot and dense in my head like the heart of a dying star. It hurts so bad. Trying to move my bloody hands, my bloody face; I think my jaw might be broken. In our wake, blast after blast craters the pavement. We’re leaving a trail of bombs.


  We are bombs.


  She’s still laughing. I wonder if she could stop, even if she wanted to. Fists on the dashboard. I see flickers of white in the churned red that is my knuckles and I know I beat myself to the bone.


  You’re going to get us killed, is what I would say if I could say anything, what I might still be saying with the wreckage of my mouth. I was crazy. I am crazy, and I don’t think I can blame that on her. You’re going to get us fucking killed, what the fuck are you DOING.


  You’re going to get everyone killed, baby. I’m not a fool and by now I know your body like I know my own. I know the full extent and power of your arsenal. I know what you want. I know you want them all dead.


  We hit the grid of streets crammed with erratic Saturday night traffic. Stop and go, lurch and halt so hard I jam my wrists trying to keep myself in my seat. Buildings rise around us like shimmering ghost towers, wavering and unreal. Heat haze. I’m bleeding all over the upholstery. Is she even hurt? How the fuck can she not be hurt? How is that fair?


  And that’s when I remember: She knew she could achieve this end without a scar on herself. She got me and she knew. She recruited me and indoctrinated me and all she had to do was hit me and fuck me, and I was all hers.


  I reach for her and her hand whips out, seizes me by the back of the neck and smashes my forehead into the dashboard. In a bizarre frozen moment my vision clears as I raise my head, in the seconds before the blood runs into my eyes, and I watch three skyscrapers in the distance ahead of us quiver and lean and in slow motion begin to crumple in layer after pancaked layer to the panicked ground. The dust and the heat and the screaming swallow us whole.


  There’s no going back at this point. There’s no saving anyone.


  Never was.


  So here we are, sweetheart, locked in this moment like a car all crumpled with the doors folded shut. Pinned. I can’t get out of it. Neither can you. Except in the fire it melts around us and there’s no car, nothing, and all that screaming is purely background. The billowing flames and the plumes of dust, the earth sundered, the seas rising. They’ll look back at this day, the survivors, and maybe they’ll say it was terrorism, or a natural disaster, or the freak act of an insane god, but we know the truth.


  There’s terror. It’s natural. Don’t even talk about god.


  We’re ground zero, baby. We always were. Free-floating like dust particles, like photons, crashing together, splitting apart in a microsecond cataclysm that washes out the stars. I don’t know if I’ll remember this later. I do remember this now. I remember how it was that first night, the fighting and then the fucking and no clear line between the two, all that pain and how good it felt, and what you cracked open inside me with the force of you.


  We never left that alley. We never went anywhere. Nothing ever changed. Girl walks into a bar and that’s all she ever does.


  Maybe she saw it ending this way. I never did. I should have—here in the eye of the firestorm, blinded by smoke and tears, swallowing what seems like gallons of blood as she comes at me and I come at her and together we rip everything apart.


  That rumble in my marrow could be the rest of the buildings coming down. It could be the quake. It could be anything at all. Her twisted, howling mouth and her nightmare eyes and her hands hooked into diamond talons clawing at my flesh as I claw back with my splintered fingernails. We swing, we rock and we roll. If I could, if I thought it mattered, I would be screaming at her to stop, stop it, Christ knows how many people we’ve already killed, but there’s no point. I’m not trying to stop her. Every millisecond of my suffering is only making it worse but I’m fighting because that’s all I can do, because even odds I’m dead at the end of this but I won’t just lie down and die.


  And because maybe I do still want what she wants. Maybe.


  And because I love her. Because I love you, you heartless bitch who helped me find my heart, I love you so much and this was never going to end well but I still do. I was always going to be here with you, at the end of the world, because I thought I was the only one but I never was. That’s the joke, isn’t it? All on me. It’s hilarious.


  I was waiting to be with you.


  I was waiting for you to punch my line.


  So how does this end? Girl walks into a bar. That’s it.


  That’s all I’ve got.
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  The Utmost Bound


  by Vivian Shaw


  … and this gray spirit yearning in desire
 To follow knowledge like a sinking star,
 Beyond the utmost bound of human thought.
 —Tennyson


  The check-in chime in his headset: on time, annoyingly on time, as usual, waking him as they came around the curve of Venus. “Aphrodite-1, this is Honolulu, do you read?”


  Faint washes of static through the words, three months of interplanetary travel and a scant handful of minutes away by radio wave. Again: “Aphrodite-1, Honolulu, do you read? Over.”


  “Hi, Hawaii,” said McBride, pushing the headset mike a little further from his mouth. He was used to the delay by now, the measured pauses in conversation while the signal made its way across twenty-five million miles of nothingness. At first it had been disconcerting; now he barely even noticed. “Weather okay down there?”


  “Just dandy, since you ask, Commander, but it’s time for the morning report. How’s Little Buddy doing?”


  McBride yawned and keyed up the monitors, one by one, waking them into life: you didn’t waste juice out here on instruments you weren’t actually using. The cabin lights dimmed slightly as the displays came on line. “Little Buddy’s reet and complete at last report,” he said, scanning the data, and typed in the downlink command to send Honolulu everything the rover had been up to since the previous infodump transmission. “There you go. Still trundling west over Lakshmi Planum as we speak. Temperature’s—let’s see—still holding at 469 C, pressure 93, no significant changes in atmospheric makeup. Yellow sky. Ugly as shit.”


  Honolulu laughed, a tinny little sound, rasping with distance. “Keep your personal aesthetic impressions out of the record, Commander. Okay. We want you to go north today—there’s a couple of anomalies we’d like to get a closer look at. Stand by for transmission of coordinates.”


  McBride flicked a couple of switches. “Standing by, Honolulu.” He looked back at the monitor showing the live camera feed from the Aeneas rover. While he and Artanian slept in their cocoons, Aeneas—which had been Little Buddy ever since it had unfolded from the lander-capsule that had taken it down through the killing atmosphere of Venus and looked around, tilting its multi-lens camera probes in a remarkable imitation of interest—had made considerable progress across the Venusian highlands. Even so, the view was predictable. Blank yellow sky, the color of a dehydrated man’s CUVMS piss-bag; distant half-imagined mountains; grey-green-brown slaty rock and soil. McBride knew it was mostly basalts, but it looked a hell of a lot like sedimentary layers half-shattered and worn away by the kind of freeze-thaw cycle you got back on Earth, where water was a thing.


  Behind him Artanian stirred in her cocoon, unzipped herself, yawned hugely. McBride could hear her spine cracking as she stretched, a series of little pops. You got used to it after a while: with no gravity squashing you down in any particular direction, the discs between your vertebrae expanded. You stopped noticing that it hurt.


  “What do they want us to do today?” Artanian asked, coming to join him at the console. The conversation between them was part of the morning ritual: the conversation meant they were still people, out here in the black.


  “Want us to head north. Some kind of anomaly to check out. I bet you six bacon cubes it’s another fuck up on the radio-topography survey, like the last few times.”


  “Interference bars,” Artanian said, and sighed, plugging her headset in to take over talking-to-the-ground duty. “Your turn to get the coffee.”


  Aph-One wasn’t bad, in terms of crew comfort, compared to some of the tubs McBride had flown: the same basic layout as the old Apollo and Orion command modules, a truncated cone with its curved heatshield snugly settled into a service module containing oxygen and hydrogen tanks and electrical equipment. It wasn’t very much more spacious than Orion, even with the deep-sleep pods tucked underneath the crew couches to maximize the available room, but what space there was had been designed with comfort in mind; all the research on long-duration missions agreed on the significance of this factor.


  In other news, water is wet, McBride thought, floating down to the left lower equipment bay to retrieve a couple of coffee tubes. Keeping two humans in a space roughly the size of a smallish SUV for months at a time was difficult even if they spent most of the transit in deep-sleep, and when you were all the way out here anything that made the experience slightly more comfortable was of vital importance.


  Like the coffee. NASA had earnestly made an attempt to cater to their individual preferences, so the tubes marked C and CRMP—everything was titles, not names, Commander and Command Remote Module Pilot—contained two distinct kinds of terrible instant coffee, to which one added pre-measured lukewarm water from a dispensing gun. McBride didn’t have a lot of emotional lability—it was one of the reasons he’d made the cut for this mission—but sometimes, thinking about real fresh hot coffee, he found himself getting uncomfortably nostalgic for the green hills of Earth.


  They were in a high orbit, far above the edge of Venus’s horrible atmosphere. The spacecraft spun slowly on its longitudinal axis to maintain thermal control, ensuring that no part of it got too baked by the sun or too chilled by the lack of it. Below them, though, on the wretched hide of the planet, the Aeneas rover had to deal with what effectively constituted hell. Ninety-plus atmospheres of pressure, temperatures hot enough to melt lead, baking-dry atmosphere of supersaturated carbon dioxide and sulfuric acid—all the place lacked, McBride considered, was a couple of demons with leathery wings and sharp-spined pitchforks.


  It was why nobody had ever tried to land on the surface. Instrument packages, sure, back in the 70s and 80s. Cleverly designed machines that could withstand an hour, maybe an hour and a half of concentrated torture, but nothing more vulnerable than that. The Aeneas mission was the first time anyone had attempted to put a rover on the surface and keep it alive—the nominal duration was one week, but they were almost into their third now, and Little Buddy was still going strong. You had to hand it to the people in design and engineering: once the funding finally started to trickle back in for space exploration, it hadn’t taken them long to figure out how to get shit done.


  “Hey,” said Artanian, above him. “Come look at this.”


  McBride floated back up to join her, handing over the coffee tube. “What’s up?”


  “Look.” She pointed at the monitor showing the video feed. “What is that thing?”


  He clipped his harness into the anchor-points under the console so he could stay put without hanging on to anything, and typed in a couple of commands. On the rover’s visible-light video cam, the weird object looked like a twisted chunk of rock, indistinct in the distance, standing alone in a flat stony plain. Through Little Buddy’s more sophisticated scanners, though—


  McBride swore, staring at the monitors. “That’s not rock. That’s some kind of metal,” he said. “And it’s big. What the hell is it? There isn’t supposed to be anything man-made on this part of the surface.”


  “None of our stuff landed in this area,” Artanian said quietly, glancing over at him. “Closest thing is the Pioneer Venus north probe, and that’s a long way east of here.”


  This hadn’t been included in their training protocols: something that had no right to be where it was. McBride rubbed at his face. They were here to make discoveries.


  “Take us closer,” he said. “The Russian landers aren’t supposed to be on this continent, either, but that’s the only other option I can think of.”


  The only acceptable other option.


  Artanian flipped up the safety cover on a small joystick hand-controller and typed in the command that would override Little Buddy’s remote guidance programming and give her manual control. Neither of them spoke as she drove, the picture on their monitor tilting crazily as the rover’s wheels negotiated the uneven surface.


  McBride could remember training in the simulator, back home, watching as she guided the boilerplate mock-up of Aeneas over a fake landscape, wondering if NASA planned to throw any virtual little green men at them to see how they’d react. Now he wondered what the psych assholes would make of this situation.


  “It’s just a probe,” said Artanian, not taking her eyes off the screens. “Got to be. I mean, maybe the Russians sent more of them, without telling us?”


  He wasn’t so sure. The thing looked too big to be a probe. As she guided Aeneas closer he took over the job of focusing its multiple scanners, trying to make sense of what they were seeing. It was hard to make out details while the rover was still bumping over rocks and soil, but McBride thought it looked oddly familiar—a kind of round lumpy shape, canted to one side, with something sticking up at an angle from the top of it—


  All at once the outlines made sense, clicked in his head: just like looking at one of those garbled Magic Eye pictures and suddenly being able to see the hidden shape.


  “It’s a lander,” he said, not quite sure whether to be relieved. “It’s a fucking Russian lander. One of the Veneras—you’re right, they must have sent another mission, one we never heard about. See the remains of the helical antenna? And that’s the aerobrake disc underneath of it. The whole thing’s leaning over at about twenty degrees.”


  The USSR had sent a series of probes to Venus between the sixties and eighties, ten of which had survived landing and transmitted data from the surface. Some of them—Veneras 9, 10, 13, and 14—had sent back pictures more or less identical to what McBride and Artanian had been seeing through the rover’s eyes for weeks now: yellow sky, dark friable rock. The landers themselves were immediately recognizable, consisting of a spherical titanium pressure hull supported above a landing ring by shock-absorbing struts; a flat disc-shaped aerobrake surmounted the hull, and above that a cylindrical protuberance housed scientific instruments and the helical antenna used to transmit data. The antenna and aerobrake together looked a little like a giant metal top hat. Cooling pipes stuck out of the side of the spherical pressure hull and extended upward through the aerobrake hat-brim. They were ugly and also unmistakable, and McBride was pretty sure he was looking at the remains of one right now. One that the Soviets had never talked about, unlike the rest of the Venera program.


  “Hang on,” said Artanian, “I’m going around to the other side, I think the surface is a bit smoother. I should be able to get in pretty close.”


  He didn’t reply, watching the monitors. She drove carefully in a wide arc around the thing—it seemed to have sunk partway into the surface, which was interesting and slightly unnerving, what if Aeneas fell through a goddamn lava tube, how were they ever going to explain that one to Hawaii—and drew to a stop.


  The shape of the lander was blurred by time and decay. The remains of the thermal control pipes had melted, drooping into an unrecognizable mass, and half of the aerobrake was simply gone. A slick of unpleasant matter around the base of it probably represented the melted remains of long-dead electronics. The instruments mounted on the landing ring were nothing but a snarl of twisted debris, and all of it—the entire metal surface, all that remained—was furred with a blanket of mottled, multicolored salts: corrosion products formed by reaction with the chemicals in the atmosphere.


  And something was wrong. Artanian stopped the rover, looked at him, her eyes wide. He could see white all the way around the brown irises, and felt the little hairs on his arms rise in a wave. Something worse than the incongruity of this spacecraft’s presence here where no spacecraft was supposed to be: the shape of it, the thing itself, was wrong.


  “It’s too big,” she said. “The hull’s too big, the proportions are all off. No Venera lander ever had a pressure-hull that size.”


  “No Venera lander that they ever talked about,” McBride said, still staring at the thing. “All the rest are well-documented history, people write books about them—but not this one. Take us closer.”


  Her mouth tightened, but she reached for the joystick again. McBride realized he was gripping the edge of the console hard enough to turn his nailbeds white, and made himself uncurl his fingers, watching as the wreck on the monitors grew nearer. Artanian eased Little Buddy slightly further around the curved base of it, more blotchy yellow-grey-blue salt deposits visible—


  “Stop,” he said, too sharp, too loud, but she had already stopped, seeing it a split second before he did: a round, perfectly regular gap in the corrosion. A smooth surface, perhaps pitted and scratched a little by the decades of windblown rock particles, but still clear enough to see through.


  A viewport.


  A hull much bigger than it should have been, with a viewport.


  Artanian’s fingers moved on the controls almost by themselves, telescoping the rover’s neck boom, bringing its head closer, and McBride absolutely did not want to look any further but found he could not turn his face away as the camera peered past the surface scratches, through three inches of—it must be sapphire, he thought, or at least quartz, the kind of thing you’d use on a deep-sea trench submersible’s windows—and into the darkness inside.


  At first it was simply darkness, before the camera’s sensors adjusted themselves, and McBride had time to think oh thank god, there’s nothing in there before they got focus back.


  There was something in there. An amorphous, lumpy shape, thick-furred with salt deposition. All the surfaces inside the spacecraft were covered with the stuff; if there had once been instruments, controls, switches to flip, they were long gone, vanished into the merciless hunger of the planet’s atmosphere. McBride stared at the monitor, eyes wide, as the autofocus shifted itself again, and a recognizable curve emerged: part of a ring of metal.


  “Oh fuck,” said Artanian. “Oh God. Fuck. That’s a neck ring.”


  “Titanium,” he said, still staring. “That’s probably all that’s left. Maybe the wrist rings, too, somewhere in there. And the hose fittings.”


  On the curve of the ring, just at the front, where the suit’s helmet would have locked into place—melted, corroded away to nothing now—they could still faintly see the letters CCCP.


