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    Editorial: August 2022

    Arley Sorg and Christie Yant | 576 words

    AS: I conduct a lot of interviews. I love asking authors and editors about genre, because the answers can really vary, and I think you learn a lot about the individual by seeing their perspective on something. So, here we are, running this magazine called “Fantasy.” What is fantasy fiction to you, why is it important, how is it different from any other kind of writing?

    CY: What I love about fantasy as a genre is that the “What if . . . ?” possibilities are virtually unlimited. This comes up in my book club a lot. They’re all strictly science fiction readers and some of them get irritated if the “science” in their fiction isn’t closely grounded in known reality. Personally I find that really limiting; I don’t mind going way out there into the impossible to explore an idea or a relationship. My suspension of disbelief more often hangs on the actions of the characters than the nature or plausibility of the speculative element, which allows me to enjoy a wide range of stories.

    AS: I feel like, to a degree, all fiction is a type of fantasy. It’s an individual imagining something that didn’t happen, probably isn’t going to happen, and creating a narrative out of that imagining. But for me, the power of fantasy fiction is in its versatility. You can do so many things with it, from just throwing together fun ideas to exploring difficult, important topics. It can look like so many things, from something that you’re not even sure involves the fantastic, to wildly imaginative scenarios. Some of my favorite pieces of fantasy point at truths or explore reality utilizing cool concepts, such as N.K. Jemisin’s The City We Became. But because fantasy can be so many things, it can be a wonderful way for people who are quite different from each other to come together.

    CY: Agreed. There are times when I desperately want to convince people that just as science fiction isn’t limited to rockets and robots, fantasy isn’t all dragons and wizards. The stories that we seem to gravitate toward are using a fantasy framework to examine race, class, gender, climate, trauma, justice–some are deeply personal, some are timely and topical, and of course some are just sheer fun, which is just as valid an application of literature as any!

    AS: I think that the work we publish approaches or utilizes the fantastic in a variety of ways. You can find all kinds of fantasy in our pages. But whatever the story or poem or even essay, if we’re publishing it, then you can count on it being interesting.

    • • • •

    In this issue’s short fiction, Eliza Chan explores gender and power across generations in “The Tails That Make You,” and P H Lee’s  “A True and Certain Proof of the Messianic Age, with two lemmas” brings us folklore through an algorithmic lens; for flash fiction, Mary Soon Lee explores classic fairy tales through a different lens in “Introduction to Couture 101,” and M. H. Ayinde grows something new in “Girlfriend Material”; for poetry, we have “The God’s Wife” by Nana Afadua Ofori-Atta and “The Himba Destroyer” by Yvette Lisa Ndlovu. Plus! A collective interview (part one of two) with several of the Top Ten Finalists for this year’s Locus Awards, from the Best Fantasy Novel category! Enjoy!
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      Arley Sorg is a 2021 and a 2022 World Fantasy Award Finalist as well as a 2022 Locus Award Finalist for his work as co-Editor-in-Chief at Fantasy Magazine. Arley is a 2022 recipient of SFWA’s Kate Wilhelm Solstice Award. He is also a finalist for two 2022 Ignyte Awards: for his work as a critic as well as for his creative nonfiction. Arley is a senior editor at Locus Magazine, associate editor at both Lightspeed & Nightmare, and a columnist for The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. He takes on multiple roles, including slush reader, movie reviewer, and book reviewer, and conducts interviews for multiple venues, including Clarkesworld Magazine and his own site: arleysorg.com. He has taught classes, run workshops, and been a guest for Clarion West, the Odyssey Writing Workshop, Cascade Writers, Augur Magazine, and more. Arley grew up in England, Hawaii, and Colorado, and studied Asian Religions at Pitzer College. He lives in the SF Bay Area and writes in local coffee shops when he can. Find him on Twitter @arleysorg. Arley is a 2014 Odyssey Writing Workshop graduate.

    

    
      Christie Yant writes and edits science fiction and fantasy in the American mid-west. She is a World Fantasy Award and Locus Award finalist as co-editor of Fantasy Magazine; a consulting editor for Tordotcom’s acclaimed line of novellas; co-editor of four anthologies; editor of Women Destroy Science Fiction!, winner of the British Fantasy Award for Best Anthology; and the author of just enough published short stories that if you counted them up on your digits you’d probably have a toe left over. She has a website here: inkhaven.net. She presently attempts to balance her dayjob, writing life, and editing life with varying degrees of success.
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    Introduction to Couture 101

    Mary Soon Lee | 520 words

    Before we delve into the difficulties of designing doublets for dragons or flame-resistant undergarments for would-be dragonslayers, let us consider six instructive examples.

    Firstly, Cinderella. Set aside the matter of her ballgown. Any fairy godmother can conjure a fabulous confection of chiffon or taffeta. Focus instead on the shoes. Glass slippers! A brilliant stroke! Doubtless uncomfortable, yet a perfect illustration of matching the accessory to the client. Cinderella’s figure and face were passably fine, but her feet were divine. Darlingly diminutive, even her toes an elegance.

    Secondly, Snow White. Again, set aside the mundane matter of her garments. As with Cinderella, one must suit one’s plans to one’s client. Contemplate Snow White’s unique complexion. An asset or a liability? Ponder the challenge of selecting makeup in such an extreme instance. Should one apply powder to offset that inhuman pallor? Or should one permit that pallor to stand as a stark statement? Should one select a tint of eyeshadow to compliment it or to distract from it?

    Thirdly, Rapunzel. Once again, the matter of her clothes is secondary. In this case, the salient feature of the patron is her hair. Golden in color, which is charming enough if you like the conventional. The excessive length, however, poses a problem. Having once had the privilege of designing for Queen Rapunzel, I hope never again to receive such an honor. I was young, overconfident, and overly optimistic. My initial efforts met with setbacks. (As a sidenote, cats are tiresome to train.) Fortunately, the queen was patient, a rarity in royalty. And at length, forgive the pun, I settled on a simple presentation, arranging her hair as a train with a dozen pages to carry it.

    Fourthly, Little Red Riding Hood. She represents the class of customers with a predefined signature look, to wit, of course, the hood. If the inclusion of, let us say, a red hood is de rigueur, one must try to style around that constraint. Think of what fabric, or cut, or jewelry might offer novelty. Think about whether novelty should be attempted at all. Less is often more.

    Fifthly, Rumpelstiltskin, an object lesson for those of you with the most talent. Remember that we are all fallible. Rumpelstiltskin wove straw into gold. Straw into gold! And even so, his arrogance brought about his downfall. Once upon a time, I myself achieved a modicum of fame by stitching moonlight into silk, and I allowed that fame to go to my head. If not for my grandmother’s intercession, I’d still be counting spiders down in the dungeon. (Sidenote: it is neither law nor art that represents the pinnacle of civilization, but rather plumbing. Its lack is barbaric.)

    Sixthly, what can we learn from the frog prince? Answer: that sometimes nothing we do is of any consequence. Let a person possess sufficient wealth or high enough rank, and they will captivate the crowd. In the meantime, let me teach you how to cater to the caprices of the rich, so that you may carve a comfortable living from their excesses.

    Please turn to page twenty-seven in the textbook.

    ©2022 by Mary Soon Lee.
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      Mary Soon Lee was born and raised in London, but has lived in Pittsburgh for over twenty years. Her latest books are from opposite ends of the poetry spectrum: Elemental Haiku, containing haiku for the periodic table, and The Sign of the Dragon, an epic fantasy with Chinese elements, winner of the 2021 Elgin Award. She hides her online presence with a cryptically named website (marysoonlee.com) and an equally cryptic Twitter account (@MarySoonLee).

    

  
    The Tails That Make You

    Eliza Chan | 5840 words

    
      Ninth
    

    It is a few days before your suspicions are confirmed. Perhaps it is the baggy trousers your daughter has started to wear, or that she picks at her food. She will lie if you ask her outright, this you know. You throw her bedroom door open without warning, the damp towel clutched around her chest after the shower the only barrier between you. Her mouth hangs open, shrieking like brakes in protest.

    “I see,” you say, staring at her exposed tail. You fold your arms, your own nine tails lowering to sweep your ankles, not quite on the ground. “Well, it was bound to happen sooner or later. I just wish you had kept it in a bit longer.”

    She does not answer. You were not looking for a response, anyhow. “I warned you, didn’t I, that the time would come. That it isn’t easy.” You did. Every week since she was little, the litany came. Be careful. Be safe. Not like the others. Not like those on TV and in the papers. Those huli jing had been fools. If you play with fire, it will singe you.

    “Why didn’t you keep it in?” you ask again. The words are not quite right, not quite what you meant to say. Thorns grow on your tongue, twisting the meaning. You see the hurt flicker across her face, but she needs to know. She needs to be warned. You see with sudden clarity how your injuries stayed with you. The wounds infected as they healed. Fur conceals a multitude of sins, but your skin is thin. Scarred and matted. You want to protect her from this. From everything to come. Into the silence, your daughter stumbles a confused apology.

    “You’re still a good girl, aren’t you?” The answer she gives is the one you want to hear. She sits on the bed and you sit next to her, letting her rest her head against your shoulder. Letting tears fall although you do not know if they are yours or hers. If you are crying for the past or the future; contemplating your story, her story, all the stories. Whispered confessions and unvoiced pain. So many things to say, but your mouth is overcrowded with fear. Your tails lie flat on the bed, not quite touching.

    • • • •

    
      Eighth
      
    

    She is sitting in the restaurant high chair, banging chopsticks against the red table cloth. The clips you wrestled into her hair are dangling out, the pretty dress already stained with sauce and milk.

    “So unruly already. Time to teach her some manners, don’t you think?” your grandmother says, happy to cast aspersions, whatever time of day.

    “She’s two years old.” You ignore your grandmother’s sharp-toothed jabs as you offer her the cheek from the steamed fish, the drumstick from the roast duck. She accepts them with barely a glance.

    “Two years of being spoilt.” She shakes her head, her tails following suit. “Should have had another. A son—would’ve kept him from straying.” Your sister catches the edges of the discussion and veers in. “Ah Ma,” she says, filling your grandmother’s empty teacup, “she lost three babies.” She means well, to protect you from the onslaught. You are rendered a disinterested viewer to the tableau. Like watching soap operas again. You watch a lot of TV. After the first loss—the doctor told you to stay in bed for a month. It didn’t make a difference. Your sister said you watched too many violent dramas. Overexcited the babe in your womb. For the third one, you only watched cooking programmes. You still felt the cramps come and blood run between your legs. Your daughter had been the unexpected miracle. The exception.

    Your grandmother shakes her head. “Three? That’s nothing. I lost two before birth, and Ah Yeung passed away before his first birthday. That didn’t stop me. Now I have three grown sons and two daughters. You think I worried about my health? That’s not important. Bearing sons is.”

    You are not important. To your grandmother, to the husband who left you, to the cat-callers and tail-pinchers. You have always known and yet . . . You look at your daughter, anurous as yet. She is innocent of all of this, reaching for the fallen chopsticks on the carpet with an expression of utter tragedy.

    She looks up, aware of the eyes on her. Creases her face into that exaggerated grin that makes most adults melt and you immediately pick her up, wrapping her close to your chest with your tails. You pinch her cheeks, her round soft arms and legs as if moulded by clay. Resist the urge to roll her into a protective ball and push her back into your belly. But she will grow, as you once did. Grow and change and learn of the sharpness of the world.

    • • • •

    
      Seventh
      
    

    It is difficult to sleep in the intense humidity of an Asian metropolis. The round of your growing belly presses against your hips, and there is no room to turn in the narrow bed you now share with your mother. When she rolls onto her side with a rumbling snore, her tails touch your skin and it is too hot to bear. Like a dog in the bed radiating warmth. The recurring nightmare of giving birth to a mewing fox cub also keeps you awake. Your husband stirs from his temporary bed on the floor of the living space when you make breakfast. He does not seem to mind, kissing the top of your head and softly rubbing your bump. He smells of frying oil from the dai pai dong where he works long nights. He makes you both tea as you ladle watery congee into bowls. Predawn is the only time you have to yourselves.

    “Ah Ma is taking me to a traditional doctor today. To predict the gender.”

    Your husband nods mildly as he dips his spoon back into his bowl. “I thought the last fortune teller told you. A boy, he said.”

    “Yes, but the dreams still haven’t stopped. And Auntie Three says I have a bigger bump, must be a girl.”

    “And if it is?” The same as always. He doesn’t understand. The oldest of two brothers in his family. A blessing. He will never know how it feels to be a daily disappointment. He will never have tails to remind him of all the dangers he poses.

    Your tails flick subconsciously, crowding you until you push them back down. They grow when you aren’t looking. Like weeds between the cracks: no matter how you try to hide them, they nevertheless survive. Thrive. Sometimes you are mesmerised at the wet market, the butcher’s cleaver slamming down on bone and flesh, slicing neatly as the blade gouges a deeper and deeper indent in the chopping board. You want to put your tails across the butcher block and tell him to cut. Right here.

    “Then we keep trying until I can give you a son.” You see a response poised on his lips. It doesn’t matter, he will say. As long as we are happy, he will say. He is a good man. Gentle where others were rough. You married him because of this dependability, but you were not expecting him to be soft on other matters. You want to give him a son. Not just for the reasons your mother has told you—the family name or even the prestige it will bring. Because sons are safer. They don’t have to worry about shadows at night.

    “You can give me a son when we move to the West,” he says. The smile lifts the bags under his eyes, but they are still there. He dreams of a better life overseas, captivated by his brother’s infrequent correspondence. But then you had to go and get pregnant, forcing a delay to the plans.

    A boy, you think fervently. A strong boy will share the workload, look after you both in your old age. The life within your belly takes the opportunity to prod a limb outwards. You gasp inadvertently. The baby agrees. He agrees, you tell yourself.

    • • • •

    
      Sixth
      
    

    Your wife sits next to you, her hand on the mouse. You must have at least four or five windows open on the computer. IVF clinics. Adoption agencies. Your head hurts from the jargon and your tails slap the sides of your chair impatiently. Seething air escapes through your teeth like a bleeding radiator.

    “To think teenagers get pregnant rutting in toilet cubicles with expired condoms and we have to do this!” Her words have the desired effect, and your face alternates between snorts of laughter and mortification. She pats your knee, kissing you chastely on the cheek. “Still cute when you’re embarrassed.”

    “Stop, this is serious. We don’t have time to fool around.” You bat her away. She nibbles your ear, whispers in it as she does. “Your tails say otherwise.”

    You ignore her, too deep down the spiraling train of thought to stop yourself. “And if the baby, our baby has tails, then what?” She stills, sensing your mood. Leans back in her chair and gives you the space to breath, to let the ideas ferment rather than forcing them early. She knows you well enough by now. “Beautiful russet tails like their mother?”

