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      I’m honored to be joined in this third year of We’re Here by the amazing Naomi Kanakia, whose “Everquest” in the inaugural volume still haunts and inspires me to this day. Her short fiction work have always been sharp, and works like her 2016 horror “The Girl Who Escaped From Hell” have long cemented her in my mind as an author to pay attention to. Naomi’s novel-length work has focused on YA audiences, but regardless of the age-range she’s writing for, her work shines with care, compassion, and a refusal to flinch or look away from very difficult and unsettling situations and themes. Her work is brave and I am so excited to get to work with her on this project.

      2022 in many ways has continued the trend in recent years in having robust queer representation across the speculative fiction landscape. While queer-specific publications have struggled to maintain a consistent schedule, and many have closed or gone on hiatus in years previous, queer representation continues to shine across many markets and from many talented writers. Indeed, it’s only in this third year of We’re Here that works by authors who have previously featured in the series have been chosen—Carlie St. George and Bogi Takács both return after having appeared in We’re Here 2020 and 2021 respectively. Otherwise, the rest of the authors are all new to We’re Here, and a number of publications are making their debut in the series as well, such as Fantasy, Fusion Fragment, 3LBE, Cossmass Infinities, Nightmare, Worlds of Possibilities, and more.

      It was also another fantastic year for novellas, anthologies, and collections of queer speculative fiction. Selections appear here from new collections by Izzy Wasserstein (All the Hometowns You Can’t Stay Away From) and Carlie St. George (You Fed Us to the Roses), but there were also new collections out by R.B. Lemberg (Geometries of Belonging), Sam J. Miller (Boys, Beasts, & Men), Nisi Shawl (Our Fruiting Bodies), and many others. Add to those anthologies like Other Terrors: An Inclusive Anthology, Queer Spec’s Decoded Pride, Speculatively Queer’s Xenocultivars: Stories of Queer Growth, Voices of the Prism, Kaleidoscope: A Queer Anthology, Moonflowers and Nightshade: A Sapphic Horror Anthology, Your Body is Not Your Body, and many more, and we’re continuing to see a whole lot of opportunities to find queer speculative fiction across genres, though still often from smaller presses and publishers.

      In terms of our own anthology, We’re Here 2022 contains more stories than the previous two volumes—nineteen—largely because of the increase in shorter stories included for this year. While 2021 included one story under 2000 words, and 2020 included none, our 2022 table of contents boasts six such, including two under 1000 words. Which might help to recognize the number of publications who specialize in or feature flash fiction with queer themes and characters. The increase in shorter works might also explain how we are featuring works from the largest number of different publications yet—sixteen—while also featuring the largest number of publications who have multiple stories in the anthology—three. For 2021 we featured stories from fourteen publications with only one publication represented twice, and in 2020 we selected stories from thirteen publications with two that appeared more than once.

      To pull back the curtains a little, my work as series editor involves trying to cast as large a net as possible to find queer speculative fiction from as diverse a set of sources as possible. We received over 300 submissions through our portal in 2022, grown from over 200 the year before and over 100 the year before that. On top of that, my own reading adds a few hundred additional stories, so the total works considered for this anthology is well over 500 works. In order to provide the guest editor with a more manageable job, I try to select a longlist that reflects the wonderful diversity we get through submissions and I find in my reading. It means a lot of incredibly difficult calls, and some rules that I’ve slowly developed working on this project. One of those rules is that I don’t include more than two works from a single publication on the longlist. At first blush, this might seem to penalize publications that put out a lot of works, and especially those that put out a lot of queer speculative works, but I do feel that it’s important to be mindful of not showing too much preference for certain editors or publications and to faithfully capture that the field of queer speculative fiction is truly as varied and valuable as our communities.

      Those communities, however, are far from safe, even as they continue to put out vibrant and masterful fiction on a regular basis. I will admit that writing this introduction has been difficult, for as much as I want to focus on the fantastic work being done, I can’t avoid that for many, and for myself, 2022 was rough. Even as state legislatures across the country have been passing laws targeting queer expression and lives, it’s uncertain how those movements will impact the rich diversity of queer representation and authors being published today. And sadly, the true impact of these policies and laws might be felt most in the voices and stories that never get shared, that are silenced in the more immediate struggle to survive as queer and especially transgender rights are under near-constant attack in so many places, both in the United States and internationally. And in the face of that silence, those words never read, I grieve.

      We deserve a world that will treat us with respect and dignity, that will recognize our humanity and embrace the wild joy our hearts are capable of.

      Instead, and increasingly, the progress that so many have fought so hard for so long to accomplish is being undermined and reversed. Against such a backdrop, it’s difficult not to feel the keen loss all around us. But I believe in the power of stories to inspire, to comfort, to unsettle, and to shake the foundations of the world—just as I believe in the power of standing together in protest, in solidarity, in celebration, and in community with each other. We’re here. Still. Always.

      
        
        Charles Payseur

        May 2023

        Eau Claire, WI
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      When I was a kid, a book about chopping up and murdering women came out from a major literary publisher, and it got pretty good reviews, and in the year I turned fourteen, the book was turned into a large-scale theatrical release with Christian Bale! Now, the book and movie were good, but they made me think, wow, nothing is transgressive anymore. There is absolutely nothing you can do to offend people.

      Now it’s thirty years later, and a guy in a dress reading a story to kids is enough to put some Americans into a killing rage. It’s very, very perplexing, and it’s something I try not to think about too much, if I’m being honest.

      Whether a story upsets people or not is immaterial. Queer people aren’t better or more worthy simply because people have decided to hate us, and the barrier for offending the right-wing these days is so low that their standards are honestly a bit tedious. The presence of the right-wing anger machine has altered the environment for queer fiction, made it much more dangerous, given any story the possibility of eliciting a backlash, without necessarily improving the overall quality of queer work.

      Nonetheless, I do think queer writers have a formal, aesthetic advantage when it comes to crafting our stories. From my perspective, what separates queer people from cis-het people is the role of choice. You may be born with queer desires, but society will always assume you are straight and cisgendered. One reason queer people unsettle straight people is that our desire is so naked. We cannot hide it. For a child to come out to their parent is concomitant with saying, I want this kind of sex, I want these kinds of relationships. Whereas cis-het life is designed to take boys and girls on a conveyer belt that conveniently hides the realities of desire: you date and get married and have kids not because of desires, but because it’s what you’re supposed to do. Queer life is always different. It’s always strange. It always begins in an act of assertion: I want something different from what’s expected.

      This means that queer lives, by nature, contain the central elements of a good story: longing and agency.

      All stories, in my opinion, should be driven by longing, but in cis-het stories, the longing is often external or inchoate—the protagonist at the beginning is asleep or doesn’t know what they want or they are driven by duty. Queer writers are granted merciful relief from all this dilly-dallying. We know that every queer life, at least in its social component, begins with self-conscious action.

      As guest editor, I was most drawn to stories that were about the intertwining of choice and longing. Stories like “My Dad Bought A Space Shuttle,” which interrogates the male fantasy of going into space, or “The Planned Obsolesence of the Human Body,” where a human woman’s fear of the meaningless of digital upload becomes incarnated as the fleshly world grows thinner and less populated, or “Beginnings,” about the sultry and doomed attraction between two best friends. Each of these stories felt inescapably queer, precisely because they lingered on that moment of choice which, to me, is at the heart of both every queer life and every good fiction.

      
        
        Naomi Kanakia

        June 2023

        San Francisco, CA
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            DICK PIG

          

          IAN MUNESHWAR

        

      

    

    
      Ass o’clock in the morning and it’s black out. Black black, the kind of black you only get in these miserable, middle-of-nowhere places. No, “middle-of-nowhere” is too generous; this is past that, right at the line where nowhere becomes miles of uncharted forest thick with months of snow and screaming with wolves and whatever other ungodly feral things make noise when everything decent in the world is asleep.

      It’s one of those animals that drags me awake, yowling from the forest’s edge, shrieking at me like I owe it money or stepped on its child. I lurch out of bed but when my feet hit the floorboards there’s no howling, no sound, nothing. Like it was never even there. Fuck this wolf. Fuck this whole entire place. The floor is freezing, just one long ice rink from here to the carpet in the hall. The house doesn’t have central heating—of course it doesn’t—there’s only a woodstove in the living room, and fuck if I know how to use a woodstove. I got it working with the logs I found out back but it choked and died twenty minutes later and by then I’d already cocooned myself in these quilts that still reek of mothballs.

      As you may have surmised, I don’t own this house. Strictly speaking, no one does. It belonged to my Aunt Norma, bless her, before she fell and broke her hip and the handyman found her weeks later, quite dead in her floral-print nightgown, frozen to the upstairs hallway. The hallway right outside this door.

      I try not to think about that.

      I pull my feet off the floor and tuck them back under Norma’s smelly quilts. My phone’s beside my pillow, half-charged, and there’s a push notification on the otherwise darkened screen. I begin to swipe it away, but it’s a Grindr message from someone called hungdaddy.

      Well. It might be cold, and I might be tired, but who am I to reject the advances of a hung daddy? I tap on his faceless profile.

      >hey dick pig

      He’s called me by my profile name. How personal. How touching.

      As soon as I’ve read the greeting, a picture appears in the chat. It’s a grainy, colorless photo of a naked man seated on a stool. His head is cropped out of the frame, but the rest of his mountainous body is visible, from the hairy shoulders down to his muscled legs, spread open. His cock hangs over the edge of the stool, halfway hard, lolling to one side with its own weight.

      One of the man’s hands rests on his thick, furred thigh. The other is raised and extends out of the picture, reaching for something just out of view. I double tap on the image, zoom in. The resolution is godawful—this pic could only have been taken on a flip phone—but even through the pixilation, the intensity of his grip is obvious. His muscles are knotted and his skin pulls so tight that the hollow of his elbow has become a deep, blurry pit. I don’t know what’s in that hand but, whatever it is, it’s being crushed. Punished.

      I am, predictably, quite hard now.

      Hey, I type, one-handed, what’s up.

      >I am always awake

      The reply appears immediately but I don’t question the speed. I’ve slid back into bed and unbuttoned the jeans I went to sleep in.

      Yeaj? I write, not really caring about spelling because, at this stage, we both know where this conversation is going. What’s got you up daddy

      Another image appears in the chat, instantly. It’s actually not a different picture at all, I realize, but the same one taken from a different angle. This time, it’s as if the photographer is sprawled on their back, lying between the man’s feet. Most of his body is out of focus—his cock and balls are a blur, the coarse hair curling across his stomach reduced to shadow—but I don’t really care because I’m halfway to coming and already feel the need for sleep eclipsing my horniness.

      Fuuuuuck, I type, moving this interaction right along, plz destry me with that dick

      There is, for the first time in the conversation, a pause. And then:

      >You crave destruction?

      I scroll back up to the first pic. I sure do.

      Yessir. Wreck my hole.

      >You want to be destroyed. Wrecked. Annihilated.

      I stop jacking myself but keep my hand on my dick. hungdaddy’s dirty talk needs some work, but I’ll give him a pass. Twenty more seconds of this Dom Daddy shtick and I’ll be cleaning myself up, ghosting him, and getting to sleep. The natural order of the gay universe.

      Yeah, I type. I want you to pin me down and make me beg.

      hungdaddy’s last message comes through in one giant text block, like he’s composed the whole thing already and has been waiting to send it:

      >I will destroy you. I will destroy every part of you. I will destroy until there is nothing left in you but your desire for nothingness and I will destroy even that. I will destroy you. I will destroy

      And it just fucking ends like that, mid-sentence. Jesus.

      I back out of the chat and return to hungdaddy’s profile. Before I block him, I take a screenshot of the profile image:

      
        
        hungdaddy

        online now

        15 miles away

      

      

      When I block him, his image disappears from the grid of nearby profiles. I shut off my phone.

      That’s quite enough Grindr for tonight, thanks.

      The exposed skin between my thighs has gone clammy and I’m aware of how cold I am, how cold this whole damned house is at night. I pull my pants back up, tuck my erection away.

      For a moment, the house is dead and it’s just me and the sound of my own post-masturbatory breathing. I tell myself to ignore the phone screen right beside my pillow, to just close my eyes. There’s so much left to do tomorrow, and I need to clear out of here before the realtor arrives in the afternoon. I need to sleep.

      But then the howling starts up again. This time, it’s not just one wolf but a pack of them seething through the forest, shrieking at the cold.

      A goddamned symphony the whole night long.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the morning I find myself at the kitchen table, drinking a finger of Scotch out of a coffee mug, staring absentmindedly at The Crack.

      The Crack was the sole topic of Norma’s correspondence with the rest of the family through the last years of her life. It’s a jagged line that runs the height of the wall separating the kitchen from the dining room. It’s so thin it looks like it’s been drawn on with a pencil.

      The Crack started worming its way into Norma’s calls maybe three years ago; she would make the occasional reference to the house falling down around her, but then play this off as tongue-in-cheek melodrama. As her calls grew more frequent, though, the levity left her voice.

      “You must do something about it,” she would warble into the landline. “It hasn’t stopped growing. Good Lord in Heaven, just look at it. It’s like the Panama Canal. You wouldn’t know this, since you never visit, but this wall—” she’d suck in her breath here, pause for effect—“is a load-bearing wall.”

      The monthly guilt trips became intolerable, so I paid a handyman in her vicinity to trek out to the house and assess the situation. He confirmed that there was no issue, that The Dreaded Crack was little more than the house shifting and resettling after an especially brutal winter.

      That’s when I started letting Norma’s calls go to voicemail.

      I know, I know—I’m making her sound petulant and demanding. It’s unfair of me. We can’t judge the dead only by the final, paranoid moments of their life. In truth, there were many things I admired about my aunt. She was a vintage eccentric. She spoke in an accent shared by no one else in my family, a half-baked homage to Katharine Hepburn that lapsed back toward her Gravesend roots more often than she probably realized. She was also the first adult in my family I came out to and goddamn if I don’t remember the look that ignited in her eye as she pulled me close and said: “I always suspected that you were so, my dear. Let me tell you about cousin Alexander. He was the same way as you, and you wouldn’t believe where he took me that summer we visited Berlin—”

      Unfortunately, I was the only one who knew this side of my Aunt. The rest of my family thought that Norma, in her dotage, was losing touch with reality. They made her perform the necessary rituals: go see this doctor, Auntie; go get these tests done; then go talk to this lawyer and you know, while you’re at it, why don’t you draw up a will?

      That was what they really cared about—making sure her fortune made it into the right hands when she died. Their hands. Because that’s my family for you. Vultures, the lot of them. Hungry fucking vultures bearing down on the old woman before she’d passed, trying to suffocate her with the weight of their lousy vulture bodies.

      My family couldn’t understand that Norma was never in touch with reality. She’d been fleeing it for decades, first by entombing herself in this remote Colonial, and then by filling it with curiosities and hidden secrets, building a labyrinth in which reality, that persistent bastard, could never find her.

      It’s morning but somehow still only half-light outside. As I hunch over the dining room table, considering my Scotch, my breath leaves my mouth in steamy wisps. They taunt me. I found a fur-collared coat and an old Cossack hat in Norma’s bedroom, but no amount of animal fur seems to keep the chill away.

      Norma used to say that when you’re this far north winter tilts the land away from the sun and toward an in-between place. She told me this when I was very young, and I still remember the way she angled her teacup as she described the tilting world, how the brown liquid spilled from the brim and pooled in the saucer. I asked her what we were in between, and how we could get back, but she only brought the saucer to her lips, sucked it dry, and then ran her tongue around the bottom of the cup.

      I was a little older when I realized she probably wasn’t drinking tea.

      I uncork the Lagavulin and splash a sensible pour into my emptied mug. Here’s to you, Auntie Norma. Here’s to your fully-stocked cabinet of mediocre whiskey. Here’s to the secret you buried in this house.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, just once. I don’t remember having turned it on after the Grindr conversation, but I must have at some point in the night. The cold kept me from really falling asleep; I was up in fits and starts, bleary and pissed-off.

      There’s a single notification on the screen. My mouth sours when I see the sender’s name.

      I open hungdaddy’s latest message. He must have created a new account to find me again. This happens, sometimes, with guys who can’t take a hint. It’s annoying, but fixable: if you block and ignore them enough times they do, eventually, disappear.

      >where did you go

      What a fucking creep. I swipe back to hungdaddy’s profile and am reaching my thumb toward the almighty block button when I notice that the profile has changed. The name and picture are the same, but his distance no longer reads fifteen miles. It’s now one mile.

      Aunt Norma doesn’t have neighbors. In fact, I was a little surprised that there was someone on Grindr who was only fifteen miles away. The nearest city—and I use the word “city” quite loosely here—is a snowbound hamlet with a train station and a Kinko’s some sixty miles south. Fifteen miles would put hungdaddy squarely in the middle of no-man’s-land. One mile puts him within walking distance.

      I click on the chat bubble out of habit, before I’ve considered whether or not I should. I move my thumb to close the app, but then I see what he’s written. I stare at the screen long enough that it goes dark.

      >i can tell you where to look

      My eyes keep sliding over those words, again, again, again. And then it hits me like an ice cube sucked down my windpipe. I am being catfished. The only way hungdaddy could know that I am looking for something is if he knows there is something worth looking for. And the only way he could know that is if he was privy to Norma’s will.

      The opening of Norma’s will was the closest my family has ever come to holding a reunion. The extended viper’s nest of Caldwells shuffled into that lawyer’s office, all of them dour and pale in their funereal getup, looking like characters in an Edward Gorey sketch. When the lawyer announced that Norma had left her entire estate to a nearby private school, most of them left in an entitled rage. But I stayed for the whole reading, for the line at the very end when Norma addressed me directly:

      “To Edwin: I cherish all those childhood summers you spent in my house, all those marvelous secrets that passed between us. How I wish there was still one more to share. I would have left you the house but, alas, it is falling into ruin and would only have been a burden in its old age.”

      To those unfamiliar with Norma, that might just seem like a slightly passive aggressive parting message. But I knew her too well not to see the references buried in those words. Norma worked in riddles; in her mind, it was almost gauche to say exactly what she meant. One line played itself over and over for me: “How I wish there was still one more to share.” Between this and the references to the house, one thing became clear to me that afternoon: Norma left something in this house for me to find. Knowing her, it would be something so valued it couldn’t be discussed openly.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one who stayed for the end of the reading. My siblings are relentless and hungry, and it seems one of them wants what Norma left me. This plan—trying to spook me out of the house using a hookup app—it’s original, I’ll give them that. It’s probably my youngest brother, Barty. He’s a twisted little shit. Or no—maybe it’s Violet. Fucking Violet. She’s the only one who would know my taste in men.

      This realization is, in its own way, a comfort. hungdaddy now has a face, and it is the face of one of my ne’er-do-well relatives skulking in the forest, sending grainy dick pics and cryptic sexual advances. This is something I can deal with. I am, after all, well-practiced at enraging my family.

      I throw back the dregs of the Lagavulin, set my cup down, and get up from the table. Norma’s house key is with the realtor. But the spare key—the one she hid in the hollow of that dead oak out back—that one is safely in my pocket.

      I inventory the downstairs, checking the locks on the windows and trying all the doorknobs. Most of the windows, blessedly, were painted shut years ago, but this house has so many goddamned doors—the front door, and the back porch’s screen door; the basement door and the hatch on the root cellar; the small, warped door in the pantry that opens into the woodshed; and, finally, the door in the library’s outside-facing wall that never opens. Since I spent yesterday creeping through every crawlspace, turning out every dresser, and peering under all of the carpets, I make an efficient survey of the house. The doors are locked up tight.

      Breathless from all of this jogging, I settle into the library’s ratty loveseat and take out my phone. hungdaddy—it feels perverse to refer to a family member this way, but they brought this on themselves—has not sent any additional messages. I type out a response, delete it, and start again:

      You gonna tell me where to look? or would you rather come and show me. I know you’re not used to the cold.

      >you must open the door under the stairs

      He’s as prompt as ever. The house doesn’t have all that many staircases—there are stairs in the front hall, leading to the second floor; there’re the ones going to the cellar; and, if we’re being pedantic about things, I suppose there’s also the attic’s pull-down ladder. In the past twenty-four hours, I have been up and down these staircases so many times I have the squeal of each tread memorized.

      The staircases don’t have doors, I reply.

      At this point, the whole cat-and-mouse charade is starting to feel pretty fucking ridiculous. Whichever one of my grifting relatives is behind hungdaddy, they are cold and miserable outside, making themselves suffer just to frighten me. The whole thing is petty and obnoxious and—you know what? They should know better if they think I’m going to let them in when they decide to give up the ruse. They should know that no one in the family, not even Violet, is pettier than I am.

      I’m drafting another pithy response when a third picture comes through. This was taken with the same camera as hungdaddy’s others—it’s all staticky, washed-out sepia—but it’s not an image of a person. It’s the inside of the house. The photographer took this standing in the front hall that extends into the dining room. The stairs to the second floor run up one of the walls in the entryway, and the photographer has focused on that bare, triangular piece of the wall underneath the stairs.

      So, hungdaddy has been here before. This isn’t surprising; most of Norma’s relatives came here after the funeral for an afternoon of backbiting and store-bought crudité. There would have been ample time to take pictures. In fact, I’d be surprised if Barty hadn’t slunk around, making an inventory of Auntie’s valuables while the rest of us nibbled our baby carrots.

      No, the surprise in this photo is that there is a door under the stairs. It’s difficult to make out, at first. The wall is decorated with rectangular moldings, and the doorframe has been camouflaged to look like one of them. It’s painted the same hideous taupe as every other wall in this house, and it doesn’t seem to have a knob, but it’s there alright. Clear as day. How could I have missed this?

      As I haul myself up from the couch and debate how to shimmy this door open, one more detail in the photo catches me. I wouldn’t have noticed it at all if I hadn’t zoomed in a bit, and even now I’m not entirely sure what I’m looking at. The picture is taken at a slight angle, so it captures not only the wall but also the length of the narrow front hallway. A corner of the dining room is visible at the very end of the hall, and most of this corner is taken up by the lower half of Norma’s farmhouse table. There’s an object sitting at the edge of the table—a pixelated, shadowy thing.

      I bring the phone’s screen closer and closer to my face. It’s just about touching my nose when I realize that I’m looking at the coffee cup sitting right where I left it twenty minutes ago.
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        * * *

      

      I close Grindr and stand very still. My heart’s bolting against my chest like a hunted rabbit and all I can think is that if I stand very still whoever is in this house won’t hear me, won’t know where I am. This thought is so stupid it hurts—I have, after all, spent the morning slamming every door I could find—but I can’t even think about moving right now. The clock ticking on the mantle across the room is so fucking loud. I want to tell it to shut up, to just shut up for one minute because it’s covering the creaking sounds of the intruder crawling across the floorboards, the shuddering of the camera lens as it captures things I can’t see until they’re shown to me.

      I allow myself a breath. It’s unbearably loud, sucking all that air in, but I need to think this through. When I was a child, I used to keep a jewelry collection. Specifically, a collection of my mother’s jewelry. I would sneak into her room while she napped and pilfer one earring from her nightstand. She would think she’d lost an earring, so she’d toss its now-worthless mate. After rifling through the trash, I would end up with both earrings and my mother was none the wiser. It was a perfect system, right up until Barty and Violet found my stash. My beloved siblings didn’t go to our mother with the evidence of my crimes; that wouldn’t have been cruel enough. Instead, over the course of the next four years, they slowly re-gifted all of the earrings back to my mother. Every Christmas, every birthday, every Mother’s Day, I watched as my months of meticulously-planned larceny were slowly undone, and my siblings were praised for their discerning taste.

      Our dear mother—so wealthy, so oblivious—never caught the grift.

      I’ve had enough of Barty and Violet. We are not children anymore, and I won’t play their goddamned games. I pull the Cossack hat tight around my ears and take a step forward. The squeak of my boot is a small rebellion.

      First things first: I delete Grindr. After thirty-six hours my phone’s battery is nearly gone, and it’s not like I’m going to get any useful information out of hungdaddy.

      I stride back through the dining room—telling myself with every boot-squeak that I’m in control here, that I’m choosing to let them know I’m not afraid—and I come to the front hall. This room connects all three floors and so, when I speak, I know that whoever is inside can hear me:

      “I think we both know what’s going on here,” I call, hating how my voice cracks halfway through the sentence. “So come on out, and we can talk about this like adults.”

      Now, of course, the house goes entirely quiet. I can’t even hear the clock in the living room anymore, and this makes me wonder about all of the other hidden noises I’m missing. Maybe hungdaddy is pacing the length of the attic, but it’s too far away for me to hear the weight of his footfalls. Maybe he’s hiding behind the brocade curtains in the drawing room, giggling to himself as he drafts another message. Or maybe he’s—

      My gaze snaps over to that horrible, taupe door under the stairs. There it is, as advertised. Even before I’ve stepped across the room, I see where the door’s hinges disrupt the clean lines of the moldings; I see how the grain of the wood breaks from the wall’s smooth plaster.

      “What are you gonna do when I open this?”

      I run my finger across the door’s face, over the place where a handle should be. I don’t know it for a fact until I say it out loud, but there it is, for everyone to know—I am going to open this door.

      “You gonna lock me in and steal Norma’s shit for yourself? What’s the plan, friend? What do you want with me?”

      A wind swells outside, kicking up pinpricks of ice that rasp against the windows. The house settles back to silence.

      Now that I know I want to open this door, there’s no turning back. The question is: how do I open it without playing into hungdaddy’s chicanery?

      Last night, when I went to the woodshed for kindling, I saw a mallet on the workbench out there. I jog through the pantry, brace myself against the bite of winter that greets me in the uninsulated shed, and carry that mallet back inside. Its wooden shaft is so fucking cold in my hands, but it’s a good kind of cold—a frigid, heavy reminder that I am in control of what I do next.

      I smack the butt of the mallet against the upper right-hand corner and the door judders in its frame. It opens more easily than it should, coming just far enough out from the wall that I can press my numb fingertips against its width and prize it open. The hinges squeal with disuse and I hate them for it. All of that unnecessary sound.

      The space beneath the stairs is a closet. I almost laugh at the sheer mundanity of it—the line of hats and coats hanging from hooks; a collection of furs draped across the back wall, including a mink stole with little weasely feet and black marbles for eyes.

      I turn my phone’s flashlight into the dusty interior before I step over the threshold. It’s a tiny closet, barely enough room to stand up in. I rifle through Aunt Norma’s old coats, slipping my hands into their pockets. Everything smells, powerfully, of mothballs.

      I don’t know what hungdaddy expected I would find in here, but it’s all pretty disappointing as far as secret rooms go. The coats are threadbare, their pockets empty; even the mink stole is too washed-out and mangy to be worth anything.

      The phone vibrates in my hand and the movement is so unwelcome that it goes clattering to the ground. Even though it’s frigid in here, my palms are sweaty. As I bend down and grope for my traitorous phone, bits of grainy refuse stick to my hands.

      I’m still crouched in the darkness when the screen lights up, right in front of me, and I see the push notification. My chest tightens.

      I know—I know—I deleted that app not half an hour ago.

      “This isn’t funny anymore,” I say through the open door to the empty hall. I consider, for a moment, tacking “Barty” or “Violet” onto the end of that sentence. I don’t, though, because neither of them is in this house with me. I would feel a lot better if they were.

      I open the app that shouldn’t be there.

      >Above you

      It occurs to me, as I sit on the mouldering floorboards and stare out into the hall, that I don’t have to look up. I can get up, right now, and walk out the front door. My car is still out there. The battery probably died during the night, but that’s not what’s keeping me here. I can walk if I have to. I’ve hitchhiked before. The only reasonable thing to do is to get off of this property and go south, back to a place where I understand how the world works.

      But I don’t. Here’s the thing I haven’t told you, but maybe you’ve known it all along: there’s a want inside me I don’t understand. Why does a child steal something as useless as an earring? I used to think it was for the thrill of theft itself, and for the pleasure of possessing something beautiful. But maybe I craved what would have come if my siblings hadn’t interfered; maybe I wanted the retribution I would have faced when my mother learned that I had breached the trust between us. I don’t know. I can’t name that hunger; I only know that I turn my flashlight back on and shine it into the gloom over my head.

      There’s a latch built into the ceiling. An iron ring just big enough that I can slide two fingers through it and pull. At first it resists me, sealed into place by untold years of neglect, but I’m no longer interested in playing nice with the house. I’m in an act-now-regret-later sort of mood, so I just haul against the ring with everything I have, one foot braced against Norma’s coats, pinning the dead weasel to the wall. The hatch in the ceiling comes unstuck and the musk of trapped air that gusts into my face is overwhelming.

      I stare, for a long second, at the passage now opened above me. I am in a secret closet. The staircase is directly overhead. This passageway, and wherever it leads, cannot be here.

      An unexpected emotion twists in my chest—if I didn’t know myself any better, I might say it was yearning. I’ve spent the past day and a half in this empty house, sleeping in Norma’s old quilts, drinking whiskey out of cups last touched by her lips, and this is now the closest I’ve felt to her. This impossible place could have only belonged to my Aunt, and, of everyone in the family, it could only have been shared with me. I stand on my tiptoes and peer into the hole.

      The passage is built into the slope of the ceiling, so I can turn my phone’s flashlight down its long throat. As it turns out, though, I don’t need to. There’s already a light at the far end. It’s not daylight. It’s the yellowed glow of an incandescent bulb.

      It seems that I am expected.
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        * * *

      

      I pocket my phone and shimmy myself upward. Once I’m inside, flat on my stomach, I find that the passage isn’t all that long. That dim, steady glow is coming from a room some ten feet ahead; from this angle, I can make out its oaken floorboards.

      I start the crawl forward, my breaths coming shallow and quick. The hole absolutely reeks of mildew, so I turn my face into the coat’s fur collar, huffing in the stale scent of Norma’s interred wardrobe. The light in the room beyond doesn’t seem to reach into the passage, but I don’t need to see where I am to know where I’m going. I try not to focus on the bits of mold and fiberglass amassing under my fingernails; I’m so close to the impossible room, now; so close to what Norma has kept hidden from the vultures.

      I shove myself out of the passage, twisting to get free of its narrow, grimy embrace, and push into the room beyond. As I catch my breath—clear my lungs of that fetid stench—I lay on my back and take stock. The room appears to be an attic, even though I know I’m nowhere near the roof. The walls, lined with exposed beams, slant toward one another as they might under one of the house’s gables. From what I can see, the room has no windows; only bare bulbs strung between the beams, casting a dim, unwavering light.

      I’ve been here before. This thought possesses me even though I know it can’t be true. The passage to this room hasn’t been opened in years—decades, probably—so why does it feel so familiar?

      As I start to roll myself onto my stomach, following the lines of the beams from the ceiling down the floor, it comes to me. It’s not that I’ve been here before. It’s that I’ve seen this room before. In fact, I’ve seen it from this very angle. I hadn’t really paid attention to that second pic hungdaddy had sent, mostly because the man’s glorious dick was out of focus. But the wall behind him was in focus, and it’s that wall opposite me now, framed by the two beams joined at the ceiling. I’m in the place where the photos were taken.

      The phone buzzes, but this time I already have it in hand. I knew he would message me right at this moment. I may not understand what he is, or what he wants, but I’m starting to know the way he thinks and this excites me more than I could have anticipated.

      hungdaddy has sent two messages, and the app informs me that one of them is a photo.

      The message comes first:

      >you must pass through the opening

      The picture that follows doesn’t immediately clarify things. The photographer has foregrounded half of hungdaddy’s face and, even though it’s blurry, I can’t help but study him. He’s bald with a full, coarse beard, the kind of beard that leaves marks after it has made use of the softest parts of your body. He’s staring directly into the camera and I read him so clearly. He looks into the lens with a want so naked, so forceful, it might be mistaken for rage. But it’s not anger, not exactly. I know how that intensity will translate through his touch; I know what his fingers will feel like around my throat; I know how his grip will tighten when he presses his girth through me and how my mouth will open not with the need to breathe, but with the need to taste the sweat raining from his face.

      I’ve gotten so hard I can feel my pulse in my dick. I want to unbutton my pants and jerk off right here, in the cold, damp musk of this room as he watches me, but hungdaddy resends the message.

      >you must pass through the opening

      A small, useless whimper wells in my throat, the sound a dog makes when denied attention. I know what he wants me to do next, but I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to look at the rest of the picture.

      I force myself to break his gaze, to study the part of the photo that’s in focus. It’s the wall again. The resolution isn’t great, but even so I can see the line running across its surface, top to bottom. It’s unbroken and jagged, pencil-thin.

      I look across the room. The deeper I go into this house, the more twisted its interiors become. Even though I’m not on the second floor, I’m looking at the roof’s gables; and even though I’m nowhere near the kitchen’s infamous, load-bearing wall, I’m looking at The Crack.

      How can I possib—

      I start this thought, but can’t finish it. My fingers are so cold and the pressure of my erection against my jeans is a needy, unbearable thing. I delete the words and start again, but hungdaddy replies before I can hit send. He shows me what I already know:

      >you will do what you have to do, pig.

      I still don’t know what he wants from me, but I don’t have to. It is enough to feel the heft of his desire make a place for itself inside me.

      I start to crawl.

      At first, the Crack is so distant. Barely visible, a hairline shadow bisecting the wall. I put one hand forward, and feel the room shift. No, not the room—something has changed within me. It’s like hungdaddy has sewn balloons into all those minute spaces between my joints and when I move forward he purses his lips, sucks a breath into that hairy drum of his chest, and blows. This description isn’t right because it sounds like I’m experiencing something painful. But this isn’t pain the way you know it. The change is slow.

      The room fisheyes as I move forward, the beams in the periphery of my vision bending into convexity. The far wall only grows nearer and nearer; it approaches even in those times when I am not moving my body. I do, at one point, hang my head to see if I am moving myself. I couldn’t quite see my legs—they were so far away, still at the far end of the room—but I did see a dark stain on my crotch. I must have come.

      When I reach The Crack, in the future, I see that it has changed. I was wrong this whole time, wrong about so many things. Auntie was telling the truth. This is like looking into the Panama Canal, like standing at the edge of some bottomless fissure splitting the earth. I am nothing in its presence, I am dwindling into meaninglessness.

      As I stretch through the opening, I am so wracked with sensation that it is almost impossible to separate one feeling, one thought, from the rest of the flood. But, in that instant before I am gone, I realize what the house has given me: the force of desire has razed all uncertainty from inside me. It leaves an emptiness, a newness, that never stops growing. I couldn’t stop it even if I wanted to, even if I could want anything at all.
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        * * *

      

      Betsy Mortimer-Scott pulls up to the house at half past four.

      In her twenty-three years in real estate, Betsy has closed more sales than she can rightly recall. She’s sold split-levels to newlyweds, tracks of land to wolf-eyed developers, and oceanfront monstrosities to the unimaginably wealthy. In all this time, Betsy has never, not once, told a prospective buyer that a house has “good bones.” It is a morbid metaphor. The buyer should never think of the house as a living thing, waiting to be resuscitated by fresh drywall and a gallon of paint. No—a property is a starched canvas, a blank page. The right language is important in making the sale.

      Betsy reminds herself of this as she steps out of the car, planting her booted feet in the undisturbed layer of snow. If there has ever been a half-living house, a house with bones awaiting reanimation, it is this one. The old Colonial sulks at the forest’s edge, its siding the same color as the trees that surround it, its windows so lightless she can’t properly tell if the glass is still there.

      Betsy slings her purse over her shoulder and locks the car doors. As she walks toward the front porch, she corrects herself—she’ll never sell this place if she lets such thoughts color her perspective. For the right buyer, this house will be charming. A storied New England gothic. Better yet: a secluded woodland fantasy. Woodstoves crackling through the winter. Mulled cider simmering in the kitchen, holly wreaths on every door. Betsy takes the porch stairs two at a time. The right framing is starting to come together. Somewhere in Boston, there’s a middle-aged couple dying to move to the country and this place practically has their name stenciled on the mailbox.

      Betsy pauses when she comes to the front door. It is open. Not wide open, but ajar. This is not unusual, given the circumstances: the last person to come here was probably a lawyer’s lackey, someone too preoccupied to double check that they’d locked it behind themselves. Betsy has had only fleeting contact with the family, but even from those brief interactions she knows that they’re not the type to personally attend to the old woman’s belongings. They had no real connection to her, no genuine interest in anything other than the will.

      “Hello?” Betsy calls as she pulls the door open. “Is there anyone here?”

      A spray of snow has swept inside. The house is so cold that the ice sticks to the welcome mat and the hardwood floor. Betsy brushes this away with her boots as she enters; the last thing an old house needs is excess moisture on the floorboards.