  “Get us out of here,” McBride said, in a voice he didn’t recognize. “Christ. Get us out.”


  Not since his very early days in the training program had he felt actively claustrophobic in the confines of a spacecraft, but McBride was fighting down the powerful urge to open a goddamn window.


  Artanian had driven the rover away at its top speed, just on the edge of recklessness, until a rise in the terrain obscured their discovery; until all they could see in any direction was once more nothing but grey-brown rock fading into the featureless yellow haze of the sky.


  She powered Little Buddy down, putting it in sleep mode, replaced the safety cover over the hand-controller with self-conscious deliberation, and turned to face McBride—who had his arms tightly folded against that mindless instinctive urge to crack the hatch.


  “Do we tell them?” she asked.


  McBride stared at her. It was actually a pretty good question. They could, if they chose to, erase the entire recording of the day’s excursion. They still had a good three hours before Honolulu would be expecting a downlink. They could erase the whole thing, and spend the rest of their lives keeping that awful secret, so that it would die with them, and again no living human would have to bear the awareness he and Artanian felt now, the stomach-dropping horror of it, of knowing that someone had been sent here, here to hell, and had died here, and had been here all along—was still here, in molecular form—


  McBride squeezed his eyes shut, trying not to see the picture in his mind. The very clear picture. He knew what atmospheric entry felt like, all of them did, he’d juddered and blazed his way down through Earth’s rind of air a grand total of four times already, but that had been in the sure and certain knowledge that at the end of it the hatch would open on air, on clear air, on a world that wasn’t actively trying to dissolve him. Whoever had ridden that misbegotten Venera down through this atmosphere would know what waited for them. Know, and be entirely powerless to alter it in any way.


  (Planet Earth is blue and there’s nothing I can do, he thought inanely, a flicker of crosspatched reference.)


  He knew what that long-ago cosmonaut would have seen, through the thick conical pane of the viewport; all through the long, agonizing process of descent there would be nothing at all but clouds, deepening and deepening in color the further they fell, from a pale gold to a sick and poisonous orange-yellow. There might be lightning, cloud-to-cloud discharge, just a flicker of brightness through the haze. He could imagine the spacecraft creaking all around them as the pressure built steadily up—God only knew what they’d used to cool the thing, the other landers had been stuffed full of lithium nitrate trihydrate and recirculating coolant gas but you couldn’t do that with a person—


  Coming out of the clouds there would still be a kilometer or so to fall before they struck the surface and came to rest, canted to one side, the single viewport staring south-southwest across the barren highlands of Ishtar Terra, and McBride thought of that, of that yellow sky, the blank emptiness of it, the grey-green-brown rock and soil fading into the distance; thought of seeing that with his own eyes, and not the distant camera of a mechanical device. His own eyes, through a small hole, looking out at hell. Knowing, knowing entirely, that he was dying and in a short time would be dead, and wondering in what manner that death would come; would the seals crack and the crushing ninety atmospheres of pressure collapse the hollows of his body, break his bones, render him into viscous fluid that would boil rapidly away to nothing, or would he roast to death first as the cooling failed and the tiny spacecraft’s cabin inevitably reached thermal equilibrium with the 870 degrees outside?


  Would he have had any words to relay back to the men who had sent him there?


  “Oh God,” he said, a strengthless little spurt of sound, and opened his eyes. Artanian was staring at him, and he realized he’d never answered her question.


  “What—” she began; he cut her off.


  “The Torre Bert recordings,” he said. “The—fucking lost-cosmonaut hoax shit, those Italian guys who claimed they heard people dying in space, way back in the sixties—what if—”


  “What if they were real?” Artanian finished for him, as if realizing it at the same time. The color drained from her face; in the harsh sunlight from Aph-One’s viewports she looked suddenly old. “What if the signals they heard were real?”


  “And what if there were more transmissions,” McBride said. “More that never got heard, after Radio Moscow shut them up in 1965—shit, we have to tell them, you know we do, it’s—I can’t keep this. I can’t carry this kind of secret. It’s too big.”


  He was appalled to hear the unsteadiness in his own voice: he sounded just like the kind of hysterical idiot who couldn’t take the pressure, washed out of training in the second week. Artanian was looking intently at him, and McBride registered with a kind of angry misery that she was concerned—fuck, he wasn’t supposed to do this, falling apart wasn’t an option. He took a deep breath, reaching for calm. “I can’t do it,” he said, “and I’m willing to bet you can’t, either.”


  “I could, for a while,” she said. “I think. But I’d—talk in my sleep, or something. It’d find its way out. It’s like—this wants to be told.”


  She was right, and that, too, was awful; the thought of a hidden secret somehow developing its own sentience, crawling out into the world any way it could. “We’ll tell them,” he said, “and then it won’t be our problem, anymore. What happens next is…”


  “Also not our problem,” Artanian finished. “This is our job. It’s what we’re for.”


  That helped, a little. You did the job that was in front of you.


  McBride cued up the program that would transmit Little Buddy’s data over the hundred and sixty-two million miles to Earth. He paused for a moment, looking out of his viewport at the vast curve of Venus, creamy-pale and deceptively inviting, its swirls of cloud offering no hint of the unspeakable conditions below, thinking again someone was sent here, here to hell, nor are they out of it—


  And as he pushed the button, as the telltale lit up, as the transmitter told its secret in a stream of binary across the void, he thought: how many more were there, and how far did they go?
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  The Date


  by R.K. Kalaw


  What drew me to her? It was the way she walked down the street that caught my eye, how people parted in her wake. It was the way she swayed, how the sun played off the velvet gleam of her exoskeleton. It was her glass-sharp grace, the snap-quick turn of her head that told you she’d take whatever she wanted.


  People scurried out of her path, but I stepped right into it. There was a tense moment when she glared at me, and I wondered if she’d bite off my head, but I managed to ask her out to dinner. To my surprise, she accepted.


  I wasn’t usually so forward—too much, too fast, and people bolted like gazelles. But she was no gazelle.


  It was my first time, dating a woman like her. There were generally two ways such a date could end: a chaste kiss on the cheek with a weak “call me sometime?” or a wild romp that ended in decapitation. For someone so dazzling, I’d take my chances.


  I cared about looking appealing to her, and it made me second-guess myself, throwing on outfit after outfit. I didn’t pick that red dress, the lacy “unwrap for a good time” number. I selected something casual and black, loose and unrevealing, which said: “I’m chill. I don’t need much, don’t take much, don’t need you. I’ll give you only as much as you give me, and nothing more.”


  I ditched the silver stilettos and opted for sensible flats, in case I had to run.


  She’d chosen a high-end steak house, dim-lit and wood-paneled. The maître’d was poised and proper. When we strolled in, he greeted my date by name. I couldn’t grit my teeth right to pronounce it, so she asked me to call her Anna.


  From the side-eye the roaming waiters were giving me, there’d been other dates here. I sniffed for lingering hints of cleanup bleach, and found none. No recent deaths, at least.


  They attended to us immediately. Our waiter asked after drinks, then skipped straight to the main courses. You didn’t leave a woman like her hungry and waiting.


  The waiter kept his hands carefully folded near his chest, as he addressed Anna. “What will you have, Madame?”


  Anna gestured for me to order first, casually waving a barbed arm. The waiter pretended he hadn’t flinched, and smiled at me. “And what’s your pleasure, Miss?”


  I scanned the menu in panic, looking for something small and innocuous. Most men disliked it when I showed more hunger than they had—a big, bloody steak on a first date meant there’d be no second. “I’ll go with the Caesar Salad.”


  “Really now,” said Anna. “Who do you think you’re with?” She was large and lethal, green and sleek, stunning. She snatched the menu out of my grasp, and as she did, the spines on her arms grazed my skin. I suppressed a shudder of longing.


  “Porterhouse for two,” Anna said, staring down at the waiter. “We’ll take it black and blue, and you’d better not overcook it. No salt.” She spoke slowly, tossing each word like a stone down the darkest well. The waiter, and everyone around us, was riveted with fear. It made my heart skip. With a polite bob, the waiter scurried off, rushing our order to the kitchen.


  No small talk. We sipped our red wine silently, appraising each other. Our steaks soon arrived on a wood slab, seared dark on the outside, cold and raw within.


  “Well,” said Anna. “What are you waiting for?”


  I took my fork and knife, cutting myself a dainty slice.


  Anna laughed at me—a sound like metal scraping asphalt. She gripped the steak between her barbed arms, ripping a hunk off the bone. She set upon it with her mandibles. No one dared look in our direction.


  “Dig in, darling,” she said. “I’m not afraid of your appetites.”


  So. I’d not done a good enough job of hiding what I was—it was peeking out through the edges. I chewed my small bite and swirled my wine, watching the red rings it left. “Well. They all say they’re not afraid, at first. Then they decide I’m a little too much for them.”


  “There’s no such thing as too much.” Anna clicked her mandibles. “My, what a tight little box you keep yourself in.”


  She looked at me intently, trying to decide if I was prey. Her eyes filled her face, massive jade moons. Part of me was small and fluttering; it wanted to flee, to bolt for the door. But the other part—the one I took pains to strangle and drown deep—rose slowly, like a stone island rearing from the sea.


  For the first time, the very first time, I felt seen.


  There was no need to pretend to be something I wasn’t. Following Anna’s lead, I shunned fork and knife, grabbing the meat with my hands, gnawing, teeth scratching bone. Fat and red juices ran down my chin, dripping off my wrists.


  Anna was smiling. It wasn’t in the twist of her mouthparts, but in the tilt of her head and antenna. “That’s more like it. See how easy it is, when you’re not afraid of making anyone uncomfortable?”


  The restaurant had gone dead quiet around us, but I didn’t care. I waved for our check, and with the same hand snuffed out our candle between my thumb and forefinger. It hurt, the bite of hot wax and scorching wick, but the pain ran down my spine deliciously, making everything sharper.


  “If you come home with me tonight,” I said, “will you turn around, and chew off my head?”


  “Darling, just don’t leave me unsatisfied. And don’t ask me for promises I won’t keep.”


  It was all I could do not to grin. We walked out into the street holding each other close, like lovers, like raptors, and I was in love.
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  Conservation Laws


  by Vandana Singh


  I met Gyanendra Sahai for the first time in the bowels of the Lunar Geological Institute, in front of a display case containing an old-fashioned, heavy-built moonsuit. There was a large crack along one side of the suit and a rust-coloured discolouration along the opening. I was thinking about the pre-colonization days of moon exploration and the dangers that had beset the early explorers, and wondering what the story was behind this particular specimen (there was no label) when a mournful cough interrupted my musings. The man standing near me was gaunt, not tall, but with a presence that suggested height. His bald head was a baked brown dome, fringed with hair of a startling silvery gray; his eyebrows were of the same colour above heavy-lidded, lugubrious dark eyes.


  “Ah yes, the ill-fated expedition of 2031,” he said, shaking his head. I was delighted to recognize in his heavily accented English the speech mannerisms of Bihar, the state in India where I am from. Biharis are not very common on the moon. But before I could say anything about my origins, he launched into the story behind the space-suit.


  He had been there. He had been part of the 2031 expedition, along with an international crew of explorers. They had been mapping water resources on the moon, an essential requirement for the future settlement. While investigating the half-caved-in edge of a crater, they had found the entrance to a large cavern, such as had never been seen on the moon, and within it a body, possibly from some earlier mission, although the moon-suit was strangely constructed. The story involved the ultimate, mysterious disappearance of the corpse and the subsequent unravelling of the friendship between two of the team members, one of whom eventually took a hatchet to the other. What was perhaps worse, the databots containing the map of the water resources (and therefore of the location of the cavern) were destroyed in the melée. The expedition was called off, and only this tragic reminder remained.


  My new friend peered at the suit in the cabinet.


  “Poor Harrison!” he whispered. “Well, goodbye, old friend.”


  He looked at me as though seeing me for the first time.


  “You’re from India, yes?”


  His joy in finding a fellow Indian and Bihari was touching. He confided to me that having retired from exploration work, he had become a part-time consultant, and that he was weary of his present life.


  “Where I stay, it is too busy. People keep on coming to me, wanting things—information about this and that. I am looking for a quieter place to live…”


  That is how Gyanendra Sahai came to live in Sinha Auntie’s boardinghouse, one of the oldest structures in Luna City. It is in the area known informally as the Ghetto of Selene, where, among the quaintly derelict remains of what was once the first human habitation outside Earth, the unfortunates, ne’er-do-wells, and poor university students of Luna City live. It is not really a ghetto, but the modern city, which rises just south of us, is such a dream of tall towers and gleaming polyhedral buildings that we look grimy and provincial in comparison. Sinha Auntie’s boarding house is a small place, with only five of us, including Sahai-ji—and not including our august landlady, who occupies (in a manner of speaking) the entire lower floor. The house is one of those dome-shaped prefab constructions from the early days of Luna City’s history, tough and durable; we have supplementary power via the giant solar panels on the roof, which stand atop the dome like a bad hair-do. We like the warren-like feel of the dome-house—the tiny rooms, rounded corridors, and most of all, Sinha Auntie’s incredible authentic Bihari cooking. She used to be a medical researcher in her younger days but is now content do that part-time. She rules over our little establishment, bullying us to study, making us do our chores. But she makes up for her totalitarian ways with her incredible Bihari cooking—jackfruit curry, nenua-chana sabzi, and pickled boiled potatoes, and pakoras that burn off your taste buds and leave you begging for more. We don’t yet know where she gets all the rare and expensive vegetables. All she says (with a giggle that shakes her vast and genial frame like a miniature earthquake) is this: Biharis may be few here on the moon, and we may spend most of our time arguing, but we do look out for each other.


  The addition of Sahai-ji brings the total Bihari contingent of the boardinghouse to three.


  The other boarders include Meena Sreenivasan, the mathematician and artist, who lives downstairs in a room off our landlady’s apartment because the latter has old-fashioned views; Kunaal Kapoor, a student of planetary geology, whose eyes are on Mars; Dave Pratchett, the sole non-Indian (he is American), studying sociology. We keep busy with our separate lives, but Saturday afternoons Sinha Auntie does a huge old-fashioned Bihari-style tea, complete with suji halwa, litti, pakoras, matar-ki-gugni, crisp-fried chura with sev and roasted peanuts, and the best tamarind chutney on the moon. Saturday afternoon is an occasion for the sharing of stories about the week, vehement arguments, and the occasional cushion-fight. I find it very pleasant, watching the graceful arc of the cushions in low gravity, listening to the animated, expressive Meena Sreenivasan talk about art or mathematics, while Kunaal tries his best to be as unpleasant as possible. Dave puts in a word or two, uncoiling his lanky frame to reach the matar-ki-gugni, his eyes swimming with happy tears as he chokes on a chili pepper. He’s earned the sobriquet of Spy, partly because we Indians are compulsive nick-namers, but also because nobody understands what he’s doing in this low-tech boarding house with a gaggle of Indian students. He claims it is the food that draws him, but we wonder.


  I was somewhat nervous about Sahai-ji’s reaction to our Saturday afternoon free-for-all; and indeed the first time he kept quiet, his large eyes mournful as he wrapped his fingers around a pakora. The others were polite, in deference to his age and stature, but after some time they forgot the niceties and broke into heated debate. I had to intercept the cushions a few times so that they did not strike our new tenant’s elderly pate, for which he gave me a grateful smile. Sometimes it seemed as though he was on the verge of saying something, that words of great import were trembling on his lips—but he would change his mind and remain quiet.


  I found Sahai-ji fascinating, and tried to draw him out in private, but he seemed reticent about his past, despite his earlier volubility. I was supposed to be studying for my finals (I am studying lunar botany, a fascinating field), but instead I would I would find myself thinking about Sahai-ji, wondering what he had endured, why, in his eyes, there was always a look of perpetual melancholy. Somehow I would have to draw him out, see what other stories he had to tell.


  I only had to wait until the next Saturday tea.


  “My new exhibit,” Meena Sreenivasan said, her delicate fingers hovering over the plate of pakoras, “my new exhibit is going to have to do with Dr. Delgerbayar’s new theories. You know? Mirror universes, symmetries, all that.”