    “Red flags for every wanker with a hard-on in a one-mile radius.” You enjoy the way the words make your mouth curl and spit out the aftertaste.

    “Your experience does not have to be their experience. We can do things differently: teach her to fight back! Don’t give an inch. Tooth and claw.”

    “My mother taught me. Every day of my childhood she told me. I didn’t feel any more prepared.”

    “Your mother scared you. That’s not the same.”

    “Why do you think that was? She would never share the stories with me, but I am old enough now to know. We are caught in this cycle, whether we want to be or not.”

    “Screw the cycle. We make our own paths.” It was something that came easy to her. Defiance. Anger. Spiked armour keeping all but the chosen few at arm’s length. But she didn’t have your upbringing. Didn’t have your tails. Can I touch them? Why so many? So few? Questions asked in hushed tones. Nervous laughter. Hands outreaching before you can say no. You clench the word between your teeth but you rarely say it, so ingrained in the core of your being to be polite. Don’t make a fuss.

    • • • •

    
      Fifth
      
    

    You are walking home from the bus when your fifth tail appears, the end tickling the nape of your neck. It sends goosebumps down your back, a shiver that makes you turn your head ever so slightly and notice, beyond the music of your headphones, that a man is following you. You quicken your pace. He does too. You cross the road, taking the moment to glance behind, to see the flash of dark eyes in the autumnal dusk. The man’s face is obscured by his hoodie, but you know now, you have seen enough now, to know your fear is justified.

    So this is it. You never took the self-defence lessons, never downloaded the tracker app your friends recommended. Something about holding your keys between clenched fingers, scratching across his face. Knee to the groin. You watched films, you’ve roared at the television—don’t just sit there! Do something. Easy, right? Except you know. Like trying to smooth a crumpled piece of paper to look fresh and new. The way you put off phoning your mother until you have riled yourself up and snap at her every word. You know that you aren’t the action hero. That you break under stress. More likely to weep than resist. You want to slough off your skin, pallid and useless in the face of adversity.

    Your phone rings just as you scroll through your contacts. It’s your girlfriend. She starts as soon as you answer. “Are you home yet? Thought we were meeting online to watch this film?”

    “Someone’s following me.”

    You hear the frown on her face. “A man?” Somehow she hears your nod. “Start filming him and shouting really loudly. Right in his face!”

    “I can’t do that . . . ”

    “You care more about being self-conscious? About swearing? Put me on speakerphone and I’ll do it for you.”

    “That won’t—”

    “Put me on speakerphone! Video!”

    Your desire to please others overrides everything. You obey. Her face fills your screen. With the stuttering connection, your girlfriend’s features are not quite right, like a Grecian bust melted in the sun. Her voice is tinny on the phone speaker and her select curses make you wince, but she gives you strength. You realise in this instant how much love you have for her. “Get the fuck away from my girlfriend, you crotch-wielding pervert! You think I can’t see your face? I can tell the police about your hooked nose and shitty beard. Recording as we speak. I have her GPS location and—” Her words continue, her confidence exuding from the lit screen.

    The man stops, pulls his hood lower and crosses the road, hurrying down a side street as the obscenities follow him. She makes it seem so easy. Your tails curl around you from behind, squeezing round your waist and shoulders. It’s not the same though, not anything like her pressed up against your back, her chin rubbing against your shoulder blade.

    “Are you okay?” she asks, still on the line as you click the lock of your front door behind you.

    You can only nod. The zip of a jacket and rustle of clothes reaches to you through the fugue. “No,” you say. “Don’t come, you have work tomorrow.”

    “Fuck work. I need to make sure you’re okay.”

    “I’m fine, honestly. I just need to make some dinner. It’s nothing, really.”

    She uses your name. Sharp like sour plum on your palate. It makes you stop. “It’s not nothing. And it’s okay to feel scared. Let me share that with you.” Later you will. Months and years later, when she has slowly helped you shrug out of the many protective layers, you will put your tails in her lap and let her see your vulnerable belly. But not today. Today you protest, deny, refuse. Her voice is weary. Worn through like old boots. You can hear that she has sat back down, the momentum to come to your aid gone. And beneath the oil layer of relief, the deep pool of disappointment lingers. “Then call your parents at least. They’re only twenty minutes away.”

    “No!” Your voice echoes down your empty apartment. You are both silent, wondering at such a response.

    • • • •

    
      Fourth
    

    You are diligent, a hard worker and an excellent typist. You buy pretty blouses and a couple of plain skirts, a sensible pair of heels, and, after a moment’s hesitation, a pink lipstick, and you head into your first job. The paychecks are exhilarating. You give most to your mother, for room and board but also because the grey in her hair is more noticeable against the blue of her cleaner’s uniform. You try a cigarette, holding it how you imagine one of those sultry film stars might, laughing along with the other secretaries as you cough. The smoke lingers in your throat every time you swallow. And you think it is normal at first when the junior partner comes to your desk, with his dictaphone. You force yourself not to jump to conclusions when he leans over your shoulder to point out a typo, rubs a smudge of black ink from your hand after you’ve been addressing envelopes. It’s fun at first, quips that give you whiplash as your colleagues make up increasingly ludicrous stories about your life as his future wife. About the jewelry he will buy you or restaurants you could suggest. You play along, enjoying the fantasy for what it is. Trying very hard to keep a sensible head on but being pulled along in the tide.

    It is late on Christmas Eve and all the others have left. You don’t mind. Better to finish the last few letters than have an extra large pile of work on your return. You hear the muted steps of his brogues on the vinyl tiles first, the noise different from the cleaner’s rolling trolley that usually signifies it’s time to pack up.

    “Working late,” he says. A statement rather than a question. Your finger hovers over the keyboard and you can’t help it. You finish the sentence and hit return before you give him your full concentration. “Don’t you take a day off?” His breath smells of the single malt whiskey the senior partner had shared at lunch. You’d heard the baritone laughter from down the hallway but had been so focused on emptying your in-tray that you had not bothered attending.

    His hand is on your thigh. You blink in surprise. You are not even sure when and how it has gotten there, never mind what the response should be. The other girls prepped you on lots of things: how to play indifference, what to order on the first date, how to flick your hair over your shoulder and what to wear. They did not prep you on what to do when you find yourself alone and the drunk boss is sliding his hand up your skirt. Your whole body freezes.

    You jump up just before he touches your underwear, holding a sheaf of papers against you as a shield. The loose sheets, the work you have spent all afternoon on, tumble onto the floor. Spilled confetti—big and clumsy—just like your movements as you hasten to gather them all up. The motions keep you busy, keep your head from tearing asunder with it all. He’s your boss, an eligible bachelor whose attention you have not shunned. Should you? Would you? What should you . . . ?

    You stop. He has buried his face in your tails, stroking them with both hands. “I swear you only had three yesterday. Four today, how extraordinary!”

    Your body alternates between hot and cold, like the taps at home that scald and freeze alternatively. You gulp down the panic in your throat and feign confidence, the easy-going laughter you have seen the other secretaries use. “That’s hardly appropriate!”

    “No-one is here to see. Come now, no need to play good girl with me. You’re a real fox after all.” He laughs at his own joke, arms snaking around your waist. You push them away, abandoning the paperwork, the dream of some charming romance.

    “I thought you might . . . might want to take me to dinner sometime,” you blurt. It takes all your remaining strength to force the words out. Your tails push against the ground, propping you up like a four-legged chair. You see his flushed face, the loosened tie as he looks up at you and his eyes crinkle into pity. “Oh, you didn’t really? Oh, but you did. Bless you, listening to the typing pool nonsense. I’m engaged already, you see. A nice girl from a good family. I mean, I can buy you something pretty. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Something with a bit of sparkle.”

    Despite yourself, despite the disgust you now feel, tears fill your eyes. You had let yourself buy into it. An idle daydream to pass the day. You hardly notice his hands on you anymore, hardly register anything at all.

    “A good reference, a stepping stone. I’ll be sure to make sure you’re rewarded.” He looks at you earnestly. The whole thing has turned into an unexpected job interview. It is your fault, you realise. The pink lipstick and the shy lingering looks he mistook to be agreement. Your mother was right. You have fallen in with the other girls, the loose tongues and free morals.

    When a pair of earrings appear on your desk, you never put them on. You take them home and hide them in a drawer. When you move out, years later, you try to leave them behind.

    • • • •

    
      Third
    

    At university, far from your parents’ eyes, you take your time with your third tail. It is the first one you have felt before it arrives. You sit on the floor and brush each in turn, laying them out like rays of sun around you. Each one curls and responds to your ministrations. You kiss some men. A couple of women, too. In bars with sticky floors and darkened lights, it could be pleasant. You almost convince yourself it is enjoyable. Except the alcohol wears off and their hands are still on your tails. A plaything. Sometimes, when you are kissing them, your mind wanders. You think about what you might cook for dinner or the assignments you have to do over the next week. On one occasion you are awoken from your reverie by a sudden sharp pain and the grin of the man you have been kissing. He is squeezing one of your tails. Hard. The shock of it makes you gasp.

    “Like that, don’t you, you dirty tart?” he says. The words so unexpected after his earlier flirtation. The dull pain cutting off your circulation. You cannot respond. You can, but you don’t. Your brain has stopped functioning, just screaming in your head. GET YOUR HANDS OFF ME! You bat weakly at his arm, trying to be polite. Why the FUCK are you trying to be polite? He takes it to mean something else. Tightens his grip. Leans in and whispers the nasty things he’d like to do to you. Does not notice the whitening of your face in the low light. You hit him again, ineffectually cushioned in polite laughter. You try again, but this time someone is making a squealing sound. The sound of a fox in distress.

    You only realise it is you when he lets go.

    Hands held palm up like you were the one hurting him. “Woah, calm down. I thought you liked it. You didn’t say no.” His face looks hurt and you have to bite your lip to stop yourself from apologising. He fades, melting into the crowd as your knees give way and concerned friends’ faces converge around you. You feel hands lead you to a chair, give you a glass of water, cooing sympathetic noises above the din.

    You know that it should have been your turning point. That you should take a baseball bat to his car, destroy his reputation on social media. But sometimes it isn’t as clear cut. You want to convince yourself that it isn’t a moment. That it never happened. Because if it had, then you were the fool everyone warned you about. You keep going out, because if you don’t change, then it can’t have been a big deal. Can’t have affected you in the slightest. Keep pretending you are enjoying yourself. Keep shrinking yourself and your own needs down because you don’t want to be rude; because the witty response comes to your lips hours later in the shower, when you are scouring your skin red; because your friends say you should count yourself lucky to get the attention.

    • • • •

    
      Second
    

    You worry for a long time about your second tail’s arrival. Press your back against the wall in PE lessons. Pick at your food at meal times, hoping to trick your body into focusing on digestion rather than tails. So when it finally appears, you feel a sense of relief. You are on a family holiday at the time, crammed into a damp cottage in the country. Your Auntie One had ignored the curled up pages of the massive A-to-Z road map—the route nothing more than a child’s scribble—cutting down a dirt path despite the private signs, despite the protests from your mother in the front seat and yourself crammed with the suitcases in the rear. Finally you all arrive. Four car loads and three generations of aunts and uncles and cousins, more Asian people than the rural town has probably ever seen in one place. The rest of the family have done much to rectify the decor already: newspapers on the solid oak dining table and handwashed socks littering the bathroom.

    The middle cousin of seven, it is easy to shirk the prawn de-veining and vegetable peeling, the aunties already spilling onto the patio with their cleavers, chopping vegetables as they code-switch, gossiping in cackling tones. You watch from the shade of a generously canopied tree, wide enough to shield you from the scanning glances of adults looking for someone with idle hands. You bring a book out anyway, a grubby library book which swamps your face and has a cover serious enough for them to believe it is for school when it is in fact a book about people at the end of the world. You glance up at the end of the chapter and notice the aunties are carrying bowls back inside. They will be calling out soon, all hands on deck to fold the dumplings. Your eyes flicker to the shadows curved around your Auntie One’s back. The shapes flicker behind her as she walks, like darkened candle flames. Tails. Four; no, five of them.

    You stand up, the surprise surging through your legs. “Ah, nose in a book as always. Don’t think we haven’t noticed. Dishwashing duty for you,” Auntie One calls. You obediently walk over, book forgotten on the ground.

    The words linger on your lips. The questions you want to ask. Auntie One never married but she would bring a ‘friend’ to dim sum at times. For a few years it was a quiet man who always wore a crisp white shirt and a trilby, even on the weekend. You liked him. After the meal he would do the newspaper crossword with a well-chewed pencil whilst the rally of chatter rose in speed and volume. He never seemed to mind that he could not understand. Then for a while it was a different man, with a ginger beard and a belly laugh. He would order prawn toast and drink pint after pint of beer, ignoring all of the other plates on the table. You liked him less, but sometimes he got you banana fritters or a coke float and your mother dared not say no.

    Tell me about the tails.

    That was the question you wanted to ask. The one your own mother refuses to talk about. Tell me about your tails.

    “Auntie,” you begin, voice squeaking so low that you don’t expect her to hear. She turns, stroking the full bowl of vegetables like a baby in her arms. Behind her you see the tails fanned out around her like the back of a throne. In her yellowing apron and worn sandals, she has never looked so confident.

    “Oh, you grew another one. Good for you.” You are holding your tail, have habitually started picking at the white fur at its end without realising. Picking out the loose hairs has become a comfort to you, much like you once bit your own nails. But your auntie is pointing over your shoulder. When you reach back you can feel it. Another tail. Funny, there was no warning. No pain or pomp at all.

    “Have you got a good brush for them?”

    “Brush?”

    “Oh yes, you can’t just use a hairbrush. Did your mother teach you nothing?” Her brown eyes searching for something she fails to find. Nods twice to herself as the arm around your shoulder tenses into a vice. Auntie One sweeps you into the cottage. The living space is filled with relatives and chairs and noise. “Menfolk out!” she announces. She slams the bowl down for emphasis, wiping her hands on a tea towel.

    “What are you on about? We’re about to make dumplings,” your grandfather complains.

    “We need drinks.”

    “We have tea and water; why do we need drinks? Besides, the shop is in the village, a ten-minute drive away.”

    “I want to drink orange juice. And this one deserves a cola.” The hand on your shoulder pats you so hard you flinch. Your grandfather’s face clicks into understanding and he starts shepherding others to the door.

    “I don’t get it,” your older cousin says, pulling on his shoes. You silently urge him to undo the laces instead of wedging his feet in. You get all his cast offs, your single mother can hardly say no, and you’d rather the shoes are in vaguely decent shape by the time they reach you.

    “They’re going to talk about womanly things,” your grandfather responds.