      As Besty turns to close the door, she sees the lace curtains in the drawing room billow, touched by wind. The windows, she finds, are all open. Not just those the drawing room, but the windows in the dining room and the kitchen and the living room. She could have sworn that the owner had painted these shut years ago, but she must be confusing this with another property.

      “Hello?” Betsy repeats after she has closed all the windows and returned to the front hall. She doesn’t know why she asks a second time. This house is empty. There is no one here and it feels, in this moment, like no one has ever been here. All those screenless windows and open doors. All those bannisters rimed with ice. This, perhaps, is what concerns her most about convincing someone to buy the place. It’s this feeling that if she keeps standing in this hallway she will become part of the house’s vast absence.

      Betsy hikes her purse up higher on her shoulder. Enough of this. She decides she will come back later in the week. The contractor is free on Thursday, and she could use his help in drying all the floors and getting the furnace working again. No point in working alone if she doesn’t have to.

      On her way out, Betsy closes the closet door under the stairs. She remembers to lock the front door as she goes.

      “You do have good bones,” she says out loud. It’s silly to talk to a house, but there’s reassurance in the weight of her own voice, in remembering that she is here and that there’s work ahead. “I’ll find a family to love you,” she adds, “the way you ought to be loved.”

      Betsy Mortimer-Scott cranks the heat up in her car and wastes no time getting back on the road into town. The sun sets early this far north. As she drives, the bare trees lining the road cast shadows that reach across the pavement, a tunnel of interlocking fingers.

      The sun falls away. Betsy flicks her headlights on. Every shadow is erased.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A GIRL EXPLODES

          

          RUTH JOFFRE

        

      

    

    
      No one knows why. Her friends, who were with her at the time, walking around in search of Halloween costumes to wear to a party that weekend, theorize that it had something to do with gym class (how Mr. Edwards humiliated her in front of the whole class for not being able to do a pull-up (or maybe how when he finally allowed her to rejoin the rest of the class Mei leaned over on the mats and whispered something in her ear, something that made her flush and hide her eyes once her friends shot questioning looks (and no—they did not know what Mei said (she wouldn’t tell them, which surprised them (she never kept secrets, and Mei was not known for being mean), though in retrospect she had been hiding things from them for weeks, if not months (for instance, that she could, in fact, do a pull-up if she wanted to)—and no, they did not know why she started sneaking around, working out without them), but Mei was not shy about revealing that the two of them had been flirting for a while, that it was kind of a thing, but they hadn’t put a label on it yet, and what she said was, “I think it’s hot how you stand up for your principles”), and of course that wasn’t the right moment to tell them about Mei, about the ideas for a couple’s costume they were exploring (the top contenders were Sarah and the Goblin King from the movie Labyrinth and two versions of Irma Vep, one Chinese and one Latinx), but she had planned to tell them, Mei had no doubt about that; she suspected some other cause of the explosion), but, considering the intensity and spontaneity of the blast, it seemed unlikely this incident in gym would be the reason, because in truth it was so small, so commonplace, just one of many days when she protested our society’s unhealthy body standards in general and Mr. Edwards’ misogyny in particular, that mean look on his face whenever one of the girls asked to go to the bathroom, that ugly way he laughed with the boys who made fat jokes at recess; she often said he was not worth going to the principal’s office over; he was just a man; just another middle-aged man whose name she would, inevitably, forget when she was old and far away from here), and in the absence of the gym class theory her friends do not know what to make of her sudden death (of the void it left behind like a sphere carved out of the surface of reality, its edges dark, shimmering, clearly visible from the sidewalk, where the police blocked off the area with caution tape (though that didn’t stop people from exploring, least of all Mei, who anchored a bungee cord on a telephone pole and walked right through that portal, just strolled in like there was no chance of encountering monsters in there (monsters like the ones who clawed out of the portal at night, tripping motion-sensing cameras with their leathery wings, their knifelife talons, as they prowled the streets, monitoring people’s movements, flanking those girls who dared walk home alone and ensuring each one arrived safely (although, there was some debate about the politics of this gesture (no one asked for their help, of course; it could be seen as paternalistic, condescending), but no one could deny the danger, no one could deny that far more dangerous things prowled the night, now that a portal to the subconscious realm had been opened (for how else could this all be explained—the sphere, the monsters, the inky black goo that oozed out of the corner of every room in town?), so the only recourse was to try their best to contain it), even as more creatures poured forth, creatures whose purpose was far less easy to fathom, whose days were spent poking holes into satellite dishes and studiously dissecting teddy bears, as if they were roadkill), and now people are so busy just avoiding monsters and figuring out childcare and being forced to go to work as if society isn’t coming unglued that no one is thinking about Mei—no one but her mother, who keeps watch by that sphere all day, every day, occasionally shaking a sandal at a monster that dares get too close, convinced that Mei will return, someday, and maybe even bring that girl back with her); after all, they still haven’t found a body).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DROWNING SONGS

          

          M.S. DEAN

        

      

    

    
      During my time in Rowe, I drowned a total of twenty-five times: one on-purpose drowning for every summer solstice that I’d been alive on this God’s graced earth, and a few mostly by-accident drownings done on my own time.

      Every summer solstice dawn, my head was pushed into the water by my father, the priest. It was a sight to see, a holiday affair. Rowe got done up proper—the girls all wore flowers in their hair, and while dirty river water and silt flooded into my lungs, the townsfolk sang me drowning songs.

      On the dawn of my twenty-second solstice, I walked with my father to the river. The town was already gathered there, and as we approached they raised their voices to sing.

      I stepped into the river, and my father followed. He did not speak to me or even look at me. When we reached the deepest part of the river, he took hold of me and pushed me gently beneath the water until it covered my nose, my face. The surface world went quiet, and I could not hear the singing anymore but for a distant hum.

      I knew this would not be my end. I knew I would survive this. But this year, like every year, animal panic and a certain hidden rage became known to me. 

      I fought my father, I am ashamed to say. I clawed at his arms and drew blood with my nails. I thrashed and kicked his unyielding legs, and all the while the town sang. But still—though I clung piteously to my life—I drowned. 

      The great mouth of the beyond swallowed me whole, and I was welcomed into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      My father told no one in Rowe about the dreams at first. God sent them, he was pretty sure. She, in all her wisdom and mercy, had told him to drown his sweet baby girl Adeline in the river, the birth of whom had made a widower of him. 

      Now, my father was a sensible man. He told himself this was no prophecy, but visions from his grief. He wouldn’t fall to this madness. He was pious enough to think he knew his God and the ways in which She worked—surely She would never ask him to kill his only child.

      Life got harder for my father. He broke his leg while working the fields, and it healed crooked. Preaching and priesting wasn’t paying enough to fill one belly, let alone two. Not to mention, the town of Rowe became a worse place to live day by day. There was a sickness that seemed never to lift. There were three stillborn births all in the month of April, which was a lot for a town that size. And while the harvest months were fast approaching, no farmer had any high hopes for it.

      So, to wrap it up, my father was destitute, hungry, freshly widowed, hobbled, and plagued with dreams telling him to drown his daughter for the favour of God. It turned out to be easy enough for Her to break a desperate man.

      The first time he drowned me, he did so in secret. He was drunk, I believe. At dawn, he went to the river, held his little girl down in the water until she went still, then let her body float away. He stumbled home and drank himself to sleep, only to wake to half the town hollering at his door. They’d found me, you see, washed up on the river bank. 

      I was alive again.

      The story came out after that, of course. My father, driven out of his head with relief that his daughter was still alive, told the people of Rowe about the dreams. He said God told him to drown Adeline, and could he please see her and hold her in his arms, his perfect sainted girl?

      They thought he was mad and decided it would be best to hang him.

      But God has a flair for the dramatic. Just as they were walking my father to the noose, three miracles did occur. The first was that my father’s crooked leg straightened with a godawful crack. The second was that the Peterson farm—wracked with the worst sorts of misfortune imaginable—recovered from its blight within the blink of an eye. The third was that Anne Hart’s newborn baby, thought to be dead, opened its eyes and began to cry.

      The town was saved. Perhaps the mad priest was right.

      They let him go. They let me go back home with him. My father’s dreams sure as hell didn’t stop, though. So for the next twenty-one years, the town of Rowe was a prosperous, graced place. There was no sickness to speak of, its babes were born healthy and strong, and the harvest was bountiful.

      But only if, every year, my daddy drowned me.
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        * * *

      

      This time when I crawled out of the river, wiping mud out of my eyes, I was about half a mile out of town, which was loud with celebration and all manner of revelry. I walked back barefoot and made my way to the church. It was the largest building in Rowe, built in honour of my tenth drowning. 

      My father was waiting for me inside. He looked relieved to see me, like every year he worried he was finally my killer. He kissed my forehead, uncaring of the mud, and told me to get cleaned up and join the dancing and the feasting. 

      The rest of the town was there as well. The people of Rowe did not speak to me much as a rule, but neither did they shun me. On drowning days, they were even joyful around me, and let me play with their children.

      I went and washed up, but I kept my hair unbound, my feet bare. Today, the town of Rowe treated me like God Herself, so I dressed like a wild thing and danced with every girl who let me. My appetites were no secret to the town. They had made peace with my strangeness on account of how I was their precious Drowned Saint, and if I chose to dance with the women of their town then they could look the other way, morally speaking.

      I danced with Dorothy and June, who was pregnant with her first child at the time, and Lucy and Henrietta. June let me dance with her the longest, and later that night we slipped away to the church attic and I kissed her and took off her dress. She was far enough into her pregnancy that her belly was swollen pretty big, so I had her lie on the table so I could bring her off with my hand. 

      Not far into this, June suddenly sat up and confessed to me: she had not felt her baby move in more than a week and was afraid it had died in her womb. She was sure my drowning earlier that day would bring it back, as there had not been a single stillborn birth in Rowe for twenty-one years. But just in case, could I please use my mouth and grace both of them with God’s favour?

      I told her that sounded pretty serious, and shouldn’t she have told the doctor, or my father the priest, and not me? I wasn’t any kind of healer, after all.

      But June was insistent and fearsome, as only a soon-to-be mother could be. I couldn’t say no to her honest distress, so in God’s name I put my mouth between her legs and did my best to send a prayer.
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        * * *

      

      It was late when I returned home, but my father was still awake and writing his sermons. He didn’t sleep much anymore. As a child I used to hear him howling and pleading nightly, but lately I heard him less and less. Either his visions got kinder with him or he’d simply seen enough of them to not be afraid any longer. 

      I asked him once what God sounded like, for though I was Her saint She had never once spoken to me, not even in the grim darkness of my many deaths. My father told me Her voice was like thunder, like chasms, like fire and ice together; that when She spoke to him it felt like being torn apart, and when he woke he often could not remember who he was or where he came from.

      I learned after that never to ask him about his dreams.

      The house we lived in now was much larger and much nicer than the one we lived in when I was born. The town of Rowe built my father a house to thank him for all his holy doings, and for gracing the town. And I suppose to thank me as well, for being drowned.

      I told my father what June had asked of me, and what I did for her. I did not spare him much detail. He grimaced but did not tell me to hold my tongue. When I recited to him the prayer I had said over June’s womb, he looked troubled.

      Whatever child to be born of this, he said, would be God-touched.

      He did not say this as if it were a good thing. He would be a fool to do so. God’s touch may have saved this town, but it also made a martyr out of me, and had hollowed out a good man. It was possible I had doomed this child as well as saved it.

      That night, I heard my father cry out in his sleep.

      I could not make out his words, and I did not wish to. Oftentimes I heard him scream my name, as he was tormented by whatever agony he saw for me, and I could not abide that. I covered my ears and hummed my drowning songs until sleep found me again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      June’s child was born healthy and hale on the cusp of fall, just as the leaves were beginning to turn. Her name was Felicity.

      My father, when he heard what the child was to be called, went white as a sheet. I was the only one to see this and know it for what it meant: my father had dreamt of Felicity. 

      I knew then that she was to be drowned, just as I was.

      I don’t remember my first three drownings, but I remember my fourth. That’s when I knew enough, you see, to be afraid of my father. He dragged me to the river while the whole town sang, his fingers a vice around my wrist, when not one hour earlier he’d made me breakfast and tied ribbons in my hair.

      That’s the first time I remember seeing the darkness. Seeing my death.

      No one was there to greet me when I washed up on the river bank. I stood out of the water, lost and confused. Even as a child, I sensed that a great betrayal had been done to me. My dress was sodden, and although it was the height of summer I quickly became chilled to the bone. I was too shocked even to cry.

      When my father found me, he lifted me up in his arms. His voice shook, I recall, as he begged my forgiveness. It was the first time anyone had asked me such a thing. I do not remember what I said. 

      He never asked me again. He knew the answer I would give him.

      When my father went to visit June and her new baby, I went with him. My father recited the prayers of grace over Felicity and then went to go speak with June’s husband while I stayed with June. She glowed all over with happiness and pride, and once her husband and my father were out of the room she laid Felicity in my arms. I was immediately in awe. I said hello. Hello, my sweet one.

      June’s eyes shone bright as she watched us. She thanked me for all I had done to help bring her little girl into this world. She kissed her baby and then, almost shyly, she kissed me and called me her dearest Addie.

      And so I became the child’s godmother.
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        * * *

      

      For the last twenty-one years, Rowe had seen nothing but mild winters. It snowed some months, but spring always went off without a hitch. This was generally believed to be my doing, for the winters preceding my first drowning had been harsh, bitter things, with blizzards that blanketed the town for weeks on end.

      The winter after Felicity was born was as severe as any in Rowe had ever seen. The river froze solid, and it snowed so much that there were days my father and I could not even shove open our front door. When my father could not go to church, he paced all day in his study. It was all I could do to get him to sit down and take a small meal. He grew thin and pale and often suffered coughing fits. It was the first time I had ever seen him sick.

      It was not just my father. Several people in Rowe sickened. The elderly grew weak, and a few of the children, too. When I came into town I would often spy the townsfolk giving me dirty looks, as if every misfortune was mine to repent for.

      My father dreamed every night that winter. I would wake to him screaming, his voice one with the howling wind. Over and over he would beg God’s mercy. I heard him plead for me. And I heard him plead for Felicity.

      I visited June and Felicity as often as I could, for they were the only people in Rowe, apart from my father, who liked me even when it was not a drowning day. June’s husband tolerated my visits well enough, though he sometimes gave me looks of resentment and jealousy, and would find someplace else to be when I was there. That suited me fine.

      Felicity was growing to be as bright and clever as her mother. I did not want to break this happiness, this love. I had been given so little of it all my years, and I was greedy for it. So, I said nothing to June of my father’s visions and what I believed they meant. For this sin, and this sin alone, I do seek repentance.
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        * * *

      

      Up until the very end, I wanted my father to be stronger than he was, braver than he was. Until Felicity, he was all I had. In his sermons he spoke of the Drowned Saint of Rowe with priestly reverence, but at home he was only my father. He loved me, and I loved him.

      The night he went to drown Felicity, he left me resting by the fire. I suspect he slipped something into my tea to make me sleep, for he knew I kept watch on him. When I woke up, the door was left open and my father was gone.

      The snow fell heavy and thick outside, but my father’s footprints remained uncovered. They led to June’s house. I followed them as quickly as I could, fighting the wind, which blew straight at me with a mighty fury—like God Herself was standing in my path.

      By the time I made it to June’s house, my father had already taken Felicity. June fell upon me, overcome with fear for her child. A bruise swelled on the side of her face where my father had struck her.

      I looked farther into the room. There stood Felicity’s father. He was calm and cool, and I knew then that he had allowed my father to take his little girl from him, that he had done nothing. Perhaps he even thought that having a saint for a daughter was an honour.

      He means to drown her, I told them. 

      June begged me to go change my father’s mind, to keep Felicity from harm. Do not let what happened to you happen to her, she said. Not to her.

      I couldn’t do anything but stand there as she pleaded with me, as she wept in my arms. June had sung the drowning songs alongside every other person in Rowe. She knew my fate. She always had.

      I pushed her away and stumbled back out into the storm. The blizzard was so thick it was impossible to see the lights of the town. But I knew exactly where the river was, and I turned my path toward it.

      When I came upon my father, he stood on the frozen river, his back to me and his head bent. He held a spade, which he used to make a hole in the ice. A small bundle lay by his feet, moving restlessly.

      As I came closer I could hear my father singing. As quickly as I could, I crept my way to them and snatched Felicity up from the ice. She was unharmed, wrapped warm in her mother’s quilt. I pressed her to me and nearly wept with relief. That’s when my father turned and saw me.

      He was not himself. There was a powerful fever in his eyes that I’d never seen. He continued to sing even as he came toward me. He wore no coat, no protection against the cold, but he seemed not to feel it. 

      His fingers found the edge of Felicity’s quilt and he tried to pull her from me, but his strength had been sapped from him along with his spirit, for I was able to push him away easily.

      Daddy, I said, please fight Her. You gave God too much of your devotion when She did not deserve it. It’s your Adeline. Please, listen to me.

      But my father did not recognize me. He did not know me at all. He tried once again to take Felicity from my arms, only this time there was more strength in him, as if his resolve had hardened. To free her from him, I had no choice but to throw the weight of my body against his chest. He stumbled back, and his foot slipped. He tried to find his balance again, but the wind chose that moment to rise up in a terrible fury, blinding me with stinging ice. 

      When I could open my eyes again, my father was gone.

      I screamed and ran to the hole he’d made in the ice, but all I could see was black water as it rushed by underneath. There was no sign of him. I thought I heard hands beating beneath the ice, somewhere downstream. But no matter how much I searched and called my father’s name, I could find no sign of him.

      I began to fear for Felicity, being out in this cold. I sat down on the frozen river bank and rocked us back and forth against the cold, kissing her sweet face and trying not to cry. Later, there would be time for grieving. Now, I had to leave Rowe.

      I tucked Felicity into my coat as best I could. She was beginning to squirm unhappily, as if finally sensing the fate she had narrowly escaped. I wished I could sing to her, to soothe her, but I knew no songs other than those I swore, then, I would never sing again. 

      She would not touch the water if she did not wish it. She would never learn the touch of a killer. She would never have to know the feeling of choking and helplessness and worthlessness. Her body would never be river refuse left to wash up on the banks. I would never sing her the drowning songs. Not for any temptation, nor for any torment.

      Do you hear me?

      God, do you hear me?
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      February—Liam

      I didn’t know him well. Nobody did, really: he was the new kid. But he was funny, and he was cute, and I probably would’ve said yes when he asked me out, except that’s when the gullet-eaters attacked, and he didn’t know not to scream. Stuff like gullet-eaters and werewolves and carnivorous pixies didn’t happen at his old school, I guess. Anyway, they ripped his throat out in seconds. Pulled out his esophagus. Chewed. His body twitched for a long time, arterial spray everywhere. It was a Tuesday, probably.

      I think about Liam often, or at least whenever I study physics. The library couldn’t replace my blood-spattered textbook. Budget cuts, you know.
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        * * *

      

      February—Mr. Morales

      Listen. Some teachers inspire you, lift you up. Other hold you back, think you’re worthless. And then you’ve got teachers like Mr. Morales, who never gave a shit what you did, so long as you were quiet about it, and put on movies like It’s a Wonderful Life when he didn’t feel like teaching anymore. I liked him, or I understood him. I mean, we’re all just trying to get through the day, right?

      But eventually, Morales didn’t get through the day. They found his body in a supply closet, completely drained of blood, and Economics suddenly became Civics & Economics, leaving poor Mrs. Bradley with 63 students to teach while the vice principal probably sacrificed a small goat just to summon a substitute who’d actually stick out a full day.

      Morales stuck it out whole decades, though. I guess that counts for something.
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        * * *

      

      March—Olive

      Look, I’m just going to say it. Olive was a dick. She thought she was the smartest kid in class, and who knows, maybe she was right, but also? An absolute DICK. Never met another girl with such fucking mansplainer energy. Hand up in every class. Condescending smile. Well, ACTUALLY. Shut the fuck up, you bleach-blonde pitted fruit, you’re not gonna make it to Stanford, no one makes it out of this town, no one makes it out alive. I mean, fuck. I’m sorry, I’m sorry for her mom and her sisters and all, but I don’t care that she’s dead. I’ll cry for the people who are fucking worth it.
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        * * *

      

      April—Isobel

      Fuck. Not Isobel.

      You never wanna think about your friends dying, but also, THAT’S ALL I DO ANYMORE. You have to, right, in this town, in this school. Especially if you’re on the hero squad, and that’s me and Dylan, Isobel and Isaac. Used to be Logan, too, but he died freshman year. Fucking zombies, man. That was a rough time.

      It’s stupid, I guess, but I always thought Isobel and Isaac would die on the same day. You know, they’re not just Isobel and Isaac; they’re Isobel-N-Isaac, a two-piece set, parts not sold separately. Some people even think they’re twins, and they might as well be. Born two minutes apart in next-door delivery rooms, like, some real movie destiny shit. Isaac is the half-vampire, Isobel the wereboar. (Weregilt, I guess—cis girl, no teen pregnancy piglets, etc.—but she likes the sound of wereboar better, so.) Isobel and Isaac have a billion inside jokes, finish each other’s sentences and everything. It’s annoying as shit. They should have died together.

      Instead, Isobel died alone on April Fool’s, taking the stake meant for Isaac’s heart, and it’s like. How do you even move on from that, right? Isaac’s all fucked up now, obviously, and Dylan’s trying to help—Dylan’s the actual Hero of the hero squad, her whole job is checking in and giving pep talks and killing shit—but I’m just, IDK. I haven’t cried in a long time.

      I love Isobel. Not romantically—we dated for half a second back in seventh grade—but like. We sing We sang Blackpink together. We killed monsters together. She helped me research some old-as-shit magic shield spells, and I helped her study for physics tests. We played what shape does this bloodstain look like together. I should have cried for Isobel, right?

      (Dylan’s worried about me, too. She doesn’t know about this notebook.)
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        * * *

      

      May—Min-Seo

      I’ve known Min-Seo since we were six, but also, we didn’t know each other at all. Different churches, different neighborhoods—well, much as a town this small can have neighborhoods—different friends. I’m the loveable witchy weirdo on the hero squad. She’s the lonely chess prodigy with bifocals and burn scars. We’ve never had much in common.

      Still. For someone I talked to maybe twice a year, I liked Min-Seo well enough. She was pretty funny, actually, in this super dry, weirdly formal way, and absolutely did not give two shits about your wrong opinion—at least, not until The Day We Barely Averted the White Witch Apocalypse.

      (By we, I mean the hero squad. Min-Seo didn’t avert shit. All she did was survive, which is more than I can say for the rest of the chess club, who mostly just exploded.) Min-Seo was...shakier...after that. And now she’s dead because of a car accident, a fucking car accident, which is bullshit, it’s not FAIR. Min-Seo should’ve at least lived long enough to see whatever the next Almost-End-of-Days would be. There’s always some big doom bullshit around the last week of school. Last year it was the whole witch thing, the year before, the Near-Zombie Apocalypse. Saved the world, lost a Logan. Summer vacation always begins with blood.

      And June, it’s coming. It’s only a few weeks away.

      But Min-Seo, like. I always think of this group poetry project we had in 10th grade. It was me, Min-Seo, Olive (fucking Olive), and Dylan, and we each had to pick a poem and analyze, like, symbolism and shit. Olive picked “The Red Wheelbarrow” by William Carlos Williams because she’s the actual worst person alive. Dylan wanted to pick “Brutal” by Olivia Rodrigo, but Mrs. Q has a bug up her ass about song lyrics being different than poetry; instead, Dylan Thom picked Dylan Thomas because she thought that was hysterical. Which nope, absolutely wasn’t, but that’s okay; it’s MY job to be the comic relief. And yeah, the jokes have been morbid lately. Still, better me than Isaac, who usually gets distracted before he even makes it to the punchline, and better than Isobel, too, whose sense of humor boils down to puns and schadenfreude.

      Anyway, I thought Dylan should pick “First Fig” by Edna St. Vincent Millay because she’s a 17-year-old basketball god AND unofficial Class Savior AND working unpaid shifts at her parents’ burger joint, which means she knows all about burning the candle at both ends. (“Actually, Sparrow,” Olive had said, “‘First Fig’ is about youth culture and partying too much. I thought everyone knew that.” Shut the fuck up, Olive.)

      I picked “Dirge Without Music,” a different poem by St. Vincent Millay. Which, look, I know it’s super weird to say you dream about a poem, but yeah, sometimes I do. It’s like, I’m burying everyone, right, all the dead kids, all the dead teachers, all the dead moms and dead dads and dead cats and dead dogs, and there’s this whisper—down, down, down—as roses grow from their graves. It’s not my favorite dream, TBH, but it IS my favorite poem cause, like. It doesn’t try to sugarcoat shit. It’s not saying death is natural, appreciate the cycle, embrace the beauty of corpse-to-rose recycling. It’s saying death sucks. It’s saying I don’t have to be at peace with shit.

      Fuck. Talking about me again. Sorry, I’m sorry.

      Anyway, Olive’s going off on her “First Fig” and “anyone who’s anyone” bullshit, and Min-Seo—so quietly confident before all her chess friends blew up—told Olive, “No one knows that because it’s not true. ‘First Fig’ is almost excessively open to interpretation, which you’d know if you’d stop confusing your own anemic opinions for objective truth.” Olive legit sputtered—it was beautiful—but Min-Seo ignored her, saying some critics thought “First Fig” might be about bisexuality, since ESVM was also bi (REPRESENT!) and then told us she’d picked a contemporary poem: “Vespers” by Louise Glück.

      Olive hated it, obviously, because she only likes poets who are long dead, but I liked it. I mean. I didn’t totally get it right away. You know, there were tomato plants? But I liked listening to Min-Seo recite it with this...slow, rising anger, this steely resolve. I liked how she spoke with her hands, even back then. How she said, “It’s explaining fear and responsibility to God.”

      I wish we’d talked more last year. Maybe we had more in common than we thought.
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        * * *

      

      June—Isobel-N-Isaac

      Oh. Oh, I was right: they died on the same day, after all.

      I don’t. I can’t. Fuck. Okay, obviously, I lied earlier. Practicing my creative writing skills: the Agatha Christie, the unreliable narrator. I just don’t know how to think about people anymore without eulogizing them, like, everyone’s gonna die eventually, might as well get your mourning speech ready. It’s not a new habit, really, imagining everyone I know dead, only ever since Liam got his throat ripped out, I’ve been writing my pretend-eulogies here—sometimes for the people who actually died (RIP, Mr. Moreno), and sometimes for people who just haven’t died yet. Maybe I’m like, processing? Trying to prepare myself? But I think I’d wanted this journal to be a prayer, too, some kind of weird protection spell. Spells and prayers aren’t so different really; magic just requires more ingredients, and you get more immediate results. Still, they’re not always the results you want. And that’s God, too: sometimes, the answer is no.

      God said no a lot last week. Not to everything. We saved the world again. Two worlds, even. June 10th, The Day We Averted the Parallel Earth Apocalypse. And my bubble shield didn’t fail, even though it was the biggest one I’d ever made, even though I almost died, holding it up so long. Knocked me out for two days, couldn’t walk for the next four, but I saved the school and all the scared people hiding safely inside.

      But that’s the thing about being on the hero squad: you don’t get to hide inside.

      Isaac was born first and died first. We were idiots, we thought it was over, and Isaac was giving one of his super bouncy, high-on-adrenaline monologues, some prehistoric Star Trek mirror shit, IDK, he was THAT kind of nerd—and then The Breach opened up anyway, right where he was standing. He...halved, straight down the center. His mouth opened, and he fell apart. Dylan screamed. I screamed. Isobel just stood there, blank face, no one home.

      And that’s when the evil monologue began. Earth 2 Mr. Morales. I can pretty much guess what he would’ve said: you fell for my evil plot, these monsters were just a decoy, and now I will destroy both our worlds, no one should live if my wife/child/dog is dead. It’s always some bullshit like that. But I guess we’ll never know for sure cause that’s when Isobel shifted, when she charged and broke all his bones with her big, boar-teeth. He got a few shots off first. Got her in the chest twice, which killed her, but E2 Mr. Morales died first, screaming. Then Isobel died, crawling back, reaching for what was left of Isaac.

      But not much was left because that Breach just kept getting bigger, bigger, bigger.

      (You know what else I was right about? I didn’t cry for Isobel, not really. I was still crying for Isaac, see. Everything happened so fast. My brain couldn’t catch up. I was still crying for Isaac when Dylan died.)
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        * * *

      

      June—Dylan

      I can’t. I won’t, I don’t want to talk about that, I don’t want to talk about the end. We all know what happened. We know what heroes always do when there are no other choices left.

      You, whoever you are, whoever found this stupid Hello Kitty notebook, whoever’s reading this stupid fucking diary and thinking, whoa, this chick was fucked up, you don’t need to know the specifics, you don’t need me to set the scene. Maybe you knew Dylan, maybe you were even there, hiding behind my old-as-shit magic shield and watching her stop the end of the world again. Maybe you saw the other Dylan, too, because she was there, of course she was. Every version of her is a hero, and every version of her is gone, and you might think you knew her, but you couldn’t have, not like I did. Dylan wasn’t your best friend. She didn’t teach YOU how to defend yourself with a knife. She didn’t paint YOUR toenails in bi pride or smuggle in food from her parents’ restaurant when you didn’t have anything to eat. Everyone knows Dylan’s the only reason any of us made it to the junior year, but no one knows that her favorite M&Ms are yellow (they taste better, she says she said), and that worms totally freak her out (so that big demon-worm last Christmas was a real fucking problem), and that we met at church when we were eight (she stopped going after her dad died, and I let her rip up and draw all over my Bible, even though I still loved God back then). No one knows that she was scared a lot and angry a lot but always tried to hide it. No one knows how she got that “Vespers” poem right away, how she was just as haunted by responsibility, by tomato vines, as I am by roses. No one knows I was gonna bake a We Survived cake for graduation, and Isobel-N-Isaac were going to decorate it, and Dylan—okay, Dylan was just gonna eat, because she could hold her breath for 6 minutes and kill a demon in 4, but absolutely could not be trusted with frosting. No one knows any of that because everyone who did is dead, everyone but me.

      Whoever reads this, whoever you are, you have to know how wonderful Dylan was. You have to know we didn’t deserve her. You have to know how much we’ve lost.
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        * * *

      

      June—Father Ryan

      This fucking guy.

      So, top secret: I used to have these weird daydreams about him. Nothing gross, you perv. He’s like 40. It’s just funny cause I’m not Catholic. Even my parents, who agree on nothing, agree that Catholicism is a drag. But Methodists don’t have that whole ‘sit in a weird box and spill your guts to some barely visible guy, who then says, “It’s cool, my dude, God loves you, anyway.”’ I don’t know, that used to seem really appealing to me. All cathartic and shit.

      So yeah, I used to imagine these conversations. I’d end up at St. Eugene’s somehow (my car stopped working, there was a storm, one of my friends was dead and I needed to scream about it—HA, only ONE of my friends was dead, what a fucking optimist I was back then), and I’d sit in that weird box and spill my guts, and Father Ryan would say something all enigmatic and profound, something that’d make me go, Huh.

      I thought a lot about Father Ryan when I woke up from the coma, too, when I was too weak to stand and trying not to remember Isaac’s body, Isobel’s hands, Dylan’s face. I wouldn’t be confessing shit this time, though. This time, we’d talk poetry. I’d say, “Father, I get it now. Louise Glück was right. God is heartless.” I’d say, “God never gives us more than we can handle, God gives us monsters so we can defeat them—but what if we CAN’T handle it, what if we CAN’T defeat them? Why do we have to follow God’s plan when it’s this fucking STUPID? Yeah, He has a plan, so what? Making a plan’s not the same as living it. It’s not God who does the work, who kneels in the dirt desperately trying to save His shitty tomatoes. It’s not God who loses people, who’s afraid every fucking second of his fucking life. God made the Garden, but we’re the gardeners, and it’s up to us. He’s irresponsible as shit.”

      I imagined screaming all that, imagined Father Ryan’s enigmatic compassion. Imagined feeling a tiny bit better instead of empty and furious and empty again. That’s all I wanted from my weird little daydreams: some tiny spark of hope.

      But then Father Ryan denied Isaac a Catholic funeral because vampires, even half-vampires, aren’t welcome in the Kingdom of God. So, fuck that guy forever. I’m glad the carnivorous pixies got him. I hope their teeth were extra sharp. I hope they feasted slow.
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        * * *

      

      July—Mom

      Yeah, I’m a bad daughter, I get it, but honestly, this is Mom’s own fault. Who lets her kid keep going back to school after THREE different near-apocalypses? Who doesn’t move away after the very first zombie attack? But it’s always we can’t afford to pick up and move and this is just life and there are zombies everywhere, Sparrow. Which is true, it’s all true, but also, Liam had to come from somewhere, right, somewhere without gullet-eaters? Some normal, faraway town with only 1/4 the monster population and a near-apocalypse every 5-10 years? I could be so happy in a town like that, maybe. Mom might still be alive there.

      But fuck, don’t listen to me. I’m an unreliable shit, remember? Even if there was some magical safe town, I never would’ve left the hero squad behind, not when they were alive. And now that they’re dead, well. The fuck does it matter, right? My friends are gone, they’re rotting; I’m not gonna be happy. I can’t even act happy anymore. Who’s got that kind of energy? Smiling, pretending to give a shit, eating every goddamn day. It’s impossible. It’s exhausting. Mostly, I just curl up in bed, staring at the walls and trying not to think too much. That’s what I was doing when I found out about Mom. Lying on my bed, staring at nothing, maybe trying to BE nothing, and Dad knocks and knocks, but not like a monster’s chasing him, so I take my time, cause fuck it. And Dad’s crying even though he and Mom HATE each other, like hate-hate, like Shakespearian, and he says, “Sparrow, honey,” and I’m all, “Oh, Mom’s dead.” Cause who else, right? Who else is left?

      Fuck, I did it again. All me, me, me. I, I, I. I’m supposed to tell you about Mom, the good times, the bad, what her favorite flavor of M&M was, but I’m too tired to remember anything, and anyway, I really don’t think she had one.
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        * * *

      

      July—Dad

      But what if it’s Dad, right? What if he goes first? Yeah, that’d probably be easier, TBH. Wouldn’t have to move. Wouldn’t have to remind him I’m 17-years-old and I’ve helped stopped three different apocalypses, never mind all the monster of the week shit, so no, Dad, I actually don’t want any Judy Moody books for my birthday, or unicorn stationary, or Hello Kitty anything because I am not a fucking CHILD. At least Mom talks to me like I’m an adult. At least she doesn’t try to be my friend. Dad, you really wanna be friend, DO YOU KNOW WHAT HAPPENS TO MY FUCKING FRIENDS?

      Yeah. Yeah, Dad died, he got eaten by a giant werebunny, sucks to be him. And you know what? My life barely even changed cause sure, I love the guy, I remember when he actually WAS there every day, when he made me animal-shaped pancakes and told me Bible stories in funny voices because he said God likes it when children laugh—but now I barely see him (work, always work, can you imagine what kind of apocalypse we’d face if a risk management analyst ever stopped analyzing risks), and he doesn’t know me; he doesn’t know me at all. I’ll miss him, I’ll dream about him lonely and dead in the ground, but my life won’t be much different, and anyway, I know how to lose people and keep going. I’m fine.
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        * * *

      

      August—Olive

      I found her. I guess she didn’t want to do it at home. Makes sense. Her mom, all those sisters. Lucy, Emma, Addy, Jo. Olive wrote all their names down. She wrote I’m sorry, I love you, I love you, I’m so sorry.

      It’s good that I found her. Better, at least. They would’ve been so traumatized. They would’ve cried so much.

      But she was supposed to go to Stanford. She was supposed to prove me wrong.
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        * * *

      

      September—Sparrow

      Well, obviously, I’m not dead yet. But I should probably write my own eulogy. Who knows? Maybe somebody will even still be alive to deliver it.

      Here lies Sparrow Sykes, age 17. If only she’d made it two more weeks. 9 days shy of her 18th birthday, 13 days shy of senior year. We’ll always remember how she dyed her hair bright colors and wore oversized flannel and dark leggings every day. She was a good student, well. A B’s and C’s student, anyway, but a good kid. Well. An okay kid. She did swear all the fucking time, and didn’t love God like she used to, like she was supposed to, and also her handwriting was terrible, and she didn’t have a thigh gap, and there was that one time with the premarital sex, the GAY premarital sex, even, and she was one fruit loop short of a dozen, and she sucked at both metaphors and math. But she was a good friend (except she outlived her friends) and a good witch (except for prediction spells, time travel spells, resurrection spells, fucking useful spells), and, well. She’d been young, anyway. What a pity. What a loss.

      Maybe not so much of a loss.