  Kunaal snorted. He has the practical scientist’s scorn for theorists and pure mathematicians, especially mathematicians who indulge in art.


  “I’m sick of hearing about Delgerbayar’s theories,” he said, beating Dave to the last samosa. “There’s been nothing else on the news screens. The discovery of the Ares aquifer has taken second place! Can you imagine?”


  “The Ares aquifer has been the top news story for a month,” said Meena indignantly. “Besides, Delgerbayar’s ideas are important. He’s made a fundamental discovery about the universe, and you’re excited about a few ice crystals on Mars!”


  The first cushion flew. Dave caught it neatly.


  “Perhaps,” he said diplomatically, but with a twinkle in his eye, “Kunaal can explain why he hates Delgerbayar’s theories, and Meena can tell us why she likes them.”


  This was a clever move, since Kunaal and Meena are the physics and mathematics experts, and both love to talk. I glanced at Sahai-ji and was disappointed to see that he was apparently asleep, lying back in the room’s most comfortable chair with a print-out of the daily news feed covering his face. The pages rose and fell with his breathing. The ruins of a vast tea lay on his plate.


  We listened to Meena and Kunaal expound. Briefly, Delgerbayar, the brilliant Mongolian theorist who was the latest glamourous addition to Lunar U’s physics department, had come up with a new theory. His Universal Field equations exhibited interesting symmetries that had ultimately led to the theoretical possibility of a hyperspace (and hence faster-than-light travel) and the existence of a multiverse—that is, a succession of universes that branched off the base hyperspace as bananas branch off their central stem. According to the theory, some of these universes were startlingly like our own, with a few properties reversed. Delgerbayar had dubbed these “mirror universes,” and since the symmetries of the equations were not perfect, he had speculated that mirror universe space-time occasionally leaked into our own, causing the anomalies that physicists had recently observed.


  “You’re not explaining the role that symmetry plays,” Kunaal said to Meena. “Let’s take, for instance, your face as an example. If you didn’t have that pimple on your face it would not only be passable but would possess bilateral symmetry—”


  “I don’t have a pimple!” Meena said fiercely, touching her cheek with one hand.


  “It’s all right, Meena, it’s probably a bit of tamarind chutney,” said Dave soothingly. Meena glared at him. He covered his face with his hands.


  “Hey, don’t open your third eye at me!”


  “I’ll show you jokers what I mean,” said Kunaal, taking down a picture from the wall. It was a rather boring abstract still of an unmoving geometric landscape.


  “This picture, hideous as it is, will explain an important point,” he said. “Look, if I rotate it by ninety degrees, it looks the same. That is because it has a certain symmetry. You see? Symmetry implies that some attribute of the whole remains the same. Hence conservation laws.”


  “First discovered in the early 1900’s by Emmy Noether, a woman mathematician in Germany,” said Meena, her eyes flashing, “not that she got much for her pains. Her area was abstract algebra but on the side she discovered that there was a connection between symmetries and conservation laws—one of the deepest results in theoretical physics. Certain kinds of symmetries always imply that some physical quantity remains the same, before and after the transformation. So, if your equations have a symmetry with respect to a time transformation, energy is conserved. Translational symmetry means momentum conservation.”


  “Rotational symmetry,” Kunaal said, spinning the picture violently on the table, “means that the angular momentum before and after the process remains the same.”


  There was a rending sound. The picture frame had cracked.


  “Or, in this case,” said Kunaal with fake contriteness, as he put the picture back on the wall, “the End of Art.”


  Meena looked daggers at him. “You’ll have to replace that or Sinha Auntie will go nuclear. Well, anyway, about my project,” she said, with undiminished enthusiasm, flinging a cushion at Kunaal for good measure, “I was thinking of a mainly visual display—symmetries, subtly broken, mirror shards reflecting unfamiliar realities—and some sound piped in—music and speech. Palindromes, I think, would make the point.”


  “Sounds like garbage,” Kunaal said. I sometimes think he was born scowling. He drew breath in to make his speech, when he was interrupted by a gale.


  The pages on Sahai-ji’s face blew off and on to the table. It took me a moment to realize that the breeze was an exhalation, a long sigh that no human pair of lungs should have the capacity to execute. Sahai-ji coughed, sat up and looked at us out of his tragic eyes.


  “Conservation laws,” he said, and sighed again.


  We stared at him in stunned silence.


  “All these theories are interesting,” he said. “Delgerbayar is right about the mirror universe idea, and it is good that he is now so famous. But will we ever get to hyperspace? Not through the normal means. Will we ever get to the mirror universes? Let us hope not! In the meantime let us not scoff at the humble conservation laws of classical physics. In fact, one of them saved not only my life but…”


  We waited. Almost on cue, Sinha Auntie came in with fresh pakoras and a vat of her killer mint chutney. Sensing a story, she settled her ample form into the second-largest chair and made herself comfortable.


  “It has to do with wheels,” began Sahai-ji, “but let me start from the beginning.”


  I was born Gyanendra Sahai in a small village in Eastern Bihar (he said). All my life, my ambition was to explore the unknown territories. When I finally got sent to the moon, I was happy. But that expedition ended in tragedy, as Vikram here knows. (The others gave me startled glances).


  I had the chance to return home after that, as there was much sympathy for us. But I was infected with the space bug, and volunteered to go on a mission to Mars. My conduct during the Lunar expedition of 2031 had impressed my superiors so there was no problem. At that time there was no large settlement on Mars: small habitation domes were being built for the scientists and explorers. I was sent to one such place near the Vallis Marineris.


  Now as you know, if you think of Mars as a hard-boiled egg, the Vallis Marineris is a big crack across it, a very deep canyon. (At this point Kunaal, our Martian expert, looked as though he was about to interject, but Sahai-ji silenced him with a look.)


  This is not a story about Mars, although it begins there. Nor is it about the Moon or Earth. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it, since these three are the only inhabited worlds? Well, then, listen carefully, because this story is known only to a few.


  You may have heard, if you have studied Martian history, that many of the early explorers died. There are reasons enough—Mars is a hostile place for Earthlings. But there was also a persistent rumour that some of these old explorers had not died but simply… disappeared. When the International Space Council took over operations in Mars and said that you cannot do this or that but you must obey our rules, some of the old timers simply faded into the famous Martian dust haze. They call them Ghosties. There are all kinds of stories about the Ghosties—that they retreated into secret habitats, found ways to survive that allowed them their freedom. Now most of these stories are probably fabrications, but it had been reported that a lone person had been seen in the area near my camp. So as part of my exploration duties I was told to keep watch and see if there was really someone out there, a ghost from the past.


  This was also around the time that anomalies were first being reported—aha, you think Delgerbayar’s anomalies are a recent phenomenon? Nonsense! They were first reported around that region of Mars. Peculiar things were happening. Sudden flashes of light in the air. Strange temporary illusions, such as the time my friend Jack Moray’s eyes got switched—he had one blue and one brown eye, and one day, I swear, they had apparently swapped places. There were optical distortions, such as the kind you get in a heat haze, except there was no heat haze. You looked at the pale sunlight hitting a rockface, and you’d see a shadow where there should be none. These anomalies shifted, appeared, and disappeared. One time the ground shook, and there was a rockfall. Mars, as our young friend here will tell you, is not exactly seismically active.


  The people in my team were, as the Americans say, spooked. Perhaps it was no wonder that they imagined the silhouettes of long-dead Martian explorers on distant cliff-tops. In fact the first time I saw such a figure, I thought I was going crazy too.


  I was camped in a high, dry valley, between two towering cliffs. I was making some geological measurements on behalf of a team member who was sick and had returned to Base. It was comfortable enough in my little mobile habitat, which was fully sealed from the harsh Martian environment. I had completed the measurements, which had taken three sols, and was within sight of the habitat when I saw him.


  He wasn’t far away. He was up on a ridge, against the cliff face, attired in a bulky, old-fashioned environment suit, capering about like a madman. I would not have noticed him had not the setting sun glinted on his visor.


  For a moment I staggered, thinking I must be hallucinating. But soon I realized that what I was seeing was real. I shouted out to him, forgetting that he would not hear me. Then I began climbing up the cliff-face.


  I think he saw me then. When I looked up in mid-climb, he was gone.


  That night I set out some food from my rations on a rock near my habitat. The next morning it was gone.


  Now I was in radio contact with Base, but I did not want to tell anyone as yet about my discovery. I was sure that the others would rush up here and want to investigate, and my quarry might be scared off. I imagined that it would be much better to befriend him and bring him triumphantly back to camp.


  So for the next two sols, that is what I did. I left food out, and all of it was taken. I wondered how the poor fellow lived, without an assured supply of food, water, and breathable air. I wondered how he recharged his environment suit. It seemed to me more and more likely that there must be a hidden camp of survivors like him, deep in the maze of this part of the Vallis Marineris. Perhaps they made their own oxygen, grew food in hydroponic tanks? I was determined to find this hideout, if it existed.


  (At this point Sahai-ji paused and looked around at us to make sure we were paying attention. Apparently satisfied, he sighed and brought out of his pocket a knotted white cotton handkerchief. Opening the knot he produced some roasted black gram, that flavourful smaller cousin of the chickpea, and a few balls of sweet suttoo, which is made from the gram flour. It had been years since I had seen Bihari peasant food. Both Sinha Auntie and I looked startled. Sahai-ji apologized for not having enough to share, and proceeded to munch while we waited with ill-concealed impatience for the rest of the story.)


  Ah yes, there is nothing like roasted gram and suttoo sweetened with gur (he said). When I was a child growing up in Bihar, I would run off the whole day, playing with the buffalos in the rice fields, or looking for ber fruit in the forests. My mother would tell me every morning that even if I went to the stars, I should take some suttoo or roasted gram with me. You never know when you need the extra energy, she would say, not dreaming that one day her wayward son would actually go off to the stars. Anyway I’ve followed her advice ever since. I even brought some roasted gram and suttoo to Mars.


  Now back to my story. Finally the day came when I was able to entice the fellow into my habitat. There I encouraged him to take off his helmet, which he did, revealing a face so burned and scarred (presumably from radiation) and so obscured by a full beard, that I could hardly make out his features. Only his eyes were visible, small, round, and glinting. The poor fellow was completely mad, spouting gibberish and executing his peculiar dances. I could not place his nationality, except that he was definitely not Bihari, for when I offered him some of my precious roasted gram he peered at it as though unsure it was edible. Nor was his speech of any mortal tongue. He seemed to want to tell me something, and kept wheeling his arms at me and pointing out at the cliffs. I imagined then that he wanted me to follow him, to show me his secret hideout. Much excited, I left a cryptic radio message for my team at Base, saying that I was going to be gone for a while but that I was on the verge of a great discovery. Then I set out with him.


  He took me over a torturous path between the cliff faces and mesas. I was certain I would not remember the way back, which was why I was glad I had brought my little geobot. This bot communicated with the then-new Martian satellite network so that I always knew where I was (unless I was in a particularly deep and narrow canyon). The geobot was autonomous, moving on little robotic legs like a round-bodied millipede. My companion kept giving it looks that I could not fathom—once he bent down and patted it like a dog. I imagined then that it brought back memories of some long-lost pet.


  Suddenly his face, behind his visor, widened into a grin. In a swift movement he grabbed the little bot, gave me a mischievous look and darted behind a jutting rock-face. Alarmed, I cried out and ran after him, but he was always a few steps ahead of me, darting up and down the rocks like a mountain goat, grinning and leering at me, and pretending to drop the bot off the two-mile-high cliff edge. Finally I saw him run into a crack in the opposite rock face. I followed him, my breath coming in frantic gasps. As darkness closed around me, my suit lights came on automatically and I saw that we were in a warren-like passageway. The walls were smooth and rounded, and the ceiling high. I was struck with wonder. It would have been nearly impossible for a tribe of derelict old explorers to cut such a wall, yet it was clear that the passage was artificially made.


  This brought to my mind half-remembered tales I had read in childhood, of an intelligent Martian race. Was I being taken to some vast underground city, where aliens dwelt? As it turned out, I was wrong—but not quite.


  Our race ended in a round chamber. Still holding the bot as though it were a baby, my quarry stopped, and hit a spot on the wall. Immediately and soundlessly, a great slab of stone moved across the passageway entrance, closing it off.


  “Hey!” I shouted, quite frightened now. “What are you doing, open that…”


  The words died in my throat. I saw that there was a soft glow coming from the walls, which were covered with strange symbols carved into the rock. In the middle of the floor was a round pedestal made of some kind of silvery metal.


  As I gazed about me in wonder, I noticed that the madman was taking off his suit. There he was, naked and ugly as the day he was born. He indicated to me that I should also divest myself of my suit.


  I was about to refuse when I saw that the fellow seemed to be quite comfortable. He was breathing just fine. My suit registered an outside pressure of 1 atmosphere. I opened my airlock cautiously. The air smelled slightly pungent, but I could breathe.


  Curiously I stepped out of my suit. For the first time I stood outside a habitat on Mars in my normal clothes.


  A sense of adventure was beginning to replace panic. My companion now indicated to me that I stand on the pedestal. I did so, hoping to wrest my bot from him. But before I could do anything, thick, membranous rope-like curtains—I can think of no better term—shot out from the walls and enveloped us. I screamed and struggled, but the sheaths wrapped themselves around my body completely from head to toe. I must have blacked out after a while, because when I came to, I was being dragged, not ungently, toward an opening in the wall of the chamber.


  I realized suddenly that I was still breathing, and that I could see through the translucent sheath. My skin tingled wherever it was bare—the membranes appeared to be putting out little roots that tickled the skin. I struggled to my feet, tearing at the sheath with my hands, which, being also covered by the same material, could not get a good hold. In my terror I heard voices inside my head, speaking languages I had never heard before, but I could almost understand. There were pictures in my head of giant spinning wheels. The madman pulled me toward a great metallic structure that took up most of the room in the other chamber.


  How can I describe my first glimpse of that artifact? I stood there, struck dumb. It was a vast wheel-shaped object, perhaps twenty metres in diameter, with a silvery lustre. The wheel had no rim, only eight motionless spokes. Inside the hub was an open, hollow space.


  What manner of life had come up with such a device? What was its purpose? Again, fear ebbed, to be replaced by curiosity and awe. I reasoned that whatever this device did, it could not be harmful, for my companion had survived it. I imagined bringing news of this great discovery to all humanity. So I did not protest when my companion led me to the space inside the hub.


  We stood there like two mummies. I saw that the fellow still carried my bot, which was not covered by the membranous sheath. So the mechanism in the first cave was intelligent, knowing the difference between life and non-life. It was also able to discern the needs of human beings, such as the kind of air we needed to breathe. Did this mean that the aliens who had devised this were like us? Or just that they had kept the needs of other species in mind? My mind swam with strange images as we waited, for God knows what.


  Then, slowly, the chamber began to grow dark before us. I could now see more clearly the images that had been clamouring for attention in my mind. I saw vast fields of stars and all manner of strange beings. I saw strange and wonderful worlds, and pathways in utter darkness, that led to distant universes. I was reminded of the story where Krishna’s earthly mother, Yashoda, happens to look into the child’s mouth. There she sees the entire cosmos, and at that moment she knows who her son really is. That is how I felt, beholding the vistas that no other human being but my companion had ever seen.


  At that moment I only half-understood what I was seeing, and only later was I able to form a hypothesis or two about my experiences, because what happened next was so fantastic I thought it was a continuation of the images projected in my brain. Only when the image persisted did I realize that we had been transported to an entirely different place.


  We were not on Mars any more. We were still in the hub of a vast wheel, but this wheel was suspended in space, with the rimless spokes turning slowly. Before us, in every direction, was an enormous array of such wheels, stretching into space as far as I could see. The darkness between them was not speckled with stars, but was a true darkness, as would be found, perhaps, in the gulf between the galaxies. Yet the giant wheels seemed to be glowing faintly, and from the ends of each spoke I could discern a pulse of some sort emerging at fixed intervals. The wheels hummed and sang; although I could not hear them in the vacuum, I heard their song in my mind.