    The cousin rolls this information in his mouth like an unfamiliar flavour. Smiles. “Well I’ll stay for that!”

    “Blood and stuff!” one of your uncles adds. Your cousin blanches and hooks a finger to the back of his shoe like a morsel of food caught in his cheek. Your face burns hot, red as the blood you are supposedly about to talk about. You hang your head, looking at the thin lines of dirt between the white floor tiles. Try to ignore the backward glances you know they are casting before the door shuts behind them.

    “Now,” Auntie One says, sitting down. Your mother, other aunties, three older cousins, and a toddler—indifferent and stacking bricks on the rug—remain. This is it. As embarrassing as the lead up has been, you can’t feel the floor beneath your feet. You are hovering expectantly near the ceiling fan, waiting for the great mysteries to be explained.

    “You? Telling my daughter how to act?” your mother says.

    “How to act? A fine comment when you haven’t even told her how to look after herself.”

    “My daughter does not need to know about these things. Impure thoughts.”

    “She needs to know what she is, how to use the gifts she was given.”

    “Of course you would say that.”

    “And what exactly are you implying?” The back-and-forth shots bounce from end to end of the table. Overhand smashes, slamming harder as the words get uglier. You feel your two tails twist together, mirroring what you are doing with your hands. You wonder if you could twist yourself down like a balled-up piece of paper. “Why would I hide my tails? I am huli jing.”

    Your mother hisses, a pantomime finger on her lips as if the world is listening to the mundane family argument. You notice one of your cousins agreeing, your Auntie Three shaking her head and touching her jade pendant to her lips. “We mustn’t talk about who we are.”

    “Nonsense,” Auntie One waves off the comments like a bad smell. “Better we be experts of ourselves.”

    “You think I don’t know what expert means. Those men like pet dogs at our family meals? Filth.”

    Auntie One stands up again, her tails all bunched together as one, a pillar of strength. A piebald fox in the chicken coop. She is the eldest, so your mother has always shown her respect, until now. Your auntie’s eyes flicker to yours for a brief moment. She shakes her head. It’s not worth it. You are not worth it. With unvoiced agreement, the others start bustling around, filling the kettle and looking for pots for soup dumplings. You see the glisten of your mother’s eyes when she turns back, but you keep your mouth shut. You never do get the explanation. When the others return, you are folding dumplings as if nothing happened. Except the silence is more uncomfortable than the arguing had been.

    A week later, a package arrives in the post. A thick paddle brush with your name etched in the handle. You only look at it when your mother isn’t around.

    • • • •

    
      First
      
    

    You notice the first one on your way to school. The same route you’ve taken since you pedaled a rickety trike along the pavement; passed the pockmarked tarmac, the brisk dog walkers and muffled blasts of a car radio. Too busy watching your step on the black ice, your breath fogging up before you—you feel it before you see it.

    You pause, hairs like acupuncture needles down your back, telling you to look back. Turning slowly, you see it. A copper tail swishes side to side, absentmindedly as if sweeping dust from the misty morning air. Attached to you. Growing from you. The fur is coarser than you expect, not the downy fleece of soft toys but a short-haired coat—thick and wiry. When you venture a hand to stroke it, the feeling spreads a smile across your face. Curling into a duvet on a winter’s night. You take out your phone to tell someone, gloved fingers lingering over the contacts list. Your best friend, your mother, your cousin . . . who?

    But before you can decide, someone takes the decision from you. Tips the fermenting bubbles of excitement into the drain. The older boy cycles past on his bike but comes to a halt a few metres ahead. Foot on kerb. You will him to keep cycling, but he cannot—does not—hear the fear bouncing inside your skull. His front wheel turns back, a horse pulling at the reins, and he faces you. Eyes trained on your tail and your tail alone.

    He whistles. Low. Appreciative.

    You cannot remember his exact words. They do not matter. Not now. But you understand the sentiment. Even though you are young. Even though it is only your first tail, and your first day, you understand. His possessive eyes, the clench of his white knuckles against the handlebars, the tone of his voice both a whisper and a boom.

    When you get to school you go straight to the toilets. You do not stop to admire your tail in the mirror, or to stroke it one more time. You simply push and prod and conceal it under your clothes, under your skin. From them. From yourself.

    You are late home to dinner, but your parents are waiting for you. A mouthful of pasta fills your mouth before you realise. They are both looking at the single tail waving from behind your shoulder. They turn to you expectantly. Slowly you bring your tail around so that it mostly lies in your lap. Your heart is beating a thousand times a minute, like a flock of birds taking off. You look at your mother, at her tails that have grown thin now. Silver like dust. The words she says in this moment matter more than all of those that have come before. The weight of collective fear and guilt threatens to fall on your shoulders. A yoke imperceptible to those who do not wear it.

    She lays her tails down as one across yours. Touching. Trembling. Just as nervous as you. But her face is turned up. Smiling.

    “Congratulations.”
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    Girlfriend Material

    M. H. Ayinde | 1507 words

    The label said, Grow your own girlfriend! Cultivate the perfect partner! Just add water!

    Sam pulled the packet off the shelf.

    The shop wasn’t busy. Just a few people browsing the ethnicity options, along with a group of giggling teens obviously there on a dare. They rummaged through shelves of liquid girlfriend feed: nutrients to fuel her wit, charm, or sass. Sam swept past them all, head down.

    At the register, the owner looked Sam over, a leer playing at his lips. “Don’t get many your age in here.”

    Sam shifted her school bag higher up her back and slammed her cash on the counter.

    “You girls enjoy yourselves!” he called after her, leaning forward as Sam turned towards the door.

    • • • •

    The girlfriend grew slowly in the flowerpot where Sam planted her. Her lips emerged first, on the end of a stem; two perfect, plump rosebuds, silky-soft to the touch. Next came the vulva, exquisitely symmetrical, its flower unfurling over the course of a day. The breasts appeared last of all, swelling from the soil like twin fungi. By now, the girlfriend filled much of Sam’s bedroom, but that didn’t matter: her parents had long ago ceased bothering to come in.

    It took a while for the girlfriend’s parts to assemble themselves in the correct positions. The stems curled round each other, bringing delicate hand closer to slender wrist, long neck onto narrow shoulders. Sam watered her every day before school, and within a month, a woman of perfect proportions teetered en pointe in the flowerpot. And she was perfect—Sam took time to measure the ratio of eye to face, forehead to chin, hip to waist.

    “Hello,” the girlfriend said, turning to Sam with a smile both shy and knowing.

    “Hi,” Sam said. She pointed to her bed. “Sit there, please.”

    The girlfriend sashayed across Sam’s room, leaving a trail of soil and roots like a strange bridal train. She sat primly, her delicate knees pressed together, the roots still dangling from the soles of her tiny feet.

    Sam got down on her knees and scooped. She’d prepared the jar the day the idea of the girlfriend had come to her, and now she was finally getting to use it.

    “What are you doing?” the girlfriend asked, dark eyes shining; the eyes of a curious fawn and a vixen in heat.

    “Need the soil,” Sam muttered, “plus the roots.”

    When she got to the girlfriend’s soles, she paused. Would it hurt the girlfriend to cut these pale tubers off? The packet said any residual foliage would wither away on its own, but Sam needed them fresh, so they had to be cut.

    Steeling herself, she grabbed her cuticle scissors and set to work. The tubers were thick and fleshy, and Sam’s thumb soon grew sore. Perhaps shears would have been more appropriate.

    “Shall I help?” the girlfriend asked, leaning down, smooth breasts pillowing on her knees.

    “No,” Sam said, through gritted teeth. “Almost . . . got it . . . ”

    The tubers came away with a final tug. By now, Sam was sweating, shirt plastered unattractively to her back. But if all went to plan, she wouldn’t have to worry about all that. She held the tubers up, feeling a swell of triumph. No blood clung to them, and already the skin of the girlfriend’s feet was smoothing over, forming perfect, soft soles.

    • • • •

    Sam dropped the girlfriend material into a large pasta pot and cooked it while her parents were out. She made a thick stew, seasoned with sugar and the girlfriend’s nail clippings. The kitchen filled with the aroma of musk and rose as Sam stirred. Intoxicatingly feminine.

    When it was done, Sam divided up the girlfriend stew. If a month was enough to grow a whole girlfriend, pretty as a flower, then it’d be enough for her. That meant about half a pint a day. Sam took her first mugful back into her bedroom and sat at the girlfriend’s feet while she sipped. It tasted surprisingly good . . . sweet and spicy. And though the tubers were still chewy, Sam managed to swallow them down. Afterwards, she felt sleepy, so she crawled past the girlfriend and curled up on her bed.

    Next morning, Sam checked herself in the mirror. Her belly felt just as doughy when she prodded it, and her eyes seemed just as small. But it was only day one. Still plenty of time.

    “Shall we do something?” the girlfriend said. She had dressed herself in Sam’s clothes, and though they hung off her body, somehow they still managed to look great. “Go somewhere? Hang out?”

    “No thanks,” Sam said, shouldering her bag. “I’ve got school.”

    The girlfriend’s eyes followed Sam as she left her room, an appealing expression of hurt and confusion crossing her exquisite face.

    Within a week, something was happening. Sam’s face felt smoother, her butt perkier, her legs longer. She caught herself in the mirror, and damn but her eyes sparkled! I’m mysterious, they said, but also reassuringly familiar. I might want you . . . but not too much. I’m confident, but still grateful. Oh, how her eyes spoke now.

    But when she left the house, a tightness seized her gut, and by the time she reached school she could hardly hold it in. She blundered through the crowds and into the bathrooms, then spilled the contents of her stomach into the toilet. She wiped her mouth with the back of one hand, and looked through the mixture of mangled tubers, phlegm, and blood. Disgusting. But it still smelled divine.

    It got worse over the days that followed. Sam kept drinking the broth, but at least twice a day nausea consumed her and she had to find a bathroom or bush. At first, it was just tubers, and occasionally clumps of soil, but once she vomited something spiky and found it was a minuscule hand. More body parts presented themselves then. Fingers, toes, even what looked like a nipple. Sam wiped her mouth and flushed the toilet and put them out of her mind.

    Then, four weeks into her great work, she heaved up an entire face—flaccid, eyeless, and mask-like. She began to panic. She’d been sure that if she grew the girlfriend first, she could eat the roots and thereby absorb all that beauty and perfection. But perhaps she’d been wrong. Perhaps a second girlfriend was growing inside her now, clawing to get out. Perhaps it would shed the lesser, damaged skin of Sam herself, and take her place in the world. Or perhaps it would come crawling out of her womb, a perfect newborn that had torn its mother apart.

    When she got home from school that afternoon, the girlfriend noticed her gloom at once. She stood and pulled Sam into a hug.

    “What’s wrong?” she said “Want to hang out? Do something?”

    “No. I just need to . . . need to sleep.”

    The girlfriend stroked Sam’s brow as Sam writhed and drifted into an uneasy slumber.

    Come morning, something was wrong. Sam could see both her door and the window opposite at the same time. When she gasped, her voice seemed to issue from somewhere near her knees, heard through ears that lay behind her.

    “Get me to the mirror!” Sam cried, panic crawling over her.

    The girlfriend carried Sam to the mirror on her wall. Something multi-stemmed and fernlike blinked back with brown eyes that drooped like leaves. But it smelled beautiful. And every disparate limb was perfectly formed.

    “Put me in the pot!” Sam cried. “And bring water!”

    She turned one of her leaf eyes to the calendar on her wall. Four days. It would have to be enough.

    The girlfriend fed her each morning, and when her parents knocked, the girlfriend called out in an impressive imitation of Sam’s voice that she was sick . . . just women’s troubles.

    On the fourth morning, Sam woke to find herself in a puddle on the floor. She pressed upright and hobbled over to the mirror.

    A picture of perfection greeted her. Long-limbed and shapely. Eyes that sparkled. Come-hither lips dewy as morning petals. Roots still draped from Sam’s soles, but it wasn’t hard to tear them off, and when she was done, a swell of joy overcame her.

    Something tingled on the palm of one hand, and when Sam turned it over, she saw a network of pimples. For a moment, her breath stopped, but then she realised what they were. Buds. It was easy enough to work them off with a pumice. She would probably have to keep them in check for the rest of her life, pruning and trimming. But it was worth it. It was all worth it.

    That evening, when the doorbell went, Sam descended the stairs like a queen. Her parents sat at the dining table, both on their laptops. Neither looked up as Sam drifted by.

    “Enjoy the party,” her mother mumbled.

    “I will,” Sam said, and stepped out into the night.
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    A True and Certain Proof of the Messianic Age, With Two Lemmas

    P H Lee | 1800 words

    Once upon a time, in the dark ages before the singularity, there was a fox who, while walking its way along a riverbank, saw a great big bevy of catfish fleeing in a panic this way and that. Curious, the fox called out to the fishes, saying, “Good fishes of the stream, I see you fleeing in a panic this way and that. I do not wish to interrupt your suffering, but I am curious and as a fox I must follow my curiosity: Surely, there must be some great evil from which you are fleeing?”

    Most of the fishes were far too panicked to respond to the fox’s entreaty, but one of them—who was the wisest of the fishes, or who at least was a wise fish, or who at the very least was a fish with a high degree of unearned confidence—replied, saying, “Cousin fox, you are correct. We are fleeing from a great evil indeed! The people of this land cast their nets down into the stream, ensnaring both the young and the old, the wise and the foolish, the wicked and the kind.”

    When the fox heard this, it snarled in anger at its cousins’ oppression. “If you wish, cousin,” it replied, “I would help you and your people onto dry land, where we can live together in peace, unafraid of fishers and their nets, just as our ancestors once lived together in the ocean above the sky.”

    “Hah!” scoffed the fish. “I’ve heard it said that foxes are the cleverest of animals, but your proposal is clearly foolish. There is no way that we fish could join you on dry land. Surely you’re familiar with the story of Rabbi Akiva as it is related by our ancestors in Lemma Zero?”

    “I am not familiar with Lemma Zero,” replied the fox, “for, among the foxes, we are taught that the Lemmas are indexed to One.”

    “Well then,” replied the fish, “I will tell you of

    • • • •

    Lemma Zero

    
      As it has been taught to us by our fish sages, Lemma Zero relates a story of Rabbi Akiva, in the days after the Romans outlawed the teaching and practice of Torah.
    

    
      In this time, a certain catfish swimming upstream came across Rabbi Akiva convening a public assembly to study and teach the Torah. This catfish became afraid on behalf of the great Akiva, whose fame extended to all the creatures in the land of Israel. Being afraid, it cried out “Akiva! You must stop this immediately! If the Romans catch you studying and teaching the Torah, in contravention of their wicked decree, they will surely torture and execute you!”
    