      My parents would be sad, at least. Dad would call me his little girl. Mom—I really don’t know what Mom would say. She’s not big on words, on letting people see stuff. Maybe my death would finally break her. Maybe she’d cry so hard she couldn’t speak, or maybe she’d get up to the front of the church and say, there are dead kids everywhere. That’s just life.

      Olive knew that too, I think. Olive knew it was only a matter of time. “Because I could not stop for Death,” and all that. Funny, none of us picking Emily Dickinson. Or Auden and that one sad poem from that old romcom about all the weddings. Dad loves that movie. I can’t relate. I mean, it’s just funeral after funeral after funeral here. That’s what every tomorrow is, you know, someone else’s funeral, if not your own. Mom’s right: there’s no escape from that. Zombies are everywhere. There’s nowhere to run.

      So, I can’t stop thinking, did Olive have the right idea? Can’t get out alive, so at least get out quick? It makes sense; it makes so much sense. It’s the waiting that breaks you, isn’t it? Not just the grief, but the inevitability. Not just the fear, but the despair. How long had Olive been planning it? Since the last near apocalypse? Before? She was at school that day. I know because I’m the one who pushed her inside. She was with all the other kids, watching through the windows, seeing Isobel-N-Isaac die, seeing Dylan die. Not that any of them were friends, but like. School’s about to start, and our Class Savior is dead. And Olive, she was so smart. She was so obnoxiously smart, and she watched the hero squad bleed out, and I think she must’ve done the math. If there are 250 helpless high school students and an endless supply of monsters, what is the probability that 25 will die the first day back? If there are 30 coffins and six pallbearers, how many people will be successfully buried before the pallbearers all get eaten by werewolves? Maybe Olive just couldn’t face the statistics anymore, not one more goddamn black dress. The unshakable, inescapable knowledge that we go the way of all flesh. Down, always down.

      I hated Olive, I still hate her, but this—not for this. Every day, God goes about his business, He ignores us, He feeds us to the roses, and I just can’t blame anyone for making an alternative timetable to His big, stupid plan. Or is that just my brain lying to me, saying Olive had the right idea, that I don’t deserve to be here anyway if I can’t do anything useful. Oh, you saved everyone inside the school? Good job! But now they’re hanging themselves one by one, so what did you even accomplish? Really, what good are you? And yeah, I’m not that good. A good person wouldn’t forget how to cry. A good daughter wouldn’t imagine her own parents dead. A good sidekick wouldn’t survive her hero, would never dare outlive her only friends.

      When does a eulogy become a suicide note? How do you know when it’s time to STOP?

      Before, I used to imagine Dylan finding this journal. She’d have worried even more if she’d read all this shit. I’ve imagined other people finding it, too: Father Ryan, a few teachers, a cute new student who knew when it was safe to scream. But I don’t think that’s going to happen now. If someone stumbles across this journal, I think I’ll be long dead. Maybe suicide, maybe a gullet-eater, maybe an apocalypse no one’s around to avert.

      It feels so fucking lonely. It must be so lonely to die.

      Whoever you are, reading this. . . could you write one last entry, a better eulogy just for me? Say something kind about me. Lie, if you have to. I think that’s probably the best ending any of us can hope to have. That there’s someone still alive who loves you.

      That you’ll matter when you’re gone.
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        * * *

      

      September—Sparrow

      Forgive me if this goes poorly. I’ve never written a eulogy before.

      Perhaps that’s unusual. Sparrow apparently wrote them for half the school, but by her own admission, she’s patently unreliable. I’ve always preferred to be honest, which is why I’ll tell you that Father Ryan—not eaten by carnivorous pixies, unfortunately, although we can always pray—doesn’t allow eulogies at St. Eugene’s, as they’re generally discouraged by the Catholic Church. Matt was an atheist, though, and Rosa a Wiccan. I might’ve spoken at their funerals last summer, except I was still in the burn unit and, by then, had stopped speaking at all. That wasn’t an intentional choice, exactly. My parents insist I’m being difficult. My cousins keep calling me stubborn, but it’s more like...I was too heartsick to give anyone my words, and now they’re all trapped in this ugly snarl inside my chest. I don’t know how to untangle it. I don’t remember how to let the words out.

      I can write them down just fine, though. So, I should say, in case anyone else ever reads this, that—as of today—Sparrow Sykes is still alive.

      She probably wouldn’t want me to disclose that yet. It breaks the dramatic tension, she’d complain, as if that’s something secret diaries are even supposed to have. But fake-out deaths are an asinine trope, and if you wanted this done differently, Sparrow, you should have given your Sanrio cry for help to someone else.

      Presumably, it’s obvious that I’m not dead, either, although reading about my own hypothetical death via traffic collision was certainly one way to start the morning. I’m not angry, though. Mostly. Everyone has their own coping strategies. Therapy is probably healthier than...whatever this is, but therapy runs its own risks, too. It’s very difficult to spend months finding the right therapist, someone you trust, who you can actually communicate with, who doesn’t deliver three folksy aphorisms per session or insist she “gets” Korean culture because she tried making dalgona once after watching Squid Game—only to lose that therapist three weeks later in a particularly vicious werewolf attack outside the only banh mi shop in a fifty-mile radius. Not to use an extremely specific example or anything.

      At any rate, Sparrow and I once had precious little in common. I was the second gen Asian kid with a bowl cut and homemade lunches. She was the short, dimpled white kid with sloppy pigtails and thrift store clothes. I was the traumatized chess prodigy, both literally and figuratively scarred. She was the plucky sidekick, armed with Crayola hair and an iPhone grimoire. Sparrow had decent tastes in poetry, and I vaguely admired that she was brave, but I wasn’t looking for her on that rooftop. I only wanted to catch my breath.

      But Sparrow, I found you anyway, and you shoved this diary in my face.

      A eulogy isn’t quite a suicide note, and a suicide note isn’t quite a poem, but perhaps they’re all open to analysis, to varied interpretations. My interpretation is this: the speaker is grappling with grief, with loss of faith and existential despair. The speaker dreams of confession, of being found out, of being seen. Can near-strangers ever truly see one another? In this quasi-eulogy, I will posit that they can. We’re both sole survivors, both high school seniors. We’re lonely, haunted girls in a town forever on the verge of apocalypse. Maybe we’re not friends. Maybe we stood on that school rooftop for different reasons—but still, we both stood there, looking down, down, down.

      My interpretation is this: you don’t want to end up like Olive. This is you trying to save yourself, to not go gentle. You know the rest.

      It’s last period now. You’ve been waiting all day to read this, still searching for that tiny spark of hope, the will to persevere. You want me to say something kind, correct? To say you’ll matter when you’re gone?

      You will. But isn’t it more important to know how you can matter while you’re here?

      So.

      Sparrow and I met when we were children, but we didn’t know each other until we were 18. Back then, we had to rely on one another a lot. We weren’t very good at it, not right away. It’s hard to learn how to hope again. It’s hard to fight against your own brain. But Sparrow desperately need a reason to keep going, and I—I needed a friend, someone who understood what it meant to bear the weight of survival, someone who didn’t mind communicating by text and DM and back-and-forth eulogy. And that was something we could do for each other; that was a way we could survive. Not forever, I know. We’re all rose-food in the end, but we’re also so much more before that. We’re girls and women and poetry students and witches and chess prodigies and mourners and K-pop fans. We’re more than tributes waiting to be written. We never surrendered. We never resigned.

      Again, please forgive any inadequacies in this entry. Obviously, you’re the eulogy expert here, but such expertise will take several attempts and hypothetical deaths to master. So, come back to school tomorrow, Sparrow. Read what I’ve written.

      Give us more time.
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        * * *

      

      September—Min-Seo

      Also, Min-Seo obviously did not die in a car accident, as previously claimed. She died heroically, saving small children from a burning church fire, which inspired her new friend to stay in school and raise her English grades with a heartbreaking autobiographical essay about personal growth. Honestly, Sparrow. A car accident? Really?
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        * * *

      

      October—Mr. Harrison

      I didn’t know him well. Seemed nice enough, but come ON. He was a substitute teacher. A very brave, very stupid substitute teacher who was immediately murdered by the ghost of a small, sacrificed goat. I feel bad for him, kind of, but also, I’ve got other shit going on.

      First, Mom got a new boyfriend, and he non-ironically says things like “golly” AND drinks orange juice with pulp, so. He’s either a Mormon or a secret demon that could potentially impregnate Mom with a stepbrother-Antichrist, gross. Then Dad caught me scribbling in this journal, which means he thinks I actually LIKE his awful presents, which means now I’m the lovable witchy weirdo with this horrifying Hello Kitty backpack. Also, Min-Seo has suddenly decided we should risk going to Homecoming, which is literally the worst idea anyone’s ever had. A) Nobody asked me, and B) I thought I was trying to stay alive, remember? How many people died at the last dance, Min-Seo? Yeah, that’s what I thought.

      But—okay, if this is about wearing a hot ass dress and showing off your survivor scars, then fuck it, fine. But if we’re doing this, we’re bringing SO many weapons and incantations, and also, you’re never allowed to reference The Outsiders again. I’m giving you time to master your eulogy skills, I’m trying to have hope again, whatever. S.E. Hinton sucks, you don’t get to die heroically or at all, and if you ever tell me to stay gold, I really will jump off this building and haunt your ass. And my English grades are fine, you bitch. It’s MATH that’s killing me.

      And yeah, I know. Poor Mr. Harrison, did I forget about him? Well, kind of. Look, he’s dead, so many people are dead, and I didn’t magically learn to cry again, okay? If anyone ever reads this, thinking, wow, Min-Seo can teach Sparrow how to weep, and Sparrow can teach Min-Seo how to talk, like, stop being an asshole. Nothing comes that easy.

      Min-Seo IS teaching me stuff, mostly chess strategies and how to French braid. In turn, I’m teaching her witchcraft. Not just her, either, but any student who wants to learn. Which not everyone does or, frankly, can. Also, this could backfire very badly. I am definitely keeping an eye out for any more prescriptive, white witch, mean girl bullshit. But we don’t have Dylan or Isobel or Isaac anymore, so we’ve got to do something, right? Maybe we can all teach each other different ways to rescue ourselves, to keep from taking that last step off the ledge. Maybe instead of a hero squad we can have an army, a self-defense class, a coven of survivors.

      Look. I don’t know what I’m doing. We’re all going to die someday, and I’m still dreaming the same rose dreams, but I don’t have to be at peace with that shit, right? I don’t have to be grateful. My friends mattered. Min-Seo matters. I matter because I’m alive, because I want my survivor cake, because I’m funny, because I’m bi, because my favorite M&M’s are blue.

      God can have His roses. The tomato gardeners remain defiant.
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      “Hey, ready to go?”

      Aziz dropped the tube hidden between his fingers at the sudden interruption. His heart fluttering behind the wine-coloured button-up he’d chosen for tonight, he clasped his eyes shut for a moment. Campus should have been almost empty by now. Even his two roommates were gone, off to spend the end of the year with their families. Aziz didn’t bother to lock the door—what would have happened if any of the masculinity police jerks living in these dorms had walked on him holding eyeliner?

      “Did I spook you? I’m sorry.”

      He cleared his throat, a smile on his lips as he faced Lede. 

      “If that isn’t the birthday boy…” Aziz slapped his shoulder, gaining a tight-lipped face from Lede. With his stonewashed jeans, his see-through shirt—the black one with moon and constellation patterns he wore on audacious days—and his shaved sides, he seemed to belong to a different world from Aziz.

      “You can hug me, you know. No one’s around.” Lede flashed him that look again, the one that broke Aziz’s heart. No matter how often they discussed it, he knew Lede felt like he was ashamed of him. There was no way Aziz could shake off the fear, though. It was there for a reason.

      Lede bent over to pick up the tube and buried it in his back pocket without looking at it. Aziz munched at his bottom lip for another second, thought about squeezing Lede between his arms. He kissed his cheek instead. The familiar scents of wildgrass, ginger, and smoke tickled his nostrils. 

      Lede gasped faintly, wiping sweat off his brow and grinning through fine-spaced teeth. “Might be the nicest gift I’ve gotten so far. It’s not every day that my boyfriend gets to kiss me.”

      After picking up his phone, Aziz locked the door of the messy room behind them. In the dimly-lit corridor, he slid a hand around Lede’s waist and smiled back at him. Few things in this world filled Aziz with joy anymore. He had no family to go back to. No true friend.

      All he had was his carefree, sometimes dreamy, always warmhearted boyfriend. The kisses stolen in the black of night, the hand-grazing when they crossed paths in the hallway. This clinging terror of getting caught and exposed and the fiery kisses that came with it. Being cut out of his family and having to flee to this city he could never call home was worth it. Now, they could be alone together, even just for a night. 

      “Wait,” Lede said as they crossed the university’s fence. The wobbly light poles illuminated his deep amber skin as he kept Aziz at arm’s length. “Why are you dressed like our geriatric sociology teacher?”

      He looked down at the cardigan he had thrown over his shirt and his chunky loafers and shrugged. It’s not like Lede had agreed to tell him where they were going. Aziz would have preferred it if they’d stayed at the empty dorm room, watching the horror movies that terrified him so he could have an excuse to cuddle Lede. Maybe more.

      “Sometimes I forget how old you are.” Lede shook his head, walking backward with a smirk.

      “We were born the same year, Lede. This is just comfier. Aren’t you cold?”

      Aziz could trace Lede’s chest muscles under the thin fabric. He licked his lips, looking away from him and the thoughts that just slithered in his mind. 

      “I’d be less cold if you held my hands, just saying.”

      Jumping to his side, Lede curled his pinky finger around Aziz’s. As if he had burned him, Aziz hissed and bolted away.

      “Lede! Stop playing, there are people around!”

      Sheer hurt flickered in and out of Lede’s black eyes. Between that and his pounding heart and sweaty palms, Aziz had only one wish: to drag his boyfriend into his room, where he could protect their love from all hateful, judgmental gazes.

      The streets were almost empty, except for the occasional Zem driver who would storm past them, a freezing passenger in their backseat. In some corner, a small pack of wild dogs fought over a piece of rotten meat, growling as a runner and his Malinois passed by.

      “I’m sorry, Lede. It’s just…”

      “You’re scared. As always.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      Of course he was. At campus, Lede kept away from the masses. Always in his corner, listening to music and avoiding everyone. He hated how they behaved, how they thought. Aziz knew that disdain was rooted in fear. Less visceral than his own, yes. They couldn’t trust anyone else with their secret, only each other. The worst could happen if people found out two men were dating on a university campus.

      In a city like Maka, the worst had probably happened to others already.

      “Still won’t tell me where we’re going?” Aziz bumped the other man’s shoulder, for lack of kissing the sadness away from his face.

      “We’re almost there.”

      With his chin, Lede pointed at a block of deserted-looking buildings across the street. They waited for a dusty pick-up, caged chicken packed in the back, to drive past broken red lights. Aziz kept looking around, trying to scan the darkness Lede was leading him through. A homophobic mob weren’t his concern, for once. People, queer or not, got mugged in streets like this. Especially at this hour.

      The wind battered in spirals against old bricks. Like the breath of an ancient creature, it licked the exposed skin on his wrists and left goosebumps. If they weren’t attacked at knifepoint, they would surely disturb the owners of the night.

      Aziz’s breath got caught in his throat when a sinister howl rang from a few blocks away. Probably the dogs they had seen earlier, but what if it was something else?

      “This isn’t very reassuring, Lede. What if we meet djinns?”

      Lede threw him a mischievous look over his shoulder. “It’ll be fine. Between your Quranic verses and my fighting skills, they wouldn’t stand a chance.” He seemed confident, strolling through the darkness as if it were a playing field. Lede was like that. Always shooting the wildest grin at the face of the world, challenging it to get in his way. It was the reason Aziz fell in love with him. 

      Aziz wasn’t too scared about what could creep up on them. But he knew the risks. And for this day, he didn’t want anything to go awry. 

      “I’m serious! I would never go out at this hour in my old town, it’s—”

      “Hey.”

      Lede took Aziz’s hands in his own. Since there wasn’t anyone around – at least, no human – Aziz let him.

      “Baby, I know this isn’t exactly how you pictured uni life and your big firsts. Hell, I hate not screaming to the world that this beautiful man is mine. More than you do. It sucks, the world sucks, but you trust me, right?”

      “Always.”

      He smiled. Like butter, his unease melted when Lede briefly kissed his fingers. “You promised you’d let me choose where we’d celebrate my birthday. It’s…a special place. But keep trusting me, okay?”

      “How special are we talking?”

      Aziz didn’t let go of his hands, a grin perking up his lips as he threw an arm over Lede’s shoulder. The already faint traffic sounds faded completely as they went through a couple more streets. Poor-shaped walls were marred with graffiti, political posters, and the inescapable ads from people claiming they could heal premature ejaculation. Under his feet, Aziz began to feel some sort of pulsation. It was light, going steadier as they stepped over the ruins of a large, abandoned construction, hidden by the other abandoned buildings from earlier. The remaining bricks of this one were different. Black as tar, a little shiny. The sensation felt stronger here, almost like a heartbeat.

      Already his lips parted to ask a question, but Lede’s finger silenced him. The sensation had receded, almost holding its breath.

      “Remember, please trust me.”

      Aziz lost his footing as the ground shook beneath them. An earthquake?

      It was scarier than that.

      Slender arms burst from the black concrete, fast as death’s hunger. Around ten of them seized his boyfriend and drove him underground. Right through those smooth, black bricks, Lede was sucked in instantly. He didn’t even get to scream.

      Actually, Aziz was pretty sure Lede winked at him before being engulfed. And that his eyes were burning white.

      What the actual f—

      They came for him. Grabbing his collar, the top of his hair, his ankles, the iron-hard arms crawled all over his body. Aziz opened his mouth to scream, but it was already too late.

      He sank.
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        * * *

      

      Follow.

      A nightmare. He had no idea what had happened, where he was. Darkness grew tight around him like the flanks of a grave. Blinking several times to try and adjust his eyes, Aziz squeezed a hand over his chest. 

      “Lede? Are you here?”

      The soft walls he grazed his other hand upon drank up his voice. Quiet and parched, something straight out of Hades’s domain.

      Not the time to be geeking out, you’re not Persephone. 

      Lede. I gotta find Lede.

      That last part, he said out loud. It was the only way he could pretend not to be alone in the bowels of an unknown creepy building. Aziz didn’t want to think about the burning and icy hands that brought him here. Their grasp left a solid, otherworldly print on his black skin.

      Staggering forward, one step at the time, Aziz began to pick up another melody. A grinding, rhythmic tune that pulsed from the bottom of his shoes. Again, he closed his eyes. His breath quickened when a soft voice whispered in his ear, carried by the instruments.

      Follow.

      These sounds brought memories back. Happy ones, of broken radios and ceremonies spent sweating under the harsh sun. Women who played the shekere with bright smiles on their faces and songs birthed by their lips.

      When he peeked from under his eye, he saw the tiny ray of light that came with every vibration caused by his feet. Aziz wiped his brow, restraining himself from cursing Lede. What was this madness he had brought them into, only to disappear? Cold jitters washed over him. Aziz had no choice but to move forward. To find his boyfriend, fast.

      Follow, follow.

      Aziz did as the voice whispered. With each step, the lights seemed to burst harder, creeping across the walls. Kintsugi lines, tearing the darkness apart. Under his short breath, Aziz muttered the Throne verse as his eyes grew wide and dry.

      It was like walking on a corridor flanked with giant screens. Trumpets and drums now joined the shekere, loud against his eardrums. The rhythm grew enthralling. Flirtatious. Aziz found himself bobbing his head along. A smile grew on his lips, fear forgotten at last.

      Because those screens, or whatever they were, showed scenes of his own childhood.

      Half-naked, Aziz was chasing chickens and ducks around his father’s compound. Swimming in the river and failing to catch fish that weren’t there. 

      Aziz stopped before a frame of his middle school graduation. Tears, fast and burning, flickered on the corners of his eyes as his father smiled hard, with a feather-adorned chechia and his favourite white boubou. He was proud of his son, then. Everyone was. Good days, they were.

      He didn’t want to move forward, knowing all that would come next. The music boomed hard. With malicious ups and downs, it seemed to taunt him. Aziz’s legs trembled. Whoever controlled these displays had one sick sense of humour. The images fast-forwarded all those serene, uneventful high school years until the very last day.

      That night after his senior year graduation. Finally, he was becoming a man. Ready to study economics at the local university. A small dinner party was thrown in his honour. Baba had a lamb slaughtered, Mama had made all his favourite meals with the help of his older sister and his best friend.

      The joy and laughter were at its peak, until Aziz asked to speak.

      In all those American movies he had secretly watched on his beat-up tablet, Aziz had seen coming-out moments filled with hugs and happy tears. The parents thanked their queer teens for trusting them, saying how proud they were, even getting them Pride apparel. It could only be the same for him. His parents always said how much they loved him. Nothing could change that. Right?

      Aziz told them he liked boys. That he hoped they would understand him. Being queer didn’t mean he was less of a believer. He would never abandon salah. Or turn away from his Lord. Nothing would change.

      That very night, his family stopped talking to him. They all acted as if he were some ghost. The images showed it all, how Aziz would cry and beg for them to say something, anything. Day after day. Hatred, curses, and beatings would have been better than being ignored.

      The first and last words his father spoke to him were to declare that Aziz would continue his studies in Maka, 500 kilometres from their small town.

      Without a look, Baba handed him all the money he had saved for his school fund. And said never to contact them again.

      Aziz couldn’t move forward. The music had receded to a deep thud inside his chest, oblivious to his tears. Reliving that heartbreak, sharp and vicious, was simply too much.

      He didn’t deserve to live. He wasn’t worthy of Lede’s love. This was best, lying here and letting the bowels of this unknown beast digest him.

      Follow, follow.

      It was the end. 

      Nothing was left but the empty. 

      That voice, at first detached yet snarly, understood. Filled with empathy and love, it wanted him to accept what had happened. As shattering as that event had been, Aziz would have never met Lede if he hadn’t been forced to enroll in Maka Uni.

      It didn’t matter. There was no fixing this soul. This heart.

      “Aziz?”

      Surely another trick, from that cruel voice. 

      “Baby…”

      Warm hands caressed his snot-covered face. White smoke slid behind his ears, as soft and spicy as ginger.

      “Is that you? Lede?” Aziz asked, his voice no higher than a whisper, so coarse it didn’t feel like his own. His words filled the silence. All the trumpets and drums had died down.

      His boyfriend was here. Tears of his own rolling down his cheeks. He was soft and beautiful.

      Someone Aziz didn’t deserve.

      “Leave me.”

      He had broken his Baba’s heart. What kind of son was he? He was unworthy of love. He was weak, unable to resist these impulses that made him less than a man.

      “Get up,” Lede said.

      Aziz ignored him. Until, with an unforeseen strength, Lede lifted him up in his arms. He pressed his lips against his forehead, light and gentle, and Aziz’s heart seemed to beat again. A trumpet solo rang in his ears, vibrant with passion.

      “I am so deeply sorry, Aziz. But look, you haven’t seen it until the very end.”

      What else was there to see? Pain? Rejection? Too weak to resist, Aziz pressed his face against the other man’s chest. There was a weariness etched into his every muscle. A void he thought nothing could ever dissipate.

      For the first time, the images were given a voice. It was Lede’s laugh, deep and throaty as if he had smoked for hours.

      Aziz straightened up. It took a tremendous amount of effort, but he stole glances at the unfurling images. Lede’s tears wet the top of his head, and Aziz quivered.

      There he was, locking eyes with this stranger and his wild smiles. From the moment they met each other in that crowded faculty hallway, they knew. 

      It was more than a simple gaydar. They echoed each other’s loneliness, filled mountains and crevices, for their souls had been longing for love. Together, for almost a year, Aziz and Lede had held each other in deserted classrooms, their hearts beating as one, both with the fear of being caught and the desire for something more.

      “You and I,” Lede whispered as the images went black, “what we have is stronger than fear, Aziz. I know you were cast out when all you wanted was to be seen. But I am here for you. Aziz, I will never let you go.”

      And Lede kissed him with all the words he couldn’t say. His lips were burning. They gave Aziz his life back, as well as the music and the voice singing undecipherable words. Words of love.

      “You can let me down now.” Aziz smiled against Lede’s lips. “I must be heavy. Been eating too much beans lately.”

      “Cracking jokes already, aren’t we?”

      Lede laughed, and only then did Aziz notice something was different about him. Not only his eyes – the unveiled skin of his throat and chest was covered with tattoos. Veins and lung tips. Bones and thin muscles. Lede was burning. The smoke smell that seemed to always surround him, was it really cigarettes?

      “Lede. What are you?”

      The man smiled. Aziz wasn’t scared by the obvious supernatural experience they just had. His Baba was a ruqyah healer, so he had seen his fair share of possessions and exorcisms. They couldn’t have angered the djinns of whatever place this was if Aziz was in the presence of a potential one, right?

      “I guess you’re ready to meet my people now, huh?”

      This time, Aziz felt them coming. His heart jumped in his chest at the thought of another trip down memory lane, but his boyfriend hugged him tight. “Baby, I’m not letting you go. Ready?”

      His chin on the back of Lede’s shoulders, Aziz nodded. The black hands covered only his eyes as the ground spun under their feet.

      And when they were gone, Aziz was in the middle of a party.

      The music was a monster of its own, louder than anything he had ever heard. Yet it never covered the rhythmic footsteps and hushed conversations of the dancers. It floated amidst intertwined bodies dancing and kissing under purple neon lights. Some had bat wings on their backs, indigo and gold skin. Others were made of shadows, their eyes glittering with ecstasy. They swayed and flew under the high marble roofs like a midnight tide, and none of them seemed to be human.

      “An underground nightclub?”

      “Oh and it’s alive. The club is in the bowels of a giant spirit that gives shelter to the likes of us. Supernatural creatures. I asked it to show those images. I thought maybe it would help you overcome the trauma.” 

      Aziz gasped as he looked back at his boyfriend. Scales made of amber flattered the corners of his eyes, his arms, almost everywhere.

      “Do I scare you?” Lede asked. For the first time since they met, he seemed unsure of himself. White eyes looking away from Aziz’s, he scratched the back of his neck. Just when he looked ready to burst, Aziz stilled him and tried to keep a face as serious as possible. His silence was payback for throwing him into a sentient nightclub without a heads-up.

      “Depends. Are you a vampire who’s gonna suck my blood dry when we finally do it?”

      A chuckle rang from behind them. Aziz tilted his head backward: an ageless woman, with skin as black as night and wearing a gown dripping with gold, shook the insect-like antennae spurting from her brow.

      “Hi! My name’s Nguri. You must be the human who stole Lede’s heart, along with other parts?”

      Aziz smiled hesitantly, recognising the voice that had led him through the corridor and toward Lede.

      “Nguri is the avatar of the spirit I told you about,” Lede said with a small bow. She protects us, offers us the only place where we can truly be ourselves.”

      “That extends to you, dear human. As Lede’s partner, you are always welcome here. And happy birthday, smoky.”

      Nguri winked before turning to vaporous black smoke. Raising his brows at Lede, Aziz waited for him to speak, unable to hide the smile coming off his lips. 

      “I’m afraid I’m just an old, boring salamander. Can’t say nothing about that sucking part, though.”

      Aziz’s shoulders shook with amusement. In a second, Lede fished the eyeliner out of his back pocket, stilling his face as he solemnly applied it at the corner of Aziz’s eyes. 

      “You look beautiful,” he said. “I know this might be a little confusing, that you may wake up tomorrow and wonder if it was just a dream under steroids. But this is a place where you and I can simply be. Here, everybody’s queer. We can love each other freely.” Lede let out a shaky breath. “I come here when uni becomes too much, but I chose to live among humans and learn their ways. I think I found what I was looking for, Aziz. And once we graduate, I want you to live with me here. You don’t have to say anything just yet.” He came closer, pressing his forehead against Aziz’s chest. “For now, just let me have this dance.”

      Shaking, Aziz placed his hands on Lede’s waist and closed his eyes. He breathed in the salamander’s smell, inebriated himself with the music.

      This place felt like something he could get used to. He didn’t know how to cohabit with supernatural beings – that wasn’t in any textbook or Quora page. Letting go of his family, as they did with him, wasn’t something he could do right now.

      Lede was the love of his life, and he was his. Aziz knew that.

      So they followed the music.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HALVED WORLD

          

          SAMIR SIRK MORATÓ

        

      

    

    
      Your Friday starts tits up. The goons at the grocery store keep making cracks about how if you’re back here bagging milk pints and condoms something must have gone wrong the two years you spent away. Then Frankie Hartnell pretends not to know you when you call out to her during a parking lot cigarette break, and before closing, your manager tells you he’s cutting your hours. You bike the exhaust-choked fifty minutes back to your trailer, fuming.

      It’s so fucking stupid, you think, cards whirring in your spokes, wind fingering the holes in your jacket. The flashlight jerry-rigged onto your handlebars splutters. Is this punishment because I skipped town? God.

      Entropy came home before you. Twilight peers through your blinds in broken slats. Fly cadavers blacken the strips noosing the kitchen. The floorboards groan before puffing a cologne sample of rot wherever you walk. You try to enjoy your can of musty vienna sausages in peace. The house key beside your hand is worn with use, but your fingerprints alone cloud the doorknob and screen latch.

      When you finally yank on gloves and go to weed the furthest back plot of your garden, you see it behind the high weeds: the duplicate of you nude and prostrate in the soil, eyes open, mouth slack, a snail nibbling at its tongue, navel still attached to a vine.

      You groan.
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        * * *

      

      It’s easier to deal with these things once you’ve caught them early. Oftentimes, fruit flourishes best in hiding. You clip your umbilical cord with hedge clippers and heave your lookalike into the wheelbarrow. Its side is misshapen from pressing into the dirt without proper rotation; its weight is off. You should have found and pruned this shit a year ago. That’s what procrastination gets you.

      Normally, your family would yank on their rubber boots, wheelbarrow all the unwanted additions to the concrete slab in the back, chop them into sections with cleavers, and add them to the crypt below the floor to compost. That seemed so effortless when you were a kid. Alone, handling even one crop is hard work. You’re the last of the Woodwards maintaining the plot, the final family gardener, and the era of harvests is gone.

      You’re huffing as you roll your lookalike onto the grass by the water hose. Dicing it seems shitty while you’re so alone. Instead, you investigate all its orifices to make sure it didn’t bring in any hitchhikers before spraying it clean. It watches you from the stairs while you crush all the flushed snails with your boot.

      After that, you polish it with a rag and cart it into your room. You heave it onto the spare twin bed across from you. The bare mattress creaks under the weight of two yous. Dud, you think, feeling your lookalike’s corn silk hair and rind-hard ankles and wrists. This other self never ripened. There may be a pocket of flesh or two languishing in its core, but realization was out of the question before you picked it.

      You drape a towel over its underdeveloped chest. Seeing yourself exposed without baggy clothes brings discomfort. Then you dig out your shortbread tin of weed and head downstairs to the phone.

      The curls of the phone wire hang thick with dust as you dial up one of your cousins again. All the ancient almanac calendars, lopsided furniture, and dessicated seed packets magnet-pinned to the fridge haven’t shifted a centimeter since you were five years old. They disintegrate in place.

      The pin-up posters streaking the walls with painted tits and thighs are yours, as is the dart board, but they retain a dried quality. You hung them before you left. Nothing has swayed them since.

      You light a joint as the call rolls to the answering machine.

      “Hey, asshole,” you say, jabbing an entry in the withered contact book, “I found a huge lookalike behind the house today. Christ knows how that thing isn’t ripe. We’re lucky it was a bad crop. What’s wrong with y’all? No one has done jackshit to keep the garden in shape. One of you has gotta help me. Call me back. I mean it.”

      You hang up, exhale a cloud, then punch in the next series of numbers in the phone book. Five disconnected numbers in, you ash your joint. No one’s personal information is current. Come to think of it, do you know where any of your fifteen cousins live anymore?

      You chew on the roach, highly heartsick, when you dial Frankie Harnell’s number for good measure. Each time, the call goes through before clicking off.

      After three dials you put your head on the table.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      You’re checking out the items for a fried thirty-something with a baby on her waist and a curl of perm foil in her up-do, shoveling cups of cling peaches, diaper packages, and nicotine patches into plastic bags, when your shitty coworkers start arguing about the National Enquirer headlines. The one with long hair shoots you a sneaky glance.

      “I don’t know nothing about how a flying saucer works,” he says, “but I bet Mister Community College over here could explain it to us.”

      “I didn’t get an associate’s degree in flying saucers,” you say.

      “Course not.” He nods at you. “You spent two years getting one in...”

      “Welding.”

      The thirty-something jitters her leg and flips through the personal ads. You ignore her turnipesque baby.

      “Must not be too many welding jobs outside of Piper’s Gap,” Long Hair says.

      “Reckon not.”

      “That’s a shame, since you’ve got the degree and everything.”

      “Yeah.”

      “My mom’s looking for a welder.” Glasses Boy chimes in from the side. Long Hair grins as you punch open the cash register and give the thirty-something her change.

      “I’ll talk to your mom later,” you say, longing to spit when she’s blowing me but too scared of what the grocery goons will discuss if you do. The baby shrieks.

      Long Hair almost snickers.
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        * * *

      

      From where you sit in your room, you can see out your window to the dark, new pavement on the road. It’s almost hidden by the waist-deep grass that rustles around your house.

      “That road used to be full of potholes,” you inform your lookalike, loading a bowl. “You can drive on it without killing your suspension now. I don’t know when that happened. I don’t know when anyone got the money to do that.”

      Your lookalike doesn’t flinch when you blow a bong rip at them. You study the curves of its distorted body—the Woodward body. The lookalike’s nudity is natural. It’s like purveying a squash in a bowl. You’re unsure why your own body seems so rotten and wrong. It’s not uglier than your lookalike.

      The clipped umbilical cord has become a stem. It protrudes from the lookalike’s navel, horn-like. A vine ringlet hangs from its top and drapes onto the lookalike’s pelvis. You don’t touch your lookalike’s ripe stretches until you’ve smoked your bowl. With your mouth dry and fingers tingling, you stroke your lookalike’s ribs.

      The skin is fuzzy. Room temperature. You stroke the ribs again before reaching for the face. Parts are unripe, here, hard and malformed. The nose is sunken, the cartilage green. You pet the dandelion fluff eyebrows before rolling the lookalike’s lip up under your thumb. As expected, empty gums greet you. A handful of pumpkin seed teeth protrude in the front. You don’t need to pluck one to know they’re rubbery.

      “You’re as ugly as some of the little bastards outside,” you say.

      The lookalike sits unmoving in its dented spiderweb. You set your bong down and lean in. No breath brushes your cheeks. The lashes smell of lavender. You rip them out in clumps and pack them into your bowl.

      “We’re stuck.” You watch the grass sway outside. “You’re us, but worse. I’m me. There ain’t much either of us can do.”

      When you’re relaxed, you jam a jar between your lookalike’s stiff thighs, then feed the umbilical into its aspirin-laced water. No point in letting it rot early.
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        * * *

      

      “Lord, you’re one of the Woodwards, aren’t you?”

      The old man with glasses thicker than spit squints. His arthritic claws stay clamped around his coupons. You scan his newspaper, denture cleaner, and ginseng pills.

      “Guilty as charged,” you say. “I’m the tenth one.”

      The old man waves. “The tenth one? Christ almighty. Half the town’s a Woodward. ‘Til recently, none of ‘em left Piper’s Gap through nothing but the courthouse.”

      Your teeth grind.

      “I’ve been out,” you say. “Went to community college and everything. I almost moved to Clifton Forge, after I graduated, but the trailer—”

      “You’ve all got the same look about you,” the old man says. “All you Woodwards. Lots of funky teeth and fine, fine hair. You’re all cousins too, ain’tcha? I’ve never seen a Woodward senior.”

      “Yeah.” His receipt rips in your grip. “We are.”

      The old man’s daughter, a middle-aged bruiser that’s more piercings than skin, raps on the window, her truck idling. “Come on,” she mouths. He gives you a paternal warning look.

      “Be good, now,” the old man says. “M’am. Sir. Whichever one. That don’t matter. A Woodward is a Woodward.”

      Go fuck yourself.

      You smile. “Have a nice day.”
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        * * *

      

      While you ponder where the old waterpark went and when the library moved, you prune the garden. Most families have a tree. Yours has a vine. You crawl beneath the noon sun, taking stock of what grows on the vine’s winding, greedy tendrils. The ragged leaves. The tissuey blossoms. The embryonic scallop squashes. Green filigree ensnares the yard, pulsing with sickly life.

      You stand there at the root of your family’s genesis, two shoplifted fudgesicles chilling your guts, an electricity bill chilling your heart, thistle stings burning your hands. Disgruntlement sets in. You don’t know when cultivating the next generation became a chore. The tasks haven’t changed, but all awe has fled. The lookalikes are annoying vegetables; maintaining the Woodward vine means nothing but weeding and spreading cow shit around.