  We were afloat in the middle of the hub. I touched the wall carefully, and found protuberances that served as handholds. Very slowly I brought myself to the edge of the chamber, in order to better observe this great vista. I was aware of my companion beside me, his mouth opening and closing behind the translucent sheath as he babbled soundlessly. Although there was no gravity to make me fall up or down, I momentarily felt sick with vertigo. I clutched the edge of the hub, rotating gently with the wheel, making no sudden moves. Newton’s Third Law could have fatal consequences.


  Now I could hear what the alien voices were telling me inside my mind. The music of the wheels swelled to a crescendo and back again to a soft murmur, in a regular rhythm like the heartbeat of a great beast. As the wheels turned, an energy field of some kind was generated—I could sense the invisible hills and valleys. The light beams from the ends of each spoke of each wheel crisscrossed, forming areas of light and shadow. I realized that in order for me to see the beams at all, the space around me must be filled with something that could reflect light. Interstellar dust? Or was it the strange emanation itself, that I called, in my ignorance, the energy field?


  I also saw, to my utter surprise, that there were light beams that appeared to have different properties. Some simply intersected each other and continued, the way that two flashlight beams in a dark room intersect. Others, when they intersected, appeared to stop at the point of intersection, which created a dark spot. This great, undulating display of ordinary and extraordinary light (or whatever the radiation was—there could have been frequencies beyond the visible) somehow was responsible for the energy field.


  My mind was flooded with images and symbols that I later pieced together. Although there is much I can never understand, it became clear to me that this whole spectacle had one purpose: to prevent two distinct universes from crossing each other.


  Apparently this place was a potential crossing point. The other universe was similar to our own, but for some attributes. I believe it was a universe dominated by anti-matter, as ours is by matter. But it was also dominated by this other form of light, which I dubbed anti-light.


  Think about it, my young friends—what is the opposite of light? Not darkness. Darkness is the absence of light. No, strange as it might seem, its opposite is anti-light. An anti-photon can form a bound state with a photon, like an atom—an atom of light!—or the two can annihilate each other, releasing an exotic form of energy.


  The great wheels, spinning in concert as they did, must have been designed by some wise alien race. I doubt they were Martians. They had been to Mars and built the portal to this place, but their dwelling place was elsewhere, I was sure of it. Where they were now, I could not say, but they spoke directly to my mind through the sheath that I was wearing. They had built this vast array to save our universe from destruction.


  It became clear to me at that moment that the anomalies we had observed on Mars must be the result of some kind of malfunction of this protective array, because the strange optical effects we had seen could only be explained by anti-light leaking in from a mirror universe. What could have caused the malfunction?


  The answer came to me almost as I thought the question, because at that moment my mad companion, whom I had quite forgotten in my contemplation of the marvels before me, suddenly launched himself off the edge of the hub. He shot into space even as I cried out in consternation, for the entire wheel shuddered. I could sense that the regularity of the emanations was disturbed; the array as a whole appeared to tremble, and the scene distorted before my eyes. Then the whole thing adjusted, like a rubber band that has been pulled and released. As my vision cleared I saw the fool sitting inside the hub of the wheel across, gesturing and grinning at me, still holding the bot.


  He did it again, launching himself from hub to hub, each time causing a perturbation of the array. Each time it adjusted, but every such occasion allowed (I hypothesized) some leakage between the universes. The madman seemed to be possessed of vast reserves of strength, and it came to me that perhaps he fed off the energy field in some way, thus needing neither food nor drink. At last he settled in the hub of the wheel next to mine—I had to peer over the edge to see him. He released my bot so it floated by his side, and waved something small and white at me—it was my knotted handkerchief, with my roasted gram and sweet suttoo! He opened the handkerchief and began to eat, pushing the food through the membrane in front of his mouth, at the same time making the most insane—even lewd—gestures at me. This so infuriated me that I began to yell and scream—uselessly across the void—and to wave my arms about in a fury. He seemed to enjoy the display, and after he had finished his repast, grabbed the bot as though to toss it to me. I held my hands out, but he flung it—not quite toward me, but toward one of the spokes of my wheel. I saw him launched into space in the opposite direction by the action. He flew between the great wheels, getting smaller and smaller—indeed, that was the last I ever saw of him. I had more immediate problems to worry about.


  For the bot hit the edge of the spoke and careened away, breaking up as it went, causing my wheel to shudder and spin faster. Immediately I sensed the delicate energy field being distorted, tearing like a rubber sheet that has been pulled in a weak spot with excessive force. Voices screamed in my mind, and I saw a gulf of the other universe opening up before me like a giant mouth. The scene before me began to undergo fantastic optical distortions—my own wheel seemed to have gone liquid, like a new painting that gets runny if you spill water on it. But when I touched the wheel, it was still smooth and hard. Then it came to me that restoring my wheel’s normal spin rate was quite a simple matter. I remembered how I used to spin in my father’s swivel chair as a child, stretching out my arms when I wanted to slow down.


  I began to crawl up one of the spokes of my wheel, being careful to do so slowly. I had to move just the right distance along the spoke so that the increase in rotational inertia would cause the angular velocity to decrease. I did not even know whether my mass was large enough to affect the rotational inertia of the wheel. But as I moved, I felt the wheel slowing down, until suddenly everything seemed to lock into place. The energy field was restored, the distortions ceased. The great dark mouth of the other universe closed. I stopped where I was, sweaty with relief, thanking all my physics teachers that I had remembered the conservation of angular momentum. I knew, of course, that I would have to stay here for all time, but at first I felt little regret. The energy field would keep me alive, perhaps for eons, and my mind would, in time, learn to communicate with the sheath that protected me from my surroundings.


  Still, I felt a pang, because I would no longer be able to tell my fellow human beings about my great discovery. I would never see the blue skies of Earth, or eat roasted gram and sweet suttoo again. I admit that I felt tears well up in my eyes. Time passed without impressing itself on me—what need had I of time? I must have fallen into a stupor, then, that perhaps lasted weeks or months. I dreamed of strange beings, other worlds. In one dream I was lying on my spoke, gazing at the apparently infinite array of wheels, when I saw an injured moth flying from wheel to wheel, coming toward me. As it approached I saw that it was a very strange moth indeed, with enormous, delicate, gauzy wings, one of which was held only half opened. Its two foreshortened arms waved at me, as the long, thin, frog-like hind-limbs crouched for the next leap. It seemed to skim the surface of the energy field like a water-skating insect. And then it was floating before me, its smooth, triangular head bending close. Around this time the realization slowly dawned on me that this was no dream. Upon the creature’s head was an array of small, bulbous organs that lit up in complex patterns, conveying some message to my fevered mind that I could not yet understand. The creature had evidently sustained some damage from the disturbance in the field, because one of its wings, I saw now, was tattered at the edges, explaining its lopsided flight.


  The creature’s message must have ultimately soothed me, because I fell into a deep sleep. I remember half-waking at various points, and seeing before me the rounded cave, deep within the cliffs of Mars. I remember fumbling with my environment suit and picking up something white off the ground. I must have staggered through an infinity of dark passageways, led by a persistent voice in my mind, until at last I saw light ahead of me, and fell to the ground in a faint. When I opened my eyes again, I was lying outside the cliff face in the middle of a dust storm, clutching my empty handkerchief. How it came back into my possession I cannot say. In fact it is this very handkerchief you see now.


  I must have staggered around, light-headed for a while. As the dust storm ebbed, my senses seemed to clear as well; I found myself hopelessly lost, with no sign of the opening in the cliff. Then I remembered my suit’s radio. The sound of a friendly human voice lifted my spirits beyond imagining. A team from Base rescued me and took me to camp, where I told them my fantastic story.


  Of course they did not believe me, but they did go back to where they had found me. They could not find the place where I had emerged from the cliff, nor did they find any evidence of the madman. Finally they put my story down to hallucinations brought about by lack of food, water and human company. What could I do? There was no proof that anything strange had happened to me, except for one thing.


  I believe that the moth-like creatures, whatever they were—caretakers or simply beings who fed and lived their lives in the great energy field—somehow restored the correct functioning of the wheels. Because after I returned, the anomalies stopped occurring. So much so that scientists who had observed them began to doubt that anything unusual had ever happened. The anomalies were not observed again until all these years later.


  Now they have been seen on Mars, on the Moon, and even on a spaceship en route to Mars from Earth. The return of the anomalies must mean that parts of the mirror universe are pushing through into ours—that the great field of wheels has suffered a serious disturbance. What could be the cause? Perhaps the madman is on another rampage. Perhaps… who knows?


  That is more or less the end of my story. I was sent back to Earth for a rest, but since the stars kept calling, I didn’t stay there long. I tried, sometimes, to forget what I had gone through, but there was a constant reminder, the souvenir I carried with me. What? I haven’t told you what it was? Here, I will show you. Let me roll up my sleeve. See this little white patch? Feels like smooth plastic, doesn’t it? It’s all that is left of the sheath. When I returned to the cave-room where I had left my environment suit, the sheath fell off my body, except for a large patch on my forearm. I think this is what guided me through the passageway in the cliff, at the end. Over the years it has kept shrinking, but even now, if I concentrate, I can hear bits and tatters of the music of those great wheels as they spin endlessly in space.


  Sahai-ji’s story was greeted with stunned silence. There was a collective letting out of breaths as the tension eased, then Sinha Auntie said:


  “Well, I’ve never heard such a marvelous tale!”


  She surged to her feet and poured a fresh cup of tea for Sahai-ji, all the while looking at him in wonder.


  “What a great thing for Bihar!” she said cryptically, and went out of the room to see to dinner.


  Meena shook her head, as though to clear it of a spell.


  “Anti-photons!” she said ecstatically. “Aliens! Great wheels of space and time! Oh, how wonderful!” She seemed incapable of saying any more. I looked at Dave. His eyebrows had nearly disappeared into his brown thatch of hair.


  “Sahai-ji, why didn’t you tell your story to the news screens? Somebody would have believed you. Perhaps some private individuals could have launched a search for the passageway entrance—isn’t all this too big a thing to keep to yourself?”


  Sahai-ji popped a ball of suttoo into his mouth.


  “Ah, you Americans, such an impatient people,” he said indulgently. “I told my tale until I was sick of it, and nobody believed me. It is true that the news screens would have carried the story, but I didn’t want to start a cult following of crackpots. Only now that the anomalies have reappeared have I tried to do something. But the fools at the top don’t believe my story! Especially since the crack in the cliff—the entrance to the chamber on Mars—has never been found. My own feeling is that it is not a crack so much as a door that can be opened and shut.”


  “I don’t believe it,” Kunaal burst out. “Sorry, Sahai-ji, but I think your teammates were right. You had an amazingly coherent hallucination.”


  “What about the patch on his arm, then?” I said.


  Kunaal shrugged, as though my question did not even deserve a reply. He got up. I could see from the light in his eyes that he was determined to get to the bottom of this story. Then Dave said:


  “Hey, Meena, you’ve lost your pimple.”


  Meena touched her cheek. “I tell you I never had one,” she said indignantly. “Kunaal just likes making things up.”


  “It probably was a bit of tamarind chutney,” I said.


  Kunaal turned from the doorway. He seemed surprised that Meena’s pimple was gone. But we were even more surprised when we saw his face.


  “It’s on your face now,” Dave said, in a tone of gentle wonder.


  The world turned surreal.


  “Nonsense,” said Kunaal, wildly, feeling his chin. “I don’t feel anything.”


  Sahai-ji shook his head sorrowfully.


  “Look in the mirror,” he said.
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  We Will See You Now


  by Fran Wilde


  Wherein one fights to be seen, gives up, believes one should not be trapped under or behind glass, is proven wrong, and almost disappears. Told in parts.


  Image 1: A doctor’s office, one spring, a fat-as-hell file on a desk, quickly glanced through. The same questions, every time, the same ten minutes allotted in which to give a sixty-minute answer. I’ve got it down, now, mostly. I list the top three things wrong. If I attempt more, or if try to connect the dots between the things, the doctor’s eyes will shutter. They’re looking at me, and at my file, but they won’t see me. They’ll see words instead: difficult, anxiety, hypochondriac. These words are wrong, but they don’t know that yet, and I’m starting to not know that either.


  I’m anemic, in bone-deep pain, cold all the time, dealing with several out-of-whack joints, and my eyes are—… wait. That’s more than three things. I quiet down. I need medical care. I need to be seen.


  The word I get is anxiety, a prescription for that. Not for the other things. A “try meditation.” The doctor stands up, brushes excess words off their white coat.


  “Thank you for seeing me,” I say. Though I know they didn’t.


  Still, I should feel grateful for the visit. So I do.


  Image 2: An international airport. I’ve asked for a wheelchair, because the cane I’m using isn’t enough to keep me upright today. An attendant pushes me through a crowd. Someone spots me. Sees: youngish, no visible scars, all limbs accounted for. They mouth the word “lazy.”


  Soon we’ll be on the plane and I can sleep, I tell myself.


  Instead, I’m pushed into a holding alley—no choice given, no reason given, the wheels and the handles make it easy. Just to one side of the boarding line. Six other people, seated in wheelchairs behind me, beside me. We look at each other as the attendants close a plexiglass barrier that has a “no entry” circle and bar painted on it in orange and leave us there. We are caught behind the glass. We wait as each passenger walks past, some staring through the barrier at us, and board. I want to disappear. To not be behind this pane, to not be in pain, to be unseen, to not be like this.


  Image 3: A children’s hospital. The second one before I’m twelve. I’m listening behind the glass pane of a door while doctors talk to my mother about me. I’ve stood behind so many of these doors, listening. I’m opening the door, my hand twisting out like a snake. I’m sneaking my X-rays out of a manila folder and looking at my curves—the ones that aren’t supposed to be there.


  I know the things they’re planning are going to cause more pain, for my own good. They know it too. They say so to the X-rays. They say so to other adults, on the other side of the glass door. But just look at the curves, here and here. They say. See this?


  The X-rays are an indictment of my spine. Another set, somewhere, calls into question my infant feet. A third set, my jaw. Soon, my knees, too. The black and white images are all separated, disparate. No one’s connected the bones into a pattern that means all of me. Pieces of me are scattered across a swath of east-coast radiology rooms, where pieces of me are treated.


  Image 4: A podium, almost as tall as me, set on a stage, that I can access from a ramp. I’m dressed up, but using my cane, which I still think of as temporary. I’m noticing the dents in it. A former business partner approaches. Gives me a long look that leaves me feeling uncomfortable: Seen, yes, but not in a way that I want to be—and says “You sure clean up nicely.” Later, someone else will say “I bet you think that cane makes you look hot.”


  I want to disappear.


  Sometimes I look in the mirror and see only my eyes. I’m practicing keeping emotions out of them. Keeping pain out of them. I’m practicing smiling. I have to be in public again, and I don’t want the smile to accidentally look scared or hurting or too angry, even though I am all three.


  I don’t see any other part of me—which is better, I think, than seeing disjointed arms and legs, not attached to any recognizable whole.


  Image 5: “What’s happened to you?” someone asks—a different someone each time. They’re all starting to blur together. Each time, the same question. “You don’t look ___.” I use one of the quips I keep ready for when I don’t want to answer, because the explanation is too long and so much not their business. Bear Attack, I say. Bad Parkour Incident.


  “Rude,” they mutter. Or, “Pretty creepy.” As if I should be grateful they asked me for my cane-cred. As if I should be grateful that they saw me enough to ask why I was in their way. And I am, somehow. Just not enough.


  Image 6: Another doctor, more X-rays. “You may have this,” they say. “But in the current political climate, you may not want to have that appear on your record. It’s genetic. You have kids to think of, right?”


  They see it. They see me. But it’s not good to be seen.


  Image 7: My dreams, where I am a child listening to adults tell me things about myself. Their words drift over me like soot. Attention-seeking. Sensitive. Liar. I know are wrong. But as they say them, I see them on me. I become the things they say.


  Image 8: A pile of mail. A denial of coverage: Improvement not seen.


  Image 9: A dark hallway, lined with glass cases. Skeletons, scalpels, “pickled punks,” one sign reads. Me, with my phone in my hand, waiting on another round of test results.