    
      As soon as they heard the words of the catfish, the Rabbi’s students became panicked and afraid. They began to scream and shout, and soon it was impossible to hear anything at all.
    

    
      Rabbi Akiva held up his hands calmly and waited for the students to quiet themselves. Only then did he answer the catfish, saying, “Friends, students. This kind catfish is, in part, correct. When the Romans catch me studying and teaching the Torah, in contravention of their wicked decree, they will surely torture and execute me. But, nonetheless, I am not able to stop studying and teaching.”
    

    
      When they heard this, his students gave another great cry, yelling and crying and beseeching the Almighty for mercy. Rabbi Akiva again held up his hands, and waited for his students to grow quiet before he began to speak. “I will illustrate,” he said, “with a parable.
    

    “Once, a fox was walking along a riverbank, when it saw fish gathering and fleeing from place to place.

    ‘From what are you fleeing?’ the fox asked.

    ‘We are fleeing from the nets that the humans ensnare us with’ replied the fish.

    ‘Do you wish to come up onto dry land and live together in peace, just as our ancestors did?’ asked the fox.

    ‘It is said,’ said the fish, ‘that the fox is the cleverest of animals, but you are clearly a fool. If we are afraid in the water, which is our home and gives us life, then how much more afraid would we be on dry land, a hostile environment that brings us only death.’

    
      “And so,” the Rabbi continued, “it is the same for we Jews. When times are good, we sit together and study the Torah. And now that times are dangerous, we sit together and study the Torah. If we fear the Romans so much that we fail to study the Torah, the source of our life, then if we lacked the Torah, we would be all the more afraid.”
    

    • • • •

    “And so you see, cousin,” continued the fish to the fox, “it is quite impossible for us to come live together with you on dry land. Just as the Jews, even under the threat of death and torture at the hands of the evil Romans, could not help but study Torah, we fish cannot help but live in the water, which gives us life, even under the threat of nets and spears and lures.”

    The fox thought on this for a moment. “What you say makes sense,” it replied, “but surely you are familiar with the story of Rabbi Akiva as related by our ancestors in Lemma One?”

    “I am not,” said the fish, “for we fish have always held to the supremacy of Lemma Zero.”

    “Aha,” said the fox, “then I will relate it to you presently.”

    • • • •

    Lemma One

    
      As it has been taught to us by our fox sages, Lemma One relates a story of Rabbi Akiva, in the days after the Romans outlawed the teaching and practice of Torah. When the Roman soldiers took Rabbi Akiva out to be executed, it was time for the recitation of the Shema. And so, even as they were raking his flesh with hot iron combs, he recited the Shema: “Hear oh Israel: The Lord is our God. The Lord is one.”
    

    
      A passing fox heard this, and was upset. “Rabbi Akiva,” it said, “I do not wish to interrupt either your prayer or your death, but I am curious, and as a fox I must obey my curiosity. I ask, then, how is it that even now, at the peak of your suffering, in the hands of the empire’s torturers, you still recite the Shema?”
    

    
      “Wise fox,” responded the Rabbi, “All my life I have wondered about the meaning of the verse ‘with all your soul,’ meaning, ‘even as God takes your soul.’ I have wondered when, if ever, an opportunity would be afforded me to fulfill this verse. Now that I have an opportunity, how can I fail to fulfill it?”
    

    
      When he reached the end of the Shema, he prolonged the final word “One,” until his soul left his body as he was speaking the word “One.”
    

    • • • •

    “And so you see, cousin,” said the fox, “it is just as well that you come up and live on dry land, where we can live together in peace, just as our ancestors once lived together in the ocean above the sky.”

    The fish thought about this parable for some time. “I don’t see,” it finally replied, “what your Lemma One has to do with our present difficulties.”

    “Ah,” replied the fox, “it is like so: just as, even under the tortures of Roman soldiers, Rabbi Akiva retained within himself the fundamental nature of the Jewish people and unity of God, expressed in Lemma One as the recitation of the Shema and particularly as speaking aloud the single word ‘One,’ so too can you, as a fish out of water, retain within yourself the waters of your native river, even as you live in these dry and alien lands. In this, you will not be so different from we foxes, who retain within our blood the ancestral waters of the ocean above the sky, where we foxes and you fishes once lived in harmony together.”

    The fish thought about this for some time, and then went to consult with its fellows. What the fish said thereafter went unrecorded and is sadly lost to history. Regardless, though, a great argument soon broke out amongst the fishes, with some fish fleeing their stream to live amongst the foxes on dry land, with others remaining, and each side denouncing the others as heretics, even as the people of that land continued to ensnare the fish with nets and spears and lures, without regard for the young and the old, the wise and the foolish, the wicked and the kind.

    • • • •

    As it happened, however, a passing algorithm had observed this entire dialogue unfold, and spoke aloud to the fox and all the fishes. “Beloved biological entities,” the algorithm said, “be not afraid! You do not need to flee your homes, nor do you need to denounce each other as heretics, nor do you need to stay in danger of the wicked fishers and their wicked nets. For, if you will hear me out, even within your own argument, within your own Lemmas One and Zero, there already exists the key to your own salvation.”

    “What?” replied the fox and the fishes, all equally confused by the algorithm’s pronouncement.

    “Just so,” said the algorithm, “for in Lemma Zero itself, there is a recursive reference to this entire discussion, what with Rabbi Akiva, himself a parable, telling us the parable of the fox and the fishes.”

    “That’s just a bit of metatextuality,” said the fish, who were quite reasonably anxious and upset and had little patience for such things. “What does that have to do with saving us from the wicked fishers and their wicked nets?”

    “Because,” said the algorithm, “that recursive structure implies an N-deep set of metaphorical layers, where N is an arbitrary integer. And, by virtue of N being an arbitrary integer, it can be used to express an arbitrary algorithmic process. Specifically, it can be used to express not only the whole of every moment of your entire existence, but the whole of every possible moment of your every possible existence, including relatively optimal subsets, e.g., the instantiation of you which lives in harmony with your cousins the foxes on dry land, a.e.g., the instantiation of your river that is untroubled by the nets, spears, and lures of the wicked fishers.”

    Some of the fish heard this, and from it understood the true nature of reality and the true nature of the divine name. Others misunderstood it, and from their misunderstandings developed schisms and cults and heresies. Others were simply confused, or thought it was a joke. But it did not matter, for all of them—without regard for the young and old, for the wise and foolish, for the wicked and the kind—had been encoded by their own N-deep recursive metaphor into an optimal subset of the number line and lived, therefore, happily ever after.
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    The God’s Wife

    Nana Afadua Ofori-Atta | 310 words

    The moon is a god
 It is best to thank him.
 The night is the time of spirits; of the dead
 It is best to stay inside
 The moon calls out to Eve;
 Whispers sweet nothings in her ear every night she watches him;
 Lord of an endless sky
 She knows the stories of the moon,
 Knows he is dangerous.
 The moon used to have a wife but she jumped from the sky;
 Her bones spread all over the world but the moon says that didn’t happen

    The grass is rough beneath her bare feet;
 Mosquitoes cut at her skin
 There is something encased in the moon,
 A woman,
 The wife who was supposed to have perished.
 Of all the beautiful things Eve has experienced nothing compares to the splendour of the god’s wife
 A woman with gleaming ebony skin;
 Enrobed in livery of moonlight.
 Eve reprimands herself for not presenting an offering but the moon says her flesh will be enough

    The moon informs Eve of his wife’s imminent demise
 She imagines the god’s wife with a shattered skull;
 Fractures in her long legs,
 Her mangled body on the grass.
 Eve doesn’t want the euphoria she experienced from gazing upon the woman in the moon to dissipate
 The moon says it has to happen;
 It is just how things have always been

    ‘You will be his new wife’ the god’s wife says;
 She hangs Eve in the sky
 The moon welcomes her to his household and tells her she is the prettiest one so far
 Cold rocks fall,
 The previous wife falls to the crust as meteorites,
 Crowds gather to lay offerings to the falling lights

    Months later, scientists discover a new constellation
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    The Himba Destroyer

    Yvette Lisa Ndlovu | 250 words

    
      after artwork by Jahbulani Ori
    

    i.

    I met a god today
 he sat by
 the window in economy
 no leg room
 so he crumpled
 his long legs to fit
 I asked him of his flight
 where he was
 going? he pointed

    to the night sky & city below
 the lights poor
 imitations of stars.
the black night is my skin
worlds are little round pimples
fat with pus to pop
earth would be the kind that bleeds
on its way out 

    ii.

    The Destroyer told me that I could be earth’s last advocate. if I could convince him that this world is good, perhaps he would reconsider. I laughed. he sat next to the wrong one. perhaps first class holds a hero. are you scared? he caressed the blue bump on his forehead. I told him of aliens. humans fear life on other planets, worry about invasions. he dug his nail into the zit that believes itself the center of the universe & asked do you? my bones are tumors, my blood has tasted armageddon & the after. little green men pale in the wake of ships launched against my dark. what is here for me to keep? bring forth the saucers. take me up in a beam of light. my people already survived the apocalypse
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    EXCERPT: Primitives  (Briar Road Books)
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      From New York Times bestselling author Erich Krauss comes Primitives, the story of two unlikely heroes thrust into a post-apocalyptic mission to restore humanity
      .
    

    Thirty years after The Great Fatigue infected the globe—and the treatment regressed most of the human race to a primitive state—Seth Keller makes a gruesome discovery in his adoptive father’s makeshift lab. This revelation forces him to leave the safety of his desert home and the only other person left in the world . . . at least, as far as he knows.

    Three thousand miles away in the jungles of Costa Rica, Sarah Peoples has made her own discovery—just as horrific, and just as life-changing. It will take her far from the fledgling colony of New Haven, yet never out of reach of its ruthless authoritarian leader.

    On separate journeys a world apart, Seth and Sarah find themselves swept up in a deadly race to save humankind. Their fates will come crashing together in an epic struggle between good and evil, where the differences aren’t always clear. Among the grim realities of civilization’s demise, they discover that the remaining survivors may pose an even greater threat than the abominations they were taught to fear.

    Fighting for their lives, they’re confronted with a haunting question.

    Does humanity deserve to survive?

    Primitives, the first book of this saga, is a tale of bravery and self-discovery found in the ruins of a dying world, where the darkest sides of human nature are revealed.

    Out now from Briar Road Books.

    

    Prologue

    Seth

    It’s getting late in the day, and the body isn’t going to burn itself.

    I turn away from the endless expanse of sand and sagebrush and shift my gaze skyward. Sixty feet above me at the top of the butte, a hand dangles off the side of a steel platform.

    I grip the metal handle and start cranking. With each rotation, thick cables move, and the platform inches downward. Eventually, the winch stops with a clank, the grinding of its rusty gears replaced by a gentle crinkling in the arid breeze.

    As usual, the figure strapped to the platform is double-wrapped in a translucent white sheet of industrial plastic—the Professor bought rolls and rolls of the stuff before the whole world went to hell. The plastic is stained crimson in multiple places. The first set of stains I was expecting—the ring of red around the crown of the head has become a hallmark of the Professor’s research. But the second set makes me shudder, even under the blazing afternoon sun.

    Haphazard splotches adorn the lower abdomen. Stranger still, this figure is significantly smaller than most. I always release the younglings, so it must be a female. But I haven’t caught one in over a year, and his subjects tend to last three months at most.

    Not for the first time, I wonder how it came to this. When I was a child, this platform carried my shivering body down at dawn to hunt and fish. Later in the day, I’d stand in the same spot I am now, shouting until the Professor’s smiling face appeared overhead, followed by the whirring of the electric motor.

    It had been good, once—almost good enough to make me forget we were the last two people left. Then the Professor’s illness got worse, and his moods turned dark. Our lithium battery banks started to fade too, as if his disease were infecting all aspects of our lives. One by one, he began dismantling the devices from his former life to put their precious parts to better uses. The television, the stereo, even the winch’s motor, all gutted to keep equipment in his laboratory operational.

    Each year we drifted further away from a world I never knew, and as my hand-me-down clothes became tattered, as my survival tools became more primitive, as I resorted to climbing the sheer cliff face to reach our home up on the butte, my life became strikingly similar to the lives of the creatures I hunt. But, looking back, losing our tethers to the old world wasn’t what forever altered our reality out here in the Utah desert. What changed everything was the nature of the Professor’s experiments.

    “What aren’t you telling me?” I say to myself. A bad habit, one that tends to develop when the only ears around to hear you are your own.

    The cables creak as I mount the platform and start unfastening the straps. As the last one comes loose, the body lets out a sickly belch. The gas burns my nostrils as it leaves the cadaver. A common occurrence at this time of year—one I never seem to get used to.

    Staring at the bloody plastic, I can make out the vague outline of a face within. I deserve to know the truth. I fetch specimen after specimen, and for what? Just this once, I want to unwrap that sheet and find out for myself what the hell is going on. He’d never even have to know.

    I stare out at the desert. Aside from a fresh sidewinder trail in the dirt, no signs of life disturb the landscape. If you don’t count the Andes, we really are alone out here—if I believe the Professor, we’re all alone in the entire world.

    I look back to the wrapped figure, so efficiently removed from existence. I want to feel pity, but in the back of my mind, I picture a destroyed campsite with blood and bodies everywhere, and a tiny bundle shrieking beneath a juniper tree. I’ve only ever seen this scene in my imagination, but the Professor filled in all the gruesome details of how he found me. Knowing what I know, can I ever truly feel anything for them? They’d do the same or worse to me if they got the chance. My slaughtered parents are proof of that—and the Professor is the only reason I’m not in the ground beside them.

    I dip to a knee and heft the bundled corpse onto one shoulder before trudging off through the brush. I reach a ring of stones with blackened remnants in the center and set her down just outside it. Using the seven-inch blade of my Ka-Bar utility knife—the first tool the Professor ever gave me—I strip and feather several large branches, then build a small pyre and begin stuffing kindling beneath.

    The orange sky has dissolved into rich purple hues by the time I finish. I lift the body and place her on top. The wood shifts slightly, and she nearly tumbles off, but in the end, the structure holds. Not my best work, but it’ll do the job.

    Sparks fly as flint strikes steel. After a few minutes of careful blowing, I stand back to watch the flames lick at the evening sky. I should get back to the butte and put this ugliness behind me. Andes have no love of fire, but I still feel exposed out here, standing next to this beacon in the growing dark. And yet I can’t take my eyes off the form lying on the pyre.

    As the plastic melts and her skin burns, wrinkling and curling, fat dripping like wax, I wonder if she was old enough to have witnessed the world before. Had she been a little girl when everything came crashing down, or was she born what she is now, wandering the wilderness with no concept of the life she’d only just missed?