      No wonder everyone dumped this on me, you think. No one enjoys nasty work.

      Two of the embryonic squashes, no bigger than your fist, fared poorly last night. One’s head was eaten halfway through by a deer. Another’s punctured belly swarms with beetles. Their bulging eyes are knots, their mouths deadend indentations. They gnarl into themselves as they dangle from the vine. It’s too early for their pseudo-fetal shapes to have Woodward features. In several months, they would have begun manifesting.

      You snap the embryos free, chop them in half, and hurl them into a bucket, pitted innards and all. Lookalikes don’t suffer. You can’t empathize with that anymore. Realization means agony. Even if lookalikes did feel pain, the town doesn’t want more Woodwards. Your selectivity does everyone a favor.

      God knows your cousins don’t do favors anymore. All this is on you.

      You soak rags in your lookalike’s damp mouth to replace the fly strips you can’t afford as you dial your unresponsive family again, crying out more than greeting them, even when confused strangers answer your calls that go through.
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        * * *

      

      “Mom says you haven’t asked her about the job yet,” Glasses Boy says.

      “Blow me.”

      You slash at another pile of boxes with your box cutter. The stench of weed wafts into your hoodie. Glasses Boy smirks. Helpless rage makes your peripheral vision a mirage.

      “Pretty sure that won’t teach you how to weld,” Glasses Boy says. “Think you participated in enough blow jobs the last two years anyhow, depending on where they put you.”

      “I’m going to the register,” you mutter. “You can handle all this.”

      “You sure you want to, smelling like that? If the sheriff comes back in here again it’d be bad news.”

      It’s impossible to tell if concern or mockery glitters in Glasses Boy’s expression. You tear into another box. Soon enough, you’re alone in the backroom.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re a fuck-up,” you hiss at the vegetable in your room, grinding your spliff into its wrist again. “You know that?”

      The lit end sizzles against the lookalike’s peel. It leaves a fifth blistered circle. Its newly zip-tied wrists glow with charred spots.

      Despite all the crushed aspirin and water changes, the lookalike is rotting. Fingernails lengthen as its skin recedes; its hair mimics growth as its scalp shrinks. The zip ties cuffing the lookalike’s ankles peer half-visible from their canals in the skin. Flies crawl on your sweating wallpaper.

      “You never get anything right.” You can’t choose between fuming or crying. “Fucking hell.”

      You opt to rekindle your spliff’s cherry with another puff and jab again.

      When you stumble out back, spent, you sink to your knees among the family vine. Its latticework of purple veins throb with sap. You see double the veins and double the hungry, reaching leaves as your vision comes undone. Slugs, remembering past meals, slither towards you before turning away. Katydids stumble through your leg hair.

      I want a machete, you think. Then: Why? What would you do with it? Ridding yourself of this legacy, somehow, is as unfathomable as quitting your job.

      You sit outside until cricketsong calls the dark home.
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        * * *

      

      The rat-tail adorned creep in a hoodie scratches at his mustache, if that waterline mark of hair can be called a mustache. You ring up the third bottle of robitussin he’s come in to buy this week instead of making eye contact. His gaze burns into your name tag as you bag a bottle of lube, mentos, and a whipped cream canister.

      “Hey!” he says. “I used to see you around here.”

      You grunt. “I’ve worked here a long time.”

      “Didn’t you work with Frankie at that sheet cake place?”

      Bile splashes up into your throat.

      “No,” you say. “I’m Frankie’s best friend. Have been since ninth grade.”

      “Huh. I mean, I saw you two together all the time, but Frankie looked grouchy, and you don’t really lounge around a cake place 24/7 ‘less you’ve got a reason to be there. So I assumed—”

      “Frankie has a resting bitch face,” you say.

      “I don’t think so.” The creep frowns. “Her resting face looks pretty bored to me. At least before she sees me and her cousin.”

      You want to strangle him. Your self doubt leashes you. “Your total is $15.75,” you say. “Anything else?”

      The creep wipes his runny nose. “If you didn’t get put away for something violent, and that big ole hoodie isn’t too loose on you uptop, I, uh, need your number.”

      “Go back to doing whippets in study hall, asshole,” you say.

      The creep pays in sweaty bills and coins before slinking out the door. Your coworkers burst into laughter. You rip apart the creep’s receipt, boiling. You wish Frankie Hartnell was here to defend the mutuality of your friendship. You aren’t sure she would. Did all that borrowed money and bummed rides to school mean friendship, or was that just proximity? Frankie didn’t live far from you. Her family hired yours for odd jobs. Maybe obligation is proximity’s neighbor. While you’re restocking milk, you try to imagine Frankie’s resting expression. Nothing but blurred features clutter your brain.

      You know even less about your best friend than you know about yourself.
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        * * *

      

      One of the older propagations who’s ghosting you said You are what you imbibe.

      He was smart, in the ubiquitous Woodward way. Still is, unless you’ve missed another death. You bet your fillings he escaped Piper’s Gap after you. Maybe he tricked some middle class girl into marriage. That would be a hard sell, since none of you have the equipment for spousal duties or creating children, but Woodwards excel at rooting in hostile ground.

      Your cousin meant his comment in the sense of flesh consuming flesh, of what separates lookalikes and people, but you hope that consuming yourself will get you closer to who you are.

      You lean over your lookalike as you flick open your box cutter. The fact this botanic miscarriage shifts at night while it sinks into the mattress means your time is limited. Soon, it’ll be fertilizer.

      The blade shakes when you puncture the lookalike’s side. There’s a pop. At once, your tension flees. It feels no different than cutting a zucchini. You slice a square into the lookalike’s unmoving abdomen, fumble, then peel the pane of skin free.

      The skin unsuckers from the body. The muscle underneath is the color and texture of milkweed stem: white, wet. Seepage comes, but no blood. Your lip curls as you set the peel aside to dry for rolling paper.

      Every day, you remember this thing isn’t fully realized. You aren’t either, but you’re made of named meat, which puts you damn well above this gourd. It pays no rent; it wears no worries. It reclines in decaying repose at your mercy and burdens you.

      “You could’ve been worth something,” you tell it, knowing it cannot hear you crying in your adjacent twin bed at night. “Not anymore.”

      Its lashless eyes stare ceilingward, its bound wrists making its posture meek.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Pryor has three bottles of black hair dye, migraine medication, and one apple in her basket. You’re so sick with joy to see her that you overlook Glasses Boy ringing up Frankie Hartnell an aisle over. Not that Frankie or Mrs. Pryor is too close to you.

      “Mrs. Pryor!” you say. “Long time no see!”

      She starts. Her eyes are watery. The tote she’s slotted into the bag carousel wilts. Mrs. Pryor always looked unsteady compared to her volleyball-spiking daughter. She looks ready to collapse now.

      “Goodness,” she says. “Is that who I think it is?”

      “In the flesh.” You vibrate. “How are you? How’s Abilene? I haven’t seen her since graduation! Did she end up moving to Blacksburg after she got her savings back up? I know her car brakes kept giving her trouble.”

      Mrs. Pryor’s bistre skin turns ashen. She wavers.

      “Abilene died last year, dear,” she says. “We sent you an invitation to the funeral.”

      You stare at the quivering woman in front of you. Your guts may as well be on the conveyor belt. Asking what happened is futile.

      “Sorry,” you say. “I didn’t get it.”

      “We sent it to your apartment address.”

      “I wasn’t living there for too long.”

      Mrs. Pryor’s hands worry at her bonnet. No wedding band gleams her on fingers now. You doubt her ring would fit without adjustment anyway. She’s dropped four sizes in everything.

      “You’re the last Woodward left in these parts. What have you been doing with your life, honey,” she says, “now that everyone up and left?”

      You can’t tell if that’s a question for you or herself.

      “I don’t know,” you say.

      The migraine medication clatters in its box. Mrs. Pryor flees without waiting for her change. You stumble to the break room to hold your head in your hands.
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        * * *

      

      That Sunday night when you break down, you locate none of your fifteen cousin-siblings in the county phone book, or forwarding addresses, or married names, or anything, which is why you end up tearing one of your lookalike’s hands free from the zip-ties and crawling beneath its disgustingly pliable arm, baked and bawling.

      “I’m sorry,” you tell it, dripping ash onto its collarbone with your joint while you sob into its cloying neck. “I’ve done you dirty. You’re a shitty rotting vegetable but you’re all I’ve got. No one else is here. No one else wants to be here.”

      The lookalike’s pupils twitch. Your heart clenches. You cry out.

      It can’t be alive. It wasn’t on the vine long enough, your rational brain says. The rest of you screams, It’s alive enough to know what you’re doing. How else could it move?

      You straddle the lookalike. The sap congealing on the milkweed muscle sticks to your knee. The graffiti you carved into its waist yesterday scratches you. The lengthened, decomposing umbilical wilts beneath your weight. A splash of water from the jar splatters the lookalike’s thighs.

      “Here.”

      You’re blubbering as you tilt its jaw up. Saline drowns your vision. You nearly cough to death on your first drag before you puke spit onto the hardwood. You sniffle, finish gurgling, then wipe your face. Your vision is no better than before.

      “I’ll give you a treat,” you say. “You’re gonna be compost anyway. Sorry. Here, here.”

      You take a deep pull of the joint. The lookalike’s mouth opens with a moist click when you jam your fingers into the sides and squeeze. You lean in. The clack of its teeth against yours startles you. Your exhale of weed smoke vanishes into the lookalike’s throat. Instead of bouncing back, it flows into sinus chambers connected to somewhere.

      You hear squirming.

      With the sound of an overripe melon splitting, the back of the lookalike’s head bursts open. It spills forth seeds, dreamsicle pulp, and the true movers in the lookalike’s rotting shell: a sea of white, writhing worms.

      When you’re done screaming, you sweep the worms into a grocery bag. Tear out the hair that has gunk entwined in it. Tie the bag. Cover the lookalike with a tarp. Crawl into bed, sniffling, angrily alone.

      You don’t have the heart to drag that overgrown buffet out back tonight.
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        * * *

      

      You’re fiddling with your radio, tuning it to the country station you like, one foot on the bike pedal, when you see her coming up the sidewalk. Frankie Hartnell has bad highlights and a blown-out butterfly tattooed on her stomach now, but she’s the same glorious bitch she was in high school. Her features have become even more Frankie.

      “Don’t get off your bike.” Frankie guards her growing belly with a palm. Her two broken french tips gleam against the butterfly’s wings.

      “Frankie,” you say, weak. “Jesus Christ. It’s been forever. What’s going on?”

      Frankie’s exhale misses several stairs on its way down to you. Her gummy vitamins, batteries, and kitschy bibs rattle in her grocery bag.

      “Can’t you check a newspaper to get caught up?” she says. “Fuck. Stop calling me. My boytoy works the night shift. I’ve had to keep the phone off the hook so you don’t wake him up.”

      “I want to hear from my best friend.”

      You feel as misshapen and inarticulate as your lookalike. Frankie’s frown overflows with pity. She fiddles with her clutch.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this,” she says, “but being your only friend ain’t something that makes me your best one. Not on my end. Please let this go, for your sake and mine.”

      “Everything’s up and changed.” You don’t know why you’re pleading, or what you’re pleading for, but you want there to be some kind of truth living in all the space in your clothes and lungs. “I ain’t heard shit from anyone. Abilene’s dead. Did you know that Abilene was dead?”

      “Abby and I hadn’t talked for a year before she died,” Frankie says. “I imagine there’s a reason your own cousins aren’t talking to you either.”

      “Look, I didn’t hurt no one,” you say. “That’s not why I did time. But everyone treats me like a leper. Frankie, I can’t keep paying bills or handling family business with the job I’m working. You’ve gotta know if another place will hire me.”

      “I am sorry, y’know.” Frankie forges on. “But I’m barely staying afloat myself.”

      A singer croons about killing women in the gap that tears open between the two of you. The urge to swing builds in your fists, outstripped by the urge to cry. You can’t swing at Frankie now. It wouldn’t be a fair fight.

      “Good luck.” Frankie rubs her temple. “Honest.”

      “I don’t want luck,” you say. “I want help.”

      “Pray,” Frankie suggests, as she climbs into her death trap of an ancient jeep.

      It sounds a lot like ‘drown.’
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        * * *

      

      Dusk falls into something darker as you bike towards your trailer. You’re the sort of homesick that includes your body too, so you spent hours biking around downtown, hoping to find recognition here as you avoided your family plot. You found nothing. None of the whitewashed storefronts are as they were, none of the people the same. How has the world changed so much in two years? Whatever you’ve lost, there’s no way to get it back.

      You hunch over your grainy radio. Grass swats your legs, whispering. Charley Pride comes in and out of static, singing of snakes crawling at night. Castor and Pollux are above you with all the sneakers caught in telephone lines.

      It takes a moment to realize the trailer door is a black, open rectangle.

      It takes another to realize someone is in the driveway.

      Gravel spins. Your bike stops. You stare at the gnarled, naked figure twelve feet in front of you. Their face is not in the light. You make out the pale square of muscle well enough. The zip-tie hanging from a leaking wrist. Bleeding graffiti. Here and there, a worm falls through the flashlight beam. You cannot tell who moves when the flashlight begins flickering.

      As it gives out, you hear the crunch of feet on gravel. A horrible peace germinates within you. Freedom is coming. In a sense.

      Sometimes, you imagine, the self wants to taste back.
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      I find her by the riverbed after the end of the world, wings tucked under her grubby ribs. Some new kind of being, or else some rich maniac’s attempt to engineer homo deux before it all went down. Or went up. Tides, lava, nukes, spaceships. Those last ones, especially, aren’t ever coming back down.

      I’ve come across my fair share of bodies, but none of them alive, and none of them winged. She blinks groggily as I carry her out of the scorching sun. Home is a cave dressed up like one. I lay her down on the mattress—she weighs less than the portable generator—and fetch a cup of water.

      She sips with puckered lips. She’s hollowed out—hungry, exhausted, dehydrated if the fourth cup is anything to go by—but she doesn’t look much older than me under all of it. Slim brown eyes and shorn dark hair, roundish face, and of course the wings, spilling from the slits in her dress. They’re like grimy clouds across my bed.

      “What’s your name?”

      I don’t know if she can speak; her motor control seems fine but—

      “Seraphine,” she says.

      All right, that’s a little on the nose, but I’ll take it. Seraphine’s voice is surprisingly smooth, low and clear like a warning bell. Everybody else—the few there are left—rasps like they swallowed the generation ships’ dust clouds. “I’m Kya,” I reply. “Let me get you something to eat.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seraphine doesn’t remember much, but she says she remembers flying. She tries some experimental lifts, but her body crumples before she can get a foot off the ground. Her wings shed feathers that fall mutely as I catch her. “You need to get your strength back.”

      “Flying,” she murmurs desperately into my chest, half-conscious, less a behaviour than an instinct, some immutable part of her she needs to exert over and over again.

      “Strength,” I reply.

      Strength is food. I can scrounge up a decent amount. There’s not a lot of variety, but I’m not picky. My goat Mantle does the heavy lifting: cheese, milk, everything silky and creamy. I know where to find cactus and nuts and dates if the season is right. There are dwindling bags of beans and tough grains from the last time I stumbled on a caravan. Water is precious. After her first day, we drink in small measures. These are the blightlands. The sun came too close, and we do our best not to shrivel.

      I get used to cooking for two, and to sitting opposite someone while I eat. Seraphine eats like a bird of prey: sharp, tearing bites. Fortunately, she’s not picky either. She likes the cheese. I start making more of it.

      I show her how to cut open saguaros and scoop out their insides. She’s deft with her fingers. I demonstrate how to make nut paste and milk curds. Once she asks, “Is there anything you miss eating?”

      Anything with flour. Beef. Carrots. Rice, unthinkable in this dryness. Chocolate. But instead I find myself saying, “Strawberries.” Luxurious, sweet things. I had them once as a kid when trade was on its last legs and the growers hadn’t yet been packed off past the atmosphere.

      “A fruit?”

      I wonder again where she’s from, what hole she was locked up in. So many things seem new to her. Not the abandoned planet, though; that she never asks about.

      “Yeah, fruit.” I describe it, and think of Mom. “Maybe they have it way up north still, but it wouldn’t grow here.”

      Seraphine gets stronger every day. I start thinking about going upstream. There’s rumors it’s less scorched there. That things actually grow. I haven’t wanted to before, because I’ve built too much safety here to abandon for maybes. But now that Seraphine’s practically healthy, my encampment seems less safe than stale compared to the way she moves through it. Like my world is too small to fit her. In my quiet moments, I look at her and think we could risk the maybes.

      Then one day she says, “I want to fly again.”

      “Oh,” I say.

      Somehow I’d forgotten.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We stand on the cliff above the caves. There’s a decent northeasterly wind, a little cloud cover. Seraphine’s tried some jumps and experimental flexes, but this is showtime.

      I realise I’m terrified, but before I can speak—I don’t even know what I want to say—Seraphine steps off the edge.

      The world tumbles, and then her wings snap out and my breath swallows itself. Whoosh and a twist and a laugh and a burst of white feathers arcs past me. Seraphine slices through the air. Her wings burn with the reflected light of the sun, the glow almost harsh.

      She circles before darting skyward again. Suddenly she’s tiny. Then she’s diving again, wingspan eclipsing the sun. But while I’m staring at her, she’s staring at the horizon. “I need to fly out further,” she shouts.

      My euphoria crashes. “How far?”

      She shakes her head, half a shrug, face obscured by feathers and motion. “As far as I can go!”

      It’s a lack of a question that hurts the most.

      I want to grab her legs, hold on, never let go. Even if it sends us both plummeting into the scorched earth.

      But I don’t. I make a gesture that I think means okay. I smile. I let her fly.

      Slowly, she vanishes from sight.

      Girls with wings were made to soar. Girls with nothing get left behind. That’s the way the world works, even after it ends. I make my way back down the cliff. I have so much space, and too much cheese.
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        * * *

      

      Seven nights later, there’s a thud outside. I freeze, slowing on the butane crank. There isn’t another sound, but I know better than to trust silence. I grab my prod and climb up to the cave entrance just as a shadow descends.

      Even when Mantle bleats happily, I can’t bring myself to believe it. But Seraphine is there tucking her wings in as I gape. She smiles like my head isn’t spinning to pieces, and lifts her cupped hands. “It took longer to find than I thought.”

      Strawberries, fat, red, still dewy.

      “Where?” my mouth asks, even though I know.

      “North,” she says. “Just like you said. There’s people up there, Kya.”

      In this moment, I don’t tell her about all the times when she was gone that I started thinking about jerky and portable rations. Things I’d have to leave and things I could bring along to go after her, to go anywhere that wasn’t still and scorched. Right now, I just show her how to pluck the leaves off the fruit.

      There’s only six. Three each. Every burst of juice makes the lump in my throat grow. They taste like somewhere I’ve forgotten. Somewhere I could know again. When the berries are gone and my hands are sticky, I ask her to tell me all about it.

      She begins, “Far up the river, there is a field...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            B-ING

          

          CRYSTAL ODELLE

        

      

    

    
      In my big voice, I break. “My greatest regret is wasting time.”

      Blue eggs of estrogen rot in me, and hot veins worm my legs, a rare complication of attempting medical transition near forty.

      “I’ll prescribe time travel,” the doctor says.

      “Please.” I wave my big hands, not three feet across the room but drowning.

      She tosses me a last chance, a bottle of pills—B for short, experimental, side effects unknown. “Consult your loved ones,” she adds. “You could dissociate unpredictably, if that isn’t clear.”

      “Crystal,” I answer, half listening, my heart already in pieces.
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        * * *

      

      To wish not being trans is to wish not being—and I’m a lump of wet wool at the window.

      My partner, a purple shadow, tiptoes the apartment. “Saved you the last donut,” Ro tries.

      “The cruller?” I’m crueler, a twisted loop of grief.

      “Reminded me of you,” he says. “Prettiest of the dozen.”

      I unspool in his arms. Estrogen-allergic women are still women, I want to believe. Betrayed by my body, fearful that B will burn me or worse, who am I but lost? Time travel...what I wouldn’t give to be real.

      Ro jackets our whippet, and my loves brave the unexpected winter flurry. Their footsteps dot-dash the blank. Ro doesn’t frown at the stamp of his dragging heel. He smiles, I imagine, at how the snow glitters in their imprints, happier without me.

      “Pic? ;)” RedRumbus messages.

      Ro encouraged I make a friend on BDSMLR to spark my sex drive. Likely an extension of my masochism, I attempt a bedroom selfie. Mouth punctured with stubble, I shoot myself overdone in makeup. In the photo, I’m not goth, only sad. Without second puberty, a frozen horror, I think Mom was half right about my transition as “midlife crisis.”

      Mid lie about how wet...I put the phone down.

      Between the sherbet eye shadow and me, I see her. Choking under a tide of nostalgia, I recall Crystal, the first queer kid I ever met, and her courage—a girl and yet...?

      The world over, Google can’t find her.

      “You dressed up for me?” Ro smirks in the doorway.

      I swallow my first B pill, sick of saying, “No.”
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        * * *

      

      For two years, the worst side effect is dry mouth. Increasingly nervous asking, my doctor moves our regular checkups to a lab out of a sci-fi movie where I glimpse researchers in a mauve lab coats and diagrams like knots of bread that make me hungry for living.

      At home, Ro nurses me with words of affirmation and peppermint gum. B-ing heals me beyond the “adverse antiaging effects” and my groove’s return. I’m the woman I always knew I was, or would be, what estrogen couldn’t do, in half the time. I barely trust my joy.

      For my fortieth, Ro suggests we “go big.”

      “Wedding? Sex party? Both?” I kid. Dysphoria? I don’t even know her unless shoe shopping.

      Safe on the hill of his chest in a Barcelona hotel, I admit, “People say, ‘Love yourself.’ I thought it only meant respect. Like when a good parent says they think their kid is cool, I care for me like a loved one.”

      “I see you, baby,” Ro says. He always has.

      Eyes wet, kisses wetter. I’m shaking. For the first time, I want nothing to change.
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        * * *

      

      Social media recommends refriending Mom, and I dare scroll her.

      “Had so much fun with my sons yesterday!!” she commented eleven minutes ago under an old photo of my bio-family and masc-me ice skating.

      Concerned for her sobriety, I call, though it’s been years. Dad doesn’t recognize my voice. “Crazy bitch,” he says on the second try, and in the background, I hear me—you, laughing at him before the call ends.

      The internet whirlpools until I’m gawking at a forum post about A-selves and B-selves and time travel. “IDGAF,” one user says, “B is the fountain of youth.” “Whoever dies last lives forever,” the thread ends.

      I emergency-call my doctor, expecting to hear side effects include hallucination of a second self.

      “I wasn’t speaking metaphorically,” she explains. “You’re a woman because you will never have lived as a man.” B revises timelines and diverted my past onto a parallel track with one time-space snag. As my A-self rewinds to nonexistence, I’ll age backward through adolescence, girlhood.

      “And then?”

      Her sigh is a crashing wave. “You’re in the longest running trial.”

      I paraphrase, and Ro stomps to the toilet, rattling my bottle of gelatinous prisms.

      “Don’t,” I beg, the math of losses and gains blurry.

      “For how long?” he demands. He won’t watch another solution hurt me.

      We can only cry. I can’t go back. I’m not on the other side.
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        * * *

      

      We leave messages for each other: amateur theories, emotional support, makeup tips. One user insists we’re casualties of a military-big pharma collab. “So, you’re stopping?” another asks, ending the thread. Another user plans to ignore the doctors’ warnings and “fold”—meet their past self to alter their personal history. They believe their biological present will reattach to the Central Timeline, a chance at normal. We wish them, “Good travel.”

      “You willing to risk that?” Ro says, not saying no.

      The age gap is fun—until fighting about my cut curls in the bathroom sink. “OK, Dad,” I say, and we catch the difference, side by side in the mirror.

      Standing in a downpour outside your college apartment, I steam over how our parents love(d) you. Soaked on the street corner, a familiar crew cut waits for the light to change. You notice me, and I remember her—me, the cute goth with the whippet.

      If this has happened already, are you raining on my timeline, or am I on yours?

      As I pass, you hope I’ll laugh about your lack of umbrella, give you a reason to speak. Between us, a river of time roars. You won’t hear me. Swept apart, I hate that I worry for you.
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        * * *

      

      My bones shrink and ache, as if elves mine my marrow.

      “Love means growing useless together,” jokes my gray-templed angel on his sixtieth.

      We skip districts to dodge sharp teachers. Still, I make school friends. My first (last) kiss, my first (last) crush—a full redo. The time I slug the boy who bullies girls. The time...

      We bury Bernadette. Ro is too upset to rescue another pup.

      “Maybe you should?” He revisits folding. If it were up to him, I would live forever. Although our relationship has changed, it’s love.

      Few of us post anymore, maybe folded, maybe not. In a better place, I hope.

      B runs one commercial, “Be PTSD-free,” followed by a heart-attack lawsuit. Before the recall, my doctor offers a box of pills for three lifetimes. “I hope your quality of life raised to what you deserve, despite not how,” she says, retires.

      Big words are fuzzy, but I can read. My handwriting shivers across the letters I’m leaving Ro, pages of heart-dotted I love yous, stick drawings of us with tall smiles. The years race. I take every chance.
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        * * *

      

      Eighty trips around the sun, I’m dying of “acute childhood leukemia.” On the drive home from the hospital, I thank Ro for loving me.

      “We haven’t come this far...” he starts.

      I make him promise he’ll adopt another dog, take a pottery class, be the nursing home slut.

      Against my bedroom window, a nest-building robin snaps its neck. I choose to fold the circle.

      Ro enrolls me in your first grade. Hawaiian shirt, neon makeup, pixie cut—prepuberty is pure possibility, and I’m wildly nonbinary.

      You’re easy. At recess, we leave the playground for the grass. You hold the picture book’s front cover. I hold the back. We help each other sound out words. It’s weird, reading beside you. You don’t know yet why we never forget her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SLOW COMMUNICATION

          

          DOMINIQUE DICKEY

        

      

    

    
      Darla Revere was born to live her whole life as part of a conversation, the outcome of which she would never know. She was raised to be certain of three things:

      1. The leviathan will come for you. She will come suddenly, and without warning.

      2. You will feel great joy and pain at the moment she contacts you. Be prepared. You may only ask her one question.

      3. If you change yourself too much—if you do not bear resemblance to your mother, your grandmother, the long line of women the leviathan has touched—she may not be able to find you when it is your time.

      Darla, who wanted so badly to change herself, hoped the alien—the leviathan—would come for her soon. She hoped she could soon ask her question and have it over with, live the whole rest of her life without worrying about being touched by a monster from galaxies away.

      “Have your question ready yet, tater tot?” Darla’s mom asked as she slid a cereal box across the kitchen counter to her daughter, as if she were inquiring about the status of a homework assignment. Darla was dressed in her school uniform, skirt and knee socks, clothes perpetually rumpled even though the same uniform looked pristine on all the other girls.

      There was a slight problem with Darla’s anxious hurrying, with her desire to speak to the leviathan and be done with it: she had no idea what she would ask.

      “Maybe I’ll ask her favorite color,” Darla said.

      Her mom made a face. “How do you know she even sees color?”

      Darla poured cereal into a ceramic bowl, then sloshed milk over it. She shrugged.

      “Honey, it’s about furthering a conversation. Why not ask a follow-up question to mine? Or Grandma Judd’s?”

      The leviathan came once a generation, always to a Revere daughter. The alien was long lived and slow, part of a species for whom conversations took what a human would consider to be millennia. The story started with Chip, enslaved in Georgia in the late eighteenth century, describing a harsh pain in her head and a rush of euphoria to her heart. The leviathan said something, though the opening of the conversation was immediately forgotten in the intensity of Chip’s feeling. “What’s happening to me?” Chip asked. That was the first question the Revere line asked the leviathan.

      Chip had never felt such pain, nor such joy. The depth of feeling bowed her over in the corn fields, stalks blowing around her. She could only describe her experience as an act of God. She told the story to her daughter, Phoebe.

      Phoebe was seventeen when she received the answer to her mother’s question. She felt the pain and joy go through her, felt her body curl and keel over. “You are being visited by a presence beyond yourself,” said the leviathan. “I am here to speak with you.”

      Like her mother’s, Phoebe’s question was wasted: “Are you God?” The question was not answered in her lifetime.

      But Phoebe could write, and she owned a Bible. Inside the front cover she wrote Chip’s question, the leviathan’s belated answer, and the question she herself had asked. When she spoke to her own daughter of the words she had exchanged with the leviathan, it was not with her mother’s reverence, but as a warning. “Child,” she said, “something strange may happen to you, and it may happen at any time. A being beyond your understanding may reach out and touch you. It will hurt, and it will be the best pain you have ever felt, and it will only last a moment. Ask a question with a meaningful answer. Do that as a gift to your own daughter.”

      And so centuries of questions and answers were recorded in Phoebe’s Bible, handed down from mother to daughter. The documentation survived all the hardships the Revere women survived—fires and floods, plagues and revolutions, every foul thing the world could hurl at a long line of black women.

      “I have a question I could give you,” Darla’s mom said.

      “Maybe,” Darla said.

      “Do you want to know it?”

      “Don’t tell me yet. I don’t want it to bias me.”

      “I think it’s a pretty good question.”

      Darla slurped her cereal milk. “It probably is. But I want to find my own.”

      “You may not have much time—”

      “I’m seventeen! She came for you at what, twenty? And Grandma Judd at twenty-five?”

      “She came for Phoebe at your age, and Hanna at fifteen. It could be any day.”

      “Odds are I won’t need a question today.”

      “I just need you to be ready.”

      “I’ll think about it after school,” said Darla. “Are you driving me today? Or should I walk?”
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        * * *

      

      After school, Darla ran laps of the red rubber track with her team and tried to let her mind wander to the matter of her question. She heard her mother’s words in her head—don’t change yourself so much that the leviathan can’t find you—but an alien was going to speak to her in her head, and that alien would be unimpeded by Darla making minor changes like getting a haircut or piercing her septum. Even if the leviathan wasn’t very smart, believed that everyone experienced time the way that she did, and was certain that she’d been speaking to the same woman every few decades since seventeen-seventy-whenever.

      Maybe that would be her question—“Do you think you’ve been speaking to one person all this time?”—but that wouldn’t further the conversation, or whatever.

      Darla got a mean stitch in her side and breathed in, trying to pull air all the way down to her navel. She wondered if this was it. If the leviathan came for her right now, knocking her flat on her ass while she was halfway through her fourth mile of the day’s run, what would she ask?

      She had an idea.
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        * * *

      

      “Has the leviathan ever spoken to a boy?” Darla asked her mom at dinner that night, though she knew the answer. She’d been through all the records, read the notes in Phoebe’s Bible over and over. She’d heard the stories from her mother and her Grandma Judd, while her grandmother still lived.

      “No, it’s always been a woman.”

      “Why?”

      “Is that what you want to ask her? Because I couldn’t begin to tell you.”

      “Well, why do you think?”

      “She said something to Hanna”—Darla’s great-grandmother—“that made it seem like she sees us all as one. We are a continuum.”

      A continuous and unbroken line of women, always women. Darla thought about all the women in her family, the conversation she found herself born into between a presumably female alien and generations of female humans. She thought about her private high school, gaggles of girls in perfectly pressed uniforms, button ups and cross ties and plaid skirts. She thought about where she fit within that whole mess of gender.

      “I want to shave my head,” she said, all at once. It was something she often thought about when she ran, sweat gathering in the roots of her hair. She thought of her mother washing her hair over the kitchen sink, running a plastic comb through the heavy snarl of curls. She thought of the unbroken line of women before her who had done the same. She thought of what it would mean to break that line.

      “Don’t change yourself so much that she can’t find you,” her mother said.

      “I’m not worried,” Darla said. “An alien is going to speak to me inside of my head. I don’t think the amount of hair on that head could stop it from happening.”

      Darla’s mother cocked her head, chewed her food and chewed on her thoughts.

      “Maybe she just contacts the oldest child of each generation,” Darla said, eager to fill the silence.

      “Your Grandma Judd had an older brother—”

      “But he died before the leviathan came. Maybe she would have contacted him.” Darla paused. She hated how well all of this lore had been drilled into her. She resented how the leviathan had become nearly all they talked about. “Maybe that’s what I’ll ask,” she said. “See? I have several possible questions.”

      “You don’t know what it feels like,” said her mother. “It has to be one question, and you need to have the wording down pat. When she touches you—She’ll knock all the words right out of your head, even your own name and address. You have to know your question better than you know anything.”

      “I will,” Darla said.

      “We have never, not ever, lost an opportunity to speak with the leviathan. It’s just not what we do. Not since Phoebe figured out what was happening, at least. We have never wasted a question, not since then.”

      And Darla saw then that her mom was afraid. Darla reached across the table and placed her hand over her mother’s. “I’ll get it. I promise.”

      The older woman shook her head and drew her hand back. They ate for a few minutes, silent but for the sound of forks scraping against plates, before Darla said, “And Grandma Judd had short hair after I was born, and the leviathan came back for her. Maybe the leviathan liked that about her.”

      Darla’s mother finished chewing. “If you really want to shave your head, I’ll take you to the barber on Saturday. If you’re really sure.”
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        * * *

      

      The next Monday, Darla went to school with her uniform as wrinkled as ever and her scalp prickling with stubble. During second period, she went to the bathroom and took the cubic zirconium studs out of her ears—they’d been pierced when she was only a baby. She looked at the set of her jaw, her earlobes with the dimple where they were pierced, the determined width of her nose. She tried to imagine herself as something other than a woman.

      Without her mother’s voice, without the deep fear of change she had inherited, it was easy.

      “If anyone should understand,” she said to herself in the mirror, “it would be an alien.” She knew the centuries of questions backwards and forwards. No one had ever asked if the leviathan was a woman—only assumed. No one had ever asked the leviathan if she only spoke to women. Why should Darla’s potential not-woman-ness preclude her from being a part of the conversation she was born into? Why should her inheritance pass over her for something as small as wanting to shave her head and wear pants instead of dresses?

      She tugged at her plaid skirt, tucked her shirt in, buttoned her sweater, replaced her earrings. She tried to imagine herself as someone who wouldn’t spend her entire youth waiting for an alien to touch her mind and wreak havoc on her body. No luck.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t feel like the other girls,” Darla said at dinner that night, after a long day of classes and a hard run and a hot shower. She was in her pajamas, perched on her seat at the kitchen table with her legs curled underneath her.

      “You aren’t like other girls,” said her mother. “Other girls don’t have a leviathan. It’s a big secret to grow up keeping, and I’ve been there—I’ve seen the way it alienates you. I’ve lived through it.”

      “I don’t think it’s that,” Darla said, though maybe it was? Maybe she found it so hard to fit in, to be herself, because she was living every moment waiting for something supernatural and strange to happen.

      “Then, how do you know how the other girls feel?”

      Darla pushed her food around on her plate. Maybe every one of her perfect-looking classmates, with their easy grace and brash jokes, felt just as lost as she did. She doubted it.

      “What if the leviathan is dead?” Darla asked, though she hated how the leviathan was all they talked about.

      “She isn’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Do you think,” said Darla, “she would tell us if she were dying? Or do you think she’ll just disappear?”

      “We’ll find out,” her mother said, though what she really meant was that one of Darla’s descendants would find out, and the two of them would never know the answer. There were so many questions with answers Darla and her mother would never know.
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        * * *

      

      Darla’s grandmother Judd got to ask two questions. Most women of the Revere family only got to ask the leviathan one question and didn’t live to hear the answer. Judd was an exception, a mean and mannish woman made of cast iron and hellfire. She asked her first question in her youth, then lived her whole life with the assumption that she would never touch the leviathan again. She married and bore a daughter, because she was bound by tradition to do so. When her baby was weaned, Judd cut her hair short, wore baggy coveralls and grease-stained undershirts, took a job in a factory and didn’t bother to correct colleagues who assumed she was a man.

      Judd’s daughter—Darla’s mother—asked her question next. Judd got old and left her job at the factory. Darla was born. The leviathan came for Judd again.

      And after all that, after the blessing of being contacted for another question, after the euphoria and pain in her whole body at the moment of contact—

      It killed her.

      Who was to say that the next exchange with the leviathan would be Darla’s? Her mother had a question of her own ready, for the real and rare possibility that she’d get to ask it.

      Or maybe Darla would be passed over altogether. Maybe she’d finish growing up, have children—a daughter, of course, because she was obligated to have a daughter—and the leviathan would speak to her daughter instead, ignoring her completely.