  The phone rings, the glass cases echo the call to the empty room. “Inconclusive,” the results. “You’re fine, a little odd in places, but fine. Come back in a year and we’ll see you again,” the doctor’s voice.


  “This was an odd choice of venues to wait in,” my companion says. I look at the reflected faces in the glass. “I know,” I say. “I just wanted to see.”


  Image 10: My fingers, a keyboard. Writing a different essay, about the reaction to my story, “Clearly Lettered in a Mostly Steady Hand.” About the main character; about anger. About how some felt it was scary, creepy, angry, and that was a good thing.


  About how one reviewer managed to write about the “genuinely creepy” story without ever mentioning the main character—the character who wanted to be seen instead of objectified. About how she absolutely disappeared from their review.


  About how private letters and texts came to me slowly, from some of us who have spent our lives in and out of hospitals searching for answers. About how words formed around me: “You see me. You see it. You see us. I see you too.”


  I was going to hold those words up to you, in this essay. “See them,” I was going to say.


  About the main character fighting to be seen as more than parts, more than something behind glass. With all the agency, good and bad, that entails.


  Instead, I am writing all the scenes around this scene. I’m showing you what I see, all the time, and why this next moment means so much.


  Image 11: Three doctors. An hour of their time. They measure everything. Ask me questions. “We see you,” they say. “We see you. We’re making a plan so that others can see you too.”


  The next morning, I wake up, a river of salt down my cheek. I look in the mirror and the first thing I think is: “I don’t want to be something wrong.” I break all over again. But I can see all my parts now, the joints between things. How each is connected. What holds me together isn’t right. It’s true. Pieces are painful things, separate or as a whole. There’s no cure for that, just workarounds.


  I’ve got a lot of work to do. But someone finally saw me. Someone stepped behind the glass with me. Even if what we see isn’t at all perfect. Even if there’s work to be done.


  Even if it’s only a start, it matters.


  © 2018 by Fran Wilde
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  The Stories Our Games Tell Us: Excellent Narrative Games of 2017


  by John Wiswell


  Videogames don’t need stories. Unlike most art forms, they can give you fun things to do and that’ll be enough. It’s worked from Tetris all the way to modern multiplayer shooters. Yet the vast potential in mixing game mechanics and explicit narrative is what attracts so many of us players.


  Gone Home left us alone in our family house, finding out why our family vanished by going through their notes and what was left in their rooms. Middle-earth: Shadow of Mordor was a louder game, entirely about infiltrating orc camps and slaughtering them, but surviving orcs remembered whatever you did, becoming fearful of fire that had burned them, or cocky at having beaten you. The Mass Effect series has plenty of shooting levels alongside stories where we decide the course of dialogue, who we want to trust and bond with, and if we play it smart, we affect who survives and sees justice.


  These are the kinds of experiences that are distinct to games as an art form. With every year, both what audience agency allows and what kinds of stories we find ourselves in have expanded. And next year, for the first time, the Nebula Awards are introducing a category for Game Writing, recognizing that stirring narrative work is happening in this field just as it is in prose and film.


  The Nebulas couldn’t have chosen a better year. At least seven times since last winter, I’ve hunted people down to yell about a new game’s plot. Games have baffled me with their accomplishments.


  Please, come be baffled with me for a few pages.


  Pyre (Supergiant Games) (Windows, Mac, Linux, PS4)
 Pyre is half Visual Novel, half NBA Jam. Out in the wastelands, you manage a caravan of exiles—harpies, talking dogs, and taciturn ogresses. They seek redemption and re-entry into society, which can only be earned by playing “The Rites.” Half the game is managing your party through dialogue scenes, building understanding between them and helping them grow as people. But your party isn’t beating up monsters for XP. The other half of the game is in The Rites, a sport that resembles basketball if everything was on fire. You’ll need a good team.


  Like Supergiant’s previous games, Bastion and Transistor, Pyre needs to be seen. The character design, visual presentation of both quiet moments and explosive sports, and music are tightly balanced for atmosphere. Everything has personality, and everything is pulled into its core theme: Pyre is a game about the victims of social injustice pitted against each other, and offers enormous compassion. The first time you realize the other side desperately needs a win and consider throwing a match to help them, you know Pyre is something special.


  You pick who plays in each match, and if you win enough, you can pick who goes home, and when. The cast develops in surprising ways based on who stays behind, and who stokes the revolution back home.


  Which exiles you like best, personally and on the playing field, will be distinct to you. Is it the worm paladin who burrows under the field and bursts into hysterics whenever given the opportunity to show valiance? The ancient bog witch who’s forgotten what civilization was like and doesn’t miss it? My personal favorite is not even a player. She lives inside a bauble I found in the desert, and wanted to be left alone.


  Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja Theory) (Windows, PS4)
 Senua is a Norse woman on a journey to Hel itself, plagued both by a real mental illness, and by the spirits that want to stop her. Over the first hour you learn that the awkward bag on her hip holds the head of her beloved. She’s not letting death keep him.


  Conventional storytelling in such games alternates between gameplay and cutscenes—you play a bit, and then the story advances. This decade has seen the boundaries between these parts erode. Here, the voices and traumas are just as likely to follow you into the action, revealing story as you progress. The strongest parts, as when Senua gathers herself from an anxiety attack and pushes on through the darkness, play out under your control. You go through more of her experience as her than a normal game would let you.


  It benefits greatly from the sound design, which brings wind and whispers from all angles, coherent when she is coherent, and disorienting when she is disoriented. There is one instance where Senua heroically fights back against the spirits that would fit any Epic Fantasy Movie, but is for more stirring for letting you live in its center.


  Ninja Theory makes it clear that they researched mental illness and wanted a better representation than all the Evil Crazy Villains out there. Content warnings and contact information for helplines book-end the game. The studio cut its teeth on giant titles like Heavenly Sword and their surreally comic DmC: Devil May Cry reboot. Here the storytelling is more restrained, using what they’ve learned to create Senua with sharp fidelity, never losing track of Senua’s physical and emotional state, even when she stands before the towering nightmare that is Fenrir.


  Night in the Woods (Infinite Fall, Finji) (Windows, iOS, Linux, PS4)
 Would you like an anthropomorphic cat to make you cry? Then I’ve got a game for you.


  Night in the Woods is a game about depression. It’s mechanically simple, following Mae, a cartoon cat-lady who’s dropped out of college and is drowning in the numbness of her own mind. Mae claims to have “just felt like” dropping out, and while we doubt her honesty, it slams into what many of us felt after we left the familiarity of home. We know the familiarity was stifling, even harmful, but it’s what we knew. All of Mae’s friends who stayed in town are moving on with their lives, changing from who she took for granted in her teens, some still planning to get out of the place she dropped everything to return to.


  For players with manual dexterity issues, Night in the Woods is much more accessible. It’s easily played with a few keys on a keyboard, hopping around town and engaging with life there, trying to accomplish something while pushing against what depression allows. Mae is surrounded by reminders of times she embarrassed herself, hurt others, or failed to seize the moment—things she would’ve left behind if she’d stayed at college. When she gets her old band to play one of their songs together, the lyrics are about escaping this town.


  How do you participate in this story? Mundanely. The jam session is a sequence of timed button presses, like a hipster Guitar Hero. Most of your days are spent scrolling left and right, through Mae’s phone, through the town in search of new anecdotes without actually building anything. It’s a sensation too familiar to sufferers of depression, and it’s unsurprising that many members of the development team have experienced it personally. Their game is paced just lightly enough that many sufferers of depression, unable to grab onto a more mechanically complicated game, have been able to dig deep into it and find resonance with their struggle.


  Divinity: Original Sin 2 (Larian Studios) (Windows)
 A game all about fun with Chosen Ones. The gods have died and need to be replaced. All around the world, “Godwoken” have been born—people with the potential to ascend. You play a Godwoken, and assemble a party of other Godwoken who are cooperating for right now, but could easily stab you in the back. There are other Godwoken hunting you, trying to eliminate their competition on their way to divinity. It’s a classic premise that allows for an astounding amount of player choice.


  The whole first act is about escaping the prison that one very powerful Godwoken built. I found at least four ways to escape the island, but could only succeed at two. Your available methods depend on what prisoners you help and befriend, what you discover by sneaking and politicking, and which side-quests you complete. One quest might have you robbing the person who’d otherwise be your best lead to a boat. Every act of the game has crisscrossing quests like this; later on, you can even pick a side in a small war between opportunist factions, or go it entirely alone. And similar to being able to opt into sides of conflicts, it’s also quite possible to talk your way out of fights all the way to the final hours of the story.


  How the world treats you depends on who you decide to play. You can create your own character, or pick from six existing people, who have their own backstories that will come back to haunt them on their journey. Humans are the majority in many environments and are treated with privilege, while elves, dwarves, and half-dragons are not. You can also play as a living skeleton, whose mere presence causes many NPCs to flee or even attack. You can be polite as you want, but people are terrified of the undead.


  Original Sin 2 is a staggering achievement of roleplaying game design, harkening back to classic CRPGs like Baldur’s Gate and Neverwinter Nights. It is all about player choice, letting you walk away from or interrupt conversations, flirt broadly, and solve anything in whatever way you find. There is nothing quite as satisfying as letting your main character listen to a villain’s monologue while you send the rest of your team to surround them with hellfire.


  Hollow Knight (Team Cherry) (Windows)
 One of the first things I did in Hollow Knight was visit an aged bug (although insectoid, he literally had a gray beard). He was sobbing, and surrounded by empty eggs. I thought it was weird. You probably agree.


  An hour later, I came across a tiny grub trapped inside a bottle. When I smashed it, the grub dove into the earth and disappeared. On route to something else, I passed by the aged bug, and found the grub was with him—the grub had gone home to its dad. They cheered and tossed money at me, coins clinking off the floor beside all the other broken eggs, which showed me how many other grubs had been kidnapped and could be found out in the world.


  Many characters won’t talk to you, and almost none recognize who you are. It’s up to you to traverse the ruins of a kingdom of bugs and piece together what went wrong here. There’s so little exposition that you could beat the game without knowing why your character is here, although if you search thoroughly, there are clever answers buried throughout the ruins.


  Hollow Knight grasps that if a game puts compelling activities in front of you, you’ll do them with little context. Fun game design is its own motivation. You get so wrapped up in exploring that you can’t help but figure out why two environments neighbor each other, why the once-great university was locked up, and why the Mantis Tribe attacks anyone (including you) who comes near it. Hollow Knight has a lot to say while never requiring you to listen.


  What Remains of Edith Finch (Giant Sparrow, Annapurna Interactive) (Windows, Mac, Xbox One, PS4)
 Few genres are as controversial as the Walking Simulator. It’s a silly name for a low-impact type of game, one relying on you to explore environments in sequences, overhear conversations, find notes and clues, and gradually immerse yourself in a plot in ways 3D movies want to do and never will. That simple form has made huge impacts in storytelling this decade with the Edgar Allen Poe-like surrealism of Dear Esther and the intimate story of coming out as a lesbian in Gone Home.


  What Remains of Edith Finch pushes that genre until you’re not sure it has boundaries. It puts you in the shoes of the entire Finch family on the days they died. Some of them believed the family was cursed; others thought it was the pathology of the family that drove them to such ends.


  As one of the last members of the family, you come to the family estate where everyone has a room commemorating who they were and what they loved. Each room takes you into a vision of the previous occupant’s life, each in its own theme and genre. An early vision is of a Horror actress who was stalked through a tribute to scary magazines, complete with the actual theme from John Carpenter’s Halloween. Another is the melancholy realism of a family hunting trip. The most infamous is a young man’s exhausting day job cutting the heads off fish, where you mechanically mimic his task, while on the other half of the screen his imagination takes you both on a fantastic RPG-like journey around the world. The array of genres blended into one house is stunning.


  What’s most surprising is the game doesn’t feel as morbid as it could. Several of these are tragic, and one about the loss of an infant is intensely uncomfortable, while others are celebrations of the lives of unique people, or snapshots of how family members can fail to understand each other. It’s a game about living with expectations, of what your family wants and fears for you, and sometimes how we hold ourselves back.


  NieR: Automata (Platinum Games, Square Enix) (Windows, PS4)
 Humans have fled earth, leaving violent machines to take over. From a satellite, androids launch a religious war against the machines, declaring, “For the glory of humanity!” These androids barely ever hear a human voice. The humans are letting their creations do the work. You play a few of these androids, learning about the bizarre evolutionary paths and dead-ends that robot life has taken, while carving out a haven for your creators to return to.


  NieR: Automata wants everything to be diegetic. “Saving” is the process of backing up your consciousness on a server; when you die, your old body stays out there in the world, and your previous “save state” mind gets a new 3D-printed body to resume work. Your health bar and minimap come from plug-in chips, which can be unplugged to make room for attack upgrades or time-slowing powers. On Easy Difficulty, there are even chips to automatically dodge attacks and fight for you. You first play as 2B, a warrior android, and bond with her peer as he teaches you how to fix your internal volume control.


  2B has fascinating character depth, along with a slit up her skirt that turns half her cutscenes into accidental panty shots. She’s struggling with morals programmed into her by absent creators in thigh-high stockings. It harkens to Ghost in the Shell, whose Motoko Kusanagi is one of anime’s deepest protagonists, but who is also shamelessly the franchise’s pin-up mascot. Fans will defend it, saying Automata comments on objectification. The androids are replicating fashions and fetishes of the absent humanity, but it’s touched on infrequently. Most of the time the game is trying to have its cheesecake and eat it, too.


  “Humans were the real monsters all along” is a trope fading in the distance of NieR’s rearview mirror. Ultimately it’s about generations and cultures giving way to inevitable change, and what we can do live meaningful lives in the middle of those times. It’s also about robots reclaiming Disneyland as a pacifist utopia. The strangeness only deepens after you beat the first “story.”


  You’re going to hear that you have to play the game three times to get the real story. People say it because we don’t have the rhetoric yet to express what this game does. There are three “campaigns” or routes through the game, which unlock sequentially, telling different and deeply interconnected stories about how androids live in a world they are programmed to be hostile towards. Across the three routes are twenty-six different endings. Most of them are jokes, like walking out on a pivotal boss fight and letting civilization fall. Other endings are re-contextualize huge swaths of the plot. One turns the final credits scroll into a boss battle, something that is both deeply silly and goes such unexpected places that it has made players cry. Those credits are NieR: Automata in a nutshell.


  2017 isn’t over…!
 No artistic medium this decade has seen the explosion of narrative possibilities like videogames. It’s a form that can be observed and interacted with in so many different ways, allowing boundless remixing. The tools for making them are more accessible than ever, and more thought is being put into what they can do.


  Resultantly, somebody is yelling at their screen because I haven’t talked about the game story they loved the most this year. Please share what’s touched you in the comments here and on Twitter. The field of games is too broad—in a good way.


  As games diversify how and what they do, more people will find themselves in games. Games will cover more mental illnesses, and cover them more intimately and accurately. People will see their disabilities represented as something more than a trope of weakness, and be given more options for how to act in those fictional spaces. If the upcoming Detroit: Become Human’s cyberpunk slavery story is bad, other games will rise up to do racial justice right. We’ll have more gay dating sims, more space flight simulators, and more fantasies about loot filled dungeons. This is overwhelming, and it’s great. The less any one videogame is for everybody, the more the medium of videogames will be for everybody.


  © 2018 by John Wiswell
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  Mobile Matchmaking Hell


  by Iori Kusano


  My cell phone, it turned out, was not compatible with The Future of Dating.


  I can’t blame it for its betrayal. My Nexus 5 had served me well and faithfully for three years now, bouncing from school to school and country to country. The poor thing was tired. But it was also the only weapon I had brought to the Sexy Hunger Games, and Google Mapping my route over to the arena had exhausted it.


  I was supposed to be previewing the dating profiles of the ten men I would meet at this konkatsu (marriage-seeking) party. What I was actually doing was rebooting the IBJ PARTY « PARTY app over and over with increasing alarm. The man on the other side of the table kept glancing at me: had he noticed my distress, or was he comparing me to my profile? Maybe it’d been a mistake to disclose my real occupation; what if he looked me up later?