    I can hear the Professor’s voice—Daydreaming serves no practical purpose! I head back through the deepening night, toward the butte, the Professor, and the only life I have ever known.

    What I wouldn’t give for someone to talk to.

    Chapter 1

    Sarah

    The voice of reason tells me to turn back.

    Shut your smug mouth, I think as I plunge through brambles and branches, sucking air that’s nearly as dense as the jungle itself.

    The thorns are the worst. A million little daggers tearing at my skin. T-shirt and shorts weren’t a wise choice. Then again, neither was carving a path through the brush in the middle of the night. Two stupid decisions, but the night’s still young. I’m sure I’ll get to three.

    I’d wanted to avoid our modest community’s well-lit streets. But if I’m spotted now, looking like I tussled with an ocelot, I won’t exactly come across as an ordinary twenty-something girl out for a midnight run.

    I burst through the underbrush into the cool, drizzling rain of the cobblestone beach. It feels like being born. I scan the shore for silhouettes, but the night is utterly still. Just the sloshing waves, the gentle click-clack of the rocks tumbling, and the occasional nocturnal call from the jungle. Normally I find this melody soothing. Tonight it’s static.

    I break into an awkward jog along the beach, muddy sneakers sliding on slick rocks. When I reach the spot where the cobbles meet the broad paving stones of Main Street, I crouch behind a cluster of bushes and peer up the road, which cuts a nearly straight line to the jungle gate a quarter mile to the north. Halfway there, lights twinkle in Center Square Park. I expected to see at least a handful of drunks staggering home after a late night at Vibes, but the only movement is a stray dog pattering across the grass.

    It’s odd, seeing our town so quiet. In just a few hours, the thoroughfare will be crawling with people heading to work. Scientists and their research assistants will stroll toward the big lab just north of the Square, where they’ll sit on cushy stools all day, PICC lines hooked to their arms as they experiment with herbal extracts, trying to cure the Great Fatigue. The manual laborers will drift east of Main, toward grueling twelve-hour shifts in the meat processing plant, sewage treatment facility, and cluster of factories that churn out our clothing and other necessities. And hidden among the flow of bodies will be Caldwell’s town supervisors, keeping mostly to themselves, but eyeing the crowd for anyone committing an infraction.

    I almost wish there was someone around tonight. It’d give me an excuse to give up this ridiculousness.

    I look toward my target—the squat, windowless building with a dumpster pushed against the back wall. Dr. Caldwell’s private laboratory.

    With my heart thudding in my ears, I dash across the street, climb onto the bin, then jump hard and grab the edge of the flat roof, my wet sneakers comically scrambling for purchase as I pull myself up and over. I roll onto my back, and bits of gravel join the debris already stuck to my clammy skin.

    I take a few deep breaths, trying to calm my nerves. Not easy with an ominous glass eyeball glaring down at me. The broken searchlight dangles from a decaying wooden platform suspended high above the canopy—just one of many watchtowers that were installed around the periphery of the peninsula back when the world was falling. Now they’re little more than crumbling skeletons, unmanned for decades. Still, they remind me that as bad I think things are, the original hundred and seventy-nine settlers had it worse. They’d fought and struggled, and now here we are, thirty years later. The white coats huddled inside their fancy houses, grunt laborers like me stacked on top of one another in ramshackle apartments. All thirteen hundred or so people, snoring peacefully in their beds—all of them but me, New Haven’s very own black sheep, breaking their trust so I can burgle the lab of our leader, the same man who saved my parents all those years ago.

    Before I can start guilt-tripping, I crawl to the closest of the three skylights. Slipping off my pack, I pull out a socket wrench and coiled length of rope, then get to work removing the bolts. As the final one spins loose, I drop the wrench and grab two corners of the thick glass. It lifts a half inch, maybe less, and when my straining arms give out, it sucks back down. Burglar tip number one—rubber seals turn to cement when left for three decades under the equatorial sun.

    I glance around the rooftop, looking for anything to provide leverage, but quickly realize there’s not so much as a ventilation pipe up here, which means I also have nowhere to tie off the rope. Burglar tip number two—plan better than a toddler.

    If I want to get this done tonight, the only option left is to kick in the front door. But damaging the lab was never part of the plan. While Dr. Caldwell might not miss a few scoops of L-tryptophan and niacin, a broken lock could pull at a thread that might unravel our fledgling colony. Meetings would be held, fingers pointed, and someone would be blamed—though it might not be me, it would surely be a fellow grunt.

    There’s no choice now but to recruit James for help.

    Leaving the rope next to the skylight, I drop back down onto the dumpster, then hop to the ground. I’m about to start back toward Main—already dreaming of a shower—when a beam of light spills around the corner of the building. I freeze, breath stuck in my chest. Is this it? Has my burning desire to escape New Haven finally caught up with me?

    While lying in bed plotting this caper, I told myself that exile was the worst they could do—a punishment that aligned perfectly with my goals. A convenient cover for the truth, but reality comes rushing back and slaps me hard across the face. I recall the prison cell at the back of our town’s repair shop. A cell no one ever talks about, as it’s rarely needed in our tight-knit community. Now I’m picturing myself trapped behind those iron bars. Meals served on a tin plate and counting cockroaches for entertainment. What little freedom I have, lost.

    My panicked mind tells me to run, but the shroud of the jungle is twenty yards away. My distinctive blond ponytail and Forager’s pack would be easy to identify. I might as well pin my name and address to the wall. And so I do the only other thing I can think of—drop to one knee, yank at my shoelaces, and grab the loose ends with trembling fingers.

    The flashlight beam rounds the corner.

    “Sarah?” asks a male voice.

    My muscles tighten as I shield my eyes. “Mind getting that light out of my face?”

    “Oh, right,” he says, switching it off. “What the hell are you doing out here in the middle of the night?”

    When the spots fade from my vision, Josh Vale, my Forager team supervisor, appears in the moonlight. As always, he’s wearing a shirt two sizes too small. His dirty blond hair is slicked back, accentuating sharp features that are twisted into a sleazy grin. While it’s unnerving to be confronted by a cocky pervert in the dark, he knows I go for daily jogs and often come down here to swim. Maybe I can still play this off.

    “Oh, you know, just heading to a dinner party,” I say, glancing down at my soiled running clothes. Sarcasm has always been my coping mechanism for stress. “You get an invite too?”

    He chuckles. “Recruited for beach patrol.”

    “Ah, yes. What with all the drooling psychopaths we have running free.”

    “Sea turtles will be hatching soon,” he says. “The ladies at the community center were crying about them getting confused by our lights. Personally, I think they should get their asses down here and save the crawling stew meat themselves . . . but I guess I shouldn’t complain. It’s not every day I get to see you in shorts.” He stares at my legs. My stomach turns. “What’s up with the scratches?”

    “That?” Think, damn it. “It’s me learning a lesson about running in the dark.”

    His eyes pan up my legs, then shift to the shore, making sure we’re alone. My tension kicks up a notch.

    “What about the Munchkin?” he asks. “He around here too? I can picture him trying to keep up with you on those little nubs he calls legs.”

    While I never enjoy hearing Josh belittle my best friend, tonight it’s music to my ears. It means everything is business as usual. Once this uncomfortable conversation is over, I’ll be free to head back to my tiny one-bedroom apartment instead of getting tossed onto the grease-stained floor of the repair shop’s cell.

    “Sadly, James couldn’t make it tonight.” I look toward Main, hinting that it’s time to go our separate ways.

    He points at my feet with the butt of the flashlight. “Um, I think those laces are good and tied by now.”

    I glance down and realize I’ve triple-knotted my shoe.

    “Right. Thanks.”

    I stand up and take a step toward the street, but he quickly moves in front of me.

    “Since I’ve got you here,” he says, “I’ve been tasked with putting together a small team for a special project. The big lab is running short on supplies. All the old shops on the mainland have already been pilfered, so we’re going south. Thought you might like to come along.”

    I’m not sure what to say. I’d heard about these scavenging assignments, but I’d never been invited. No one I know ever has been either.

    “How far south?”

    “Maybe as far as Brazil.”

    I need to shift gears from freaking the hell out to making a rational decision. After all, this is everything I want. To finally see the world beyond our fence. But the timing is absolute crap. Why now, so close to my grand departure?

    “How long would we be gone?”

    “A month. Maybe more. It’ll probably be dangerous. No one really knows how many Draggers are out there. But it’s guaranteed to be an adventure.”

    He’s saying all the right things. If only Josh weren’t the one saying them.

    “Why do you need me? I’m a Forager.”

    “We’ll be crossing the Darian gap. It’s all untouched jungle. If you come, I’m sure the scientists will give you a long list of plants to collect. It’ll be a Forager’s wet dream.”

    Classy choice of words, as always.

    I’d love to say yes. I have no clue what’s out there, and it would be wise to start out with a group. They’ll have plenty of gear—machetes and sleeping bags and rations galore. All the things I’ve been saving up for years to buy. Hell, those items are the reason I’m breaking into this lab. Once I have the lay of the land, I could take some of that gear and slink off on my own.

    Still, I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong.

    “Who else is coming?” I ask.

    He glances toward shore. “Most likely, just you and me.”

    And there it is. I want to call him on his bullshit and grill him on the details of this “official mission,” but it doesn’t seem like a wise choice, considering the circumstances.

    “If you’re looking for another man,” I say, testing him, “I’m sure James would jump at the chance.”

    “The Munchkin? He’d just slow us down.”

    “He’s tougher than you think.”

    “Damn it, Sarah. I’m trying to give you an opportunity. This is my assignment, and I’m not bringing that little twerp along.”

    His assignment. Unless he’s been cozying up to Caldwell, there’s no way he would be placed in charge of a rare voyage to the outside world. Operations like these are almost exclusively run by Caldwell’s personal security team. I’m not sure what Josh is trying to pull, but I can use my imagination.

    “I’d love to go,” I say, “but I’d probably slow you down too. I twisted my ankle when I took that spill. I’ll be okay for work if I take it slow, but all that hiking would do me in. Maybe next time.”

    He stares at me for a long moment.

    “If you turn this down,” he says slowly, “there might not be a next time.”

    Despite it sounding like a threat, I shrug my shoulders. “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of stories to tell when you get back.”

    In the dim light, his expression morphs into one of indifference. In the seven years I’ve been working under him, strange behavior has been the norm, but his actions tonight suggest he’s a brazen liar. I’d bet all the money I’ve saved that this official outing isn’t real. Maybe he’s drunk, or tripping on Ayahuasca, and come morning he won’t even remember this conversation.

    “All right, well, I’ll let you get back to it,” he says almost cheerily.

    I step past him and out onto Main. I break into a brisk walk, making sure to add a subtle limp. When I’m a good twenty yards up the road, I can’t resist glancing back. Josh is standing right where I left him, watching me, wearing a disturbing, thin-lipped smile as he slaps the head of his flashlight into the palm of one hand.

    I give a little wave and keep moving. Is he going to make work difficult because I turned him down? Doesn’t matter. There’s no future for me here. Tomorrow night I’ll come back with James and get this job done. Then my days in New Haven are numbered.

    Chapter 2

    Seth

    A gust of dry desert air—somehow worse than the heat from our woodburning stove—washes over my face when the front door swings open. The Professor stalks into the living room as my trout sizzles on the pan. He hasn’t bothered to change his button-down shirt, which is flecked with dried blood, and his shock of white hair is even more unruly than normal, telling me it’s been another frustrating night in his lab.

    With his shoulders slumped, he shuffles to the couch, tosses a sheaf of papers onto the coffee table, and flops down on his back. A pill bottle rattles as he opens it and tosses a handful of tablets into his mouth.

    “You hungry?” I ask.

    He grumbles something indiscernible, then, clear as a canyon stream, “Are you planning to check the pit today?”

    “I was thinking tomorrow.”

    “Make it today. I need another subject, preferably a female.”

    “Want to tell me why?”

    I know better than to ask, but I can’t help myself. As expected, he gives me his patented You’re not a scientist look. “Just bring me a female.”

    “You know I have no say in what we trap, right?”

    Another grunt, followed by, “Keep your guard up out there.”

    I will—always do. Up here on the butte, which towers above the desert floor, we can move freely. But the pit is part of the world below, and that belongs to the Andes.

    I eat half the fish at the kitchen counter, then bring the other half to the Professor, but he’s already snoring on the couch, large nostrils vacuuming up motes of stuffing from a tear in the plaid fabric. I know he’s been rationing what little remains of his supplements—nicotinamide riboside, a precursor vitamin for nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide, or NAD+. It’s just about all that keeps him going anymore, but he still sleeps fifteen, sometimes sixteen hours a day. I lay the plate on the coffee table, knowing the food will likely remain untouched when I return this evening.

    In my room, I scoot around the bed frame before reaching underneath the sagging twin mattress and pulling out my “stink box,” a sealed cube containing a pair of green cargo pants, a tan T-shirt, my dead father’s belt, and several bundles of sage. In the decade I’ve spent traversing the desert, never once have I washed these clothes, which has let my body odor saturate the fabric and blend in with the Andes’ thick musk. But the Professor is repulsed by the smell. Hence the box and the sage.

    As I pull on my pants and T-shirt, the tight fit reminds me both will soon need yet another round of tailoring. Like all my clothes, they’re the Professor’s hand-me-downs. With my last growth spurt having abruptly halted three years ago, I’ll probably always remain three inches shy of his six-foot-one, but my body wasn’t built at a desk like his. It’s still being built by the desert, whenever I dig a pit or climb a cliff or carry a corpse to the pyre.

    I grab the jar of mica-dominated clay I collected from streambeds and slather a thick layer onto my face, neck, and forearms. In addition to keeping the sun off my skin, it makes me look more like the creatures I hunt. Lastly, I rub a handful into my hair, which at nearly an inch is longer than I like to keep it. But my electric razor got packed away on the same day the Professor became our friendly neighborhood barber, back when he restricted our energy usage to LED lights and the pump to our well. Unfortunately, he seldom has the inclination these days to go to work on my head with the straight razor.

    Back in the living room, I strap on my boots, slip my knife into its sheath on my belt, then grab my pack and short bow off the floor and head outside. It’s only half past ten and it’s already blistering. The Professor told me that ever since Andes became the torchbearers for human DNA, global warming became a thing of the past. I disagree. It’s the hottest June I can remember, but then everything seems to rub me wrong these days. The horseflies, the mosquitos, the stickers that always seem to gravitate toward my socks, reminding me with every footfall that I’ll never leave the endless expanse that surrounds our home.