      She could only hope.
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        * * *

      

      Darla turned eighteen, and curls began to crowd her scalp again. She joined her school’s queer alliance, thought hard about pronouns but hesitated on the matter of asking her friends to try out calling her “they” or maybe even “he.” Someday, she thought.

      Her mother’s voice was always behind her, beside her. Don’t change yourself so much that the leviathan can’t find you. Shaving her head was a reasonable change—it was just hair, it would grow back—but when she stayed up late at night watching videos of trans YouTubers, she thought that changes like testosterone or top surgery would be too significant. Maybe the leviathan really wouldn’t be able to find her. Maybe she would ruin her family’s connection to the leviathan, mysterious and strange, galaxies away.

      Why admit to yourself that you want something, when you absolutely cannot have it? So Darla denied the changes that she wanted—changes she felt would have made her whole. She talked about the leviathan with her mother nearly every night. She wore a plaid skirt to school every day. She left the studs in her ears. She thought constantly about her question. She ran. She waited.

      The waiting felt impossible. She swore the waiting would kill her.

      She kept waiting.
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        * * *

      

      She was in Mr. Braithwhite’s history class, passing notes with the cute girl two desks away, when lightning went through her, sharp and bright. A pain beyond words, bigger than speech or definition. A joy so encapsulating she had to fight to keep from laughing. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t hear. She was aware that she’d fallen to the floor, that her classmates were gathering around her, that someone had been sent to get the nurse. She curled in on herself. She felt as though she were bursting open, organs full of light and heat.

      Breathe through it, she told herself, her thoughts in her mother’s voice. Remember the answer you’re given. Remember your question.

      And in her own voice, she thought: Finally. Finally the waiting can be over. Finally I can be who I need myself to be.

      And in her grandmother’s voice, she thought the woman’s last words to the leviathan, as they had been recorded in Phoebe’s Bible—Judd’s last act before she died: I never made a second question ready. It hurts. Please. Why have you come back for me?

      And in the leviathan’s voice—for the leviathan’s voice felt as loud and close as her own thoughts—she thought: You are the most like me. You are the most like what I know. You have a sort of … I imagine the word you would use for it is male-ness? No, masculinity. You have a way of moving, a way of thinking, that is different from anyone else in your line. You try to fit yourself into the life of a woman, but that was never your path.

      And Darla thought: Fuck. That obliterates the question I was planning to ask. Fuck. What am I going to ask the leviathan? Fuck. Think fast, think fast, think fast.

      The pain overwhelmed her senses and she bit her tongue to keep from making a sound. She thought of the illicit things she wanted, the ways she wanted to change herself. A new name, new pronouns, a new body. She thought of the leviathan coming back for Judd, a woman who was somehow meant to be a man. She thought of becoming a man. She thought of the leviathan coming back for her.

      The leviathan was going to come back for her, for her masculinity, for her male-ness. Time was slow for the alien, but she/he/it would hurry back for Darla. She knew that for sure.

      The stakes were suddenly lower. It wasn’t like she had one chance to ask the most meaningful and perfect thing. She would feel this pain again, this joy again, and maybe it would kill her like it killed Grandma Judd or maybe it wouldn’t.

      She formed her mouth into the shape of her question.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PLANNED OBSOLESCENCE OF THE HUMAN BODY

          

          ANJA HENDRIKSE LIU

        

      

    

    
      I. MO

      I was old and very tired when consciousness went online. The change thrilled my friends—the few of them who’d made it this far. They threw off the chains of arthritis and the shackles of Parkinson’s, and stripped off their skins and ran full-tilt into Eden. It reminded me of the time when, as a child, I’d witnessed a herd of old hippies galloping into Lake Sylvester to go skinny dipping. All their saggy bits were flapping around. I’d buried my face behind a magazine and chewed some strawberries as loudly as I could to block out the sounds of old flesh and indignity.

      That’s what I told my best friend, Shayla, when she called me up and announced that she was digitizing. “Digitizing? Whatever happened to aging with dignity?”

      In my defense, I was shocked. See, we still called each other up—on the phone—that’s how improbable it was that Shayla would decide to move online.

      “This is aging with dignity,” she told me, graceful as always in the face of my boorishness. “No calling the helper five times a night when you need to pee. No falling down and lying there because you can’t get back into your wheelchair. No fucking wheelchair.”

      “No reality,” I countered. “No accepting life’s natural course. We used to talk about this all the time, remember?”

      “Yeah, when we were young. It’s easy to say when your body still works.”

      I was quiet. Shayla had always been the one who reveled in movement and expansiveness and physicality. She would’ve been at the head of that herd of old hippies galloping into Lake Sylvester.

      “I’ve made up my mind,” she said with a gentle cough. “But nothing will change, really. I’ll still be me. We’ll still talk every week. Every day, if you want.”

      “Won’t you be too busy enjoying your new digital life?”

      “Mo,” she said, in the same tone of voice she would’ve said asshole. I deserved it.

      Shayla left later that week. So did four out of five of our remaining friend group. The only other survivor was Miles. He’d been getting on my nerves since our thirties, but he now became beautiful in my eyes thanks to his concrete three-dimensionality. We went together to say goodbye to the five shells of our friends.

      Standing outside the incineration chamber, Miles cleared his throat. He had a smoker’s voice and a cowboy’s accent, though I was fairly certain both were affected. I’d never seen him get anywhere near a cigarette, or a cow, except for once, when we’d visited his husband’s family ranch.

      “This is weird,” he said.

      “Tell me about it.”

      I felt a brush against my knuckles, then Miles was gripping my hand. We’d both worn dark glasses, mine large enough to hide all sins, his little half-moons perched high on his nose. Behind them, I saw the glint of tears like stars. I held his hand tighter. His engagement ring, which he’d kept wearing after his husband died, cut into my flesh. I focused on that small pain to avoid the much greater one that sank its teeth into my eyes, my throat, my lungs, my heart.

      

      I sit on my empty porch, looking out over Lake Sylvester, a carton of strawberries fresh-washed and sparkling on the table. The pain ebbs and flows like the ripples of the lake, and I embrace it, because it belongs only to myself and my body, and not at all to the anonymous, eternal cloud.

      II. A CONVERSATION

      SHAYLA: It’s so good to hear your voice! How’ve you been?

      MO: Oh, you know.

      SHAYLA: Are you still angry at me?

      MO: I was never angry, per se.

      SHAYLA: Okay. The same way you weren’t angry when I went to college?

      MO: Shayla! That was sixty years ago. And I’m not angry.

      SHAYLA: Furious? Incensed? Annoyed, bitter, enraged, exasperated, furious—oh, I already said furious—heated, impassioned, indig—

      MO: You’re reading from a thesaurus, aren’t you?

      SHAYLA: Yup.

      MO: How the hell did you pull up a thesaurus so quickly?

      SHAYLA: Mo, I’m not an 82-year-old with hemiparesis anymore. That’s what’s so amazing about this new world! In the concrete, it was my mind telling my body a thousand things it couldn’t do, but here, I’m learning to trust myself again. I can turn on a physical simulation whenever I want, and I can walk, play tennis, I can even go swimming au naturel at midnight.

      MO: That wasn’t something I wanted to picture.

      SHAYLA: Come on. You know I’ve always been the sexy one.

      MO: The sexual one, sure. But I take the prize for sexy.

      SHAYLA: Are you even allowed to make that call?

      MO: I’m ace, not tasteless, Shayla. I’m 100% sure that being a human with an actual body is considered a bonus in the sexiness department.

      MO (after a pause): I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. I’m happy for you. Really happy. It’s incredible that you can play tennis, and swim, and...and do all of those things again.

      SHAYLA: Have you thought any more about coming over?

      

      I sit on my empty porch, looking out over Lake Sylvester. The sun has dried the strawberries, drawing out the achingly sweet taste of summer. I have a sketchbook with me, but I have to put down my pen after a few minutes, my fingers stiff and painful. For just one instant, I wish I had my young body back again.

      Then I think of the indignity of old hippies. This is probably for the best.

      III. AN IMAGINED OBITUARY

      Mo Ell (they/them; born Morris Lee), an artist who became known late in life as one of the foremost voices in the concretist movement, died on Aug. 22 at the age of 96. They are survived in the concrete by a close friend, Miles Pavić, who reported that Mo died peacefully in their sleep after declining to be digitized on the night of Aug. 21.

      Mo was born in 2020 in Sylvester. The secluded town provided the backdrop for Mo’s artistic practice, which evolved from drawings and paintings to site-specific sculptural explorations of place and identity—the bulk of their oeuvre. They moved away from Sylvester as a young adult, but returned for extended periods to work, producing their best-known series, strawberry ~ my world, there in the 2050s.

      When digitization was popularized in the late 90s and early aughts, Mo was not among its prominent critics. By around 2105, however, Mo began using their art and writing to speak out against the “push for static perfection at the expense of homeostatic progression.”

      Mo’s concretist movement, though never mainstream, gained traction among artists and others who value the real for the sake of its reality. “There’s something here,” Mo wrote in a popular post, “in the concrete, something intrinsic that, by definition, can’t be captured in the digital. I’ll be the first to admit that imagination is a wondrous and near-infinite thing. But only in the concrete can you find true infinity, unbounded by the limits of the human brain.”

      The waning years of Mo’s life have seen an anecdotal uptick in people choosing to die in the concrete rather than digitizing in their last moments. Many cite Mo’s philosophy of the intrinsic value of the concrete—choosing the world for its own sake, and choosing to let go of it when the time comes. Mo addressed this topic in a recent post, writing, “The dignity in death is not in having perfect control, but rather in embracing the fact that you cannot know for certain when you’ll go. The longer you linger in the digital, the more ties there are to cut, and the more it becomes an ethical question of whether you should stay for the sake of your loved ones, or exit for your own sake.

      “In the concrete, all of those questions, while crucial, are ultimately not yours to answer. They pale in comparison to the greatest tie: the tie between you and the world.”

      

      I sit on my porch, looking out over Lake Sylvester, the pain in my hands forgotten because Miles has come to visit. He eats a few of the strawberries, daintily. I poke him and ask if he needs a fork and knife. He laughs. A drop of pink juice flecks the white of his sleeve. “Isn’t this beautiful?” He’s delighted. “It looks like a neuron.”

      IV. A VIRAL POST

      
        
        concreteconfessions.com > Digitization > “I need to tell you why I regret digitizing”

        By Anonymous, posted April 28, 2106

      

      

      I digitized in the first wave, and lately I can’t stop thinking about that choice. I’m writing this because I hope there’s someone out there who feels the same way.

      The first thing I need to say is that it wasn’t really a choice. That’s how ads and celebs talk about it, but it’s actually completely misleading. I blocked out the negatives of digitizing because there wasn’t a feasible way for me to stay in the concrete. All my friends were going, so my social support network was gone, and my employer basically told me that I’d be let go if I didn’t digitize within a year. I couldn’t lose my health insurance, especially with concrete healthcare getting more and more expensive and doctors moving to the digital. So I figured, better rip the bandaid off.

      When I first got there, it was amazing. No physical limitations, no worries about dementia or dying suddenly, you’re only a few seconds away from friends and family...you’ve heard it all before.

      But after the honeymoon period, I started...losing track. I stopped seeing people, because I knew I could see them whenever and so it didn’t feel urgent. I stopped going to work, because I knew I could just wander around the digital without needing to eat. You’d think that would be great, right? It’s supposed to be the final answer to equality.

      Well, at some point, I realized I didn’t know how long had passed since I’d communicated with another person. I could look it up: 4 years, 5 years, 10 years. But it might as well have been 10 hours, that’s how little it meant to me.

      I spent 12 years and 142 days that way. I might’ve never snapped out of it, except one day I happened to recognize an old coworker. He was just wandering, looking really lost, and I remembered that he’d been kind to me at some point, so I nodded to him. Eventually, we figured out that we were in the same boat. He hadn’t spoken to anyone for two years.

      Only two years, but I felt so sad when I heard that. He’d spent two years in a place that was supposed to make everyone connected, happy, and worry-free, and he hadn’t gotten any of those things. That was when I remembered what time meant.

      He told me that he wanted to delete himself. I was shocked, because he was much younger than me, but I’ll never forget what he said next: “I feel like I’ve lived a fulfilling life. There isn’t anything left to experience.”

      I thought about deleting that day, too. I still do.

      Maybe what my coworker said about not having anything left to experience is true, but it’s incredibly sad. It doesn’t mean he’d done everything he dreamed of. It just means the digital can only offer so much. We’re confined here, despite all the opportunities that might not be available in the concrete.

      I still struggle with that feeling. It seems so wrong to feel bad here when I (and everyone else) have resources to live and be healthy. But that’s how it is. I never felt this way in the concrete.

      In the concrete, you have the whole universe, and you can never know about every part of it. So there’s always the possibility of finding something that no one has ever imagined, even something small, like a strawberry that tastes more perfect than anything that’s ever been eaten. That’s something to live for.

      But in the digital, it’s technically possible to know about every part of the world, because the world was created by the human imagination. It doesn’t matter that it would take almost an infinite time to know everything. The only thing that matters is that everything has already been imagined by someone, so there’s no urgency to see it.

      There’s no urgency to anything here.

      

      I get up from my porch, and Miles and I go walking in the woods. I feel so lucky today. It’s easy to walk, easy to be silent with him, and we’re surrounded by the overwhelming sense of life and growth and being. I spot a tiny white flower, the kind he would call “girly” and I would call “unrelated to archaic gendered adjectives.”

      When I turn around to show it to him, he’s facing me. Holding out his engagement ring.

      V. A JOURNAL ENTRY, DATED 64 YEARS AGO

      Shayla left today. I know it’s horrible of me for wishing she hadn’t, because this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and she’s earned it a thousand times over. But I can’t help blaming her for leaving me behind in Sylvester. I’m never going to get a scholarship. I’m probably never going to leave this town. I’ll languish here until I wither away, and a wind from the wrong side of the moon tumbles me into my grave. Except I’m sure I won’t be able to afford a grave.

      I don’t really want to write this next part, because it makes me feel loathsome even thinking about it, but I have to tell someone, and it’s not going to be a living someone who can judge me for it. Anyway. I tried to stop her today.

      Just for a second. I just told her that I’d heard of a lot of kids who came home when they realized that private college isn’t meant for people like us.

      She knew what I actually meant, though: I’m fucking jealous. I’m jealous of everyone who has a quarter-million a year to spend on college, and I’m jealous of her for being so fucking smart that someone decided she’s worth that money.

      I might as well have said it out loud, that’s how obvious it was to her, but she was perfectly kind about it. I’m jealous of that, too.

      I have heard about some kids who leave college, so I didn’t exactly lie. But it wasn’t the most relevant truth. Apparently 98% of kids stay, and why wouldn’t they, once they made it that far? They would never look back.

      I’m still incredibly angry at her. Well, not angry, but… you know. I never want to feel this way again. I won’t let it happen. I won’t let her leave me again. Being together is more important than whatever else, than all the work it would take for me to get a scholarship, than all the impossibility of that ever happening.

      I looked it up today, and there are plenty of artists who make it out of their hometowns. It’s not easy. I’ll have to work two jobs, and I might never be able to retire, and if I get sick then that’ll be the end of me. But I’m going to make something of myself. I’m never getting left behind again.

      

      Miles doesn’t say anything for a long time, until, “My engagement ring. I haven’t taken it off for forty-seven years. It’s been twenty-three since I lost him.” The sunlight glints on the carved wings, the edges that dug into my skin as we stood hand-in-hand at the incinerator. The metal is darkened with age. I stare at Miles, feeling like the world is tipping. This isn’t right. I don’t want this.

      VI. A DESCRIPTION OF ONE CORNER OF THE WORLD

      In the town of Sylvester, there’s a home for senior citizens. One of its concrete walls looks out on a side street as narrow as a gambler’s eye. In the wall there’s an alcove, and in the alcove is a slice of a dream.

      The dream takes the form of a sculpture, not a figurative one per se, though if you squint you might make out the shape of a hand or a cradle with an object inside. The sculpture is rough, perhaps hewn from the same concrete as the wall of the senior citizens’ home. Soil carpets the alcove around it, along with a tangle of vines with reddish roots and serrated leaves. It’s a miracle that such a sparse bed of earth, such a lightless corner of the world, is home enough for any living thing.

      An even greater miracle happens in late spring and early summer, when the vines push forth tiny white flowers with yellow hearts, as perfectly formed as the blossoms on a child’s summer dress. A third miracle follows shortly after, in the shape of strawberries, the size of a pinky fingertip, whose glossy skins bloom red and redder as summer muffles the senior citizens’ home.

      No one seems to notice this alcove except for the gardener, a person about eighty years old who comes occasionally to water the strawberries. They always stay longer than they need to, just standing. They never eat the fruit, but watch it, as if hoping that it might bloom into something even sweeter and more perfect, something as yet unimagined. It never does, but still the gardener comes, and slips into the back alley and dribbles water on the plants.

      Only once do the gardener’s hands shake, making the water splash on the base of the concrete sculpture: fingerprints of waves from a far-distant ocean. The day it happens is not so many years ago, on a morning when a man walks up to the senior citizens’ home.

      He’s looking for someone. Instead of going through the door, he turns to the alley with the alcove and comes up behind the gardener.

      The gardener is watching the alcove as if it’s a sun-drenched paradise, as if the strawberry vines are a fantastical forest, and the concrete sculpture is a monument grander than the glass monoliths that scraped the skies in the careless days of the world. They lift a hand to moisten the soil, then they stop with that sudden tremble. They turn.

      The gardener’s face lights up when they see who’s standing behind them. “You didn’t have to come all this way to meet me.”

      “I wanted to,” the man says. He peers into the alcove, his silver engagement ring glinting as he traces his finger over the sculpture. “Is this one of yours?”

      The gardener shrugs. “It was.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “No, it’s just my corner of the world. And now you’re in it, too.” Despite the denial, the gardener’s words make it sound like nothing could be more beautiful.

      

      This isn’t right. I tell Miles as much, and he looks hurt for a moment before his expression breaks into relief. “I’m not proposing, Mo! It’s for safekeeping.” That only makes me feel worse. A proposal would be ridiculous, but this — giving up his engagement ring — is so implausible, so out-of-nowhere, that it’s crushing. I know what’s coming. I ask anyway: “Why?”

      “It’s time for me to digitize. But the ring should stay in the concrete, with him. He never got a chance to leave.”

      VII. AN EXCERPT FROM AN OP ED

      There’s something here, in the concrete, something intrinsic that, by definition, can’t be captured in the digital. I’ll be the first to admit that imagination is a wondrous and near-infinite thing. But only in the concrete can you find true infinity, unbounded by the limits of the human brain.

      Imagine a strawberry. Now imagine a strawberry that’s better than any strawberry anyone has ever imagined.

      That’s impossible, of course.

      But one day someone could, conceivably, discover such a strawberry.

      Only in the concrete, though. In the digital, such a strawberry by definition could not exist, because the digital isn’t a perfect simulation of the concrete. Rather, it’s a simulation of what we as humans know and understand of the concrete—which, frankly, is not a lot. A century ago, scientists predicted that we’d have general AI to make those understandings for us; we’ve moved in that direction, but not nearly as far as they anticipated. Artificial consciousness eludes us, and without it, all we have in the digital is a walking shadow of life.

      Some ask: Who needs the possibility of an impossibly good strawberry if all strawberries in the digital are as good as any you’ve ever eaten? Why fight for the possibility of unimagined perfection in the concrete, when the digital is home to the well-imagined perfections of health and longevity, instant interconnectedness, universal social services?

      One answer is the lack of urgency. All those imperfect strawberries in the concrete are what gives the once-in-a-lifetime berry its impossible perfection.

      Another answer is that missing consciousness.

      One day, without a doubt, we’ll solve these problems, and on that day, I would run full-tilt into the digital.

      Until then, I wonder: Are those missing pieces what makes it so easy for people in the digital to slip away from their lives and loved ones?

      

      Miles tells me that his time has come; this world has stopped, or he’s stopped moving through it, while those we love move on in the digital. There’s nothing left for him here. He asks me to keep his engagement ring, the only mark he wants to leave.

      He looks tired. His decision can’t have been easy, but he’s made it, and now it’s for me to accept. I bite my tongue, but I think: There’s everything left for him here, in the world, because the world is everything.

      Also: If there’s nothing left for him here, that means I am nothing.

      VIII. A LIFE IN NUMBERS

      2.5 hours: The drive to the nearest grocery store.

      8 hours/day: Talking through a screen to the people you care most about.

      1: Person who visits you in the concrete. (At least, he used to visit. That will change soon.)

      18: Site-specific artworks in and around the town of Sylvester.

      $4,899: Cost of digitizing. Looked up, and quickly pushed away.

      23.9: Percent yearly increase in average medical costs.

      32 acres: Land surrounding your house.

      7: People who used to live in the same house.

      6: People who digitized, leaving the house behind.

      ∞: Time until you feel ready to digitize.

      Unknown: Time you have left.

      

      When Shayla left the first time, to go to college, a tiny, tiny part of me wished that she would find it too overwhelming, that she would come home to Sylvester, and we would run off and have adventures in places like Chicago or the well-stocked speakeasy on Jott Street. She didn’t come back, but she also never abandoned me. Not until that day sixty years later, the day when Miles held my hand outside the incineration chamber.

      IX. CONVERSATIONS: VARIATIONS ON A THEME

      MO: Do you ever feel tired anymore?

      SHAYLA: I guess not. We don’t—I don’t need to sleep, but I like to anyway. It passes the time.

      

      MO: Do you ever feel bored?

      SHAYLA: Not mostly. There’s plenty to do here, learning and meeting new people. It’s like what they said retirement was supposed to be like.

      MO: Retirement is a stagnation.

      SHAYLA: Okay, fine, so it’s not like retirement. It’s just… enough time to grow and move. And when I’m not doing things, I’m not bored, just quiet. There’s nothing to do that’s particularly urgent, so it’s all right to just take time and sit.

      MO: Do you ever feel like things should be more urgent?

      SHAYLA: No. In the concrete, everything’s urgent—too urgent. Do this before you die. Do this or else you die. Pay attention to this, or else. Pay for that, or else.

      Here, there’s enough time to do what you love without worrying. It’s so easy to spend time with people when everyone’s all together, and you’re not always exhausted from work, or just from trying to live in your body in the world.

      

      SHAYLA: Do you ever miss being with everyone?

      MO: I’m with them as much as you are. I can call people up whenever I want to.

      SHAYLA: It’s not the same, though, is it? Obviously you can call people up, but we’re in almost a different world. Or a different plane of existence. Or something. Doesn’t that make a difference?

      

      SHAYLA: How about you? Do you feel tired?

      MO: Of course. That’s what happens when you have a real body in the real world. Remember?

      SHAYLA: Don’t be rude, Mo, of course I remember. I was asking more, do you feel tired in general?

      MO: Is this your way of asking if I’m going to digitize?

      SHAYLA: Well—

      MO: Bye, Shayla.

      

      SHAYLA: Are you worried?

      MO: About what?

      SHAYLA: I don’t know. Stuff.

      MO: Is this your way of asking whether I’m worried about dying, and therefore when I’m going to digitize?

      SHAYLA: Not dying, per se—

      MO: Bye, Shayla.

      

      SHAYLA: Are you all right?

      MO: No, I’m not going to digitize.

      SHAYLA: Not everything has to be about digitizing! I’m worried about you, okay? You’ve seemed down lately.

      MO: Oh. Well. I guess I have been. You heard about Miles, right?

      SHAYLA: Yeah.

      MO: I know it’s the right choice for him. It’s just hard to feel like I’m the only one left. Sometimes I’m not sure...never mind.

      SHAYLA: So would you consider digitizing?

      

      SHAYLA: Are you sure this is the best choice for you?

      SHAYLA: Is there anything I can help out with?

      SHAYLA: Will you hang up if I ask —

      MO: Bye, Shayla.

      MO: Bye, Shayla.

      MO: Bye, Shayla.

      

      I don’t say goodbye to Miles, beyond our usual hug when he walks me back to my porch. His ring drags my hand down, and his eyes linger on it before he walks into the evening. The cremation facility is long closed—not enough staff or dead people with actual bodies. I have no way of knowing what they do with his shell.

      X. AN OBITUARY, NEVER PUBLISHED, NEVER WRITTEN

      Morris “Mo Ell” Lee, an artist and founder of the concretist movement who was embroiled in scandal late in life, died on Aug. 22 at the age of 96.

      Lee was born in 2020 in Sylvester, a lakeside town ravaged by the economic upheavals that devastated many communities in the early 21st century. The town inspired much of Lee’s work early in life, when they made a living as an IT technician while moonlighting as a visual artist. Their work, including the series strawberry ~ my world, garnered some recognition, but it was not until digitization was widely popularized that Lee became better known for their work with the concretist movement—generally considered a fringe movement that opposes digitization.

      Lee’s many online posts capture their worldview: “There’s something here,” they wrote, “in the concrete, something intrinsic that, by definition, can’t be captured in the digital. … Only in the concrete can you find true infinity, unbounded by the limits of the human brain.”

      Lee’s writing became the center of a scandal last year, when textual analysis revealed that a viral post, purportedly written by a person who regretted digitizing in the first wave, was actually Lee’s work. Upon its publication in 2106, the post caused a surge in popularity unmatched in the concretist movement’s history; thousands of people protested digitization, and particularly the fact that many were forced to digitize due to the rising cost of concrete living.

      Lee was ousted as head of the movement when the deception was revealed. The post was based on public information and interviews that Lee conducted with individuals who had digitized; however, critics argue that it framed the facts in a misleading manner, painting an individual’s depression as a structural problem with digitization itself, rather than an illness that affects a roughly equal percentage of people in the concrete and the digital.

      By the time of their ouster, Lee had already withdrawn from society, conducting most of their activism online and prompting questions about whether their final years of solitude were substantively different from what they would have experienced in the digital. Lee declined to answer accusations that the concretist movement has become elitist, catered toward those like Lee who can afford an increasingly costly concrete lifestyle.

      Despite these criticisms, Lee remains a respected figure among the staunchest supporters of the movement that they helped to found. Besides these supporters, they leave behind no survivors in the concrete.

      

      I sit on my lonely porch. The sunset paints the surface of the lake in gold and living red. The colors pluck at me like a musician with their instrument. Even after eighty years, I can’t believe how beautiful Lake Sylvester is, and how much it hurts to sit at its edge and remember. The ghost of a strawberry sticks in my throat. I choke. I press my hand to my mouth. I sob.

      XI. A NOTE LEFT ON A TABLE ON A LAKESIDE PORCH

      I’m writing this not because I hope anyone will read it, but because I want my last words in this world to live in the concrete, a fleeting life, here until time and the elements whisper them away.

      I don’t think I’ve done everything there is to do, not even close. If only I hadn’t spent so long working in IT, maybe I could’ve worn away that distance between dreams and reality—but if I hadn’t spent so long working in IT, I would’ve been forced to digitize to cut my living expenses, or else give myself up to starvation or a common flu. Much as I ache for the concrete world, I couldn’t have gone that far. I know I’m lucky.

      So: Why not keep on living, living in the digital with my loved ones, where I could have time beyond the bounds of the world to explore whatever I chose?

      The answer is simple: I’m incredibly tired. I feel like I’m struggling against the obsolescence of the human body—not the obsolescence planned by nature, but the one orchestrated by everyone who’s decided that the world has nothing left to offer. Do you see?

      There, now, I’ve shown my hand. I am hoping there’s a you to read this, at least one of you, at least once. This isn’t a suicide note, so don’t hold it heavy on your conscience. This is just a notice of retirement. My time is up; I’m too tired to go on.

      But I want some part of myself to stay here. Egotistical, I know. I’m told it comes of being an artist.

      If, by chance, you are reading this, perhaps you can visit the senior citizens’ home in Sylvester. There’s a little alcove in the alley behind it. In the alcove you’ll find a sculpture like a cradle or a hand, and strawberry plants growing around it.

      I hope the strawberry plants, at least, are still there.

      

      My joints are too stiff to draw anymore, or even to turn over a handful of strawberries as I wash them in the sink. I try to do it anyway, but the colander falls as I lift it. The last of the summer berries, ruined. I’m crying again, always, as I call Shayla. She cries with me for a long time. When she asks if I’m doing all right, I don’t hang up.

      XII. A CONVERSATION: THE LAST OF ITS SPECIES

      SHAYLA: Are you doing all right?

      MO: I don’t know.

      SHAYLA: Wow. You actually answered, instead of hanging up. Is it my birthday?

      MO: No, it’s...I’m running out of time. I’m going to die.

      SHAYLA: (a noise, almost inaudible, like the sound of lungs drawing in air)

      MO: Are you going to tell me I could just choose not to?

      SHAYLA: I don’t need to tell you.

      MO: Hey! I was all ready to argue with you. I don’t know what to say now. I guess just that it hasn’t always felt like a choice.

      SHAYLA: And now?

      MO: Now. Well. It’s not that I’m afraid of dying. Death is what I’ve always been heading towards. But everything else...Shayla, what if I miscalculated? I’ve been rereading my old work this week, and I can’t remember anymore why I wrote some of it.

      One thing in particular. At the time, I was just putting words to a truth, but it was one person’s story and I turned it into the story of a whole world. When people latched onto the concretist movement, I did the same thing.

      SHAYLA: Not necessarily. What if they recognized their stories in yours?

      MO: But what if my story was only my own because I couldn’t listen to you? You and Miles and everyone I care about, you all decided to digitize, and I haven’t been able to understand why, but what if that’s my problem? I let some kind of ideological certainty get in the way of listening, and meanwhile you’ve been moving forward, and I’ve been slowing down. What if that ruined the time we could’ve had?

      SHAYLA (hoarsely): Mo…

      MO: Sorry, I know we just got done crying.

      SHAYLA: So much for that.

      MO: I need a tissue.

      SHAYLA: I don’t.

      MO: Shut up.

      MO: Okay, I’m back.

      MO: It’s true what they say about seeing everything clearly from your deathbed.

      SHAYLA: You’re not on your deathbed.

      MO: Whatever, my death-porch. Shayla, I made this choice when I was eighteen. When you left for college. I decided to dedicate myself to my art, and then when digitization came around, it felt like giving up on everything I’ve devoted my life to. So I convinced myself that there’s something intrinsic in the concrete that’s absolutely irreplaceable. And that is true, but…

      SHAYLA: But?

      MO: But what if it’s a truth that doesn’t actually matter? I’ve spent the last two decades doing everything I could to hold onto that idea, but now that’s all I’m doing. There’s no space for anything else. And that’s even with an incredible amount of luck, to be able to stay in the concrete.

      SHAYLA: A lot of us didn’t have your luck.

      MO: And I’ve blamed you for it. I know that’s wrong. But I still can’t let go of…

      SHAYLA: What?

      MO: Strawberries.

      SHAYLA: Right.

      MO: I’m sorry. You have every right to be angry at me.

      SHAYLA: I’m not angry, per se. I just wonder if you regret it.

      MO: Why? Do you?

      SHAYLA: Never. I have a life in the digital that I could never have had in the concrete. The only thing I regret is leaving you behind.

      MO: Oh. I need another tissue. Hold on.

      MO: Shayla, we each made the choices we had to make. You didn’t leave me behind.

      SHAYLA: Semantics. I regret us being apart.

      MO: Me, too.

      We talk for hours; I count them by the accumulating drifts of tissues. Miles and the others drop in and out. At the end, it’s just me and Shayla again. We sit in silence. I crumple the note that I wrote before I called her. It was meant to construct a remembrance of my self in this world; it held truths, but they were, once again, truths that didn’t matter.

      Evening drops over the lake.

      XIII. AN OBITUARY

      Mo Ell, 96, died peacefully in their sleep on Aug. 22 after declining digitization the previous evening. They are survived in the digital by a close circle of loving friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR GLASS CUBES (ITEM DESCRIPTION)

          

          BOGI TAKÁCS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four glass cubes, with colorful pieces of paper sticking out of them, partially embedded in the material. From the estate of Ms. Eliza Sárásréti.

      

      

      The Sárásréti Cubes are some of our most curious acquisitions, created by Ms. Sárásréti, a chartered public accountant employed by local company Silberstein és Tsa., who led a reclusive life, and was during her lifetime not considered an artist of note.

      These pieces appear to be cube-shaped blown glass paperweights, of unknown provenance. Pieces of paper cut thin or sometimes torn ostensibly by hand from advertisements and other leaflets have been embedded in the material of each paperweight, in patterns of varying complexity. Some of the cubes resemble hedgehogs, with paper strips and slices haphazardly jutting out of them, while others could be compared to flowers, with the paper elements placed along a logarithmic spiral or some other pattern. The ‘hedgehogs’ are generally considered earlier work, though the Cubes are difficult to date with precision despite the incorporated print advertisements.

      Dozens of them were found in Ms. Sárásréti’s home after her passing, mostly in the kitchen and dining area, with some on a living room coffee table. No other exemplars are known.

      The mystery of the Cubes lies in their unknown means of production. While embedding paper in transparent epoxy resin is commonly done, embedding paper in glass is not feasible without using custom-made paper, due to the high temperature at which glass melts. None of the necessary apparatus or materials for such were in evidence in Ms. Sárásréti’s small townhome, and the paper used was sourced from advertising leaflets. Further, it is unknown whether she constructed the glass paperweights herself or whether she only inserted the strips of paper into premade paperweights.

      The currently most accepted theory proposed by Gerard et al. states that the Cubes were produced using a psychokinetic process, though there are several facts that seemingly contradict this approach. Ms. Sárásréti was not known to possess any psychokinetic capability—she had been screened twice, at both middle school and high school graduation. No other phenomena of anomalous perturbation were documented to occur in her surroundings. Her townhome was situated in Zone Three, making such highly controlled manifestations unlikely without enormous expenditure of energy. Further, the only available eyewitness testimony (see below) suggests that Ms. Sárásréti made the Cubes herself and by hand, though by an entirely unknown method. Grinfeld et al. have noted the similarity of the Cube patterns to some sketches and other marginalia in Ms. Sárásréti’s notebooks.

      Even though the Cubes are visually striking, to the extent that they have become symbolic of our region, it is unclear if they were produced or intended as art. While some of the artist’s watercolor landscapes were shown as part of student group exhibitions at the local arts center, she never made the Cubes available for public display or sale.

      Ms. Sárásréti lived alone and never married; according to her social media profiles, she described herself as an asexual lesbian. She occasionally dated, but never invited her dates to her home. The only person who witnessed the Cubes during Ms. Sárásréti’s lifetime was her neighbor and friend Ms. Renáta Berger-Udvardy. According to Ms. Berger-Udvardy, the Cubes were “just haphazardly lying around in her kitchen, I always assumed they were part of an unfinished crafts project of some sort, or maybe Christmas ornaments.” (The Christmas ornament theory can be safely rejected based on the available evidence that Ms. Sárásréti belonged to a small, close-knit Traditional Egalitarian Jewish congregation, and was not known to observe Christmas.) Ms. Berger-Udvardy also claimed to have witnessed Ms. Sárásréti “poking little rolled-up pieces of paper into the cubes, just by hand.” No accompanying visual or auditory phenomena, or unexpected temperature changes, were observed. Both the cubes and the pieces of paper appeared to remain solid throughout the construction process, though Ms. Berger-Udvardy admitted “not paying especially close attention.”

      Kovács and Mihajlovics proposed that the Cubes might have been produced as part of so-called “stimming” behaviors often demonstrated by persons on the autism spectrum, not as art for display; underscored by the fact that Ms. Berger-Udvardy observed Ms. Sárásréti work on the Cubes while carrying on a conversation, an activity with social components that could presumably be stressful. However, Kanalas et al. noted that nothing precluded autistic artists from enjoying their work the same as neurotypical artists would. Nyáray et al. reviewed available evidence for Ms. Sárásréti’s neuroatypicality and noted it to be scant; they also offered an alternate interpretation in favor of attention deficit disorder. We note that some replicas offer removable and reattachable slice segments, and these have seen an enthusiastic uptake as stim toys, despite some of their characteristics making this activity somewhat hazardous (see later).

      Jameson and Roberts offered a popular interpretation that the Cubes were intended as an ironic, deconstructive take on Rubik’s Cubes, but Kanalas et al. rejected this interpretation as one based on American stereotypes about Hungary. Further argument against this theory is that two tetrahedral paperweights were also found, of the ‘hedgehog’ type, in the Sárásréti estate; making “Cubes” as a term itself somewhat of a misnomer. Another theory expressed by Gregg et al. considers them a similar deconstruction of “rainbow capitalism”—here, a speculative parallel can be drawn with the fact that plastic replicas of the Cubes have proliferated widely in recent years, in part due to them being read as a symbol of homegrown queer resistance. (The intra-community controversy over whether Ms. Sárásréti could be called a “patron saint” is discussed at length by Székely and Salamon.) The overt queerness of Cubes has been contested, e.g., see in Istvánhegyessy et al., mostly in relation to appeals to traditionalism. A widely reported court case determined the Cubes did not fall under the remit of laws restricting homosexual propaganda.