  Perfectly-groomed girls and less-groomed men filed into the room as I continued to fight with my smartphone. The hostess walked into the party space and clapped her hands for attention. This wasn’t strictly necessary, as every person in the room was absolutely silent, staring at their phones. “I regret to inform you that Bachelor #5 will not be attending today, and we’ll be one man short. I apologize for the inconvenience.”


  The tense silence in the room turned sharp. The girls had seemed nervous before, but now they were glancing at each other with suspicion. No matter what, at least one person here was going home alone now.


  But I had known that before I even sat down—because I’d come to the speed-dating event intending to fail. I wasn’t here to catch a man. I was here to phone it in and then report back to my academic department that sure, I didn’t have a husband, but it wasn’t for lack of trying, so maybe they could lay off and let me do my work, please?


  (“But Iori,” you might say, “why didn’t you just come out to them?” The answer is that I tried. I tried six times to express to them that heterosexuality, as far as I’m concerned, is something like jogging: a fine hobby for other people, but just not my thing. No one listened.)


  “At 11:10, we’ll begin the Talk Time. You will have six minutes to chat with each partner. After six minutes have passed, I’ll call for the men to change tables, moving clockwise. You should all be reviewing profiles now. Please do not screenshot other attendees’ profiles,” the hostess announced.


  My shoulders seized up. Was that an actual thing that people did? Was I going to find my music preferences and self-reported cooking skills mocked on Twitter and ameblo later? Come to think of it, why hadn’t the company just coded the app to block screenshots? The future of dating wasn’t a bright one if my personal information was still this vulnerable. At least they didn’t make you upload a photo; since the dating app was meant to facilitate in-person meetings, it functioned as a cheat sheet rather than indulging in swipes and compatibility algorithms.


  The most pressing question of all, though, was whether I was ever, ever going to be able to get this awful app to load. Finally, I admitted defeat and raised my hand to summon the hostess.


  “I’m sorry, I can’t seem to load the profiles,” I said, showing her the error message on my phone. This was the moment at which my loyal Nexus 5, my constant companion, betrayed me. With 87% battery still remaining, it shut down.


  “A… h,” she said, and handed it back to me.


  “Sorry for the trouble—”


  “Please wait just a moment. I’ll bring you an iPad.” In a moment she handed it over, having courteously preloaded the profiles for me. The app was a minimalist setup in cream and tan, with black text: a menu on the left let me access each profile by number, and below the list were locked options for “Likes” and “Coupling Hopes” that would come into play later. I tried to speed-read the profile of the man already at my table as the hostess clapped her hands again.


  “Talk Time will begin now. You have six minutes.”


  I had only gotten as far as his name and age. I looked up from the iPad with a panicked-rabbit smile. “Hello, I’m Bachelorette #1, Kusano. Nice to meet you.”


  “I’m Bachelor #1. Nice to meet you.” He inclined his head, glasses sliding down his nose. I darted another glance at his profile. He was fifty-three years old. Briefly I considered that if there was an age limit for female attendees (“29 or younger”), there ought to be one for men as well.


  “So it says here you’re in IT,” I said. “That sounds interesting!”


  “It’s really not,” he replied politely. But this, at least, was a detail I could work with; since Mr. #1 had not bothered to fill out the “interests” section of his profile, I took this to mean that he didn’t have any. I thought longingly of the flask in my purse. We spent the rest of our six minutes talking about two-factor authentication before the hostess scooted him onward to the next table and served me the next contestant.


  I loaded Bachelor #9’s profile and realized that I’d ignored an entire section of the page in my rush to check the information. I could assign each man between one and five stars in categories such as Smile, Ease of Conversation, Fashion, Good Listener, Handsome, and Kind. I could also opt to preemptively send them my contact information without waiting to hear if they were interested in me. The app’s instructions did not tell me whether these ratings would be shown to the guy in question—or whether I’d get to see how I ranked. I felt compelled to hand out pity stars just in case; none of the signup materials had mentioned that we’d have to rate and review each other like restaurants. What if the Sexy Hunger Games published the leaderboard? Come to think of it, the hostess hadn’t discussed their data retention policy.


  I was beginning to have some very serious regrets about opening myself up to this exciting new experience.


  Bachelor #9, sporting bright white Air Jordans and a black leather bomber jacket, was a venture capitalist. In an effort to be friendly and welcoming to me, he insisted on speaking English despite my protestations that I could understand Japanese just fine. He’d recently returned from San Francisco, and our six minutes were mainly focused on his opinions about California traffic. I gave him four stars in Fashion; the jacket deserved it.


  The hostess initiated another round of musical chairs and I was presented with Bachelor #8, the first of several realtors. I rated him as “Easy to Talk to” because he did all of the talking—which was great, as it gave me a chance to prep for the next guy in line: #7, the restaurant supply entrepreneur with whom my only common interest, according to our profiles, was food.


  I had expected to be annoyed by our reliance on the PARTY«PARTY  app. Instead, it was a lifesaver. Bachelor #6, a doctor, made eye contact so aggressively that I kept checking his profile details just as an excuse to look away from him. (He invited me to go for a drive sometime, which I interpreted as “murder you and dump your body where they won’t find it for years.” Pro tip, gentlemen: don’t invite a woman to a secluded location three minutes after you introduce yourself.) If I’d met him in a less regulated social setting, I’d have had to manufacture an excuse to escape. Instead, I had a whole list of his hobbies that I could interrogate him about, keeping one eye on the tablet’s clock. Two more minutes. I can stand this for two more minutes.


  The missing Bachelor #5 was a welcome respite. Six minutes in which I didn’t have to repeat the same bullshit about where I’d been born and what race my parents were! Somehow, when I’d had this brilliant idea, I’d managed to overlook the fact that I’m far, far too introverted to speed-date. I took this opportunity to hand out stars to the last few contestants, and pre-read the remaining profiles. Now that I’d studied up, I thought my last few interviews might go more smoothly.


  I was wrong. We had written our profiles according to a template, and without pictures attached, I began mixing them up. Here, then, was the most glaring flaw of technology-assisted speed dating: everyone looks the same in plain text.


  Ordinarily I would think that I owe Bachelor #4 (a realtor who played golf) an apology for mixing him up with the next bachelor in line (a realtor who played tennis). However, he speculated about what my children might look like, so I decided we could call it even. By this point I was deeply grateful for the iPad, because I was brandishing it shield-like in front of my body.


  Ah, Bachelor #3, Realtor #3. Thank you for confining your comments on my racial background to only the first minute of the conversation, and discussing manga for the rest of it. I only regret that I didn’t know enough about Full Metal Alchemist to respond to your undoubtedly insightful analysis.


  Bachelor #2, the final contestant of the day and the fourth realtor, was in his late fifties and turned up in what I hope wasn’t his Sunday best: acid-washed jeans and a red plaid shirt under a pin-striped blazer. We introduced ourselves and after his initial questions about my parents he stared at me, silent.


  “So it says here you like going to movies,” I said.


  “I don’t.”


  I shot a panicked look at my iPad. Damn it, I’d mixed him up with #3.


  One of my friends says, during particularly uncomfortable lulls in conversation, un ange passe. The angel did not merely pass. The angel took one look at what was going on here and they noped away from it as quickly as they could.


  After Talk Time, we were given about ten minutes to review profiles for a second time, update scores in case subsequent meetings had caused us to reevaluate earlier ratings, and express interest in potential partners. Given that I had no real horse in this race, I felt that I could be generous with my stars. I was not actually going to press the “Like” button on any of these men, but I wanted them to know it wasn’t personal.


  Once the reviews were filed, I discovered to my vast relief that individual score breakdowns were not visible. We would neither see nor reply to comments. I would go the rest of my life never knowing who might have found my smile charming. This was the best news I’d heard all day; I could easily picture myself starting a flame war with whatever man might have the gall to criticize my sartorial choices.


  The hostess then stood up to explain the rules for “Coupling Hopes Time.” Here we were allowed to file up to three requests to hook up with the men we’d met. (Thankfully, “none of the above” was also an option.) After several minutes had passed, the results were pushed to our devices, and the hostess explained the exit rules.


  “Men will leave first. If you’ve succeeded at coupling up, please wait on the first floor for your partner to join you; otherwise, please leave the building. We’ll give you some time to clear out before we send the ladies down.”


  Whenever attendees expressed mutual interest in each other via the PARTY«PARTY  app, their contact info was automatically exchanged via email. In other words, there was no reason to meet up directly outside the door except to make sure that other people saw it. Any girl who had not been selected would have to stroll past those who had successfully paired off, while the unchosen men had been allowed to escape quietly. Anger flared in my gut. We clearly had the technology to handle this subtly and gracefully—why wasn’t it being used?


  There’s a lot of social anxiety in Japan about declining marriage and birth rates, and women suffer a disproportionate amount of scolding about it. My frustration with that scolding was what had driven me to make this bad-faith show of trying and failing to land a husband. And while I didn’t mind being conspicuously alone, it didn’t seem fair that the girls who hadn’t clicked with any of the options on offer had to make the walk of shame.


  As the hostess herded us into the lobby to wait for the elevator, I pulled out my purse flask, my restraint exhausted. I unscrewed the cap and noticed the girl from table 2 staring at me.


  “Whiskey, miss?” I asked, and tilted the flask her way. She shook her head, eyes wide. I shrugged and knocked back two shots’ worth. We crowded into the elevator and exited into three waiting men. Their chosen partners fell back to speak to them.


  I swung open the building’s main entrance and nearly knocked over the venture capitalist, who had clearly made some bad choices about where it was safe to stand. I winked, threw back the rest of my whiskey, and strolled away.


  On my way home I stopped at the Bic Camera in Shinjuku and bought a new cell phone. I did not bother to install the PARTY«PARTY  app on it.


  © 2018 by Iori Kusano
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  Postcards from the Apocalypse


  by Rebecca Roanhorse


  The first time I met my birth mother, a woman whose family comes from the Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo of Northern New Mexico, she gave me two things: a VHS tape of Surviving Columbus: The Story of the Pueblo People and a CD of the Cree singer-songwriter Buffy Sainte-Marie. The first chronicles our people’s survival of a brutal genocide that began with our first encounter with the Spanish in the early 1500s and continues to this day. Surviving Columbus is a primer in the mechanics of apocalypse, documenting the truth of what it means to face the end of the world and survive. And then to keep surviving, even thriving, when the world keeps trying to kill you. It is, in a sense, the stuff of speculative fiction. But it is also very much reality.


  The latter gift was a collection of songs: anthems, love ballads, and truth-tellings. There were songs about war, songs about displacement, but also songs about love and travel and Indian cowboys. That last song on the album, “Starwalker,” was a song about the power and resilience of Native people. And for Pueblos, a people descended from the master astronomers called the Anasazi/Ancestral Puebloans, a people who once dominated the Southwest United States, it was a particularly poignant title. All in all, Buffy Sainte-Marie’s work was what we would call good medicine—a soundtrack of healing and hope.


  In a way, my birth mother’s gifts were symbolic of Indigenous existence. To be a Native of North America is to exist in a space where the past and the future mix in a delicate swirl of the here-and-now. We stand with one foot always in the darkness that ended our world, and the other in a hope for our future as Indigenous people. It is from this apocalyptic in-between that the Indigenous voices in speculative fiction speak.


  We have been, we are, and we always will be.


  Dr. Grace Dillon (Anishinaabe), inspired by Afro-futurists, coined the term Indigenous Futurisms. Indigenous Futurisms is a term meant to encourage Native, First Nations, and other Indigenous authors and creators to speak back to the colonial tropes of science fiction—those that celebrate the rugged individual, the conquest of foreign worlds, the taming of the final frontier. Indigenous Futurism asks us to reject these colonial ideas and instead re-imagine space, both outer and inner, from another perspective. One that makes room for stories that celebrate relationship and connection to community, coexistence, and sharing of land and technology, the honoring of caretakers and protectors.


  Indigenous Futurism also advocates for the sovereign. It dares to let Indigenous creators define themselves and their world not just as speaking back to colonialism, but as existing in their own right. That is not to say that the past is ignored, but rather that it is folded into the present, which is folded into the future—a philosophical wormhole that renders the very definitions of time and space fluid in the imagination.


  What if I told you that there had been a zombie apocalypse? What if I told you that you were the zombies?


  Indigenous Futurism rewrites the past to reimagine the present. It challenges the dominant narrative, so, for example, the landing of Columbus is no longer the discovery of the New World celebrated in children’s songs and on national holidays, but the start of an earth-shattering zombie apocalypse. Native scholar Dr. Cutcha Risling Baldy (Hupa, Yurok and Karuk) talks about the elements of the invasion and settlement of California in terms she likens to the AMC TV series The Walking Dead, arguing that the Mission System and the California Gold Rush were nothing short of “zombies running around trying to kill Indians.” It’s a compelling argument when you realize that the miners of the Gold Rush would organize militias and stage “Indian hunting days.” The militias were paid 25 cents a scalp and $5 a head, and in 1851 and 1852 alone, the state of California paid out close to one million dollars for the killing of Indians:


  “In effect, for a long time in California, if you were an Indian person walking around, something or someone might just try to kill you. They were hungry for your scalp and your head. They had no remorse. There was no reasoning with them. And there were more of them then there was of you. Zombies.” 


  But, of course, the miners and priests and other California invaders weren’t zombies. They were humans, which makes the atrocities they committed that much worse.


  I can’t believe you’re alive! I saw you die. I mourned you. I cried for you.


  Thor: Ragnorak, the most recent offering of the Marvel franchise, is directed by Māori director Taika Waititi. It is full of moments of decidedly Indigenous humor. Dan Taipua wrote an article for The Spinoff arguing that the humor in the movie often functioned as a decolonial tool. He calls it “the comedy of deflation,” and anyone who has spent any time on the reservation will recognize it immediately. Natives are notorious teasers, nickname-givers, and peg-taker-downers. If you don’t have a thick skin, best not to visit. Some critics have complained about the humor in Thor. That it went too far, that it was heavy-handed. But, perhaps, it was just Indigenous.


  One of my favorite scenes from the movie is a small thing; Thor confronts his brother Loki, whom he has thought long dead. Thor is outraged that his brother is in fact not dead when he should have been. He complains that he saw him die, he mourned for him, cried for him even. Loki, somewhat taken aback that his brother appears to prefer him dead, deadpans, “I’m honored?”


  This is a joke that every Native who has had to endure sports mascots, headdresses at music festivals and fashion shows, and the (fake Indian) actor crying a single tear over the environment inherently understands. And when we protest, calling out the dehumanizing mascots or the appropriation and misuse of our culture, inevitably we are met with, “But I’m honoring you.” Which we understand to mean, “Shut up and stay dead; we liked you better that way.” So perhaps it is not out of the realm of possibility to think of Thor: Ragnorak as a delightful example of Indigenous Futurism, a way in science fiction and fantasy to speak back to colonialism, while making you laugh at the same time.


  Kill the Indian, save the dreamcatcher. Hang it from your spaceship’s rearview window.


  This erasure of actual Native people (while taking openly from our cultures) happens frequently in science fiction and fantasy. Right now, I’m thinking of Star Wars. The Native influence in Star Wars is arguably vast, but I’ll only mention a few of the obvious ones. Princess Leia’s infamous side-buns are a popular traditional Hopi hairstyle, the Ewoks were named after the Miwok people of Northern California (where the Endor scenes were filmed) and, my personal favorite, when Princess Leia enters Jabba the Hut’s lair disguised as a bounty hunter, she greets him in Navajo: yáʼátʼééh, yáʼátʼééh. And while all these references to Native culture are fun to see on the screen, Star Wars lacks Native actors. Again, the culture without the people. Problematic because it reinforces the narrative that we are all dead.


  A handful of visual artists have spoken back to this erasure, some with humor and perhaps a longing born in childhood to be part of the Star Wars universe. Artists like Ryan Singer (Navajo) has a series of paintings that set the instantly recognizable characters on the Navajo Nation. Here, R2-D2 and C3PO gaze towards the iconic Window Rock, there Storm Troopers stand under a reservation blue sky. Comic book artist Jeffrey Veregge (Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe) has also reinterpreted Star Wars iconography in his unique style that is influenced by Salish form-line design. He renders the Millennium Falcon, Darth Vader, and even the original Star Wars movie poster into something totally fresh and new.