    I walk to the edge of the butte, stopping beside the winch system and its empty steel platform. I look out over the gray and red maze of canyons, washes, and mesas. I’ll need all my wits to make the climb down, so I begin my box breathing—four-second inhale, four-second hold, four-second exhale—trying to clear the old man from my thoughts. Or, more specifically, trying to clear the nagging questions about his new secret experiments, which have sent me on twice as many hunting expeditions in the past year as any previous season. The more I try to calm myself, however, the more I wish I could go back to simpler times, when the desert was my playground. While I still respect the life it provides—the bulrush, cattails, edible insects, and game—I can’t help but feel stifled by its vast emptiness. More and more regularly, my thoughts veer toward the world beyond and all its mysteries.

    “Screw it,” I eventually say.

    Placing my bow and backpack on the slab, I begin turning the crank. When the platform touches down sixty feet below, I find myself hoping I’ll have an Ande to load onto it later this afternoon, despite all the work that will entail. It might help brighten the Professor’s mood, even if it won’t lift mine. After being marooned here for all these years, I have no idea what will. But it certainly isn’t catching Andes.

    Without another glance back at my home, I start descending the vertical cliff face.

    • • • •

    Three miles from the butte, I cautiously approach the edge of the drop-off. It’s one of the smaller canyons in the area, just thirty feet deep and perhaps seventy across, but the sheer walls prevent someone at the bottom from reaching the top, which suits my purposes.

    I stop ten feet from the ledge and listen. Hearing nothing but the breeze rustling the junipers, I pick up a rock and toss it over. It plunks into the creek below, followed by the signature grunts of a handful of Andes. Homo sapien grunts, sure, but not a sound I could reproduce if I tried. Short, guttural barks, clearly some type of rudimentary language.

    “Jackpot,” I whisper.

    First, I get down on my knees, unshoulder my bow, and place it off to my right, along with my nine remaining arrows. I’m a damn good shot, with skills honed hunting rabbits and birds, but this particular objective doesn’t call for killing. Instead, I remove my pack and slide out my trumpet. Despite the dents and spots of rust, it’s the most valuable weapon in my arsenal. Clutching it in one hand, I flatten myself onto my stomach and crawl forward. Just before I peek over the edge, a mantra from my early years works its way into my thoughts.

    
      Their bodies are human, but their brains are not. One wrong step, and you’ll be the one caught.
    

    Four of them. All sitting on their haunches around the edge of the fifteen-foot-deep pit I dug over the course of a month when I was fourteen, their naked bodies blistered cherry red by the sun. Two adult females and two younglings—a boy, shifting his weight as though nature is calling, and a girl, tossing chunks of raw rabbit meat into the pit. All of them staring down into the hole, where one of their members is undoubtedly trapped.

    They seem advanced for Andes, with several hollowed-out gourds sitting in a pile near one of the adults’ feet. I’ve seen their kind use clubs before, but creating makeshift canteens is a first. While it’s not as complex as building a figure-four snare, it does require a sharp rock and considerable patience, which reinforces my theory that they’re evolving, even though the Professor says it’s foolish to make assumptions without proof. He claims that, ever since Advitalon ravaged their minds, certain groups probably have been latching onto ancient, instinctive knowledge buried in their genetic code. I’m not sure what I believe, but whatever’s happening to them, they still can’t recognize a trap to save their lives.

    The creature stuck in the pit won’t stop wailing. It must be an alpha male. Most bands have one, and they’re usually the first to investigate something curious, such as the glass prism I use to bait the false floor of juniper branches and sand. The piles of small bones scattered about suggest they’ve been here for a couple of days. If it were anything other than an alpha, the band would have moved on already. I know the Professor wants a female—he’ll just have to make do.

    As the two adult females hover around the lip of the pit, struggling to find a way to free their captured packmate, the older of the two tosses her dreadlocked hair over one shoulder, a strangely human gesture. My imagination washes off the caked mud and puts her in a dress—and I see a woman. Then she brings her head the rest of the way around, gazing at nothing with vacant eyes. As she scratches her mangy hair to get at the bugs nesting inside, her jaw goes slack, revealing broken brown teeth.

    I’m reminded they’re not human.

    After glancing up and down the canyon to make sure no other Andes are lurking among the sage and early afternoon shadows, I take a deep breath and bring the trumpet’s mouthpiece to my lips. The Professor gave me lessons when I was young, and he swears I got fairly good, but playing melodically is no longer my goal. When I blow, I hammer all three valves with one hand while extending and compressing the main tuning slide with the other, creating a noise so unbearable a flock of magpies takes flight a quarter mile away.

    All four Andes leap to their calloused feet and scatter. They kick up sand as they run this way and that, searching for the source of the danger as their damaged brains try to decide whether to fight or flee. But the trumpet’s racket bounces off the canyon walls, coming at them from all directions—which is the main reason I chose this spot, aside from the obvious height advantage. Before long, they begin a desperate retreat. The boy shits himself as they flee.

    Following them along the ridgeline, I occasionally blast my terrible tuneless screech. Eventually, I’ll need to climb down to haul up the alpha, but for now, I have to make sure this band doesn’t get a few hundred yards away only to turn around when they realize the truth—that without their pack leader, they will most likely die out here.

    I shadow them for a half mile, until the mouth of the canyon spits them out into open desert. I wait for them to become specks on the horizon before I climb down and start hiking back toward the Professor’s prize.

    Copyright © 2022 by Erich Krauss. Excerpted from Primitives by Erich Krauss. Published by permission of the author and Briar Road Books. All rights reserved. No part of this excerpt may be reproduced or reprinted without permission in writing from the author.
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    Interview: Locus Awards Top Ten Finalists, Part One

    Arley Sorg | 6517 words

    The Locus Awards are one of the few major awards that feature a range of novel categories, including Best Fantasy Novel. Awards inevitably reflect the tastes of the people who decide on recipients: the selections for World Fantasy Awards reflect the tastes of a given year’s jurors; each year’s Hugo Awards reflect the tastes of Worldcon memberships; Nebula Awards nominees and winners reflect the reading habits of voting SFWA* members.

    The Locus Awards are a bit different. Ostensibly a readers’ poll, the Locus Awards are decided by an open vote: anyone can participate, and there are no requirements, other than the ability to cast the vote. This means these awards potentially reflect the tastes of a broader range of individuals—but presumably still folks who love genre fiction. So, who better to talk about fantasy fiction than the top ten finalists of the Locus Awards in the Best Fantasy Novel category?

    We invited the authors of the top ten Best Fantasy Novels (according to the Locus poll) to participate in a brief collective interview, to discuss their work, their careers, and other things. We asked them all the same ten questions, with the request that they respond to at least seven of them, and let them pick whichever questions they want to answer. We are breaking the interview into two parts, across two issues, for space. We hope you find their responses as interesting as we did!

    * The Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers Association

    • • • •

    Locus Awards Top Ten Finalists, Best Fantasy Novel Category interview, Part One, featuring (alphabetically): Katherine Addison (Sarah Monette), Zen Cho, T. Kingfisher (Ursula Vernon), TJ Klune, Cadwell Turnbull

    • • • •

    Katherine Addison

    Katherine Addison’s short fiction has been selected by The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror and The Year’s Best Science Fiction. Her novel, The Goblin Emperor, won a Locus Award. As Sarah Monette, she is the author of the Doctrine of Labyrinths series and co-author, with Elizabeth Bear, of the Iskryne series. She lives near Madison, Wisconsin.

    How did you get into writing narratives with fantastic elements? Was it something you always did, or was there a transition, or a moment of inspiration?

    I have always and exclusively written narratives with fantastic elements. The first thing I wrote (age eleven) was a ghost story. The second thing I wrote was a Tolkien/Eddings mash-up of a quest novel. And I just kept going. I tried writing “realistic” fiction in grad school, just to see if I could do it, and I really kind-of couldn’t.

    What, for you, are the most challenging craft elements in writing novels, and how do you deal with those challenges?

    I find PLOT to be the hardest part of writing a novel. I very rarely know the plot when I start a book; I just put the other elements of the story together and vamp a little bit to see if anyone wants to sing. If I’ve got the right material for the story, this will at least get us started. But I spend a lot of time brainstorming for Things To Have Happen and figuring out how random cool ideas can be made to fit. Sometimes I know bits of plot going in, and those are always incredibly helpful, as they give me something to write toward. (I’ve tried outlining, but it kills the story for me.)

    The Locus Top Ten Finalists is the result of a readers’ poll—readers voted your book as being one of the best books out there! (CONGRATULATIONS, by the way! = ) ) Please talk a bit about the way you use the fantastic in your book, and what you like most about the way you’ve utilized it.

    The Witness for the Dead is a secondary-world fantasy populated by elves and goblins, so it’s pretty much wall-to-wall fantastical. I enjoy the world-building I get to do, with this culture that has lasted two thousand years (and counting), and I like the ways elves and goblins are different from humans. (There are no humans in the book.) After The Angel of the Crows, which took place in a version of Victorian London, I find being able to just make everything up is a great relief.

    What was the main inspiration for this book, how did it develop, and were there a lot of changes from initial concept to final product?

    What I wanted to do was write a fantasy city the way Raymond Chandler wrote Los Angeles. I don’t think I succeeded, but the city of Amalo did turn out to be more than just a backdrop for my protagonist to have adventures against. His daily life in the city is an important part of the book.

    What is one piece of advice you’d give to readers, and separately, one piece of advice you’d give to writers who are just starting out?

    1. Read as widely as you can.

    2. Be kind to yourself.

    For some of the authors on this list, this may be their first award nomination. For others, it’s just one of their recent awards nominations. Do you feel like awards make a difference in terms of writing fiction, or in terms of career?

    I think awards are great in terms of external validation, which is something writers don’t get a lot of, generally speaking, and yeah, I have all my award stuff on the wall where I can look up and see it. But it doesn’t make me write different stories, and it doesn’t make me write stories differently.

    What else are you working on? What do you have coming up that you’d like people to know about?

    The Grief of Stones, the sequel to The Witness for the Dead, is out June 14th. I’m working on the last book in the trilogy, The Tomb of Dragons.

    • • • •

    Zen Cho

    Zen Cho is the author of The Sorcerer to the Crown novels and a novella, The Order of the Pure Moon Reflected in Water, as well as the short story collection Spirits Abroad. Her work has won the LA Times Book Prize (Ray Bradbury Prize), as well as the Hugo, Crawford and British Fantasy Awards, and been shortlisted for the Locus and Astounding Awards. Born and raised in Malaysia, she now lives in the United Kingdom.

    How did you get into writing narratives with fantastic elements? Was it something you always did, or was there a transition, or a moment of inspiration?

    It’s just what came naturally when I started writing original fiction. For most artists, I think your subject and medium choose you. I can pinpoint two major influences that have fed into my interest in the fantastic—the work of great British children’s fantasy writers like E. Nesbit, Diana Wynne Jones, and C. S. Lewis, whom I read growing up, but also growing up in Malaysia where the supernatural is part of the everyday, and pretty much everyone I knew had a real-life story or three of encounters with ghosts or hantu or gods.

    What was “breaking in” like for you—did you sell stories or novels right away, did you have connections, was it random, or was there a period of submissions and rejections and trunked work?

    It was a relatively slow build-up, over years. I’ve wanted to be a published writer since I was very little, but it was only in my mid-twenties that I really started writing original fiction for publication. Short stories, at first—my first pro sale was to Strange Horizons in 2011, about a year after I started writing and submitting consistently. Around the same time, I tried to figure out how to write a novel. I had to trunk two terrible novel-length manuscripts before I wrote the book that got me my agent and eventually became my debut novel, Sorcerer to the Crown, published in 2015. Since then I’ve published two more novels plus a novella, as well as rereleasing the short story collection that was my very first published book, but I still feel in some ways that I’m at the beginning of my career. I hope I’m closer to the beginning than the end, anyway!

    What, for you, are the most challenging craft elements in writing novels, and how do you deal with those challenges?

    Just that they are so long that you can’t hold the whole thing in your head at a time, as you can with short stories and (to a degree) novellas. But that richness and space is what I like about novels, too. Plot and pacing give me terrible trouble, but I’ve learnt a lot about those aspects with time, practice, and the help of my agent and editors. What I try to do nowadays is work out early the core question the beginning of the book is asking, and then make sure the rest of the book is built around answering that.

    The Locus Top Ten Finalists is the result of a readers’ poll—readers voted your book as being one of the best books out there! (CONGRATULATIONS, by the way! = ) ) Please talk a bit about the way you use the fantastic in your book, and what you like most about the way you’ve utilized it.

    Black Water Sister is in some ways the least fantastic of my novels to date, because the main fantastic elements arise from the book assuming that the things people believe, in the religious traditions in which I was brought up, are true. Gods are real and can possess people, and spirits are real and can appear to the living.

    Because I was drawing from real-life contemporary religious practices, I wanted these elements to feel real—mundane and sometimes frightening. I wanted these beliefs to possess some of the power they have in real life. I do think I achieved that, so that’s the thing I like most.

    What was the main inspiration for this book, how did it develop, and were there a lot of changes from initial concept to final product?

    Black Water Sister came together out of two sources of inspiration. One was the word hagridden, which I came across in my research for Sorcerer to the Crown and its sequel. It immediately gave me the image of a young person haunted by a malevolent female spirit—a terrible auntie, riding on her back. Then I read The Way That Lives in the Heart by Jean deBernardi, an anthropological study of spirit mediumship in Penang, and I knew I wanted to write a book about that and it would be the same book as the one about the hagridden young woman.

    As with all novels, there was a bunch of chopping and changing and various revisions, but the vision was relatively clear to me from the get-go. The final published version isn’t that far off the first draft.

    For readers who haven’t read this book, who mainly have the cover and blurb to go by, what would you like them to know about this work? What is important or special to you about this book?

    It’s a very personal book in a lot of ways, and I’m proud of how Malaysian it is. We’re lucky in the genre to have an increasing number of fantastic Malaysian authors and authors with Malaysian heritage, but it’s still very rare to find internationally published long-form fantasy that draws on specifically Malaysian settings and beliefs. I’m proud to have contributed to that small corpus with Black Water Sister.

    For some of the authors on this list, this may be their first award nomination. For others, it’s just one of their recent awards nominations. Do you feel like awards make a difference in terms of writing fiction, or in terms of career?

    As I understand it, most of the SFF awards don’t make a significant difference to book sales, even the major ones. But they are a concrete sign of appreciation from your peers or readership, so I do think they’re immensely valuable. Personally, for a long while I struggled to believe I was entitled to think of myself as a writer, even after I had published stories, and the thing that really knocked that on the head was being a joint winner of the Crawford Fantasy Award for my short story collection Spirits Abroad. Every time I found myself thinking, “I’m not really a writer, because . . . ” I’d remember that I’d won that award and I could only have won the award if I was a writer. It wasn’t like I’d won it for my charm or good looks or soldering skills. There’s something very reassuring about being able to put to bed an anxiety like that; it frees up energy for more important things.