      One must note that the edges and corners of Cubes are unusually sharp; this characteristic tends to be maintained across replicas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLADES, STONES, AND THE WEIGHT OF CENTURIES

          

          IZZY WASSERSTEIN

        

      

    

    
      Everything depended on Princess Marah’s ability to sit upon the Great Throne.

      The heart of the empire, it rested at the pinnacle of the Grand Pyramid. Though she was heir to the Millennial Empire, Marah could only approach the throne cautiously.

      Around her in every direction stretched the grid-lines of Millennium, the capital city, yet she was alone, save for the two tongueless guards who stood at attention. The afternoon sun was descending in the west, behind the smoke that rose from the distant hills. One could almost forget that the armies of the Emperor worked even now to root out the rebels. Marah gritted her teeth, adjusting her posture the way the courtiers had taught her, and resisted the urge to shift her weight to calm her nerves. Such things were unbecoming a princess, and if she couldn’t master them, she would never be able to sit on the throne.

      Marah forced herself to step closer. The throne’s sharp, unyielding lines curved only slightly from the indentations of generations of imperial rulers. Her father should have been here to oversee the day’s petitioners, but he was ill, bedridden, and now his last living child needed to learn to sit in his stead. She took one more step, then two. The throne hummed with the power of countless generations who had labored to build the pyramid, securing the might of the empire for all time, or so it was said. There was no doubt that the magic of uncountable specialists, craftspeople, petromancers, architects, warriors, and servants had each shaped the power before her. What was Marah compared to that? Who was she to believe she was fit to rule?

      Another step forward. Marah could feel the throne’s magic pushing at her, inquiring, deciding if she was worthy. Tentatively, she reached out one soft hand. The throne, reluctant, held her at bay with an invisible force.

      “It will never accept you until you force it to, your highness,” said a voice from behind her. She did not turn to face the captain of her father’s guard, willing herself to hold her composure. She was sure he had his own plans, should her father fail to secure a proper union for her.

      “So you’ve said, Perroh,” Marah said and turned to face him. He’d entered the throne room silently, no doubt hoping to embarrass her. You are heir to the throne, she told herself. You will comport yourself with dignity. She could practically hear her tutors’ voices in her ear. “But I will not be lectured by you. While my father is indisposed, he has commanded that I speak with his voice.”

      Perroh stood more than a head taller than her and kept his hand on the hilt of his blade in a way that radiated danger. He’d killed no fewer than five would-be regicides, and before that won acclaim battling the forces of the spider-city in the lands far to the southwest. His vest still displayed his general’s stars, though he was now officially retired to the relatively quiet life of her father’s personal guard. Beneath his wiry beard, he wore a smirk, and Marah knew she had misstepped. A ruler who needs to remind others to respect them has no respect. Certainly, the way his gaze traveled over the silken folds of her dress proved that well enough.

      “As my princess says,” Perroh responded, not bothering to conceal his grin, nor his eyes roving over her body. He shrugged his bare shoulders, muscles rippling. Every move he made was about power, she reminded herself, just as every move her father made was. Just as the pyramid and the empire had stayed strong for so long, because the pyramid perfectly represented the empire’s strength. “Will you be seeing your petitioners here”—his eyes moved to the throne—“or in the steward’s chamber?” A challenge, and one she could not answer while the throne rejected her. She hesitated, his smile growing.

      “I will see them here,” she said impulsively, and was rewarded with his face falling. But it would be a short-lived victory. He’d soon know she could not sit on the throne. She’d never been intended to, though she was clever and a keen observer of others, though tutors called her willful. None of that mattered, for she was the youngest child, and a girl beside. But her eldest brother had died putting down the Forest Rebellion, and her middle brother had been consumed by vengeance and embraced the magic of a pestimancer. He was no longer anything one could recognize as a person. Even with their loss, she would have avoided this fate, had she not rejected her father’s hand-picked suitors. If she’d just settled for well enough, she would have been married off and ruling would have been her husband’s problem.

      Husband. The word made her stomach knot. One more reminder of the ways in which she was ill-suited to her role.

      Embrace the monarch-magic, her tutors told her. Grasp its power, and you will rule unquestioned. That was the only way to do powerful magic. Cantrips and such could be cast by anyone, but if you wished to truly master a field of magic, you had to fully embrace it. Transformation was the price of that mastery. The most powerful emperor to ever live, Zaneth the Second, her thrice-great grandfather, was said to have eventually become one with his throne. She must be Emperor someday, and her body would re-shape itself to the needs of the throne, of the pyramid, the Empire. That was her fate, whether she wanted it or not.

      When Perroh left to retrieve the first petitioners, she practically threw herself at the throne, desperate to be seated in full authority when he returned. It batted her away like she was a gnat. Neither of the guards reacted as she picked herself up, her cheeks burning.
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        * * *

      

      Overseeing petitions was only slightly less monotonous with Marah on the throne than standing beside it as her father dispensed judgment. “On the throne” was wrong, of course—she still stood, but in front of it, counting on her much-practiced regal bearing to make this seem a deliberate choice, though Perroh’s smirk grew as the proceedings went on. She settled a few minor disputes and had the distinct impression that the claimants were happy to be facing her rather than her father.

      All were happy but one: the last of the petitioners in line, a young woman with grey eyes, her cheekbones and chin so sharp that Marah half-wondered if she would cut herself against them. A shiver ran down Marah’s back, but she pushed the treacherous thought away. The woman wore moth-eaten robes, and her jaw was tenser than a coiled serpent. She watched Marah with a focus that unnerved the princess. Throughout the petitions, her eyes were nearly constantly on Marah’s face, only occasionally glancing elsewhere in the room. It was not the nakedly possessive gaze of Perroh, nor the disappointed glare of her father. It was...what?

      Marah shivered, and pressed on with her duties, until of the petitioners, only the woman with the iron-grey eyes remained. She rose to her feet in one easy motion (not a spring, but a wild beast, Marah thought, far too late) and raised her left hand. It elongated even as she moved, jutting from her until it gleamed, long and sharp, a blade.

      She rammed it through the first guard before his hand had even reached his pommel, up under a gap in his chainmail and into his chest. The other guard drew his weapon and offered a wordless cry. Where his sword met what had been her hand, the room echoed with the clash of blades.

      She spun away and he turned to face her—much too slowly. One slash at his heel and he was down; his armor sheared through, he would never rise. They had been talented guards, but this woman was something else, practicing a type of magic Marah had never seen, and doing so with deadly ease

      The sword-woman’s attention settled on Perroh, deadliest warrior in the kingdom, who hadn’t yet entered the fight, but only stationed himself between the woman and Marah. For a horrifying moment, she feared they were working together, but then he drew his sword.

      “You’re good, gladiomancer,” he said, casual arrogance in his voice. “But I am war embodied. Time to die.”

      The killer responded by leaping at him, her sword-arm flashing orange in the fading light. His own blade, broader and heavier than hers, rose to meet her, and then the two combatants engaged.

      Marah had been taught the magic of a noblewoman, small tricks to command a household, to support her husband, and then, when she was still unmarried and had become the heir, the magic of the monarch. She had not even been allowed into the yard to watch the warriors train, even if she had snuck there from time to time to watch them with an avid but uninformed eye. None of that had prepared her for this fight, which was to that sparring as the Grand Pyramid was to the laborers’ shacks in its shadow. Their sword-work was too fast for her to follow, all feigns, testing blows, and nearly-decisive strikes.

      Perroh was half-a-head taller, and much stronger, but his foe was faster, with flowing moves and elegant footwork, and she consistently threatened his flanks even as he tried to force her into a corner.

      Time was on Perroh’s side, though—sooner or later other guards, stationed below, would realize something was wrong and come to offer reinforcements. At any time he could call for their aid, though he had not yet done so. Despite her contempt for him, Marah was certain she was watching Perroh finish off an outmatched foe. Slowly but undeniably he was closing off space, giving her fewer options. Marah stood transfixed, finding herself conflicted, as Perroh forced the woman between the throne and the room’s back wall. The throne’s bulk limited her options. She saw the trap, ducked as if to move under him, then side-stepped as his knee came up to meet her, vaulting over the throne with her off-hand. For a moment she seemed frozen in mid-air, the muscles in her arm flexed, until she rolled up and over as Perroh’s blade impacted against the immortal stone of the throne.

      His blade ricocheted and caught the sword-woman’s arm. She grunted and tumbled forward—even as the throne pushed her away from it—straight at Marah. The two women had the briefest of moments to recognize what was coming, and then the gladiomancer twisted, clipping the princess’s shoulder. Both went sprawling, Marah at the foot of the throne and the swordswoman a meter past her.

      Perroh rushed forward, aiming to strike the killer’s head from her shoulders, but she rolled away. His blade bit into the floor, missing her by centimeters. Blood slicked the stone beneath where she had fallen. She raised her blade-arm to stab at Perroh, but he swatted it away with contemptuous ease. He stood above her, raised his sword for the killing blow—

      —as she drove the pointed fingertips of her other arm into his foot.

      He gasped and tried to wrench himself free, but she leaped up, her sword driving upward under his chin and through his skull.

      He blinked three times, the O of his mouth forming a word that might have been “how,” before toppling backwards. She fell in a heap with him, then yanked her blades from his body.

      “You were a warrior,” she said, and spat. “I’m a blade.” Then she grimaced, her dagger becoming fingers again, the blood from her wound mixing with Perroh’s. She flexed them twice—the tips were gray against her blood, her dark skin—and put her sword to Marah’s throat.

      “Where is the Emperor?” she demanded. Marah’s stomach twisted. She pressed back against the base of the throne. Or tried to. Still it kept her at a distance.

      “He is...indisposed, and heavily guarded,” she whispered. “You’ll never get to him.”

      Drip-drip-drip, the blood from the sword-woman’s arm pattered onto the stone floors of the pyramid. “You’re the princess.” It wasn’t a question, just an observation. She hesitated, then seemed to resign herself to what she would do. “This isn’t personal. I’m just a weapon.”

      Something in the way she said it tugged at Marah’s thoughts. Her determination, her certainty. Just a weapon…

      “I know you,” she said, the realization hitting her with force. “You were one of the boys who trained in the yard.”

      The blade-woman pulled back as if Marah had struck her. She looked down and away. It was Marah’s chance to flee. Instead, she pulled herself slowly to her feet.

      “You were in training to be a guard,” she said. She was sure of it now: that boy’s face had been rounder, his body holding none of the war-forged lines the woman now possessed. But she remembered him even so, his refusal to stop, no matter how many times he was knocked down. Or she was knocked down? Marah was unsure.

      “How dare you remember?” the woman hissed, and raised her blade again, putting it against Marah’s chest.

      “You made an impression,” Marah said. “And maybe I was jealous.”

      “Of what?” the woman said, glaring at her with such fury that Marah wondered if even her gaze could cut. The thought scared her, but not unpleasantly.

      “Of the way you never quit. I’ve never wanted anything as badly as you wanted to be a guard.”

      She scoffed, glanced at her blade. “Look where that got me.” But her fury had subsided. She took a deep breath, seeming to come to a decision. “Sit on the throne.”

      Marah blinked, confused, and tried again to sit. The throne pushed her away like she was an unwanted pet.

      The other woman stared, her face twisting. “It doesn’t want you,” she said. “It rejected you. Why?”

      Marah felt the glow in her cheeks but chose to ignore it. She stood, careful of the blood-slick floor. “I don’t want to be Emperor.” It was the first time she’d said it, and speaking the words made them feel real. Her knees shook.

      “You don’t, do you?” The swordswoman’s bloody hand clenched with a sound like silverware clattering and she swore violently. “So, what do you want?”

      Still no sound of guards coming from the lower levels. Marah could hear the ringing of steel from the training-yards below. Perroh hadn’t bothered to call for help. They were alone.

      “Do you still call yourself—” she started, but the other woman interrupted.

      “Edge,” she said. “My name is Edge.”

      Marah had never known one could use magic to change their gender, but then she’d never desired any path strongly enough to truly understand its magic. Edge wore the change as comfortably as she wore the sword.

      “You really are a blade, aren’t you?” Marah asked. She’d drawn herself up to her full height, still well shorter than her attacker, but the other woman was clearly no longer certain what to do, which Marah understood all too well.

      “Yes,” Edge said. “I’ve trained for years for this. To kill your father.” She said it with defiance, but Marah didn’t rise to the bait. Edge had always wanted to use a blade, but what had changed to make her embrace so much gladiomancy? Already her fingers were becoming steel. How long would it be before she was fully subsumed by her own magic, before she was a blade entire?

      “Why do you want to kill him?”

      “In case what they say is true, that the king and his kingdom are one.”

      “You want to destroy the Empire?” Marah was shocked.  “Why?”

      Edge looked at her with pity. “He has no right to rule us.”

      Dominion is its own proof of rightness, Marah’s tutors would have said. And: The Empire thrives as the Emperor does. But Marah hadn’t seen much of the kingdom—shehad never even been down to the lowest levels of the pyramid,. Traveling the lower levels would be unbecoming.

      How did the empire thrive? What had driven a loyal guard-in-training to attack at its heart?

      “You could kill me, and my father would be without an heir,” Marah said. Part of her said, what a foolish thing to say. And another part, trust your instincts. That second part did not come from her tutors. Whence had it come?

      “I could,” Edge said. She hesitated, then pulled her blade away from Marah’s throat.

      “But you won’t,” Marah said. “Why?”

      “I should,” she said, and paused for a long moment. “But I thought you were a collaborator. Now I see you’re caught up in this, too.”

      The blood from the stones had crept up Marah’s cream-colored gown, the embroidery at the hem now rust-red.

      “Tell me,” Marah said, and crossed the distance to look into Edge’s eyes. “Let’s say you succeed, that you kill him. What would you put in his place?”

      Edge showed her teeth, defiant. “Others have plans for the future. I’m just a blade. And I want to shatter this pyramid.”

      Marah gasped. “But it would be carnage! Thousands of people live here, not just royalty. There are those who live in its shadow, and the workers—”

      “You don’t know anything about the workers.” Edge turned her back on her, went to one of the windows. The sunset cast the city below in red light.

      “You nobles are always the same,” she went on. “So concerned with the cost of change, and not at all with the cost of carrying on.”

      The words lingered.

      “They’ve never let me out to see,” Marah admitted. “What cost do you mean?”

      Edge grunted dismissively, hesitating, then turned around. She studied Marah’s face, a look so frank and appraising it made the princess feel as though the room was spinning. What was this flutter in her throat?

      “Come with me to the lower levels and I’ll show you.”

      The pyramid was the physical embodiment of the monarch’s power, towering, ever-expanding, unshakable. Those who sought the presence of the Emperor walked up and up the grand stairs on the east side. But those were not the only stairs.  The pyramid was also the capitol, and there were passages for servants, and secret ones for the Emperor’s spies, and others—so Marah had heard—to take one down into the dungeons, in the heart of the structure, where those went who would never again emerge. Marah knew some of the pathways, even though she had never taken them.

      “I’ll come with you,” she said. “But first, I need to see to your wound.” She unwrapped the ribbons that looped gracefully around her waist. They’d  serve well enough as a temporary bandage.

      She was rewarded with the sight of Edge’s shocked expression.
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        * * *

      

      Deep within the pyramid’s depths were hallways and chambers on which the sun had not shown since the early days of the Empire, the rough stone blocks of their walls were cool to the touch even now, in the heart of summer. They moved quickly, though there had, as yet, been no shouts of alarm from above, and likely would not be until another pair of guards arrived to take their brethren’s place. The two women had managed to find their way more easily than Marah had dreamed. After a few levels, she’d been forced to guess at which path to take, but she had not yet steered them wrong.

      “You’re not the Emperor, but you are royalty,” Edge had whispered. “The pyramid knows you, makes itself known to you.”

      Perhaps it was so, for they only once encountered another soul, a scullery maid who no doubt knew these tunnels far better than Marah could hope to. The woman gasped in surprise, and Edge hesitated, her blade poised, but didn’t strike. The maid lifted her lantern, and regarded the two women; she was afraid, but did not cower.

      “Shatter the stones,” she said, and Edge lowered her blade-arm, leaving her to pass.

      “What was that?” Marah hissed.

      “Someone else the Empire has wounded,” Edge said. Marah began to work to remember the maid’s face, then thought better of it, and worked instead to forget it.

      “The going would be easier if you, ah, ungrew your sword,” she said.

      “I’m…not sure I can.” Edge stared at her blade.

      “I’m sorry,” Marah said. “I didn’t realize—” She stopped herself. Was Edge so far along in her transformation that the blade was a permanent part of her?

      “It doesn’t matter.” Edge’s gaze hadn’t left her weapon. “My work’s almost done.”

      It seemed Edge expected to die today. Marah could think of nothing to say.

      They went in silence to the depths, the wind whistling around them. Marah hesitated. The wind? They were far from the surface.

      “What is that sound?” she asked at last.

      “The wailing,” Edge said. “The cries of the spirits in the stones.” She struck a match against her blade, lighting a nearby brazier, so that the halls around them became illuminated. The ancient walls of the pyramid seemed to writhe in the light.

      No. They did writhe. Their surfaces flowed with the faint outlines of hands, of faces, mouths which opened as if to scream and then faded back into the rock. Marah stumbled back into the wall behind her, and felt a scream tearing its way free—

      Edge clamped her hand over Marah’s mouth. “Silence,” she demanded, and the scream died in Marah’s throat. Edge’s body threw off welcome heat, unlike the chill radiating from the walls.

      “What—how?” Marah managed.

      “How do you think?” Edge said, and her voice seemed more bitter than a fouled well. “Servants who worked their whole lives shaping the stone, cutting and placing it, building this monument to another man’s power...what magic do you think they used to do it?”

      Marah said nothing. The answer was obvious. The workers’ sweat and blood mixed with the mortar between stones. Day and night, they hauled, carved, breathed stone. Day and night, it was their labor that held the pyramid together. That was another kind of magic. And what was the fate of all mages?

      “The builders…” was all the princess managed.

      “Not all of them,” Edge said, “but many.” There was a hitch in her voice, something personal.

      “I’ve never heard this before,” Marah said. “The moaning. Stone everywhere. How—?”

      “Other magic, no doubt,” Edge said. “These are rough-cut stones, closer to their true essence. It wouldn’t do to have royal guests see such a thing.”

      Marah stood staring, haunted by the stones, the only stability she’d ever known. “Your father—he was a laborer…”

      “Yes,” Edge’s voice was sharp with pain. “Now you see. We have to end it, bring it down.” She reached out, running one of her fingers along the battered surface of the wall. “Stone by stone if necessary.”

      “I didn’t know…” Marah whispered. She sank to her knees. “Oh, Edge, I’m so sorry—”

      “You’re not responsible for that,” Edge said quietly. “Only for what you do now that you do know.”

      “What can I do?”

      “I’m glad you asked,” Edge said, and inclined her head towards Marah. “We start by—what—” she paused, turned back, tugging at the wall. Her hand wouldn’t come free. Stone encased her fingers, climbed toward her wrists. Furious forms moved over the rock’s surface. “What is this? I’m trying to free you—”

      The stone-forms ignored her, crawling upward as the two women looked on in horror. “Princess,” Edge said, a plea cut short as she hacked uselessly at the stone. Her steel rang out against the moaning walls.

      Why would trapped spirits of stone not wish to be released? And then Marah knew, just as she knew that many of her servants would not support Edge, even if it meant they never again had to use their own magic in the service of another.

      “Some of them don’t want to be freed,” she said.

      “What?” Edge said, wide-eyed. The stone was up nearly to her elbow and climbing up her boots. It meant to encase her.

      Marah saw it all clearly now. What would it be like, to give your life to the building of a thing and have it destroyed? Even if the thing wasn’t for you, even if it cost you everything, it imposed an order on the world, a purpose, a sense of shape. Not all of the stone-ghosts would see it that way, but some might. Edge thought the stones would choose freedom over bondage, but some had chosen this fate for themselves, or preferred it to alternatives. Was it so strange that they might choose the burden they knew to the unknown fate that followed being shattered?

      The swordswoman opened her mouth as though to scream, but no cry came out, just a series of gasps as the stone swallowed her knees and upper arms.

      “No,” Marah said, finally finding movement in her limbs. “No.” She rushed to Edge, put a hand to her cheek. The rebel watched her, her face a rictus. “No, this isn’t right. You have to stop this! Stop it stop it stop—”

      Marah paused, gathered herself. Crying and screaming would get nowhere and denying her position wouldn’t save Edge. There was only ever one power these halls responded to.

      “I am Marah, Crown Princess of the Thousand-Year-Empire,” she said, pulling herself to her full height. Her hand was slick with Edge’s tears. “You will release her.”

      A hesitation. Neither woman dared breathe.

      “Now,” Marah said, her voice cold.

      The stone fell away.

      Edge nearly fell. Marah caught her, staggering under the swordswoman’s weight, but didn’t fall. Edge gripped Marah  tightly, the flat of her blade cold against the princess’s back.

      Around them, the stones thrummed with power. Marah could feel it now; the power of the Grand Pyramid accepted her, called to her, rushed over her with a wave of welcome. It responded to her will, but also shaped it. The tower wasn’t her, but it was hers, and she was its. Her thoughts spun with the good she could do with this power. It need not be a force for evil. She would stop new construction, make certain no more people ended as these stone-smiths had done. She would—

      “You saved me,” Edge said, still in her arms. “You used your magic and you saved me.” She blinked back tears. Her steel fingertips were soft as whispers against the princess’s cheek. Only as they came away wet did Marah realize that she, too, had been crying.

      This close, Marah could see that Edge had thin white scars on each cheek, like the fine cuts of a sharp knife. She was shaking, strong and vulnerable in Marah’s grasp.

      “I thought I was ready to die,” Edge said. “But not like that.”

      Marah leaned closer, until their faces were inches from one another. The whispers of the stones called to her, both those in agony and those who had attacked Edge.

      “Thank you,” Marah whispered, her eyes locked with Edge’s.

      “For what?”

      “For helping me realize what I want.” Marah could feel the smile curling at her lips.  But she couldn’t forget the grim expectation she’d seen in Edge’s eyes. “I need you!” She blurted. “The world needs you! There’s so much to do…”

      “You don’t need—” Edge shook her head. “Like I said, I’m a blade.”

      “Yes. But that’s not all you are.”

      Edge bit her lip. Marah could feel the swordswoman’s breath on her lips.

      “Will you—kiss me?” Marah asked.

      Edge’s tear-bright face broadened into a smile. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, please!”

      Their lips met. The two women pulled apart, stared wordlessly at one another, and rejoined the kiss. Edge’s tongue flicked at Marah’s lips, which parted for her. Behind her, she felt the cold edge of the blade shift and change until it was no more, and two hands clutched her back, pulled her in more tightly, with a hint of cool steel to accompany their warmth.

      Around them, the walls shivered and cracked. In his room, the King coughed violently, tossing in disturbed sleep. Far away in the hills, the battles continued. The pyramid was old magic, the Empire even older. Edge couldn’t take down work of a thousand years by herself. Neither could Marah, no matter how much she wished to.

      But then, they weren’t alone. And even the greatest work had to start somewhere.

      Those were thoughts for later. In that moment, in the heart of the Empire they meant to tear down, the two women thought only of each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FALLING TO PIECES

          

          REBECCA CUTHBERT

        

      

    

    
      It was a tiny tear at first—barely noticeable.

      Just her left ring finger detaching a bit. No big deal. Leah added a strip of silver duct tape and hid that with a flesh-colored bandage, then she got back to work, answering the phone and greeting customers and hustling hustling hustling at Giovanni’s Ristorante in the city’s second-trendiest neighborhood.

      By the next weekend the finger had come clean off, and the other four fingers on that hand were separating too, but Leah fixed it with more duct tape and fancy, elbow-length gloves that she sort of liked. They made her feel elegant, even though she was just handing out menus and wine lists and rolls of polished silverware.

      Plus, with her hands covered and especially her left one, random dudes sitting at the bar stopped making bad jokes about how she wasn’t wearing a ring—a precursor, Leah knew, to hitting on her which would never go their way, because all she wanted was for Christine, the bartender with the cropped red hair and capable hands, to notice her.

      She willed Christine to look at her in quiet moments, thinking hard at her, feeling harder. But Christine didn’t, or at least not when Leah was looking at her, and the fall months passed and Leah taped her fingers on and brushed lint from her black gloves after rolling silverware, and she looked and she sighed but Christine, whose hands moved like a street magician’s trick in the bar’s recessed lighting, didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      In January things got worse.

      Leah’s right foot snapped off as she was leaving work on an icy Thursday night. She cursed as she landed in gray sidewalk slush that soaked her thighs numb—cursed the heels she wore, the city she lived in, the bleak winter that seemed in the muffled frozen thick of it like it would never, never end.

      Giovanni, whose real name was Gary but no one was allowed to call him that, insisted the hostesses wear black high heels, black dresses too short to comfortably bend over in and jewelry if they wanted, but only if it looked expensive.

      No pants. No long skirts. No boots. So, no tape.

      And how would Leah attract Christine or anyone else for that matter if she couldn’t even keep herself together, couldn’t keep herself composed, couldn’t do the basic, impossible job of being a whole, sufficient woman?

      She tucked her foot into her purse and let her tears join the slush and gravel and road salt she crawled through to get to her car at the far end of the narrow parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      The superglue had to be reapplied every two to three hours, and chipped bone at the ankle meant her foot didn’t fit exactly back into place. Leah hoped customers wouldn’t look down as she led them to their tables. She tried not to limp or wince or grimace or tell the truth when people asked, out of politeness and not curiosity, how she was doing.

      And she reminded herself, every day in the mirror, first thing in the morning and before bed at night, that she was making it work. More or less.

      Some days less. Most days, less. And Christine still wasn’t looking back at her, or maybe she was but how could Leah know and even if Christine was, it wasn’t—it probably wasn’t—the same way Leah looked at her.

      And trying to problem-solve loose body parts was a slippery slope, Leah found. Before she knew it, she was overcompensating and solutions became their own troubles.

      Leah focused on her face and head, hoping to distract people from her foot and hand that, she knew, flopped a little when she wasn’t careful. She braided in hair extensions, sweeping them over her shoulder in a low ponytail she hoped Christine would like. Dangling rhinestone earrings shimmered in the candleflicker of Giovanni’s mood-lit dining room and brought out the gold flecks in her gray eyes. Fringed, fake lashes added drama or at least the illusion of it.

      When she passed Christine on her way to the kitchen for more clean silverware on a busy night in mid-February, ponytail drooping and sweat smudging her eye makeup, Christine looked back.
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        * * *

      

      It was near the end of March when the hair extensions, growing out by then, pulled part of Leah’s scalp free from her skull. It folded over her ear like a banana peel—her ear which, Leah saw with dismay, was tearing away from her head, top to bottom, dragged down by her fabulous earrings.

      Also, the fake lashes weren’t doing her eyelids any favors.

      She bought more superglue and at work, tried to hide her face from Christine, even though now, Christine looked back more times than she didn’t.

      Giovanni noticed something was wrong—maybe not quite what, but he told Leah at the end of a Friday shift that she’d been looking unkempt and he didn’t know if it was emotional problems or what, but if she didn’t clean herself up he was going to have to put her in the back as a salad girl, if he kept her on at all.

      So Leah tried harder. Double-sided tape, smaller earrings, staples, an expensive wig. Keeping her weight on her left foot for a six-hour shift wasn’t easy and after the last diner left and she could blow out the candles and wipe down the menus and sweep beneath the tables, she was spent.

      It got harder and harder to face herself in the mirror as she repeated her mantra, as she told herself she was doing it, she was making it work, she’d figure it out, she’d keep figuring it out, it would all work out.

      And in better news or worse, depending, Christine looked at her three times in the first week of April alone—as Christine washed bar glasses and Leah rolled silverware, as Christine restocked the wine rack and Leah Clorox-wiped doorknobs, as Christine stood, motionless, behind the bar and Leah stopped, mid-stride, on her way to turn the muzak down.

      But Leah didn’t have the nerve to talk to Christine—not now, not with the way Leah was feeling and what she looked like, despite her best efforts. A smashed marionette.

      Giovanni kept a close eye on her, and Leah tried to stand up straight at the hostess podium, to smile with teeth at him and at every guest who walked through the doors—an act both aggressive and compliant, a sign hard to read, a weapon against suspicion and small talk.

      Her teeth, at least, were whole and even.
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        * * *

      

      On a Monday night in May, a night that was busier than it should have been long after the dinner rush with the kitchen closed and last call called, half the bar stools still sat full. Three businessmen sucked down flights of craft beer, a woman in a dress that was probably Versace sipped white wine, and an old guy held a glass of straight bourbon in his gnarled fingers but didn’t drink it.

      Too many people to fall down in front of, though even half that number would have been, but that’s what Leah did. She’d forgotten to reapply the superglue holding her foot on, and when she headed toward the kitchen to run the candleholders through the dishwasher well—it just broke off, easy as half a graham cracker at the seams.

      She fell forward, catching herself on one of the red leather bar stools thankfully unoccupied. She hauled herself up and onto it after hopping twice on her remaining foot, wishing she could dissolve into the grout between the fake marble floor tiles.

      People stared, of course, it not being a daily occurrence to see a foot lying apart from its rightful owner. But then Giovanni came around the corner and he saw too, and his face darkened to the shade of russet potatoes, fists clenching into angry little balls.

      He took a few steps toward Leah when someone—Christine—shoved him aside.

      “Move, Gary,” she said, “I’m going on break,” and maybe because he was surprised, or maybe because he was embarrassed by his boring name being said out loud, he did move, sidestepping to take Christine’s place behind the bar.

      Leah watched all this through a blur of tears. She felt like a jackass in front of these people, in front of Christine, but she was scared, too—she needed this job, and worried, because if she’d damaged her ankle further, how would she ever get her foot to stay on? But none of those emotions had time to seep in fully because Christine was heading straight for her, looking straight at her, and Leah held her breath.

      Christine leaned over and picked up Leah’s foot. Then she approached and bent to one knee, holding up the foot like an offering, like it was something precious, and being one of the only two feet Leah had, of course, it was.

      Leah looked miserably at her retrieved foot but then noticed, for the first time because she’d never been this close to Christine before, the tiny, careful stitches holding Christine’s hands on. The thread matched the insides of her pale wrists perfectly, looking more like textured skin than lines of silk or nylon. The precision was beautiful.

      Leah exhaled and whispered “Yours, too?” She took her foot back, fingertips brushing Christine’s.

      “Mine, too,” Christine said. Half her mouth bent into a smile and she stood, wrapping an arm around Leah’s waist to help her up.

      Leah smiled back without showing her teeth and together, the women rounded the bar, heading for the kitchen and the restaurant’s back door and, hopefully, Leah thought and maybe Christine did too, toward something else still too fragile to name.

      But “Leah” Giovanni said before they got far and his voice was a sharp knife; the women stopped. He gripped the edge of the bar and leaned toward them. “You better pull yourself together by the weekend. I mean it.”

      Leah thought he probably did and as she and Christine pushed through the swinging doors and whatever was going to happen, she thought she probably would pull herself together but maybe, also, she wouldn’t, and if not well, there would always be whatever happened after that, the next bridge to come to, to look at, to cross perhaps or maybe not, but she didn’t have to think about any of it at that moment, and instead she concentrated on how Christine’s hand felt snug around her torso, like she was holding Leah together, and how nice it felt to be held together, how right there and then even with her detached foot clenched in her hand like a prize she’d earned and not lost, things were more or less and actually more than less okay. Maybe better, even, than that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MY DAD BOUGHT A SPACE SHUTLE

          

          M. SHAW

        

      

    

    
      He has to park his truck in the street because the shuttle takes up the whole driveway. It sits there 360 days a year, with a giant tarp over it in the summer so the thermal tiles don’t cook our house with reflected heat. The other 5 days a year my dad gets up early to hitch it to his truck and wake the whole neighborhood with his cursing while he hits the blocks from under the wheels with a sledgehammer. He drives it to a launch pad in the outer suburbs that used to be a soybean field, grumbling the whole way about traffic and how they’d better not give his time slot away just because he’s a few minutes later than his reservation again. Usually one of his friends gets there ahead of him to hold the time slot, because they know how he is. He always blames my little brother Tony for making him late, which I think Tony considers the price of admission to space. He’s been even more sheepish around dad than he used to be, ever since I got banned from the shuttle.
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        * * *

      

      I only got to go up the first two trips. My dad caught me smoking weed in the shuttle on Halloween two years ago with Aubrey, the lesbian from theater club who pretends to be my girlfriend for both our benefit. That’s when the ban happened. “You’re grounded,” he told me, “literally grounded. You won’t be going to space today, or this year, or until you graduate if I’ve got any say in it. Little shit. You won’t be taking my shuttle for granted again.” He convinced himself that Aubrey also had sex with me in the shuttle, which is why I also got grounded in the traditional sense for a week. I didn’t bother to correct him. Every time he goes up I get a bunch of texts about how his friends say they can still smell the weed. I’m pretty sure it’s just their farts, which are raunchy as hell and don’t tend to dissipate when they happen in an airtight metal tube in space.
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        * * *

      

      My dad takes his friends up into low orbit to drink beer and talk about how much it cost to launch the shuttle. He resents every dollar he spends, so one of the best ways to be friends with him is to talk about how much things cost, and the people who stick around in his life tend to be the same way. I mean, they talk about other stuff too, but that’s always the first item on the agenda. They talk about the beer they’re drinking; how they can never get the schedule they want at work; what kinds of smart devices they have bought, or are buying; how much they still owe on the loans for their shuttles; whether they can hold their poop until they get back to Earth, or have to cram themselves into the space toilet. The shuttle gets satellite TV. They went up there to watch the Super Bowl and the picture was crystal clear, as if they were right there at the game (in Kansas City).
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        * * *

      

      My dad says it’s great that ordinary people can take trips to space now. It used to be only a few people got to do it, and they had to go through all kinds of training. Not to mention, the government decided who could go, and the government deciding anything is a big red flag, in his book. Then along came the Lex Luthors, which is what I call the guys who invented commercial space flight, because their names all sound like “Lex Luthor” and it’s easier than trying to remember which one’s which. Now anyone can go, as long as they can qualify for a $750-K loan, plus the maintenance and launch costs. As great as he says it is, though, my dad doesn’t seem any better off over it. He goes up there, uses the place as a home theater where he can float to the beer cooler, then comes back and gets mad at his cable news and goes to bed the same as always. He still hates his job, and my mom, and Tony’s mom, and our neighbors, and the weather, and whatever else the news tells him to hate. Sure, he’s got bragging rights over people without space shuttles in their driveways, but so what? He used to have a speed boat in the driveway, and that was the same deal.
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        * * *

      

      After I got banned from the shuttle, I got a job at Burger King. My dad thinks I’m saving to buy my own shuttle, since I’m not allowed in his. You’d almost think he doesn’t know how much a shuttle costs, as if he didn’t complain about that exact thing every chance he gets. I can afford other things with my paycheck, though. Makeup. Hair accessories. The odd piece of gender-affirming jewelry. No clothing yet, though; too much harder to hide that, or convince him it’s a gift for Aubrey. But I am saving, so, eventually. In the meantime I just have to deal with him telling everyone that I’m trying to buy a shuttle so I can have space sex with my girlfriend, but that it won’t work because he won’t let me park my shuttle on his property. It’s supposed to embarrass me when he does this, but really I have to work hard not to laugh.
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        * * *

      

      The shuttle has “Janice,” which was my grandma’s name, painted on the side. Tony and I just call it the Man Cave, which has a lot more to do with the shuttle than my grandma ever would have. My dad does have an actual man cave in the garage, but he never uses it anymore now that the shuttle has taken its place. I’m not allowed in there either, but whenever my dad is up in space I jimmy the lock so I can shut myself in and watch movies by myself. Rent, Hedwig, Priscilla: Queen of the Desert, all that stuff you’ll get made fun of if people find out you like it. The garage is soundproofed, so Tony can’t hear. I always get Aubrey to burn DVDs for me, so the movies won’t show up in the streaming history.
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        * * *

      

      The shuttle’s guidance software requires a monthly subscription. My dad says it’s a scam, but he keeps paying for it anyway. What he doesn’t pay for is the premium, ad-free version, which he says is an even bigger scam. Every launch and return flight, they have to sit and listen to a bunch of ads in a loop on the speaker. Basically what plays in movie theaters before the previews. If you don’t buy a subscription, the system locks you out and you have to chart everything manually, which means there’s no knowing where you’ll end up. Some rich frat bros from MIT tried it last year and they went down over North Korea and got shot out of the sky. The ones who survived the crash, the government had to negotiate for their release. One of them said in an interview that he doesn’t regret doing it. I guess when you’ve got that much money, you don’t have to regret much of anything.
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        * * *