  We are going to save you.


  In his novel Robopocalypse, Daniel Wilson (Cherokee) imagines a world where robots take over the world. Not an original premise on its own, but Wilson dares to posit Native Americans as the focus of the rebellion that will save humankind. Wilson takes what others might perceive of as a weakness—the isolation of the reservation, limited access to technology, traditional ways of thinking—and turns them into strengths. The future of humanity is centered on the Osage Nation, danced to life on ancestral grounds, and realized in the guidance found in ancient systems of knowing. It dares to imagine that Indigenous knowledge offers the larger world something that might just save it.


  It’s been 191,626 days, but who’s counting.


  There is a tendency to talk about the Indigenous inhabitants of North America in the past tense. While it is true far fewer of us made it out of the 19th century alive, it is not the truth that we are all dead. But it is no accident that you might think so. The entire framework of America is set up to support the idea that this is “a nation of immigrants,” an oft-quoted rallying cry that erases those whose ancestors came unwillingly in chains, and those who have been here for millennia before there even was a country called “America.”


  It is all a lie.


  Miss you. Wish you were here.


  I had been searching for my mother for a while when the private investigator called with the news that she had been found. When she asked what made me start my search (a professional curiosity, you see) I told her some made-up story, the details I can’t even remember now. But the truth was, it was because I had started dreaming. It sounds like a terrible stereotype when you’re Native to blame anything on your dreams, but it’s the truth.


  Here’s another truth. I’m still dreaming. And I’m not alone. Writers and scholars and creators like the ones I mentioned earlier are dreaming, too. And every good Native knows that your dreams are trying to tell you something. Maybe that something is that our time has come. We are rising from the apocalypse, folding the past into our present and writing a future that is decidedly Indigenous.
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  How to Make a Witch-Hunt: Salem 1692


  by Sarah Monette


  People are throwing the word “witch-hunt” around a lot this year. They mean it in its metaphorical sense: “the widespread persecution of innocent people based on manufactured and untrue accusations.” The most famous American witch-hunt, in this sense, is of course that spearheaded by Senator Joseph McCarthy, who used to be Wisconsin’s most shameful contribution to American politics. I don’t know, but I think Paul Ryan has him beat.


  McCarthy’s witch-hunt was one of the inspirations for Arthur Miller’s play, The Crucible, which is about America’s most famous literal witch-hunt, the one that started in Salem Village in 1692. 2017 is the 325th anniversary of the Salem witch-hunt, an episode also called the Salem witchcraft hysteria, the Salem witch trials, the Salem witchcraft crisis. As these different labels suggest, we still aren’t entirely sure what happened to Salem and Andover and the other villages affected by the plague of witchcraft accusations. There are a thousand theories about what caused the crisis, from tensions between the agricultural interests of Salem Village and the mercantile interests of Salem Town, to the stress of years of guerilla warfare with the Wabanaki Indians (who were also believed to do the Devil’s work), and just as many theories about what was actually going on—ergot poisoning, persecution of people practicing what we would now call witchcraft (more on that in a moment), outright fraud on the part of a gang of bored teenage girls—and yet none of them really seems to answer the question: what happened?


  Short version: In Salem in 1692 and in the surrounding villages, over a hundred people were accused of witchcraft based on the testimony of several persons who claimed to see the apparitions of the witches who tortured them. Even by the standards of the day, this wasn’t sufficient evidence to bring a suspected witch to trial, much less to convict. And yet by September of that year, nineteen people had been hanged (no one convicted of witchcraft was ever burned in New England), one pressed to death for refusing to plead, and five had died in prison (two of them infants). Those who survived were those who confessed to being witches. Announce yourself to be a witch and you wouldn’t be brought to trial. Maintain your innocence, and you would be tried, convicted, and hanged. This is exactly and 100% the opposite of every other witch trial I know of, where those who confessed were—logically, if not necessarily justly—executed.


  Not in Salem.


  The first question we need to clear up is that troublesome word, “witchcraft,” and what the people of New England meant by it in 1692. First of all, and I really cannot stress this enough, it is not Wicca or any other strain of modern witchcraft. No one in Salem was practicing witchcraft as we now use the word, and if they were, they weren’t being persecuted for it. “Witchcraft,” when the word was used in Salem, was made up of two elements. One, which is closer to what we think of when we think of wicked fairytale witches, is maleficium, ill-wishing, the kind of thing that made a witch’s enemy’s crops fail, children sicken, or cows die. The evil eye was also strongly attested; the afflicted persons (they are generally referred to as “girls,” but not all of them were—several of them were adult women, one or two were men) reacted strongly when a witch looked at them (and sometimes did so when they themselves were blindfolded). This was the traditional—you can call it “folk” or “popular” if you don’t get carried away—meaning of witchcraft.


  “Cunning folk,” who might, if you stretch the point far enough, be considered as forerunners of today’s witches, were in fact vulnerable to accusations of witchcraft, since their claims to be able to heal or to break curses was just the bad witch’s power in reverse, and in Boston a few years earlier a woman with a reputation for “cunning”—including cursing people herself—had been convicted and hanged for bewitching the Goodwin children. But it is very important to note that the people accused of witchcraft in Salem weren’t cunning folk. Some had reputations for maleficium; most had reputations simply for quarrelsomeness. A few, like the venerable Rebecca Nurse, were staunch members of their church and had no reputation for wrong-doing of any kind.


  The second meaning of “witchcraft” was theological and/or legal, those two terms being very closely allied in Puritan New England, and by this meaning, what the people of Salem Village were terrified of weren’t witches, by our understanding. They were terrified of Satanists—although, even then, there’s a lot of slippage between what we mean by the term and what the magistrates in Salem were hunting for. Witches (or warlocks) were people who had signed the Devil’s book: had entered into a contract or covenant with him and therefore did his bidding in exchange for… well, whatever the witch’s heart desired, although judging by some of the confessions extracted, witches had very limited imaginations and could be bought for pathetically little. Abigail Hobbs sold her soul for pretty clothes.


  The afflicted persons claimed that the tortures visited on them by the witches were in order to force them to sign the Devil’s book and become witches themselves. It is this Satanic covenant that was specifically illegal, and there’s a certain amount of cross-purposes in the surviving testimony, with (male) villagers attesting why they are certain the (female) accused is a witch, while what the magistrates want is proof she signed a contract with the Devil. Maleficium was not supposed to be taken as proof of Satanic dealings (just as any act of witchcraft was supposed to have two credible witnesses to swear to it under oath), but witchcraft beliefs aren’t anything as tidy as a binary or even a spectrum. They’re a giant muddle, with only a few fixed points around the edges, and the proceedings of justice in Massachusetts were similarly crude, failing in aspects that we consider a matter of course, like preventing contamination of witnesses or providing lawyers for the accused or even simply maintaining order in the courtroom.


  But what everyone agreed on was that witches got their power—to turn themselves into animals, to curse their neighbors, to spectrally torment teenage girls—from the Devil. But since there were never reliable witnesses to a witch signing the Devil’s book (the only possible witnesses being, hello, other witches), evidence of witchcraft relied on accusations, and in Salem the most powerful of those accusations were what was called “spectral evidence,” a term which itself needs some unpacking.


  A specter is not necessarily, in seventeenth-century New England, a ghost. In witchcraft cases, it is what we might call an astral projection (or a hallucination): the form of a witch, visible only to her victim, who does things to cause her victim agony (or—more and more frequently as the trials progressed—things like suckling a familiar that prove her to be a witch in a neatly circular argument). There was intense uncertainty and a great deal of debate about whether Satan could take the form of an innocent person in order to torment his chosen victim. Some authorities (on both the legal and ecumenical sides of the fence) said yes, some said maybe. It is significant that none of these authorities had come forward with a flat: no, the Devil cannot take the form of an innocent person, and it is significant because in the Salem trials, this unmade statement was treated as the truth. The magistrates and juries proceeded as if spectral evidence was damning evidence, as if what the afflicted girls said they saw was always true.


  You can probably see at least five problems with that before you even get your mouth open to object. So can I. So can all modern commentators on the trials. And that leads us back again to the question: what happened?


  What are we to make of affliction? What are we to make of the stark irrationality of the trial proceedings?


  In February of 1692 (which was sometimes still reckoned as 1691, by the old system under which the New Year was the 25th of March), the village minister’s daughter and niece, Elizabeth Parris and Abigail Williams, started having a series of fits, in which they convulsed and shrieked, sometimes barked like dogs, sometimes ran wildly around the room. All of this was shocking from Puritan girls who were supposed to be decorous mini-adults, but there were explanations that could account for it. One, of course, was organic illness, but the village doctor insisted that there was no natural cause for the girls’ symptoms. The second was that it was the work of the Devil.


  Puritanism was a millenarian sect; they believed the end of the world was barreling down on them. (Cotton Mather predicted it several times, each time undeterred by the previous failure.) Puritans in fact considered the end of the world a consummation devoutly to be wished, since they believed themselves to be the Chosen People of God, who would go to sit at His right hand. They saw the world as the cosmological battleground between Go(o)d and (D)evil (sorry, can’t resist the word play), and the Puritan people themselves as the beleaguered but righteous protagonists. (“Solipsistic” is one word for this world-view.) To them, it made perfect sense that the Devil would be persecuting them by tormenting them and their children. They knew the Devil hated them because they were the Elect.


  The Puritans believed in the Devil in a visceral, deeply grounded way that few modern readers can get their heads around (and I include myself in that failure). Some scholars talk about “credulity” or “superstition,” but it’s important to keep it firmly in mind that those are profoundly misleading terms, based as they are on a judgment system of empiricism and scientific method, and a separation of “objective” reality from “subjective” reality, that was still waiting for the paradigm shift of the Enlightenment in order to exist. (Depending on how you reckon it, the Enlightenment was already underway, but even so, it had only made the most tentative of inroads into New England. Puritan culture was most decidedly and passionately pre-Enlightenment.) The Puritans would be baffled by the idea that you couldn’t believe in things you couldn’t see. Wonders of the Invisible World, Cotton Mather’s book about Salem and witchcraft, is a pointer in its title alone. Mather was one of the smartest and best educated men of his day (though never quite as smart as he thought he was); to him and to his culture the invisible world was absolutely as real as the visible.


  (No, Puritans weren’t a monolithic culture, no matter how hard they tried to be, but their shared cosmology was one of the things that made them a culture, a weird hybrid half-secular half-theocratic society of brave, fanatical, spectacularly intolerant people.)


  It’s easy, four hundred years later, to say the people of Salem can’t really have believed in this witchcraft nonsense, it’s easy to ascribe deliberate agency to the men who put such leading questions to the teenage girls, and tease out their motives of greed and wounded pride and psychological imbalance, just as it’s easy to say that the teenage girls who sent twenty people to their deaths were more or less insane as a result of the hard, repressed, and oppressive lives they led. But we don’t believe in witches the way the Puritans did.


  So, okay. The Devil is real, and he can really inflict torments on the godly to make them turn away from their faith. That still leaves us with a perilous question: were Abigail and Betty (and then Mercy and Mary and Ann) afflicted or possessed?


  The two states looked exactly identical, but there was a yawning chasm between them. An afflicted person was a martyr, one who suffered the torments of the Devil because she refused to sign his book; a possessed person was one who suffered the torments of the Devil because she had signed his book and then had displeased him, generally by trying to recant. Same convulsions and screaming and what we, in our theocracy of psychiatry, might call mania, but one is a figure of innocence and the other a figure of depravity, and it was up to the person herself to choose which she was, to confess that she was the Devil’s creature or to pronounce herself a martyr by making an accusation.


  (You would think this choice would be obvious, but the desperate women accused in 1692 weren’t the first in New England history to confess to witchcraft.)


  So when authority figures asked an afflicted woman who had bewitched her, it was a question she had to answer carefully. Many women aimed too high and were slapped down for it, moved from afflicted to possessed by failing to create a narrative that suited the needs of the men in power. Many ministers simply disbelieved them on the very reasonable principle that even if an afflicted woman said truthfully whose spectral shape she saw, there was no guarantee that person was actually the witch. But in Salem something different happened. In Salem, when Betty and Abigail were asked who bewitched them, they named three women: Sarah Good, Sarah Osborn, and Tituba, the Reverend Parris’ slave whom he had brought with him from Barbados. And when they named Good, Osborn, and Tituba, Samuel Parris accepted their answers as unassailable truth, as he would continue to accept the testimony of afflicted persons throughout the witchcraft crisis. When jailing the three “witches” didn’t stop the afflictions, Parris asked again. And believed again, a grim cycle that repeated itself for months before finally burning out.


  Every scholar who writes about Salem seems to have a theory about a One True Cause. Paul Boyer and Stephen Nissenbaum say it’s all socioeconomic resentments. Elaine Breslaw argues that it all hinges on Tituba’s confession. Mary Beth Norton treats the witchcraft accusations as transparent vehicles for anxieties about the Wabanakis. Others make arguments about ergot poisoning, or the psychodrama of Puritans’ deeply restricted lives, or the brazen fraud of the afflicted girls. I agree most closely with Samuel Parris’ biographer, Larry Gragg, who says that the true cause of the witchcraft crisis was Parris’ choice to believe the afflicted girls against members of his church, against legal and theological precedent, against the most rudimentary tenets of common sense. Parris chose to believe the girls, and he made that choice over and over again. And other men followed him.


  We’ll never know exactly what was going on with Betty and Abigail, Ann and Mary and Mercy, but for me, that’s not the mystery, whether it was conscious fraud or what, when faced with startlingly similar symptoms, the nineteenth century neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot diagnosed as l’hystérie: hysteria. The mystery is why all of these non-hysterical, non-bewitched men took the girls’ accusations and ran with them. The girls accused, sure, but the men listened.


  What makes a witch-hunt, whether literal or metaphorical, isn’t the accusations. It’s the choice of the people in power to allow/promote/participate in persecution. Samuel Parris and the magistrates made Salem’s witchcraft accusations into a witch-hunt. Witchcraft accusations weren’t all that uncommon in Puritan New England; witch-hunts were vanishingly rare. In modern times, it’s the same thing. It’s Senator McCarthy who made the Communist witch-hunt, because he had the power to organize the widespread persecution. The people yelling “witch-hunt!” the loudest in 2017, interestingly enough, are the people in power. This suggests to me that, whatever may be going on and whatever may be the truth behind it… it’s not a witch-hunt.
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  The Early Ones


  by Sofia Samatar & Del Samatar
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  Like all monsters, we don’t belong, but our problem is time and not space. We got here too early. We have always had this sense of wrongful, unseemly arrival. We arrived before community, before there was language to describe us, before the “Other” box on the census, before the war.


  We are the hiss in the woodshed, the curious stench. But to see us run on the great plain at dawn is to see the landscape returned to itself, beyond plastic and smog, returned to its archaic splendor, the panoply of acacia shadows, the thousand and one varieties of blue. We run. Sometimes we are fleeing and sometimes dancing. Once my brother was shot in the leg. We spent the night shivering in the branches of a tree. The next day, I remember, there was a festival in the town, everyone hanging their family names like lighted wreaths.


  My brother leaned on me heavily, limping down the empty street. Sweet desolation of the hour when the lights come on. We peered into all the houses where, deep in the wintry windows, our reflections glimmered, crowned with electric candles.
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  The Knight of the Beak


  by Sofia Samatar & Del Samatar
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  The knight rides errant, the beautiful knight in the shadow of his hair. He is young, his body skimmed milk poured into armor. He will find the Grail. The forest opens about him, rustle rustle, bristling like a topiary maze.


  Pure in heart. We would like to become the Knight of the Grail, to speak the timeless language graven on his shield. A cross, a lion. Eagle wings. The show Knight Rider, it turns out, is only about a car—a talking car, but still, how disappointing! We watch the show anyway, clamping our teeth on the last of the word knight. We’re wrapped in quilts. A camel bell hangs on the wall. We inhabit a speaking world until we go to school, where they ask “Are you black or white?” and we realize that our shields are blank.