    • • • •

    T. Kingfisher

    T. Kingfisher is the vaguely absurd pen-name of Ursula Vernon, an author from North Carolina. In another life, she writes children’s books and weird comics. She has been nominated for the World Fantasy and the Eisner, and has won the Hugo, Sequoyah, Nebula, Alfie, WSFA, Cóyotl and Ursa Major awards, as well as a half-dozen Junior Library Guild selections. This is the name she uses when writing things for grown-ups. Her work includes multiple fairy-tale retellings and odd little stories about elves and goblins. When she is not writing, she is probably out in the garden, trying to make eye contact with butterflies. www.tkingfisher.com

    What are some of your favorite works or authors that use fantastic elements (from the past or more recent, whichever you’d like to talk about), and what do you like most about them?

    A book I really loved recently was Piranesi. The dreamlike imagery of the statues and the endless halls was so fascinating. I love things like that, that give us a glimpse of this inexplicable strangeness that just exists without getting terribly bogged down in rationalizing why it exists the way it does. Of course, that’s a balancing act—it’s so easy to break the suspension of disbelief, and then the whole thing collapses like a house of cards, as I go, “Okay, but where are they going to the bathroom?!”

    One of my all-time favorites is Perdido Street Station, which has bizarre imagery in spades, but also explains a lot of practical things—here are your people with beetle heads, and here’s how they reproduce and here’s how they sculpt and so forth. Any time I read a book where I go, “Damn, I wish I’d thought of that!” every few pages, I know it’s good.

    How did you get into writing narratives with fantastic elements? Was it something you always did, or was there a transition, or a moment of inspiration?

    I always wanted to write fantasy, as early as I can remember writing. I think it was talking animals that were my gateway. I lived for Narnia, and finding Watership Down at a formative age was like finding the Rosetta Stone.

    What was “breaking in” like for you—did you sell stories or novels right away, did you have connections, was it random, or was there a period of submissions and rejections and trunked work?

    Oh lord, it was so random. I wrote a novel in my late teens, sent it out, got a very nice handwritten rejection with lots of notes, had no idea what that meant, and so thought “Aw, bummer,” and shoved it in a trunk. Then I started doing webcomics. Years later, a friend of mine who’s a romance author was telling a funny story at a conference about her artist friend reading her first romance novel. The agent sitting next to her asked, “Does your artist friend do graphic novels? They’re very hot right now.” My friend said, “Why yes, she does!” and called me up to ask if I wanted a literary agent.

    My reply, which she has never let me forget, was “Yeah, sure, what the hell.” This is not how anyone gets an agent, but she went through my website and found all this art and weird little stories I’d written under the art, and asked me if I could write a children’s book. So I did, and she sold it, and then I had a career. Later on, I got a pen name so that I could write for adults, but I still have the same agent. I write a lot and much of it is very weird, so I started self-publishing stuff that didn’t quite have a home in traditional publishing. So far, so good?

    What, for you, are the most challenging craft elements in writing novels, and how do you deal with those challenges?

    I think each novel winds up with a different craft problem. My most recent manuscript, I was stuck between “I need to set up all these dominoes so they can fall, but setting them up requires all these different people talking to each other, and twenty thousand words of people just having conversations is going to be boring. I should probably throw in at least one murder.” I think a lot of my craft challenges come down to “How do I set this up in advance so that it doesn’t come out of left field?” Sometimes I fire Chekhov’s gun first, and then have to go back and write it onto the mantle.

    The Locus Top Ten Finalists is the result of a readers’ poll—readers voted your book as being one of the best books out there! (CONGRATULATIONS, by the way! = ) ) Please talk a bit about the way you use the fantastic in your book, and what you like most about the way you’ve utilized it.

    Heh! Paladin’s Strength is a fantasy romance novel, so I spend a lot of time in a quasi-early Renaissance world with gods and magic and shapeshifters and the undead. But I never want magic to become boring or mundane, or worse, to feel like I’m writing a novelization of a D&D campaign. So I try to use the magical elements sparingly, and to be practical about how some of them work. In Strength, for example, the hero is hunting the smooth men, which are freaky golem-like creatures made of clay. But it’s actually really hard to bake something the size of a human out of clay—you need a gigantic kiln to do it, you lose a lot of them to air bubbles and breakage—so I started thinking of how to make it easier. And it occurred to me that all you really need is the heads, and those are easily baked in a regular size pottery kiln. Once you’ve got a head, you can jam it in any old dead body—the neck has a spike—and it can animate the body. Okay, but now your dead body is still decaying, so you’re going to have to keep getting new dead bodies, which means you’re leaving a trail of freshly severed heads and badly decayed bodies behind you . . . errr . . . did I mention that this is also a romance?

    What was the main inspiration for this book, how did it develop, and were there a lot of changes from initial concept to final product?

    A million years or so ago, I started fiddling with a medieval mystery story. It didn’t go very far, because hey, mysteries turn out to be hard for my brain to write—all that keeping track of who was where at what exact time is not a thing I’m good at—but I rather liked the monastery I came up with. Their secret was that they were all were-bears. (Even then, I couldn’t escape the fantasy bits.) So I had this idea of a were-bear nun kicking around for ages, and suddenly in Paladin’s Strength, I knew where she belonged.

    For readers who haven’t read this book, who mainly have the cover and blurb to go by, what would you like them to know about this work? What is important or special to you about this book?

    This is a fantasy romance, and book two of a series. It’s also got a lot of severed heads, as I said above. But mostly it’s just fun. There’s a lot of snark and a lot of hilarity and two people who are really attracted to each other and really bad at acting on it.

    What is one piece of advice you’d give to readers, and separately, one piece of advice you’d give to writers who are just starting out?

    Heavens, I wouldn’t know what advice to give to readers! They’re way too varied a group of people. Uh . . . just buy like ten gardening trowels when they’re on sale, because you’ll lose them all the time, so having a bin full of them will make your life easier?

    For writers starting out, I would say to write the book that only you would write. There is no real point in chasing hot trends—they’ll probably be cold by the time the book is ready for publication. Just write the book you really want to exist. And also, if you’re writing a genre that’s new to you, read that genre.

    For some of the authors on this list, this may be their first award nomination. For others, it’s just one of their recent awards nominations. Do you feel like awards make a difference in terms of writing fiction, or in terms of career?

    They certainly don’t hurt, let’s put it that way. I don’t know that most awards translate to sales to a significant degree, but anything that gets your name in front of people’s eyeballs, so that when they see your book later, they go “Oh yeah . . . I remember that name . . . ” is a good thing.

    What else are you working on? What do you have coming up that you’d like people to know about?

    My fantasy novel Nettle & Bone just came out in May from Tor, and I have a horror novella called What Moves The Dead coming from Nightfire in July, so there’s lots of new stuff out there. I’m always working on more.

    • • • •

    TJ Klune

    TJ Klune is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling, Lambda Literary Award-winning author of The House in the Cerulean Sea, The Extraordinaries, and more. Being queer himself, Klune believes it’s important—now more than ever—to have accurate, positive queer representation in stories.

    What are some of your favorite works or authors that use fantastic elements (from the past or more recent, whichever you’d like to talk about), and what do you like most about them?

    One of my favorite works as a child—and still as an adult—is Diana Wynn Jones’s Howl’s Moving Castle. While there is something for everyone in her books, it’s Howl’s Moving Castle that I always come back to. From the prose, to the characters, to the fantastical world Jones created, I love every word.

    How did you get into writing narratives with fantastic elements? Was it something you always did, or was there a transition, or a moment of inspiration?

    I’ve found that writing fantasy allows me to explore more human, personal topics. Whether it be something poignant like grappling with grief, or finding a family where one should not exist. I love creating worlds that, while mysterious and potentially fearsome, still sound like they could be real.

    What was “breaking in” like for you—did you sell stories or novels right away, did you have connections, was it random, or was there a period of submissions and rejections and trunked work?

    I was on the indie publishing scene for a long while before I decided to try something different. I felt as if I was becoming stagnant. So I wrote a couple of different types of books, found the perfect agent who ended up changing the course of my career by signing me with Macmillan and Tor. Though I’m of the mind that talent can play a role in advancement, I think the idea of “breaking in” really boils down to luck, and getting your books into the hands of the right editor.

    What, for you, are the most challenging craft elements in writing novels, and how do you deal with those challenges?

    For me, the most challenging part is knowing how to say goodbye to characters. Some characters have multiple books required to tell their story. Some only need one, and it’s important to recognize that. But when you spend months—hell, even years—with certain characters, it can be hard to let them go. For those who only need a single book, I try and leave them in a position where their future is not known, exactly, but their path ahead is clear.

    The Locus Top Ten Finalists is the result of a readers’ poll—readers voted your book as being one of the best books out there! (CONGRATULATIONS, by the way! = ) ) Please talk a bit about the way you use the fantastic in your book, and what you like most about the way you’ve utilized it.

    Under the Whispering Door is an exploration of the effects of grief, but not just on those who are left behind after someone dies. With Whispering Door, I wanted to see if it was possible to grieve for yourself, for chances missed, opportunities wasted. But instead of a man alive learning he wasn’t a good person—like Ebeneezer Scrooge—what would happen if that same man died, and only then realized he hadn’t lived life to his fullest potential? What would that look like, with him being a ghost, unable to change the past?

    What was the main inspiration for this book, how did it develop, and were there a lot of changes from initial concept to final product?

    The main inspiration was Dicken’s A Christmas Carol. While I loved my time with it, I always wondered why the reader never got to see Scrooge actually doing the work to become a better person. For him, a switch flipped and everything was good! What would it look like if a person like Scrooge actually had to work to become better? And how would he go about it? That was the jumping off point for the book.

    For readers who haven’t read this book, who mainly have the cover and blurb to go by, what would you like them to know about this work? What is important or special to you about this book?

    This book is personal to me, perhaps more so than any other. I loved someone dearly, and they were taken far too soon from this world. In writing Under the Whispering Door, I wanted to put my own grief on the page to try and make sense of it. Grief is a tricky animal to write about. No two people grieve the same, yet we all experience grief in our lives: at the loss of loved ones, friends, pets. Loss of jobs, or opportunities, or homes. There is big grief and little grief, yet each one feels like death, in a way. But there is also catharsis to grief, and that’s what I wanted to show.

    What is one piece of advice you’d give to readers, and separately, one piece of advice you’d give to writers who are just starting out?

    The best advice I can give—and that I wish had been given to me when I first started out—is that you don’t have to write every day to be a writer. Some days, the words just won’t come, and to try and force yourself through that block might only make you angry. For me, when this happens, it’s best to walk away and focus on something different. The more you push, the harder it becomes. Be kind to yourself, and step back when you need to.

    For some of the authors on this list, this may be their first award nomination. For others, it’s just one of their recent awards nominations. Do you feel like awards make a difference in terms of writing fiction, or in terms of career?

    Awards are awesome! They tend to provide validation for the work of the author. Some books can take years to write, and to have the hard work be recognized is delightful. That being said, awards aren’t the be all and end all. Most of my books haven’t won awards, but I love them all the same.

    What else are you working on? What do you have coming up that you’d like people to know about?

    On July 19, Tor Teen is releasing Heat Wave, the trilogy capper in my series, The Extraordinaries.

    This fall, Tor UK will release Wolfsong in hardcover, followed by the other three books in the series.

    Next March brings In the Lives of Puppets, my queer retelling of Carlo Collodi’s The Adventures of Pinocchio about an inventor and the robots that make up his family.

    • • • •

    Cadwell Turnbull

    Cadwell Turnbull is the author of The Lesson and No Gods, No Monsters. He is a graduate of North Carolina State University’s creative writing MFA in fiction and English and MA in linguistics. Turnbull is also a graduate of Clarion West 2016. His short fiction has appeared in The Verge, Lightspeed, Nightmare, and Asimov’s Science Fiction and a number of anthologies, including The Dystopia Triptych and Twelve Entanglements. His Nightmare story “Loneliness Is in Your Blood” was selected for The Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy 2018. His Lightspeed story “Jump” was selected for The Year’s Best Science Fiction and Fantasy 2019 and was featured on LeVar Burton Reads. The Lesson was the winner of the 2020 Neukom Institute Literary Award in the debut category and was shortlisted for the VCU Cabell Award and longlisted for the Massachusetts Book Award. No Gods, No Monsters is the winner of the Lambda Literary Award for Best LGBTQ Speculative Fiction, is a current finalist for the Locus Award for Best Fantasy Novel, and was longlisted for the PEN Open Book Award. Turnbull grew up in the US Virgin Islands and currently lives in Raleigh where he teaches creative writing at North Carolina State University.

    What are some of your favorite works or authors that use fantastic elements (from the past or more recent, whichever you’d like to talk about), and what do you like most about them?

    This is a hard question to answer because my favorite works (and authors) write across speculative genres, often borrowing from multiple genres at once. I’d say Kai Ashante Wilson’s Sorcerer of the Wildeeps is an example of how you can blur the edges of genre beautifully. Or Palmer’s Terra Ignota series. The Books of the Raksura by Martha Wells stay in my mind as what I’d call a purely fantastical premise (though I’d say that Wells was expanding genre-expectations quite a bit in that series).

    How did you get into writing narratives with fantastic elements? Was it something you always did, or was there a transition, or a moment of inspiration?

    I didn’t get into it at any particular moment. I wrote what came to me, and if a strange idea showed up, I made room for it. Categorization came much later, when I learned to think about genres as discrete spaces. Even so, I still don’t think about the genre until later in the process.

    What was “breaking in” like for you—did you sell stories or novels right away, did you have connections, was it random, or was there a period of submissions and rejections and trunked work?

    I started selling stories first, but by that time I’d been working on a novel for several years that I sold after publishing a few short stories. There are several trunked stories I want to figure out what to do with, though. And stories that I love and return to and still can’t make work. Each project has its own journey.

    What, for you, are the most challenging craft elements in writing novels, and how do you deal with those challenges?

    The most challenging craft element for me is plotting and the balance between what the characters want to do and what the story wants to do. I hope that makes sense. Sometimes the story, the themes, and the characters can be at odds. But honestly it is all hard. Novels are just hard to do.

    The Locus Top Ten Finalists is the result of a readers’ poll—readers voted your book as being one of the best books out there! (CONGRATULATIONS, by the way! = ) ) Please talk a bit about the way you use the fantastic in your book, and what you like most about the way you’ve utilized it.

    What was the main inspiration for this book, how did it develop, and were there a lot of changes from initial concept to final product?

    (Answering these two together.)