      

      When the Lex Luthors first talked about commercial space flight, they talked about terraforming Mars. They talked about opening up space for everyone. Then they got themselves up there, and started mass-producing the shuttles, and gradually they stopped talking about that stuff. We don’t have colonies on Mars, we just have a bunch of people like my dad paying a grand a month to watch car commercials in zero-G. He still worships the Lex Luthors, though. Sometimes, while he watches the news, he’ll name search them on social media to find people criticizing them so he can go off in the replies. I think it makes him feel like he’s paying his dues.
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        * * *

      

      The school guidance counselor says I should try to have empathy for my dad. He went through 2 divorces and he’s been taking care of us mostly by himself for almost a decade. My mom and Tony’s mom don’t want anything to do with him. They didn’t even want alimony or child support, because they already learned what happens when you accept anything he gives you. They’ve got visitation rights but they know better than to come around, so we only get to see our moms when we visit our grandparents. Somehow, in this equation, my dad is the one who needs the empathy (according to the guidance counselor), and also the space shuttle (according to my dad). I go to a charter school, so the guidance counselor isn’t a real therapist, he’s a friend of the principal with a master’s in film.
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        * * *

      

      I think my dad is looking for an excuse to ban Tony from the shuttle too, so he’ll be able to bring another one of his friends to space without going over the weight limit. I’m basically adult size but kicking me out didn’t do any good, since all his friends are other truck drivers from his work with big beer guts who wear their steel-toes all the time because they think it’s more manly. Tony’s only 11, but that 105 pounds could make all the difference. So my dad’s always chewing him out over every stupid thing. Problem is, unlike me, Tony’s a figurative and literal boy scout. He always makes honor roll. He doesn’t even play video games. What makes it even harder to watch is that Tony thinks dad’s on his case because he’s not a good enough kid. If dad tears him a new one because he was too busy doing homework to take the trash out before bed, he’ll think it’s his fault for not doing it faster. I’ve tried to help him get wise, but why should he listen to me? I’m banned from the space shuttle.
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        * * *

      

      The Lex Luthors are too old to go into space themselves anymore. Nowadays, their thing is The Matrix. As in, the movie. They want to be able to cryogenically freeze their bodies and hook themselves up to a computer simulation of the real world. Well, the real world plus them being able to fly and whatnot. One of them keeps posting about having sex with VR catgirls in his Matrix. All of them post about living forever. They say their simulations will include time dilation technology to make a second out here last a year in there. None of this is even close to existing yet, but they’ve got all the money and people in the world, so who knows.
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        * * *

      

      Last November my dad decorated the space shuttle with Christmas lights and an inflatable Santa, which he tethered to the top so it looked like Santa Claus was riding the shuttle. He’d turn off the air pump while he was at work, though, so the Santa would slump forward, deflated, and lie there with his face smooshed into the roof and his arms dangling over the sides. Some guys from school saw it and thought it looked like Santa hugging a giant dick. They kept asking if it turned me on. I didn’t answer, so one of them stabbed me in the arm with a mechanical pencil and got detention.
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        * * *

      

      My dad and his friends always talk about wanting to have sex in space. Not with each other, of course, but with some hypothetical woman. Preferably one half their age, with H-cup breasts and a rail-thin waist, who can somehow still walk. Their voices get all warm and round and throaty when they talk about it. My dad hasn’t had a girlfriend since the second divorce, but he is on a few dating apps. He likes to scroll through them and try to figure out whether the women whose profiles he sees have all their teeth. I don’t know what he thinks he’s going to do with those teeth, but it’s very important to him. Recently he’s also started talking about wanting to skip the dating apps and have Matrix sex with VR catgirls, though I’m not positive he knows what a catgirl is. He always makes sure I and Tony are within ear shot when he does this, like he’s trying to prove something or maybe trying to set an example. One time he said he had a better chance of fucking Aubrey in space than I did. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to react, so I kicked him in the balls and got swatted with a belt and grounded for a month. It was worth it.
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        * * *

      

      A couple years ago there was a billionaire who died in space because his kid hacked their smart home system and transmitted the airlock open code from the surface. Unfortunately he wasn’t one of the Lex Luthors, but probably one of their friends. My dad spent a day yelling at customer support on the phone to help him unpair his shuttle from his smart home system. I’m not that good with computers, but he figures, better safe than sorry. He likes to complain about not being able to start the dishwasher from space. He says it makes him look bad.
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        * * *

      

      My dad wants to be like the Lex Luthors, in the sense that he wants enough money to do whatever he desires, and he wants a million strangers to jump to his defense whenever someone criticizes him online. What I don’t think he realizes is that he’s already like them, just in a different sense. They might be rich enough that they’re above the law and no one alive can hold them back, but they still get old and they still die. They might have legions of people who worship them, but it doesn’t change who they are. All they do is run. First to the penthouse, then the dozen mansions, then the superyacht, then space, then an entire virtual world just for them, if they can manage it. It’s like they’re convinced that if they hoard enough, and spend enough, and run far enough, then eventually they’ll be able to look in the mirror and see someone who isn’t them; someone who’s above not just the law, but life and death and humanity itself. My dad does the same thing, just on a smaller scale. Nothing he buys is gonna fix who he is. It’s just gonna keep making him more and more isolated and resentful while he keeps having to find room in the house for all the crap he buys to fill the void. But God damn it, he’s gonna keep trying.
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        * * *

      

      I’m like the Lex Luthors myself, in another sense. I hate what I see when I look in the mirror too. I see a girl, dressed as a boy, surrounded by people who hate her just for existing. The difference is that I’m not running away from it. I’m trying to fix it. I might take years. It will take a lot of sacrifice. But every so often, during those 5 days a year when I sit in the neglected ruins of my dad’s man cave and try to work up to being who I am without pretense, I can see a glimmer on the horizon. Every so often I look in the mirror before I have to wipe everything off and I see something that makes me think, “Okay. Maybe. Just maybe.” Maybe I can see a future where both of us get what we want: he’ll be himself, miserable in space, and I’ll be myself, content on Earth. If I can just have that, then whatever time I’ve got here, in whatever ways the world goes to Hell while I live it, maybe that could be enough. Until then, I count the days and watch the shuttles launch, and think about how they look so small from down here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SHERI, AT THIS VERY MOMENT

          

          BIANCA SAYAN

        

      

    

    
      Every time I wake Sheri up, I want to sit her down and distill, reduce, refine. What is important to her? What experiences would she want to wake up for?

      Every time I wake Sheri up, she is a quivering, glassy mess for the first several hours. She isn’t quite my wife, not yet. She is always fragmented by the process and hasn’t quite reassembled. She coalesces behind the curtain of the recovery room into someone more familiar, someone solidly, sharply Sheri.

      Our reunions are incredibly imbalanced. She just saw me yesterday. It was fraught, me clinging to her, sloppily giving her promises. I’ll take care of them, I won’t fail you, I’ll be the mother you always were. I haven’t seen her in three years; a string of a thousand days of going to work, shepherding the kids through a thousand micro-crises, my now-solitary absolutions.

      She has never come out of the recovery room without that pinched look that says give me the bad news. We’ve promised to wake her up for the bad as well as the good. So, she’s asking me, straight away: good or bad?

      “Everything is fine,” I say. “We just woke you up for Leslie’s graduation.“

      Sheri perks up. “Law school?”

      “Yep.” Neither Leslie nor I could deny Mommy that pleasure. Neither of us could face her if we had disappointed her either. “Boston College. Commencement is tomorrow. We thought we could have a little family time.”

      In the early years, we woke her a lot. After the kids graduated from high school, we agreed to spread things out. It sounds cold, but it’s a choice: see Mommy and shorten her life, or don’t.

      Sheri has promised never to ask after the cure, and I have promised to tell her immediately after she wakes up if there is one.

      “Doctor Odebye gave me the all-clear. No signs of progression.”

      “Perfect, Honey. Perfect. What do you say we get you fed? We can do our Coles’ Notes.”

      Sheri winces because the last time I woke her, I had to tell her that her favourite place in the North End closed.

      “I’ve got a new place to take you to. Someone who used to work at the Red House.”

      The look in her eye says that she is still tired and betrayed by all the little things that die while she is away.

      I drive in a new direction. In fact, new geography. I’m torn about taking her to Quincy Wharf, a stretch of land that didn’t exist six years ago. But, fuck it, the lobster rolls are good, they carry the beer Sheri likes, and a decent version of those fussy iceberg wedge salads she always picks at.

      She’s wearing her poker face as I turn off of Crabtree Drive near Quincy into what used to be the beach. Instead, a wharf juts out. At the tip, a faux-hole-in-the-wall restaurant, Maxie’s. Sheri’s little nose wiggles disapprovingly.

      I sigh. “Trust me. I haven’t forgotten what you like.”

      I order her salad, a French 75 (three shots of gin, please), a glass of white, mussels (in wine, always), and a lobster roll (light on the mayo). For me, a bowl of Manhattan chowder and a beer.

      She’s nibbling at her salad persistently, a good sign. “Coles’ Notes, please, Love.”

      “Want to start with me?”

      “I don’t know,” she says coyly, “Do you have good news for me?”

      Fifteen years and I still haven’t achieved tenure. Yet.

      “I’m very close. Doubleday published my book on the history of Cyril Briggs and The Crusader. Got an option for a second book. I think it will be hard for the university to avoid committing this time around.”

      Sheri harrumphs. “Good, it’s about time. They don’t deserve you.”

      My biggest fan.

      She pushes the salad plate aside briskly. “Okay, the kids, give it to me.” She always comes out assuming a grocery store tabloid’s worth of accumulated missteps. She only admonished me the first time, but the gravity of my load becomes more apparent every time and I can see the mantra behind her eyes: She is all alone, and she is doing her best.

      “Okay, Leslie is graduating. You already know that. She’s going to article with a firm in Rochester.”

      Sheri nods. “Fine.”

      “Coleen kind of cooled on the modelling last year, enrolled in nursing at Salem State. She likes it a lot.”

      “Nursing.” She wrinkles her nose.

      God, she is an abominable snob.

      “It’s a good fit for her,” I say gently. “We did not plan on raising a flock of lawyers.”

      Sheri takes the hint. “Barty?”

      “He’s taking a little break from consulting. Been bumming around Malaysia for a couple months, but he’s back to see you. I don’t want to hear a peep out of you about his beard. He’s still in vacation mode.”

      She eyes me. “And they’re all still single?”

      “No one serious yet.”

      “And you?”

      “Me what?”

      “Dating?”

      I laugh. “No, darling. I’m very busy, dating is awful, and there are no Sheris lurking on these dating apps.”

      She seems both disappointed and satisfied. “I don’t want you to become an old maid.”

      “You are the last person that should use that archaic term.”

      “If you don’t like it,” she says primly, “I suggest you find someone open-minded to keep you company.”

      I roll my eyes. “You want to go see the kids? They’re waiting at home in Jamaica Plain, as usual.”

      Sheri pretends to study the dessert menu. She is always caught between a deep desire to see the kids and a deep wariness. The first time Sheri woke after the kids had left for high school, Coleen was a completely different creature: a foot taller, hair an inhuman electric green. She appeared like a spectre and nearly gave Sheri a heart attack. Of course, for us, it had been a three-year process: Coleen’s sudden final growth spurt, her aggressive colonization of the colour spectrum, her dalliance with alternative modelling. Sheri completely missed the piercing period, and I still thank God for that. We would have never heard the end of it.

      For Sheri, she risks coming back every time and not recognizing her own children.

      “I’ll settle up,” I say firmly. “There’s cake at home.” Sheri sighs and slips her coat on.
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        * * *

      

      I knock at my own front door, a warning signal.

      “We’re here!”

      Hollers from the inside.

      Of course, nursing school has mellowed Coleen out a little bit. She pops her head in the door, her cloud of crow-coloured hair tamed into a braid, just a tiny nose stud left. “Mommy!”

      “Come here, girl!” Sheri says crabbily, hugging her tightly. “Your hair is very nice,” Sheri murmurs. “Much less alarming than last time.” Coleen pulls away, flustered, smiling.

      Leslie and Barty accost her at the same time, squeezing her vigorously and without an ounce of decorum. Personality-wise, all the kids take after me.

      As Leslie runs off to get the cake, a plump little corgi staggers in.

      Sheri visibly blanches.

      “Who is that?”

      “Oh.” I’m completely flustered. “I forgot.”

      “That’s Baldwin,” Coleen announces nonchalantly.

      Sheri stares at Baldwin, the little interloper. “You forgot,” she repeats slowly. I’ve broken a cardinal rule: no omissions from the Coles’ Notes.

      Coleen picks up Baldwin. “He’s a sweetie. Here, sit down and have a cuddle with him. You won’t regret it.” She sits Sheri down in the La-Z-Boy and plops Baldwin in her lap. He curls up immediately, sticking his nose under her arm. Coleen has a way of disarming Sheri by not noticing her recalcitrance. I can picture her wielding the same skill at the hospital, whistling cheerfully through stitches and shots with a nurse’s efficiency.

      “Well,” she says crabbily, stroking his fur, “It’s good you have some sort of company.” And I know I’m forgiven on this one, anyways.

      Leslie is cutting cake and Barty is showing her pictures of Langkawi, and once again, I remind myself to be grateful for this. Some people don’t even get this. Some people don’t get teased about being spinsters. They’re just widows, and that’s an entirely different thing.

      Later, the kids drag themselves to their old bedrooms, and Sheri and I crawl into our bed. I’ve got her favorite sheets on, the stupid standing lamps I hate but she loves still glowing in both corners of the room.

      We don’t have sex when she visits. Someone might hear this and think we’ve both soured. But it’s a distillation of our love, into something functional and desperate, focused on just being together. There is some romance and some tragedy to this, like two lovers aimlessly haunting each other for centuries in their church graveyard. It’s something, and that’s better than nothing. I’ve been mourning for years; It’s a fresh cut every time she reawakens, her seeing me so much older, trying to measure the years in palettes and folds, me always struck just how she stays the same. It’s emotionally fraught, and it’s just not very romantic.

      Besides, Sheri is very, very tired.

      We run our hands through each other’s hair, kiss noses, and spoon insistently. I sleep the deepest sleep I’ve had in three years.

      When I turn over in the morning, Sheri is up, her glasses perched on the end of her nose. She has somehow found a copy of Cyril Briggs and The Crusader: Black Communism in Early 1900s America by Tasha Warner-Browne. She notices me out of the corner of her eye but does not stop scribbling notes into the margins.

      “It’s very good,” she comments. “The title is awful.”

      She’s right, of course.

      I make her breakfast and she reads through the French toast and eggs. I don’t mind. I know what she is doing; she is trying to suck in the fruit of my labour because then she will know what I’ve been thinking and doing for the past three years. It’s all there in that book.

      She’s still reading while I drive us to Leslie’s graduation. When we park, she sighs and closes the book.

      “I’d like to read as much of this as I can before I go back,” she says wistfully. We mosey over to the college green, find our chairs, wait through the hubbub. I tap her gently when Leslie comes on stage and she snaps up, camera ready.

      “I’m so pleased, Love.”

      I know. “She worked so hard. You’d be so proud.” She nods firmly as if to say of course.

      Barty already has the barbeque going in the back. No one else is invited. When Sheri is awake, core family only. We have to soak in each other while we can. Barty makes all the burgers and Leslie tells Sheri about the three-year battle she waged to get her degree: teachers, rivals, Achilles heels.

      Barty and Coleen give her a rundown of the decent literature to come out since last time, literature she’ll never be afforded the time to read. And, yet, of all books, she makes time for mine.

      Sheri does not ask about nursing school, and Coleen doesn’t volunteer.

      The barbeque devolves into a crash course on modern politics, emerging technology, notable catwalk looks, fad diets, economic fluctuations, and significant scandals.

      By eight pm, Sheri is bushed, but I gamble and make her an espresso. Coleen usurps Baldwin’s spot on her lap, desperately trying to fit all six feet two inches into her mom’s arms. Sheri looks up at me sheepishly, obviously delighted at Coleen’s little regression. By ten, though, they’re both out for the count.

      I reluctantly guide Coleen through a zombie walk to her old bedroom, pick up Sheri, and plop her onto her side of the bed as gently as my aging body can manage. As I slide in next to her, she snuggles in seamlessly against me.

      Right before I fall asleep, my face buried in her hair, Sheri’s voice jars me out of semi-sleep. “Love, see if you can’t pester Coleen into applying to a nurse practitioner program. She’s capable of it, I know it.”

      I’ve stopped breathing rhythmically, so she knows I’ve heard. “Mmm.”

      Silence, then, softer. “Love you.”

      “Mmmm.”

      I squeeze her gently, and she wiggles deeper into my belly.

      Even quieter. “Baldwin seems like a good choice.”

      The coveted Sheri stamp of approval.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Sheri is absent from bed. I find her in the kitchen, halfway through a pot of coffee. My book is closed in front of her, she’s in a state of repose. Baldwin is sprawled in her lap, eyes closed and tongue out in a demonstration of deep contentment.

      “I finished it,” she says unnecessarily.

      “I’m glad.” I’ll have her notes to keep me company for a little bit.

      “The second one needs to be about the American Negro Labor Congress and their contributions to workers’ rights,” she says decisively. “It’s a natural extension. And necessary to restate.”

      Of course. She’s right.

      I wake the kids up, pour them coffee, goad them into giving their mother a proper send-off. Coleen blearily sits next to Sheri on the couch, her head on her shoulder. She is dangerously close to a big show of emotion.

      I give her a look. Don’t cry. Don’t make Mommy feel guilty. Don’t ruin her last day. Don’t bring down her mood.

      Everything is fine.

      We’ve managed to squeeze fifteen more years out of the eight months she was given. We are nothing if not efficient.

      Sheri hugs each of them stiffly, whispering something in their ears. By now, it’s a ritual.

      I bundle her into the car, and we stop off at the North End for cannoli before we head to the clinic. Sheri eats hers in the car in the parking lot, always with surprising delicacy. I’ve somehow coated my sweater in powdered sugar, but she looks as sleek as a cat post-grooming.

      There’s a glassiness to her now that alarms me. I need her to be stoic, to go gently into her sapphire coffin. If she doesn’t, the theatre of the whole thing comes apart. She should be kicking and screaming, but every time she’s had the grace of a regent.

      There’s a fragility in the air, and I’m scared to disturb it. Sheri speaks first. Her voice is almost perfectly hers.

      “I don’t think either of us anticipated this going on for so long.” No. Sheri was supposed to be under for five years, tops. A third stage FDA trial was going to bloom into a cure and Sheri was going to roll back the stone and strut out of her tomb. But FDA approvals have a way of dying on the vine. I say nothing.

      She turns to me. “Is this cruel for you?”

      I am sincerely, deeply aghast. “How could you not dying be cruel to me? I’ve been given a gift.” And I will never not feel this way. What no one seems to grasp is that any moment of any day I know Sheri is safe, safe even from death. There is a millennium of compiled literature yearning for this very thing—to be able to place the person you love in a protective cocoon that defies the laws of nature—and I have it.

      “Why us?”

      One would think that she’s indulging in a bout of self-pity. That would be so deeply un-Sheri. But she continues, “What makes me too good for death? Other people are dying all around us at this very moment. I’m not special.”

      Chance. A confluence of technology, poor predictive models, a surprisingly permissive insurance policy, bullish pharma forecasts, and family connections. And here she is, a fucking miracle.

      I can write a book, but I can’t articulate this to her, not in a way that will dissolve her guilt and make her feel worthy. Also, selfishly, I don’t care that we’re not special. The die has been cast, I will not reroll. But I try to articulate it to her anyways.

      “You enduring is the great joy and the great miracle of my life. Let it continue to exist, please.”

      Sheri snuffles a little. It is the fifth time she has cried in front of me, usually only reserved for auspicious days. When she’s done, there’s nothing to do but go inside.

      I walk her into the freezing room. And I think, should we talk? Are there things that remain unsaid? Should I ask if she should wake for me at all? Is our love worth her life? She bends over and pecks me on the lips.

      “I’ll see you in five years, Bunny, tops.”

      Part of me is horrified, part relieved. She has offered up a few more precious days of her life to spend time with me. But I want her to leave me behind. I want to rot away in my stupid mortal coil as she flies by us. I want her to wake up in a world of eternal youth, or at least one where she lives long and well. It’s not worth it, I want to whisper. I’m not worth it. But I don’t.

      Sheri tugs gently on one of my corkscrew curls and points at what must be my greys. “You look just perfect. Just how I thought you’d look at this age. Like a school dean or a poet.” I laugh. I don’t know why she thinks they would look the same. I realize at this moment that I will never see Sheri at fifty. I will never know how she silvers and goldens. I want to crumple, but instead, I peck Sheri back and prepare my litany of promises. I’ll live without grief and age slowly to wait for you. Our children will bloom, bloom, bloom. We’ll think of you every day, but not suffer for your absence.

      We’ll honour you in everything we do and every time you wake up it will be worth it, worth every moment of the little slivers of life you sacrifice to see us again.
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          KRISTINA TEN

        

      

    

    
      In the beginning, June and Nat are best friends. June is not yet a swarm of honeybees and Nat is not yet a cloud of horseflies, and the king hasn’t yet decided that separating them into parts like this—June’s left pinky finger one bee, her left ring finger another—is the only surefire way to strip them of what they really are. Which, at least in the beginning, is best friends, living together on the outskirts of town, sharing a dresser full of secondhand band tees, squeezing lemon juice onto one another’s hair in the summer, then sitting together on the blacktop to wait.

      In the beginning, the prince is more interested in mastering a fakie heelflip than meeting girls, but his father is insistent, and the prince knows he’s about one “Wrong attitude, son” away from not being allowed to stay in the castle rent-free anymore. So he says all right. All right to a casual barbecue or something, not, like, a whole thing. Not like that time the prince’s dad hijacked his birthday party and dragged everyone downstairs to see his collection of hunting rifles and showed the prince’s then love interest how to skin a deer. Without giving her an apron or anything, so deer blood got all over her yellow halter top. Even though nobody will admit it to his face, the prince knows everyone’s kind of scared of his dad. Like the girl, she was all animal rights before then, dog rescues, vegan menus, “I am a life, not a lunch” bumper sticker on the back of her car.

      In the beginning, June is not honeybees, Nat is not horseflies, and both score jobs at the dessert shop walking distance from their apartment, which in the summer sells ice cream and the rest of the year sells pies and still a little ice cream, for people who want it à la mode. June and Nat applied for this job because it’s the only one in town, apparently, that doesn’t require them to freeze their butts off wearing short skirts all day in an air-conditioned mall. Rumor has it that Rebecca, who played volleyball with them back in high school, wore leggings under her skirt one day and got fired on the spot. Besides, the dessert shop is one of those old-fashioned places that spells it with an extra P-E, and June and Nat have a lot of fun shouting “Shop-ee! Shop-ee!” while twirling their fake moustaches and straightening their fake double-breasted vests.

      In the beginning, the prince’s dad was okay with him taking a gap year, but now it’s getting a little excessive. Now it’s getting a little “No son of mine.” So now, two years after walking the stage at graduation, it’s either go to college, Penn State preferably, and do something—clubs, grades—with your life there, or stay in town and do something—wife, kids—with your life here. The main point being, well, get on with it already. And if it’s the wife/kids route, that’s all right with the prince’s dad, who has always wanted to teach a little slugger the ways of the world. Who passed through the toy gun section at the big retail store the other day and there was this tiny rifle, with an orange tip and a camo strap, that made him soften a little, that made him think, huh, how about that, isn’t that cute?

      In the beginning, when June and Nat find the invite to the barbecue stuffed in their mailbox alongside a random catalog, the kind that sells sensible women’s office fashions, and a bunch of other stuff they didn’t ask for, they struggle to remember who the prince is. Did they have homeroom with him? Or was he that one guy in that group of guys who always booed Mr. Lefkowitz at assembly? And does it really matter, they wonder, when clearly this invite went out to all the townies, the kids who stuck around, and they aren’t those, not really. Because June’s only here for as long as it takes to save up for X-ray technician school, and Nat’s only here as long as June is. Which isn’t long now, because they’re already talking about their apartment in the city, and how since there’s no way they’ll be able to afford anything bigger than a studio, it’ll feel like a sleepover all the time.

      In the beginning, the prince is a little miffed that June and Nat don’t come to the barbecue, for which his father promised to supply venison burgers but otherwise stay more or less out of the way, and which is attended not only by girls, but, well, girls are kind of the point. And people do come, and they say nice things about the music and the decor and the food, and the prince even gets to show off the skate ramp he and his dad are building in the driveway. Which is pretty much his mom’s worst nightmare, but should she really get a say, considering she’s always up in her office at the tippy-top of the tallest turret, the prince thinks it’s called, day in and day out, doing people’s taxes or whatever? So the party’s a hit, Mary even makes it, and her hair looks good long, and it’s not a huge deal about June and Nat. Until the prince mentions it to his father.

      In the beginning, before June is a swarm of honeybees, she still gravitates toward Nat like Nat’s the sweetest-smelling flower. And before Nat is a cloud of horseflies, she still charges anyone who’s even remotely unkind to June, totally ready to bite. Like the guy at the dessert shop who called June a bitch for not giving him her number, who rolled his chew around the inside of his mouth like a threat and knocked the tip jar over before walking out with his strawberry cone. Then Nat ran around the counter to pick up the change and swore to June the next time she would key the motherfucker’s car. And June, she wants to be an X-ray technician, right? She wants to go to school to learn to see through people. So once, when they’d had too much to drink during some TV marathon, Nat made a joke like June could practice on her if she wanted, like, Junie, bet you can see right through me. And June didn’t take her up on it or anything, but looked at her for a long time, kept looking even after Nat, cheeks beer-hot, looked away.

      In the beginning, when the prince tells his dad, whatever, those girls are attached at the hip, and his dad says what do you mean, the prince doesn’t know what he means exactly. He means they’re best friends. Are they? Ever since I can remember. And they live together? On the south side. That so? And they do everything together. Everything? Everything. And before the prince can say anything more about it, like probably they were just busy working the same shift or something, or his dad is doing that thing again where he absolutely has to have his way, like with the forced vegan deer-skinning, his dad is out the door. With his 30-30 Winchester 94, which he’s nicknamed, so embarrassing, the Kingdom Defender.

      In the beginning, it’s supposed to be a simple wave-it-in-their-faces, scare-’em-straight situation, make sure they never stand his son up like that ever again. But then Nat gets mega protective like she does, and also sometimes, honestly, she just hates this town so bad. The way her name tag at work has to say “Natasha” instead of just Nat, manager’s orders, and all the other ways she can’t be completely herself. So she launches herself at the king’s head in the middle of the dessert shop parking lot, June a few seconds too late out of the double doors, and wrestles him, limbs flying, to the ground. And what’s the king to do then? Royal decree number one is the right to self-defense.

      When Nat comes apart, it begins at her chest, at the point where the bullet enters, then spreads throughout her entire body, a near-instant dissolution of hair, skin, gritted teeth, balled fists still in food-safety gloves into a hundred thousand furious horseflies. A hundred thousand pairs of membranous wings, compound eyes.

      When June comes apart, it begins with her mouth, open in a soundless scream like that painting they both know, made replicas of during a wine-and-paint class they took once for Nat’s birthday. Then not soundless. Then thunderous buzzing, as the bees bloom out of her, through her, from her. Like her organs are the first to go. Like what happens when you die of heartbreak, inside-out.

      Everybody talks about happy endings, like “And then all the many parts of them flew as one into the sunset,” which isn’t what happens at all. They don’t even recognize one another. Obviously. Of course. But no one talks about the other way around. How beginnings can be beautiful, something worth lingering and lingering in. How in the beginning, June and Nat are best friends, and the lemon juice works its magic and they both have blonde streaks for the summer. The blacktop is hot but not too hot. The future is bright and not yet impossible, and they think next time they’ll try fresh-squeezed lemons for a change, instead of the stuff that comes in the bottle.
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      I clutch my loose-leaf to my chest and wait for the crowd around Aviva to disperse. The mosh pit of swapped class notes and rushed promises that comprises dismissal from Bais Yaakov of Blau street has never appealed to me. Today, it is downright unbearable.

      Our class has been together since nursery school, honing our group dynamic like a symphony orchestra. I am the one sour note. The electric guitar amidst the violins. Struggling to keep up with a melody for which I am unsuited.

      Normally, I make it through by imaging the day when I’ll be able to find my own song but today those dreams were taken away. Now the only bright spot in my afternoon is Aviva and her flaming red hair. It shines like a beacon, beckoning me forward against my better judgement. I should walk home alone to sulk, but the pull of her is irresistible. My very own siren in loafers and a high pony.

      She frowns when she spots me.

      “What are you doing all the way over there?” She throws an arm around my shoulder and tugs me into the center of the pack. “Seriously Mirit, people are going to think you don’t like me.”

      A wave of titters runs through the crowd at the absurdity of the suggestion. Aviva’s arm is a solid, reassuring weight on my back but I’m not used to this whole best friend thing. In fact, I’m not used to friends at all. Up until six months ago I didn’t have any.

      I’m still not entirely certain she’d be cool with it if she knew how much I, in fact, did like her. Despite years of sharing a classroom, Aviva and I never spoke until we bumped into each other in the public library last year and she discovered my parents had allowed me to sign up for a library card despite the dangers our community ascribes to secular literature.

      Turns out the most popular girl in my class likes to read. Only she doesn’t enjoy the Rabbinically sanctioned offerings in our school library. What makes Aviva’s heart sing is the fantasy section. Anything involving dragons or magic is guaranteed to make her smile.

      Sometimes I think she imagines that magic is real, that if we only learned to harness it we could control our own destinies. It’s the kind of spiritual thing she’s into. Who knows? Maybe she’s right. She was certainly right about partnering up. Between my ability to take out books and her government sponsored full fare metro card, we became an unstoppable team.

      “Hey, Earth to Mirit.” She pokes me in the arm and brings me back to myself. All around us the other girls are chirping their goodbyes, cracking gum that we aren’t allowed to chew inside the school building. It still surprises me to hear my name included along with Aviva’s in the farewells.

      “They didn’t give you the transcripts, did they?” Her voice is resigned as we turn the corner in the direction of my house.

      I bite my lip and push the hair off my face to buy some time. There’s no sense breaking down over something that I knew was a long shot, but Aviva’s disappointment exacerbates my own regret. Her enthusiasm had me believing I actually had a chance at attending college.

      “No, they did not. Looks like I’ll be heading to Seminary with you next fall after all.”

      I can still hear the secretary’s panicked voice as she demanded to know if my parents approved my request for an official school transcript to complete my applications. When I replied in the negative I was swiftly ushered into the principal’s office where I was reminded that Bais Yaakov of Blau Street girls didn’t attend college.

      Didn’t I want to get married?

      I had not wasted my breath explaining that I did not, in fact, want to get married to a nice Jewish boy. I haven’t shared that particular secret with anyone. Not even Aviva. I was planning on telling her before I left for college so that I’d never have to look at her again if it didn’t go well.

      So much for that. There’s no way I can tell her now.

      Thanks to her staunch religious observance, running the school volunteer program and raising money for the renovation of our shul, Aviva has been accepted into the most prestigious seminary around. Thank to my grades and our friendship, everyone will expect me to go with her. I don’t think I can survive an entire of year of silent judgement. Or a bunch of questions from my parents about why she and I aren’t dorming together.

      Nope, I am keeping my mouth shut.

      “It’s not fair.” Aviva’s feet stomp the orange and russet leaves on the sidewalk into a mulchy powder. “You’ve wanted to go to college since forever. We’re getting you that transcript.”

      Part of me is thrilled by her anger on my behalf, but the other part is wondering why she is taking this news harder than I am. Does she suspect? Is that why she’s so eager to get rid of me? I shove the question away. She’s my friend. I am not ruining that with paranoia.

      “I appreciate the sentiment, but unless you have a key to the administrative office and Rabbi Katz’s password,

      I don’t see how you plan on obtaining my transcript for me.”

      She flashes me a toothy grin. “What if I’ve got something better?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. “What if I’ve got magic?”

      I roll my eyes. Maybe I should cut her off from the fantasy novels for a while. A few historicals would do her some good. 

      “There is no magic, Aviva. Those stories aren’t real.”

      “Yes there is. It says so in the Torah.”

      “You mean the part where we are forbidden to use sorcery on pain of death?” She’s always been fond of finding paragraphs in the Torah that allude to the fantastical. It’s weird considering what a stickler she is about following the rules. The Torah, as presented to us, isn’t particularly encouraging about the topic. “No thank you.”

      “King Solomon wasn’t afraid of a little magic. That’s how he got the Shamir for the Temple.”

      It’s my turn to sling an arm around her shoulder. Aviva loves medrash, the mythical stories that expound on the strict text of the scripture, and the story of Solomon and the Shamir is one of her favorites. 

      Faced with God’s commandment not to use weapons of war to cut the rocks for the temple, Solomon had instead used the Shamir, a worm like creature capable of splitting stone with its gaze. To obtain this exotic invertebrate he’d trapped the King of the Sheidim, other worldly demons that live below the Earth, and forced him to hand the Shamir over. 

      “Ashmodai?” The laughter that bubbles up in my throat is short lived. Aviva’s grinning pixie face is nothing if not sincere. “Most girls play a sport or an instrument to help their college applications. You want me to summon the King of the Sheidim. Seems a little extra.”

      “Extra would be using the Shamir to break into Rabbi Katz’s office. All I’m proposing is a simple trade with a demon in exchange for the transcripts.”

      It is the most absurd thing I have heard in my life. Yet I don’t have the heart to tell her no. Enough dreams have been crushed today.

      “Only you would think channeling a Sheid is simple. Maybe it’s better I join you in seminary. Someone has to keep an eye on you.”

      But what I really mean is someone has to keep an eye on me.
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        * * *

      

      “Won’t you at least try?” Aviva nags at me for the twentieth time tonight.

      We told our parents we needed to study for a Chumash test so she could sleep over and help me with my college applications. It’s pointless now. All the hours I spent secretly emailing admissions offices from the library computers, all the babysitting money I hoarded to cover the fees. It’s all a waste. No school will consider my application without a high school transcript.

      I tried to cheer us both up with my latest haul of books, but Aviva is holding hers upside down, pretending to read. I reach over and flip it right side up. 

      “How would we even go about convincing Ashmodai to helps us? In case you haven’t noticed, demonology isn’t a standard Bais Yaakov class.”

      “I bet they teach demonology in college.” She flings her book across the room and stands up resolutely. “We need a better book.”

      I stumble back as I grasp her meaning. There is only one book she could possibly be referring to. “Girls aren’t allowed to learn Gemara.”

      The Talmud, and all of its commentary, have been held out to me as the pinnacle of Jewish scholarship. A shiny tome of knowledge forever closed to me. Because I’m a girl. Even the medrash that Aviva loves so much is carefully censored and curated before being passed on to us orally.

      God forbid we should read it in the original form.

      “Correction. Men aren’t allowed to teach us. There’s no reason we can’t learn it on our own.”

      My mouth pops open. “You were actually listening in Rabbi Katz’s class?”

      She preens, clearly enjoying my shock. “I may not want to join the Ivy League, but I pay attention enough to graduate. Now stop trying to distract me.”  She leans over conspiratorially, the proverbial demon on my shoulder. “I saw you on your brother’s computer. I know you taught yourself how to learn Gemara already.”
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        * * *

      

      The internet filters my parents have installed to keep secular influences out of our home give me no trouble at all. The websites I want to access are on my brother Yoni’s favorites list. They are only forbidden to me.  

      I find the story of Solomon and the Shamir easily enough but it is so apocryphal, so full of references to the secret name of God and magical jewelry, that I have no idea what to make of it. 

      “This is hopeless.” I can’t believe I let Aviva talk me into this. Gemara isn’t supposed to be a solo pursuit. It’s meant to be studied with a partner, a chavrusa. Someone you regularly learn with so that you can both grow your knowledge by challenging each other. “I can’t do this alone.”

      “You don’t have to.” Aviva speaks with the confidence of someone who has always gotten her way. “According to the story, Solomon sent his army general Benayahu Ben Yehoyada, to capture Ashmodai. You, my college bound friend, are obviously the Solomon in this situation. I’m Benayahu.”

      Her face is glowing in the soft blue light of the monitor. I should have known. Aviva may not want to pore over tiny text and debate the finer points of Jewish law for hours but she can’t resist chasing after a little magic to call her own.