  The knight falls in love with a fairy queen. He sleeps for a hundred years.


  When he wakes up, look! He has become his feathered self.


  The forest rings with his brassy cries. And the fairy queen mounts her horse and rides off, tugged by strings we maneuver with Popsicle sticks.
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  The Cat’s Daughters


  by Nitoo Das


  Prologue


  We grew inside
 our mother. She whispered
 to us, “You are mine, mine.”
 Not knowing better, we agreed.
 Beside her skin’s luminous husk,
 we were foam-feelings,
 limbs creased like clouds,
 permeable blobs. We stayed on hold
 slowly expanding, surging
 slippery like similes.


  (i)


  We imagined
 our mother’s unhurried beauty:
 dark and large with a brooding
 discretion, bristly from a distance.
 While we floated and sighed, she offered us
 a lullaby: Oh, I wanted
 fish. And that woman took all the flesh
 and gave me bones until I grew thin and shrill.


  (ii)


  We imagined
 our mother’s round-eyed anger:
 hissing with a hankering for fish.
 Shush, my sister. Don’t disturb her now.
 we told each other.
 She purred: Oh, how I hated that woman.
 Until one day I could take it no longer
 and said:
 Whatever’s in my belly
 will be yours and what’s in yours,
 will be mine.
 I wanted her fish-fed fullness,
 but I received you, my daughters.


  (iii)


  We imagined
 our mother’s curse-laden yowl
 as we flowed and glowed inside our cradle.
 Her maw was an open grin, tail
 upraised, ears spitting noise, hunched
 twice over. She was love and fear all at once.
 Her many children became two. We two.
 We woke up to multiple nipples. We were
 human
 unlike our mother.


  Epilogue


  We imagine
 our mother aging. We worry about her. She tells us:
 If the basil dies and the milk curdles, come
 save me. And so,
 the basil dies and the milk curdles
 and we go off on our travels. No,
 we marry neither the merchant
 nor the river prince. We birth
 neither pestles
 nor pumpkins. We want to find
 our mother, see her silver eyes, touch
 her old fur,
 kiss her fish-mouth again.


  (Editors’ Note: “The Cat’s Daughters” is read by Erika Ensign on the Uncanny Magazine Podcast Episode 20A.)
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  Shadow-Song


  by Sonya Taaffe


  Brecht, singing in the dark times

  while our greater Mahagonny floods and burns,

  you made Blitzstein a better muse

  than me, tired

  of invisible walls and strings pulled in plain sight

  and expecting no mounted messengers,

  even ironic ones.

  Let me talk to Hauptmann

  who knew the differences

  between owning a play and robbing one,

  between the meaning and the moral.

  A poet forgets, from his eyrie of clippings and sketches,

  that a girl who lives with a typewriter

  sees him on the side.

  Bess, translating America

  back into itself through the shadows of new Germany,

  you wrote a Hollywood finish for a government of gangsters,

  an earthquake for an audience

  alienated long before the beggars took the stage.

  If happyendlich is never ever after,

  let there be ballads to sing on the road to Berlin.
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  1532


  by Ana Hurtado


  it starts with their garden: it’s a square where sunflowers and cilantro dominate most of the landscape, but the yellow isn’t our yellow and the smell of herbs isn’t the scent of ceviche; red roses and white lilies border balconies, bees busy with mechanical wings; they sit on petals, florae skin that doesn’t bend with weight; red ceramic tiles pattern the house, it’s like the inlays from Earth, the ones carved by indigenous people during colonial times, now sliced and glued together by machines; the windows’ arc the golden ratio, the glass from meteoroids that circle the house and sometimes crash into the adobe foundations, who collected hay, cow dung, and dirt? who mixed it together with their fingertips? white walls that reflect the nearing sun; a brown woman with long black hair that reaches her calves, she sweeps away the bits of stars that fall on the house, the house that isn’t hers; she tries to collect the sunflowers seeds by scratching her nails on the soil, but the soil isn’t soil; the ground isn’t ground; the house floats on an angle, it circles a galaxy; ghosts inhabit rooms, they do not clean after themselves, beings leave beds unmade, bedpans full, footprints on the walls; the woman cleans as she soars the atmosphere; the bleach dyes her skin; the owners of the house are there, they’ve never left, neither has she; because the brown woman’s blood is within those four walls, within the square, the false garden; her chronicle has bent timelines permanently; the Spanish colonial architecture is present in the universe, as it travels unstopped by physics but pushed by time; who will she pass on her labor to, she wonders, who will inherit her debt when the universe is done with her. 


  (Editors’ Note: “1532” is read by Stephanie Malia Morris on the Uncanny Magazine Podcast Episode 20B.)
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  Interview: S.B. Divya


  by Caroline M. Yoachim


  S.B. Divya holds degrees in Computational Neuroscience and Signal Processing, and worked for twenty years as an electrical engineer. Divya uses her academic and engineering background to create vivid, well-imagined futures, including the high-tech world of her Nebula-finalist novella, Runtime. “Contingency Plans for the Apocalypse” is her first appearance in Uncanny, and she has once again created a dark and compelling science fictional world.


  Uncanny Magazine: Integrating technology with human biology is a recurrent theme in your work. Many science fiction futures erase disability, so it is refreshing to see worlds that instead incorporate assistive technology. In “Contingency Plans for the Apocalypse,” the protagonist wears a prosthesis. Your novella, Runtime, features a variety of body enhance-ments. How does your academic and engineering background inform the medical technology you include in your stories, and what directions do you think medical devices will go as we move into the future?


  S.B. Divya: Back in college, I was lucky to work with several professors in a relatively new, interdisciplinary department at Caltech called Computation and Neural Studies. One area of research took computer chips and wireless communications and applied them to motor control. I was fascinated by it then, and I love seeing it in use today to treat paraplegics and quadriplegics. We’ve also seen that a segment of society (today) will gladly embrace putting electronics under their skin for sheer novelty and utility. I used that concept in Runtime, and I believe we’re on the cusp of seeing this technology gain widespread usage.


  I’ve also had many fun discussions about the fuzzy line of cybernetics. We could say that people today are already cyborgs. We have pacemakers, titanium bone replacements, drug pumps inside our bodies. Even the numerous medications we ingest are the products of biochemical engineering. Outside our bodies, medical devices are no longer limited to the large machines of the hospital. Your smartphone, smartwatch, or Fitbit can act as diagnostic device. Biomedical engineers are working to miniaturize further, to where you can swallow a pill containing micromachines for diagnostic and/or treatment purposes. I’m excited to see where this goes in the next decade or two.


  Uncanny Magazine: You write vivid and well-paced action sequences—e.g., the attack that sets this story in motion and the subsequent escape sequence. What makes for an engaging action sequence, and what tips do you have for people trying to write them?


  S.B. Divya: Firstly, thank you! Secondly, I approach action sequences from my own experiences with adventure sports. A decade ago, I wrote a LiveJournal post about one of my favorite mountain bike rides (Bearclaw Poppy in St. George, Utah) in which I tried to set the rhythm of my prose to mimic the physical action of the ride. It was very choppy and immediate and relied on specific action verbs (turn, dip, climb, bump, pedal!). I got feedback that it was really fun to read so I use a similar style in my fiction.


  If you’re writing an action sequence from a close POV (which is what I like to do), you need to give the reader the experience of the character. When you think about anything physical you do that’s fast-paced, you realize that you’re acting on instinct. Conscious thought tends to be broken, interrupted by movement. Realizations are sudden and fleeting. Reflection has to come later. I try to stick to that when writing action sequences, but I also try to create situations where the protagonist has a few moments to stop, breathe, and take in their surroundings. I think readers need those pauses, as well.


  Uncanny Magazine: What was the most difficult thing about writing this story? What was the easiest?


  S.B. Divya: I couldn’t write this story fast enough! It’s one of those where the idea came to me (one morning in Mammoth Lakes, after a weekend of snowboarding), demanded to be written, and wouldn’t let go. The first draft spilled out in two days, which is nearly a record pace for me.


  The toughest part about this story was deciding how much of myself to put in it. There’s a lot more than I usually incorporate into a character. I struggled with that level of personal revelation, but the story comes from one of my long-standing, deep-seated fears: how would I survive a disaster?


  I have terrible myopia (literally can’t see much past my nose). Fortunately, it’s correctable with glasses or contacts, but at night, I was always nearly blind. I developed strategies to deal with that, but I’ve always wondered how I’d cope with an apocalypse. My glasses were thick—so distorted at the periphery that it was hard to run or climb in them. Contacts had to be removed daily. A few years ago, I got surgery for intraocular lenses (basically soft contacts that go beneath the cornea), which has made me feel safer, but I know they can fail someday, too.


  Also, like the protagonist, I’m not terribly strong. My endurance has never been great. So I wrote the story to play out a scenario where someone like me has to manage (full disclosure: I’m an inveterate planner). I’d like to believe that we’re all capable of more than we realize, and when the occasion demands it, we will rise to the challenge.


  Uncanny Magazine: One theme in “Contingency Plans for the Apocalypse” is family, and the difficult problem of balancing the safety and well-being of your family with the danger of working for the greater good. How do you think the concept of “family” will change moving into the future? Do you think evolving family structures and dynamics will make it any easier to balance family needs against community needs?


  S.B. Divya: Given the trends, I have to say, unfortunately not. The nuclear family structure combined with suburban lifestyles have, in my experience, made it a lot harder to balance family needs with the rest of life (both work and community). The joint-family and village structure have their share of problems, but they provide better support for parents to have a life outside of the home.


  I’d hoped that technology—especially the internet—would help address some of this by creating better virtual working space, and it has but only to a point. Businesses have been slow to embrace telecommuting, which would be a boon to families. Internet forums and social media are double-edge swords, providing a sense of community support in some spheres, but also creating social pressure to conform in others.


  Raising children fundamentally requires colocation. We’re mammals. We need cuddles. Virtual reality might replace the classroom, but it can’t replace the home. We also, for now, need handshakes and boardrooms, or so it seems, but I’m hoping that we continue to push technology to free us from that. I’d love to see a future where we live in villages or co-ops but do our work remotely. 


  Uncanny Magazine: This story features people resisting a corrupt government and fighting back in a variety of ways. If you were a character in this story, who would you be? Doctor, data miner, part of the underground network helping people get out… or would you do something else entirely?


  S.B. Divya: I am definitely the data miner! As I said to question #3, the protagonist of this story captures a lot of me in them. I’ve worked in pattern recognition, machine intelligence, and signal processing, all of which have to do with extracting useful information from a noisy environment.


  Would I be part of an underground resistance? Maybe. I’m pretty risk averse, and I built more courage into the character of my story than I think I have in real life, but who knows? Under the right circumstances, I would certainly fight back.


  Uncanny Magazine: What are you working on next?


  S.B. Divya: For short fiction, I’ve got no irons in the fire at the moment. I’ve been working on a near future, hard science fiction novel (set in a different world from Runtime) that’s taking up most of my writing time. I won’t quit short fiction, but my output has definitely dropped since moving to long-form. My editorial work at Escape Pod keeps me busy, as well, but it also helps me stay engaged with short science fiction, which I love.


  Uncanny Magazine: Thank you so much for sharing your thoughts with us!
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  Interview: Sunny Moraine


  by Caroline M. Yoachim


  Sunny Moraine is a doctoral candidate in sociology and a college instructor, living just outside Washington, DC. Their short fiction has appeared in Nightmare, Lightspeed, Clarkesworld, Tor.com, and also in their debut collection Singing With All My Skin and Bone. Moraine is also responsible for the Root Code and Casting the Bones trilogies, and the horror fiction podcast Gone. This story is their second appearance in Uncanny Magazine, the first being “Love Letters to Things Lost and Gained.” In “Your Slaughterhouse, Your Killing Floor” they explore isolation and rage, and things that can happen when “a girl walks into a bar…”


  Uncanny Magazine: “Your Slaughterhouse, Your Killing Floor” is a darker, grittier take on people with superpowers. The characters are feeling isolated and angry, and they’re struggling to make their way through the world, all of which makes them feel very human even as they are causing superhuman amounts of destruction. Do you see this as a story about the ways in which society fails people? How does your background in sociology influence the characters and societies you create?


  Sunny Moraine: I think I don’t see it so much a story of social failure on a mass level as a story about how impossible overwhelming rage and pain can be to deal with. Clearly being a member of a marginalized community is going to influence that a lot, and a huge amount of the story was drawn from my experience as a queer outcast kid wrestling with burgeoning mental illness. Social power and marginalization and oppression are a backdrop for it, but I wasn’t consciously thinking of those things as I was writing it. My primary focus was simply my own rage and feelings of helplessness.


  As with this story, I’m usually not going explicitly to a sociological lens when I write. But I think being immersed in it for as long as I have is always going to affect how you tell stories. Among other things, I think I’m probably more inclined than I would be otherwise to always be sparing some attention for the contexts within which characters exist, the larger forces that drive and shape them, even if it’s not always on a conscious level. You obviously don’t need to have training in sociology to write that way, but like I said, I do think it makes it come easier.


  I also got into sociology in significant part because I wanted to understand how and why people are so messed up. So that probably influences how I go about things as well. ϑ


  Uncanny Magazine: One theme in the story is the isolation and loneliness that comes with being different. Your horror fiction podcast Gone also examines this theme. What draws you to explore isolation and loneliness—is it something you deliberately return to, or does it just show up in your work?


  Sunny Moraine: I don’t choose to go to it most of the time; it shows up of its own accord, and I’m guessing it’s in part because I’m working through some pretty serious personal issues. Isolation has always been a big part of my own experience, unfortunately. I didn’t have many friends as a kid and often played alone. Now I find myself alone a lot of the time for anxiety reasons, while at the same time I recognize that it’s not good for me to go for a long time without human company (cats are great but they can only do so much).


  Uncanny Magazine: “Your Slaughterhouse, Your Killing Floor” has a compelling voice, full of raw emotion, with lots of rage. This quote really resonated with me: “They teach us not to be angry. No one likes a bitch. Be nice. Smile.” If you could change that lesson to something else, what would it be?


  Sunny Moraine: I think it would be just to embrace the anger, to let it power you. The thing about that is that the results are probably not always going to be positive. Possibly the majority of the time they won’t be, in fact. But I think right now, particularly with the #MeToo movement, we’re seeing how long-term destructive it is to go ahead and keep your head down and play the game. People have resisted coming forward because of legitimate fears about the consequences, but we’re also seeing what happens when collective rage hits a tipping point, and what happens is the world begins to change—which is a process we’ve seen before.


  It’s somewhat ironic that I would say that, because in the story itself, the consequences of embracing the rage are indeed terrible. But something I think I only realized after the fact is that there may be a message in there about claiming ownership of your own rage rather than letting someone else claim it for you.


  Uncanny Magazine: The story has an interesting structure, repeatedly circling back to the “girl walks into a bar” joke. Why did you choose to structure the story this way? Did you have this structure in mind from the start, or is it something that came later in your process?


  Sunny Moraine: I honestly have no idea where that came from. It emerged completely organically and it felt right, so I followed it, but I never intended it and I’m still not sure what it’s doing there. Fun when that happens.


  Uncanny Magazine: Speaking of bars, do you have a favorite bar (real or fictional)?


  Sunny Moraine: Real, there’s a place called the Scratcher in East Village, NYC that means a lot to me for some super personal reasons, in addition to being generally great (dive bar, dim, old wood, Irish pub feel). Fictional? I think it would have to be Quark’s on DS9. More diverse and more pleasantly seedy than Ten Forward.


  Uncanny Magazine: What are you working on next?


  Sunny Moraine: I’m currently poking at a novella that I hope I’ll have some news about soon. I’m also (please PLEASE) working through the final rounds of edits on Lineage, a novel set in my Root Code universe which will be out in late 2018 or 2019 from Riptide Publishing. And always I’m trying to make short stories happen. Finally, I’m wrapping up the first season of Gone and refining what I want season two to look like. I’m excited about it.


  Uncanny Magazine: Thank you so much for sharing your thoughts with us!
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