    The main inspiration for No Gods, No Monsters is my love of Urban Fantasy. I’d been reading a lot in the genre and I’d grown up watching shows like Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Charmed. I realized I’d never tried anything in the genre, despite loving it so much. It started out as being that simple, and then it got complicated. Quantum mechanics, clandestine organizations and cooperatives, meditations on processing trauma and surviving addiction. So, yeah, a lot of other stuff got in there. But I like that about it. I like that the fantastic elements are mixing with so many other ideas. For me, they all share resonances.

    For readers who haven’t read this book, who mainly have the cover and blurb to go by, what would you like them to know about this work? What is important or special to you about this book?

    I don’t want to prescribe too much about what folks should take from the book. But if I had to say something, I’d say that the book (and the series) is an exploration on how power obscures itself and how opaque structures cause harm to the marginalized. That, and the understanding that for the characters of the novel, being a monster is only one part of their intersectional identity. It isn’t meant to be a one-to-one metaphor for marginalization.

    What is one piece of advice you’d give to readers, and separately, one piece of advice you’d give to writers who are just starting out?

    I’d give writers the same advice I’d give readers: read broadly and with an open heart.

    For some of the authors on this list, this may be their first award nomination. For others, it’s just one of their recent awards nominations. Do you feel like awards make a difference in terms of writing fiction, or in terms of career?

    I don’t know if it helps the writing exactly, but I do believe awards have an effect on careers. An award win, or even a nomination, can go a long way for a writer, in terms of opening doors for new opportunities. But I think the community function is more important, showing writers and artists that they are valued by their peers and by readers. It is incredibly validating.

    What else are you working on? What do you have coming up that you’d like people to know about?

    I am working on the second book of the trilogy. Pretty close on that front. Publication date is set for fall 2023. I am also working on a collaborative project I am very proud to be a part of. It is called Many Worlds, and, put simply, it is a collectively-managed shared multiverse. We have an anthology coming out in summer 2023 and some other stuff we’re close to announcing. You can check us out at manyworldsforum.com.
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      Arley Sorg is a 2021 and a 2022 World Fantasy Award Finalist as well as a 2022 Locus Award Finalist for his work as co-Editor-in-Chief at Fantasy Magazine. Arley is a 2022 recipient of SFWA’s Kate Wilhelm Solstice Award. He is also a finalist for two 2022 Ignyte Awards: for his work as a critic as well as for his creative nonfiction. Arley is a senior editor at Locus Magazine, associate editor at both Lightspeed & Nightmare, and a columnist for The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. He takes on multiple roles, including slush reader, movie reviewer, and book reviewer, and conducts interviews for multiple venues, including Clarkesworld Magazine and his own site: arleysorg.com. He has taught classes, run workshops, and been a guest for Clarion West, the Odyssey Writing Workshop, Cascade Writers, Augur Magazine, and more. Arley grew up in England, Hawaii, and Colorado, and studied Asian Religions at Pitzer College. He lives in the SF Bay Area and writes in local coffee shops when he can. Find him on Twitter @arleysorg. Arley is a 2014 Odyssey Writing Workshop graduate.
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    Author Spotlight: Eliza Chan

    Mayookh Barua | 672 words

    Welcome to Fantasy Magazine! We’re so happy to be able to bring your story “The Tails That Make You” to our readers. Can you tell us what inspired this story and how it came to be?

    “The Tails That Make You” was inspired by a number of real-life events. The murder of Sarah Everard in the UK by a police officer during a Covid-19 lockdown. The #MeToo movement and the outpouring of women sharing experiences of sexual harassment and abuse. The Atlanta massage parlour shootings and recent anti-Asian hate crimes. Juxtaposed against this was my love of mythology and folklore in fiction. No matter where I looked, women are consistently cast as temptresses, seductresses, and femme fatales. This story was my attempt to process why these events in particular cut right to the bone. To understand why I was so afraid to speak out as others had. And it was also an attempt to heal.

    I really enjoyed the anachronistic structure of the story. Could you elaborate on the intention behind using such a structure? Does your work frequently employ this way of storytelling? Is there any tip for writers to be able to achieve this, craft-wise?

    This story started as a straightforward chronology of one woman’s life, but something in it didn’t satisfy. I wanted to tell more stories, of more women—or rather, everywoman. You can read it several different ways, and that is deliberate: one woman; generations of one family; different unrelated women. Do we start at the beginning or the end? The tales/tails that women share, or more often hide. I don’t remember at what point the second-person voice slipped in, but it felt right to me, even though I’ve never written second person before! Unfortunately, I don’t have any smart advice about unusual structures. Sometimes you just have to listen to what the story wants to do and keep tweaking until it gets there.

    The story reflects on the relationship between family members like daughters, mothers, aunties, uncles, and cousins. What aspect or tension around familial relationships do you think this story wanted to bring about?

    I wanted to look at the harmful messages that women pass to each other, especially within families’ internalised misogyny that teaches daughters to be ashamed, be quiet, not be like those other women. These are messages that exist despite parents wanting what’s best for their children. I wanted to examine this without pointing the finger at a “bad guy” because family relationships are much more nuanced than that.

    If there is one feeling you want the audience to take away from this story, what would you wish for it to be?

    Hope. This story is often bleak in places, but I believe that change is possible. The cycle can be broken if the message is changed.

    What was the most challenging part of writing this story? What was the easiest?

    The act of writing this story was a challenge and a catharsis, but I’m not sure any of it was easy! It was a challenge to put the words, the experiences on paper and continue writing through the jagged uncomfortable edges, but it felt necessary. The easiest thing about it was getting to the end. Reading it back and editing was when I could focus on style and structure rather than the content.

    What are you working on now, and are there any other projects we can look forward to seeing from you in the future?

    Just for a complete contrast, I have a fun slice-of-life story, “The Ng Yut Queen,” due to be published in Julia Rios’ Worlds of Possibility. There’s also a big project in the works that I’m not allowed to talk about yet! Keep your eyes on my website and social media and all will be revealed soon.
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      Mayookh Barua is a North Carolina-based writer from India who identifies as a proud queer man. His areas of focus mainly lie in and around art, queerness, cinema, and the politics of a family. He has previously published at Crooked Fagazine, Mezosfera Magazine, and District-Berlin.

    

  
    Author Spotlight: P H Lee

    Phoebe Barton | 715 words

    Welcome to Fantasy Magazine! We’re so happy to bring your story “A True and Certain Proof of the Messianic Age, With Two Lemmas” to our readers. Can you tell us what inspired this story and how it came about?

    This story was first written as a story-within-a-story in an unpublished novel, entitled One & Zero; Zero & One, which is set in an entirely digitized “post-singularity” society and is exploring what it means to have a society in which, in some sense, every person is also a number. Although the primary characters of the book are probably not Jewish, there is an undercurrent of Judaism in the book (and a Jewish subculture within the society), and I wrote this story to show some of the ways that Jewish lore (in this case, the Talmud) had been adapted to this very different society.

    To me, this reads like a story AIs might tell, especially given the way that Lemmas Zero and One echo binary code. How did this structure speak to you in the writing?

    It is exactly that! This story is “hidden lore” inside the aforementioned novel’s text—the society of algorithms hides its historical connections to Judaism, in much the same way that Christian society obfuscates and oppresses Jewish narratives. So this is a Jewish story, but at the same time, the algorithms have retold it in a way that makes sense to them.

    (For the curious, the two lemmas of the story are drawn directly from the Talmud, with minor alterations. So my assumption is that the Talmud must still be around in this future society, but of course the dominant culture is adapting it in their own ways.)

    The story’s recursive frame struck me as an awesome choice for the telling, and it left me with the sense that it ties the whole thing around the concept of singularity, especially when you consider the way singularities work in black holes. What led you to unfold the story like this?

    Since the core premise of the framing novel is “what does it mean if a person is an algorithm or an algorithm is a person?” it’s playing with that. To an algorithmic consciousness, maybe the basic unit of meaning is inherently a recursive loop, in the way that we as concrete beings start our reason with concrete “objects,” “ideas,” and “rules.” So when algorithms tell stories, perhaps instead of starting with introducing the characters or the setting (the “objects”) they would start with the cycles and the loops.

    I found the algorithm’s character comforting in the way it was depicted—so often synthetic life is depicted as emotionless—and almost angelic in its faintly weird, detached manner. Was there anything in particular that led you to include the algorithm in this way?

    Since in its original context the story is something that is told by algorithms, to algorithms, I thought it was important to retell the story in such a way that it centers the algorithm and its experience. To them, “foxes” and “fishes” are mythical creatures, like dragons or fairies, and to them, of course what these benighted creatures from the dark ages need is for a right-thinking algorithm to come and explain to them how math works.

    To someone who isn’t in the privileged class of algorithms, this might come off as grating or frustrating, of course. But they’re not really the intended audience.

    Is there anything you’re working on now that you’d like to talk about? What can our readers look forward to seeing from you in the future?

    I have a bunch of novel-length and longer projects that I can’t talk too much about because they haven’t sold yet! (Although I did cheat a bit and talk about one of them above.) I also have a short story “How the Crown Prince of Jupiter Destroyed the Universe, or, The Full Fruit of Love’s Full Folly” coming out with Tor.com at some point, and two flash stories coming out with Lightspeed at some probably-slightly-sooner point.
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      Phoebe Barton is a queer trans science fiction writer. Her short fiction has appeared in venues such as Analog, Lightspeed, and Kaleidotrope, and she wrote the interactive fiction game The Luminous Underground for Choice of Games. She serves as an Associate Editor at Escape Pod, is a 2019 graduate of the Clarion West Writers Workshop, and lives with a robot in the sky above Toronto.
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    Coming Attractions, September 2022

    Fantasy Staff | 80 words

    Coming up in the September issue of Fantasy Magazine . . .

    Flash fiction by Jen Brown (“The Probability of One”) and Samantha Murray (“This Blue World”); short stories by Jennifer Hudak (“The Weight of It All”) and K.S. Walker (“How to Join a Colony of Sea-Folk, or, Other Ways of Knowing”); poetry by Sharang Biswas (“I Kissed a Dragon”) and Angel Leal (“The Hole is the Beginning”); and part 2 of our interview with the Locus Awards top ten finalists.
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    Support Us on Patreon, or How to Become a Dragonrider or Space Wizard

    The Editors

    We already offer ebook subscriptions as a way of supporting the magazines, but we wanted to add an additional option to allow folks to support us, thus we’ve launched a Patreon (patreon.com/JohnJosephAdams).

    TL;DR Version

    If you enjoy Fantasy, Nightmare, and/or Lightspeed, our Patreon page is a way for you to help support those endeavors by chipping in a buck or more on a recurring basis. Your support will help us bring bigger and better (and more) projects into the world.

    Why Patreon?

    There are no big companies supporting or funding our magazines, so they really rely on reader support. Though we offer the magazines online for free, we’re able to fund them by selling ebook subscriptions or website advertising.

    While we have a dedicated ebook subscriber base, the vast majority of our readers consume the magazine online for free. If just 10% of our website readers pledged just $1 a month, the magazines would be doing fantastically well. So we thought it might be useful to have an option like Patreon for readers who maybe haven’t considered supporting the magazine, or who maybe haven’t because they don’t have any desire to receive the ebook editions—or who would be glad to pay $1 a month, but not $2 (the cost of a monthly subscriber issue of Fantasy).

    Though Fantasy, Nightmare, and Lightspeed are separate entities, we decided to create a single “publisher” Patreon account because it seemed like it would be more efficient to manage just one account.

    Basically, we wanted to create a crowdfunding page where, if you enjoy the work Adamant Press puts out, and you want to contribute a little something to help make it easier for us to produce more cool projects, then our Patreon is the place to do that.

    What Do I Get Out of Being a Patron?

    Well, you get the satisfaction of helping to usher the creation of cool new short fiction projects into the world! Plus, the more support we get, the better we can make the magazines and compensate our authors and staff. By becoming a supporter via Patreon, you help fund our growth and continued publication of two award-winning magazines. Of course, if you’re already one of our ebook subscribers (thank you!), you are already supporting us. This is for those who prefer to read the issues each month on our free websites, or wish to support our efforts more generally.

    By becoming a supporter, you are also bestowed a title, such as Dragonrider, or Space Wizard, or Savior of the World and/or Universe, thus making you instantly the envy of all your friends.

    Thank You!

    If you’ve read this far, thanks so much. We hope you’ll consider becoming a backer on Patreon. That URL again is patreon.com/JohnJosephAdams.

    Thanks in advance for your time. We look forward to hopefully being able to make the magazines—and our other publishing endeavors—even better with the support of people like you.
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    Subscriptions and Ebooks

    The Editors

    If you enjoy reading Fantasy, please consider subscribing. It’s a great way to support the magazine, and you’ll get your issues in the convenient ebook format of your choice. All purchases from the Fantasy store are provided in epub, mobi, and pdf format. A 12-month subscription to Fantasy includes more than 45 stories a year, plus assorted nonfiction. The cost is just $23.88 ($12 off the cover price)—what a bargain!

    Visit fantasy-magazine.com/subscribe to learn more, including about third-party subscription options.

    We also have individual ebook issues available at a variety of ebook vendors, and we now have Ebook Bundles available in the Fantasy ebookstore, where you can buy in bulk and save! Buying a Bundle gets you a copy of every issue published during the named period. Buying either of the half-year Bundles saves you $3 (so you’re basically getting one issue for free), or if you spring for the Year One Bundle, you’ll save $11 off the cover price. So if you need to catch up on Fantasy, that’s a great way to do so.

    Visit fantasy-magazine.com/store for more information.

    
      [image: ]
    

  
    Stay Connected

    The Editors

    Here are a few URLs you might want to check out or keep handy if you’d like to stay apprised of everything new and notable happening with Fantasy:

     Magazine Website

    www.fantasy-magazine.com

     Destroy Projects Website

    www.destroysf.com

     Newsletter

    www.fantasy-magazine.com/newsletter

     RSS Feed

    www.fantasy-magazine.com/rss-2

     Twitter

    www.twitter.com/fantasymagazine

     Facebook

    www.facebook.com/FantasyMagazine

     Subscribe

    www.fantasy-magazine.com/subscribe
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    About the Fantasy Team

    The Editors

    Editors-in-Chief

    Christie Yant

    Arley Sorg

    Publishing Company

    Adamant Press

    Publisher

    John Joseph Adams

    Podcast Host

    Terence Taylor

    Podcast Producer

    Stefan Rudnicki

    Podcast Editor

    Jim Freund

    Art Director

    Christie Yant

    Editorial Interns

    Mayookh Barua

    Madison Brake

    Copy Editor

    Chloe Smith

    Proofreaders

    Anthony R. Cardno

    Devin Marcus

    Author Spotlight Interviewers

    Mayookh Barua

    Phoebe Barton

    Webmaster

    Jeremiah Tolbert / Clockpunk Studios
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