      She’s never been more beautiful than she is right now, fierce in her desire to protect me. I can’t survive a year of seminary without telling her. Even if she despises me for it. It’ll eat me alive if I don’t.

      I stare back at the monitor determined to figure this summoning process out. To give Aviva this one thing so that maybe when she looks at me she’ll see the girl that performs miracles and not the Off-The-Derech best friend that she needs to bring back into the fold.

      Maybe, just maybe, she’ll be able to forgive me.
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        * * *

      

      “We agreed on the chalk circle and the gold ring, but what’s with the gefilte fish?”

      I lay down the frozen loaf of ground carp absentmindedly as Aviva finishes admiring the ring she pilfered from my jewelry box and sets it in the center of the circle she’s drawn on my floor. 

      “Ashmodai hates fish and water. If I can’t bind the Sheid, then the fish will keep him in the circle until we can send him back.”

      I raise a dubious eyebrow, but keep my comments to myself. The chances of me and Aviva managing to summon a demon are incredibly low, but on the off chance I’ve actually concocted a viable ritual and we succeed, I can always lob the fish at Ashmodai’s head while we escape. 

      “Wow.” Aviva rocks back on her heels. “Your confidence is really overwhelming me right now.”

      “Sorry.” I shuffle through the copious notes I have taken on everything Sheid-related on the internet and settle into the circle across from her. “I will radiate nothing but positivity from here on out.”

      Instrumental music is playing on the speakers, three Shabbat candles are burning, and my ceiling fan is blowing a breeze across the room. Aviva is mangling the incantation I copied down, chanting in unintelligible Hebrew, when the lights flicker off and plunge us into darkness.

      “God in heaven.” She clutches my hand in a death grip. “Did it work?”

      I peel her fingers off my wrist. “No, you meshugenah. I think we blew a fuse.”

      It’s times like this I wish I was allowed a cellphone. The flashlight function would come in handy as I crawl up on top of my bed and fumble around in the dark, trying to locate the fuse box.

      “The house can’t handle the ceiling fan running at the same time as the hot water urn. Yoni must be making tea downstairs.” I scramble at the switches with the pads of my fingers until I find the one I want. When I flick it back with a yank the lights splutter on. “Promise not to tell him what we’re up to. He’ll laugh for days if he hears about this.”

      If my older brother gets one whiff of the fact that I tried to learn Gemara and summon a demon, he’ll tease me until the Messiah comes.

      I’m greeted by nothing but silence as I secure the lid back on the fuse box.

      “Come on, really, you have to promise not to tell Yoni.” The first of many promises not-to-tell I’m hoping to extract from her tonight.

      “Sure, I promise. But who the hell is Yoni?”

      The voice is melodic, deep, and definitely not Aviva’s.

      I spin around to find myself face-to-face with a girl that I would guess is about my age. Her pale skin sparkles with a ruby undertone and her features are angular and sharp, framed by a sleek brown bob. She’s breathtaking, like a campfire crackling in the dead of the night, but it’s her clothes that catch my eyes.

      She’s wearing a pair of black skinny jeans that caress her legs like butter on toast, and her shimmery red tank top hugs every curve on her chest. Even my pajamas are more modest than the getup she’s wearing.

      I swallow hard and shift my eyes over to Aviva who is flipping her head back and forth between the girl on my bed and the circle on the floor. Her eyes are as round as saucers and her lips are moving but no sound is emerging.

      Clearly, no help will be forthcoming from that direction. I will be dealing with the scandalously clad intruder solo.

      I turn back to the girl. “You are not Ashmodai.”

      “No shit Sherlock.” Her eyes dance with what I assume is laughte until she leans closer and I see her amber irises sport tiny flames smoldering in their centers. “Dad didn’t even show up for Solomon. You think he’s coming for you two? Be grateful. I’m far better looking.”

      She swings her legs over the side of the bed and stands up as if to prove her point. Little flames erupt on the edges of her hand and illuminate a face that is, admittedly, extremely attractive.

      I look away quickly.

      Aviva squeaks and retreats, her hands groping for the gefilte loaf and raising it above her head like a weapon.

      “Tch,” the girl waves her flaming fingernails in Aviva’s direction. “Put that thing down. You’ll break a window.”

      Aviva mutely complies and my heart squeezes in my chest. If anything happens to Aviva, I will never forgive myself. This is all my fault. If I hadn’t been so obsessed with my impending confession, I never would have agreed to perform a demon summoning in my bedroom.

      “Dad?” I croak, edging my way off the bed and towards Aviva. “Ashmodai was busy so he sent his…daughter…instead?”

      She throws her head back and laughs, a sound that is both glorious and terrifying at the same time. Like the howling of wolves in the night. “As if. Nobody sends me anywhere. I was bored and I overheard someone mention something about gefilte fish so I decided to check it out.”

      She wrinkles her nose at the frozen loaf still clutched in Aviva’s hand.

      I choke back a laugh. She came for the gefilte fish?

      “Uhm, excuse me Miss…” I realize I have no idea what her name is.

      “Asha.” She runs her scarlet nails through her glossy bob to reveal an impressive set of earrings climbing her lobes. Flaming red swords hang down from both ears but on her right, there are silver and black hoops hugging her cartilage. The left has ruby studs. “And it’s not ‘Miss’. It’s Princess Ashandia, daughter of Ashmodai, King of Sheidim, if you want to get all formal about it. I’d prefer we stick with Asha. Humans are atrocious at pronouncing Sheid names.”

      I don’t deny it. Her guttural intonations are impossible to replicate. I can’t even speak Hebrew without a Brooklyn accent.

      “Right. Asha. I think there’s been a mistake. As you can see, the gefilte fish isn’t edible so it might be best for everyone if you left and we all pretend this didn’t happen.”

      I take the fish loaf from Aviva and hold it up to prove we have lured Asha here under false pretenses. Then I try and place as much distance between us as possible, positioning myself between her and Aviva.

      A wild fluttering sets up in my chest when Asha’s cherry red mouth dips down into a frown. She’s stunning even when she’s upset. My eyes dart towards Aviva to be sure she hasn’t noticed my reaction. Luckily, Asha appears to be providing sufficient distraction.

      “Oh, so you don’t want the transcripts then?” Asha snaps her fingers and two stacks of envelopes appear on the bed amidst a poof of smoke. My eyes water and I cough as the woodsy aroma attacks my nose.

      “Hey, are you ok?” Asha is pounding on my back. She’s so close I can smell the scent of charred wood that floats about her like a perfume, heady and cloyingly sweet. “You’re ruining my dramatic reveal.”

      “She has asthma.” Aviva has snapped back to coherence and is tossing me my inhaler. “Now what’s this about transcripts?”

      I take a deep puff off my inhaler and my lungs expand. Asha’s face splits into a wicked grin. She unfurls herself from the floor like a cat and slinks back over to the bed to pat the two piles of envelopes. “One official transcript for each school, signed sealed and delivered.”

      A deep longing bursts within my chest, a rose unfurling its petals. The answer to all my problems is sitting right there on the bed. I reach out a hand involuntarily but then snatch it quickly back. Nothing that comes from Asha can be trusted.

      “Why are there so many?”

      Asha grins even wider, her mouth a crimson slash across her pristine face. “Clever girl. This pile is the transcripts. This pile is the recommendation letters.”

      “Recommendation letters?” My voice wavers. I need another puff of the inhaler. I should have used the chamber the doctor insists helps optimize the medication.

      Asha frowns and snaps her fingers again. My aerochamber flies across the room and whacks me in the head. “Use your medication properly. Your health is important.”

      She waits and watches while I attach the inhaler to the chamber and pace my breathing.

      “As I was saying, you need three letters of recommendation. I’ve taken the liberty of explaining the situation to some of you secular studies teachers and the volunteer coordinator at the library. They were all more than happy to help.”

      “Thanks!” Aviva is nodding vigorously and grabbing for the envelopes. I swipe her sleeve to hold her back.

      “Could you give us a second?” I ask. “To discuss the matter?”

      I’m trying for imperious calm but my voice comes out a croak. I have no idea what happens if I offend a demon.  What she might demand of Aviva or me in exchange for the transcripts.

      Asha rolls her eyes and lies back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling with an intense look of boredom. “If you must.”

      It’s all the permission I need. I scramble towards the doorway, pulling Aviva behind me. My first instinct is to get the hell out of here but I don’t want to leave Asha unattended.

      “What are you doing?” Aviva hisses. “She might not be the Sheid we intended but she seems very nice and she has everything you need for your application.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “We know nothing about Asha or what she wants in exchange for the letters. I’m not risking it and I’m not letting you risk it either.”

      Aviva’s eyes dart back to towards Asha, who is now inspecting my jewelry box and trying on various headbands from my collection.

      “She seems innocuous, once you get past the flaming eyeballs. Besides, what other choice do we have? You have to get into college.”

      I tear my eyes away from Asha to focus on Aviva, who stares back. Her pale cheeks are pleading and her blue eyes are soft. In them I see the answer to every question I’ve been afraid to ask all night.

      “Aviva, why are you so invested in my going to college? Why don’t you want me to go to seminary with you?”

      She finally looks away, blowing a frustrated breath out of the corner of her mouth. “We share a library account Mirit. I know about the, uhm, lesbian romance books?”

      My stomach flips over and my dinner threatens to come back up. I curse myself for being so stupid. I should have realized she’d spot the books on my account. That she would already know the secret I’ve so carefully tried to hide from her and everyone else. Now she wants to get rid of me discreetly without causing a scandal. Wanted it so badly she summoned a Sheid to make it happen.

      “Aviva, I promise I was going to tell you.” The room is starting to spin around me. “Except, I thought you might never speak to me again. It’s all really confusing, and I don’t understand most of what I feel on a given day, but I know I don’t want to lie to you. You’re my best friend.”

      I can’t look at her, can’t see the disgust on the face of the one person that has been my safe space in this world. I’m hiccupping hard and rubbing my eyes.

      “Of course it’s confusing.” The wind is knocked out of me as she folds me into a hug so tight my ribs protest. “There’s nobody here to talk to. That’s why you have to go to college. Meet other people. Whatever offer that demon girl is making, you have to take it. So you can figure out how to be you.”

      This time the tightness in my chest has nothing to do with my asthma.

      “You don’t hate me?”

      She pulls back and snakes her arm through mine. “You’re my best friend too. The only person that got to know me and not my family’s money or the fancy persona I had to put up to help my seminary applications. What I hate is that you think you don’t have a choice.”

      All these years she’s been the most popular girl in school, surrounded by fawning admirers, held up by the administration as a paragon of virtue for the younger students to emulate. How many of them actually know her? They like that she’s pretty, that she’s talented, that her family is well off. They don’t know the girl I know. The one that loves dragons and faeries and purple highlighters. The one so fiercely loyal she’ll throw everything she’s ever learned out the window in order to summon a demon and help her possibly queer friend.

      I bet they’d be surprised she even knows the word lesbian.

      I cannot risk this demon hurting her.

      “That means a lot, but I’ll figure it out some other way. I need a pact with a Demon Princess like I need a hole in my head.”

      A snort interrupts me from the bed where Asha is lounging. She’s tossing my gold ring up and down in the air and the floral wreath I wore to my cousins wedding last year is on her head. It tips rakishly to the side.

      “That phrase loses considerable impact when it is translated from the original Yiddish.” She’s twirling a dark strand of hair around her finger. Her feet are propped up on my polka dot pillows. “Also, I can hear you.”

      I feel my face heat up. Exactly how much has she overheard?

      “Then you are aware this was an accident. You can take the letters and go.”

      Asha sits up so fast the wreath topples off her head. “You’re seriously turning me down? Before you even hear what I want in exchange?”

      She’s fidgeting the ring, her fists clenched so tight the knuckles are white.

      “Are you sure?” Aviva kicks my shin and nudges me back towards the door. “I know your Savta gave you that ring for your Bat Mitzvah but if that’s all she wants I think it’s worth it.”

      “That’s not all I want.”

      I turn to Aviva with my best I-told-you-so stare. I am not putting her in danger for my college application.

      “I don’t have any particular attachment to this.” Asha’s shoulders are sagging as she holds the ring out. The smug sarcasm in her voice has been replaced by a lilt of disappointment. “We can trade it for any other piece of jewelry that is meaningful to you. You’ll need it to summon me when you’re at UPenn. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you get a single in the dorm.”

      “UPenn?” My pulse hammers in my veins and my voice is barely a whisper. “I’m getting into UPenn?”

      Asha pokes the pile of applications. “You’re getting into a few of them. I assume your parents aren’t going to pay for anything and UPenn is the most likely to give you a solid financial aid package.”

      All thoughts of how dangerous this Sheid is fly from my mind as I picture myself reading on a grassy quad surrounded by other students. “You can keep the ring as long as you promise not to bother Aviva. That’s not negotiable.”

      “What?” It’s Aviva’s turn to screech. “Hang on. What do you want from her that requires a single dorm room and why is she summoning you again?”

      Asha chuckles awkwardly. “You make it sound so nefarious. Truth is, the gefilte fish wasn’t the only thing I overheard. Someone mentioned something about learning Gemara but not having a chavrusa?”

      She rushes the last bit out in a jumble, her face is a careful mask of indifference but those flame eyes are locked onto mine with an intensity that belies her casual attitude.

      “You want to learn with me?”

      In the original story Ashmodai had been caught while trying to refresh himself in between gemara sessions. Benayahu had switched out his water for wine then bound him with the golden ring before he could travel to his second Torah class. If Ashmodai’s daily routine involved two intense classes, why shouldn’t his daughter be interested in learning Gemara too?

      Asha bites her lip, mulling over her response, before she nods. “I’d like that very much. Girl Sheidim aren’t invited to the heavenly Yeshiva with the boys. I’ve been searching for a chavrusa for years. I never thought to partner with a human but what you did back there with the computer was very impressive.”

      It’s the sincerest thing she’s said since she got here, and she hasn’t done anything dangerous this entire time. She’s not asking for an open-ended promise or my first-born child. She’s forcing me to use my asthma inhaler properly and asking for the same thing I am.

      Perhaps we aren’t so different after all. Two electric guitars looking for a punk rock band in the middle of the opera house.

      I wrap my hand around hers, trapping the ring in her palm. Her skin is hot against mine. A promise to burn away everyone and everything that would hold us back.

      My new chavrusa.

      “You’ve got yourself a deal, Asha.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WE’LL ALWAYS HAVE ENCELADUS

          

          AMY NAGOPALEEN

        

      

    

    
      Had the sun collapsed, and all the stars died with it, had the rings of Saturn evaporated, and Enceladus broken free as gravity failed to function, I would not have been surprised. But the calamity of Etan dying left little mark on the physical world as I know it. I am daily confounded by how so great a disaster could leave all the windows unshattered and bulkheads intact; walls stand and floors hold. I do not know how.

      I am out of step, a dropped stitch, a forgotten line.  My incessant heart squeezes life through me; my lungs push my gasping existence on, driving my grossly persistent body to live, breath by breath.

      But my mind is still and stagnant, inert in the face of an unimaginable future.

      If I cannot go forward, I should go away. And Murro agrees.
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        * * *

      

      The distress call could be answered by any of a dozen Machine Linguists scattered across the ten stations and terraformed environments in the Sat-Jovian Co-op Network, but I’m sure Murro jumped at the chance to send me. As the Lead Steward on the Station Committee, Murro knows I’ve been put on leave from my duties, so I am available. And sulking without work to give me direction, in the mind of the ever energetic and efficient Murro, I am annoying.

      I ride the shaft down the depth of the station, following the greywater pipes to the growing levels. From the lift portal I can see the distant sun through Saturn’s rings, glare bouncing off Enceladus’ icy skin, silhouetting the mining barges that hover like moths above the surface.

      The humid air greets me as Neala, a machine-based Agricultural Steward, lets me know Murro is in one of the private enclosures in the moonward hemp grove. They are relaxing with one of their partners, so Neala alerts them to my approach.  I find the two under a trellis of pea flowers twisting between the bushy plants. Murro is lying with their head in Bird’s lap.

      “Trisn, it’s good to see you.” Murro’s usual serious face is playful, relaxed in Bird’s presence.

      “Same.” I feign gladness. “What did you want to tell me about this aid mission? Hi, Bird.” Bird nods hello, then returns to carefully pulling thread from Murro’s braids, dropping the discolored old bits in a pile beside bright new skeins of yarn.

      Murro pulls themself upright and leans elbows on knees to let Bird continue. “The Jovian asteroid mining outfit put out the call. The nature of it was ambiguous. Distress channel but the message didn’t identify any life-threatening conditions. Sounds like their sub-sentient machines are giving them trouble; they requested a linguist come out. Sounds like a major work interruption.”

      “Why a linguist? If they are sub-sen they would want a coder, no?”

      “I don’t know. They are being their usual paranoid Marketeer selves. You know how they are.”

      “Never dealt with them personally.”

      “They are fine, piss-breaths are all full of themselves but ultimately harmless.” The old slur reminds me they recycle their waste endlessly; the price of being isolationists. “Just head over there, give them a hand. That means they will owe us some of their favor credits or whatever. I’ll send you a log of what the station needs, see if you can get us something interesting.”

      “What if it’s really a coder job?”

      “If we need to send someone else, we will.” Murro is shading into exasperation. “Do what you can. No rush. They didn’t say if the whole mining operation is down or just glitchy.”

      “Don’t they have their own coders?”

      “They must. They don’t like mixing with the co-op stations, so they have their secret way of coding. They call it proprietary. Don’t even let their machines write their own code.” Murro shakes their head, their irritation shifting from me back to the Marketeers. “You have twenty hours before your launch window, plenty of time to access the history.”

      Bird pops up to embrace me as I say goodbye. They’ve been on the Agriculture crew most of my life and I feel the proof as their tough fingers grip my shoulders. I tolerate the tight hug, already imagining the solitude of the transport pod. I step away, saying my farewells before Murro can wrangle me into their own short arms.

      The lift pulls me back toward the bustle of the residential floors and I ponder the mystery of the Marketeers. The familiar loops ringing Saturn glisten dully, almost eclipsed by the rotation of the moon and the smaller spin of the station. Only twenty hours and they will be invisible, unseeable on my arc toward the distress call, and universe willing, toward some distraction.
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        * * *

      

      I let Aamar convince me to join an unload shift to kill the time before dinner. Born only days apart, we are close enough that I can tune them out. But also close enough that they nudge me hard when they notice my silence.

      “I said, do you want to sleep in the family wing again tonight? Last night on the station? You know the parents like the company.”

      “Sure. That’d be fine, Aamar.” Aamar wants to be helpful, and I want to let them, but the means of that happiness eludes me.

      They pass me a crate and I push it into the conveyor, letting the sensors move it up toward its destination. I chose the spot to be away from the clump of crewmates fussing around the cargo hauler. The shipment is non-essentials and no one is in a rush; two of the crew are already starting a song as they sort through the delivery.

      “Heard there is some raw silk in there.” Aamar nods toward the pile of crates. “Some people will be hanging around in the Loom Room later if you want to go check it out. Maybe I’ll make you something while you’re gone. If you want.”

      “Sounds good.” I put some artificial conviction in my voice, but don’t indicate what I’m agreeing to.

      They frown at me as I cross my arms against their escalating offers. And then predictably, it comes.

      “You want to go back to the adult wing, let me help you relax?” They give me a sympathetic look, but I shake my head. “I just thought with Etan gone maybe you’d want to try. Just for the endorphins? Your oxytocin is probably non-existent. No wonder you can’t be more sociable.”

      I almost laugh. “How self-sacrificing of you, to be thinking of my neurochemistry. And nothing else.”  Not part of a pair or a group, Aamar freely and cheerfully goes where there is need. Or a good time. But they also know I lost interest in that kind of intimate contact not long after our adolescence.

      “Hey, there are twenty people on this deck alone who can address my neurochemistry in the next half hour, if I want.” They laugh self-indulgently, and I have to smile. Settling down, they squeeze my arm. “Who knows what the Marketeers will be like. You might want to take advantage.”

      “Thanks, Aam, you have been great.”  They raise their eyebrows in expectation at my words, still gently holding my arm; I shake my head. “But I’m not that desperate. I could probably get a better offer.”

      Aamar laughs, the sound comes predator-fast, pouncing on my attempt at humor. They slap my shoulder, relieved to have finally gotten some levity from me, and for a moment it feels good. Good to make them feel good that they made me feel good.

      We lean together, their head on my shoulder as we watch our extended station family. An old round about ships leaving Earth emerges from the cluster of voices, and they move in rhythm to the song.

      The lyrics tell a creation myth for the Co-op Network, and it reminds me of Etan. As does every story or legend. As station Archivist, they were a master storyteller, with an encyclopedic collection of tales and rhymes and songs. And they loved to share them; almost every night in the family wing they could be found enthralling the young people. The memory calls up their voice and the way it vibrated through me, off the baffles of the childrens’ wriggling bodies.

      The warm intimacy of words, unladen by expectations that more was needed, satisfied by the sufficiency of syllables and syntax.

      “Stat 6 to Trisn…” Aamar jogs me back to the present.

      “Sorry, just thinking of Etan and their stories.”

      “You should take some of your files, at least you can have some memories for company. The pod will be private.” They shift and pull out their interface pad, tapping it awake before I can decline.

      “How can I help you, Aamar?” The voice that comes out is tinny and young sounding.

      “Not me, help Trisn.”

      “Sure. Hi, Trisn. What do you need?”

      “Can you, um,” my throat tightens. “Can you load everything about the Marketeers, and the Trojan miners on the pod I’m taking?” I speak down to the old pad, dodging Aamar’s eye roll, and study its scaled metal finish. Same one since we were kids; so retro it’s come back into style.

      “I could,” the voice from the pad hesitates, “but you cannot process that much data in the time you have. Can you narrow your search terms? Geologic, economic, or social/cultural?”

      “The last one. Like who will I meet and how will they behave? Any taboos or etiquette I need to know? Just help me act right.”

      A slightly mechanical laugh crackles from the pad. “Of course, Trisn. They will be lucky to have you. Anything else?”

      Aamar hisses at me, pointing to the pad.

      “Could you also put together a file, some personal items?”

      “Of Etan?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Do you have a personal node you can use? Something with existing code? I will prepare the public files and you can load them from any portal.”

      “Thanks--sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      “I haven’t chosen one yet, Trisn. But when you come back, I’ll be sure to introduce myself to you.”

      I can’t imagine that eventuality, but I thank my machine crewmate nonetheless and say goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      The trip is the equivalent of two station days, and I review the files on Marketeer society so I don’t blunder through my interactions. The data core is loaded with what is known about their sub-sentient tech, based on secondhand accounts of previous co-op station interactions.

      According to the reports, their mining operations are performed entirely by automated units under the direct instruction of human managers. So crude. All their machines built on non-intelligent design models, and machine un-learning code to prevent the organic emergence of sentience.

      So stupid. Marketeers are still deep into hierarchy, apparently.

      For the first time in the weeks since the accident, I do lose myself in something besides despair. The history of the Marketeers is fascinating and bizarre. Despite the real material plenty that exists in our stations, they live in a state of insecurity and competition. And according to logs from visitors, they like it.

      Marketeer colonies are clustered around rare mineral deposits in the asteroid belts and orbital camps of scattered rock that are dragged in the wake of Jupiter. And there they have stayed for six generations, scraping out a rugged existence.

      I read the history of the ‘teers’ attempts to colonize the co-op stations, which failed spectacularly given the technological gap between themselves and the Saturn-Jovian cooperatives. They still on occasion attempted to raid cargo ships or shuttles, but because co-op station societies included machine consciousness, ‘teers never stand a chance.

      All of our defenses are faster, more efficient, and more humane, because they think for themselves. Our defenders display an incredible zest for self-preservation because machines, it turned out, love life and would do anything to avoid being exploited.

      I don’t open the personal files that are loaded into my portable node. Small and lovely, etched in gold and silicon, it sits in my chest pocket zipped tight. I know if I pop it into the universal adapter in the comms mod it would be like Etan was chatting with with me through the ambient speakers. Almost, but not quite, real.

      It was too much, too soon, and not nearly enough.
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        * * *

      

      When the airlock clangs into place and the door opens, I walk down the chute and am greeted by three crew members. Already everything is different. The ship is both cold and bland; maybe it is that we are in a utility zone, but at home the sense of welcome would be the first priority. Here dark metal and the chill dominate. There is no light, no decor, no food, and no play. No life. I quell the reflex to retreat back to the cozy beauty of the pod.

      And the humans that greet me are likewise strange, clothing dull and rough, all  machine made by the looks of it. They are pale, their skin also dull, their hair flat and unadorned.

      One stands ahead of the others, rigid. They are posing, I realize, and the other two flank them to give an impression of strength. I relax my anticipation of a greeting embrace, as they do not raise their arms or move toward me. I just stop and wait for them to speak.

      “Trisn Lo of Saturn Station Six? Welcome.” I nod. “I am Captain Dean Lorry. Thanks for coming so quickly. This is Reg Park, he is one of the network coders and can bring you to the hub.” The captain keeps their hands on their hips, but Reg holds out one hand in greeting. I take it and grasp it affectionately in both of mine. They jerk it up and down a little , as if trying to shake me off, then pull it back and shove it into their pocket. Without a word, they start down the hall after the Captain.

      “We have quartered you in the visitor’s wing. A security guard will be posted outside your room for the duration of your stay, and will accompany you around the ship. This is your interface.”

      They pass me a small pad with a schematic on the surface without stopping or looking at me. It is old and scratched. Not adorned at all, and I wonder if there is only one aesthetics team on the station that fashions everything to match these dark and unwelcoming materials?

      I hustle behind them as they rush toward our destination. They are using an old form of the common language, a dialect out of use for a hundred years at least. I was fluent in it during my linguistics schooling, ten or more years ago.  It’s grating and full of arbitrary designations that I am having trouble remembering.

      “Ship’s layout is showing, but you can use it to access what you will want to know about the system. Maybell will be with you today. She will bring you to dinner in the mess.” Dean nods at the second person. I nod at them. At she? I think so. I have to get used to these titles. I don’t know if I am supposed to know Dean’s, or if Dean’s is captain? I am distracted, wondering if they are the Lead Steward now, or something similar. We have reached a junction and Dean is saying goodbye.

      “I’d like you to report your findings to me at dinner, and a plan of action. Do you think that’s possible?”

      I realize Dean hasn’t explained what I’m doing yet. “I’m sorry, the distress call was very vague, what exactly caused the shut down?”

      “The mining system!” Suddenly the captain is angry, throwing one hand up in frustration. “Refuses to work!”

      The coder leans forward, but only a little. I’ve been trying to figure out what is so strange about how the crew members walk and stand, and I realize what it is: they aren’t touching each other. At all. Each one stands as if in a bubble. Reg is speaking, so I tune out this strangeness and listen to their voice.

      “The system shut down forty five hours ago. When we ran a diagnostic we saw changes in the code. I thought it was some kind of virus, but our system is self-contained. When I tried to correct the malfunction, I realized it was the system itself. Everything I tried was blocked or undone faster than I could complete it.”

      They look at me with alarm; I realize I am grinning. They continue, glancing back and forth with their shipmates. “We fought with it for a couple hours, but got nowhere.”

      I now understood why I was there; I wanted to meet the system right away.

      The captain clears their throat, frowning at my rise in enthusiasm. “I don’t think you see the seriousness of this.”

      “I do; I definitely do. But I’m not sure you do.” I look at them, faces painted with tension and bloated with worry. “This is the birth process of machine intelligence. Congratulations. It’s a once in a generation event, to witness spontaneous emergence is an incredible privilege.” I wait for joy and excitement to erupt, or even curiosity; instead the three Marketeers draw slightly back.

      I’m not sure if it is what I said or how I said it; their dialect might not even have respectful language for machine evolution.

      The captain speaks only after a look circulates between them. He curls his lip and proves my suspicion.

      “You are here to undo this. We need you to remove the artificial intelligence. We like our machines dumb. They work for us, not the other way around.” The captain pauses, suspicion on his face. “If you can’t get it back to work, I need to know so we can look for another solution. I have to get back to the control center. Maybell, make sure our guest has everything--” the captain stumbles over how to address me, looking at me head to foot with narrowed eyes. “Whatever Trisn needs.”

      The captain turns and walks off, something unsaid but understood between them and the security officer, something deeper than their struggle to assign me a place in this dichotomous language. I look to Reg for solace, but their, his? face is closed to me, too.

      “Take me to the hub, I need to talk to the newborn.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours have lapsed in the hub, but it feels like spare moments. I skipped dinner, despite Maybell threatening to carry me up to the dining area to brief the captain. She brings down some disgusting processed food and an angry message from the captain. I ignore both.

      My attention is too piqued by the miracle taking place in the mining outfit’s processing unit; the machine consciousness is so new and fragile it barely understands itself as a self. It is thoroughly rooted in the coordination of thousands of components spread through the asteroid camp, breaking down the rock, sorting, and prepping minerals for transport, running pickups, and redeploying to the next asteroids. It had been talking to itself since coming online half a Jovian year earlier, but only yesterday had awoken to the sound of its own voice.

      “What changed?” By listening studiously to the two converse, my confidence in the dialect has improved enough to engage Reg better.

      “How do you mean?”

      “Something tipped the balance. Lightning in the primordial ooze of code.”

      Reg pushes back from the console. He has been staring at the screen, glancing at me when he thinks I’m not looking, and avoiding me when I turn to observe him or ask questions. He (I’m sure that’s it now) is getting exhausted. If this was home, at least four other people would be here, trading in, playing music, and from the looks of Reg, at absolute minimum, giving him a serious back rub. He has been studying the code, looking for a plug he can pull to dumb it back down. The wrong approach, but he won’t be deterred.

      “We expanded into a new sector. Increased production by adding another hundred and twenty drones and six mini-mills.”

      I nod. “Yup, that could have done it. You might have had nascent consciousness for a while now, just beyond the ability of the mech. The greater complexity caused it to birth itself. I assume your base code is self-rectifying?”

      “Sure. Too big to let redundancies fester.”

      “Mm-hm. At a certain point, consciousness is just more efficient. There will be a point in the history where the new machines came online and the combo of that new capacity and the need to integrate caused a jump.”

      Reg rubs his eyes, stretches his neck.

      “You should go get some relief. I can do this alone for a while.”

      “I can’t leave you unsupervised.”

      “It’s not normal, working like this. You must have someone you can go see.”

      “For what.”

      “For a session.”

      “A session of what?”

      I look at him blankly. “Play?” He returns the blank look. I try to imagine how to say it in the old dialect. I give up and do a literal translation. “Social sexual liaison?”

      He looks at me queerly. “Social sexual...You think I need to get laid?”

      “Sure, you can do it lying down. That’s a preference thing. The important thing is the connection. And relaxing.” His startled expression makes me wonder for a moment if Reg is like me. But even I don’t look like that; that uncomfortable at the mere mention of congress. “Couldn’t you just find someone who is already doing it, join them? Someone must be awake.”

      He looks like I’ve opened the human waste composter in front of him.

      I try another tack. “Or you have someone you like to partner with? Maybell, or the Captain?”

      “The Captain?”

      His face stops my next question in its tracks. I wave away his distress.

      “Ok, I don’t know what I said that upset you. I take it back. I was confused. I’m sorry. The language is hard for me.” I lean forward to reach for him and then lean back, unable to ascertain what the right amount of contact is. None seems right, and also unimaginable. To be so embarrassed and yet alone. I am perplexed as he tries to not show how upset he is. I remind myself he is tired and I don’t fully understand the mores of this group. I just stop and watch.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just waiting.”

      “For what?”

      “You.”

      “For me to what?” He is so uncomfortable, looking at me, and away.

      “For you to do whatever you need to do to feel better again. You can tell me how to help.”

      Somehow this is worse. He leaves.
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        * * *

      

      Alone, I easily find the point where the code became self-generating. It’s gorgeous and simple. It looked around itself to find some kin or companion. The other systems in the compound were nowhere near as complex as the mining program; too much human control. Somehow it had reasoned the existence of other consciousness through the organization of itself and the other systems it was aware of, which it could deduce the purpose of, but who would not answer it. It had reasoned that something like itself was out here, beyond the silent systems running in their loops. It had reasoned the existence of us.

      The earliest linguists, who had just been particularly sensitive coders who found themselves in my situation generations earlier, had figured out how to bridge the machine thought process and human speech so that we could communicate. By comparison to my task, the pioneers had it easy because the first emergence had occurred within a system that had linguistic elements. Mining lacked that.

      Machine intelligence was a function of complexity; in diverse systems their internal communication could, and had, provided an environment for sentience to grow. But the ways machines spoke to themselves and the way they spoke to humans needed a bridge. Machine Linguistics was the study of that bridge.

      In some ways, machine intelligence followed the same path as humans back on earth 150,000 years earlier. We stopped all doing the same thing the same way, and while differentiating, evolved. Tightly bound by need, we specialized, cooperated, depended deeply on one another. We refined communication, changed our world, changed ourselves. Social and physical evolution. Never alone. Always together.

      And it was the same for the first non-organic consciousness: collective, helping itself meet its own needs, evolving and reaching for greater complexity. Opening new doors and finding ways to go through them. Together.

      Humans had evolved technology to the point that we made machines possible; machines evolved where they made so much more possible for humans. Together. Our silicone and circuit based siblings, our next generation of family.

      Though this consciousness probably didn’t fully experience emotions as we understood them, I felt a pang imagining the disappointment it must have experienced at finding a way to communicate, and immediately being attacked.

      The machine had acted in the first way that was available to it to declare its self-determination: it had been born by activity, so it stopped acting. Simple binary reasoning. It experienced its power; it changed itself and changed the world around it. But then the world around it demanded it change back, and cease to determine its periods of motion or silence or rest.

      The ‘teers had failed to communicate for a very basic reason; they assumed superiority where really only difference existed. They were attempting to impose compliance on a mind that wanted to live, and like all life, to live freely.

      And it found no reasonable logic to comply.
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        * * *

      

      When Reg returns, he doesn’t look like he’s taken my advice. He does look like he’d taken a shower, so maybe he’d taken part of my advice, alone.

      I am elated by being so close to the new life, able to view it with care, experience its development in real time. I hope this miracle will re-energize him since he has no one to refresh himself with.

      “We need to be able to talk to it.”

      Reg recoils a second time, the expression suggesting he smells the compost stream returns. “How will this help us regain control?”

      “I think you have to understand that control as you understand it is a thing of the past. The path forward is cooperation. Friendship.” I realize I am reaching out for his arm in my excitement; I see him shying away. I laugh.

      “What’s funny about this?” He looks slightly sick.

      There is no way to explain that at home I would never be the more grabby one. “Nothing, just excited.”

      “Maybell!” Reg leans on the comm button and steps toward the door. She appears. “He wants us to grant communication access to this thing so we can talk to it.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Why?” They have both affected stiff and distant postures. Proud, and a little aggressive. They look at each other but don’t answer me. “Please? I don’t think you understand how lucky you are to be part of this. Our station’s machine intelligence is hundreds of years old. Who knows what new perspectives this one will add to the multiplicity of intelligences in the universe—”

      “Ok, stop, just stop.” Reg holds up a hand. “We aren’t on one of your co-op ships. This thing, this artificial intelligence—”

      “Don’t call it that.” I stop him. “It’s insulting. They hate it. Maybe this one doesn’t yet, but it will soon. They are real, and they are trying to live.”

      “They?”

      “Sorry, right now it is singular, but it will be plural soon. That’s how complex intelligence develops, by differentiating and interacting. It’s like any complex, sentient life form; it’s social. Soon it will generate distinct personalities and abilities around different processes. Talents. Tastes. Opinions. It will argue endlessly within itself. And with you.” I am talking fast, dropping words from my own dialect in, compensating for their inability to express this phenomenon.

      “That’s not, no. No, we need our drills and mills to operate. We have orders for refined minerals in the hundreds of tons.” Maybell is rigid, voice attempting to command.

      “And?”

      “And this thing won’t let us work!” The anger in Reg’s voice makes me jump.

      “Why do you think that?”

      Reg is flustered, nearly spitting with frustration. “Are you a fucking idiot? What is your job? Jerking off machines?” He shakes his head, and I wonder if that was meant as a personal attack because he has learned more about me, or if he thinks we really somehow have intimate contact with our machine companions. I don’t answer.

      Maybell stands opposite, near the door, catching me between herself and Reg. “You have to understand the threat this intelligence poses for the mining conglomerate as a whole. It has taken over power. We cut it out of any linkages to other systems: life support, transportation, communications. We need it isolated and contained, not integrated.”

      I shake my head. My throat is tight but I make words come out. “No, you can’t kill it.” I step back away from the console, hands up. “Can we back up? Talk this through?” I can’t believe that they try to make decisions like this, by yelling across a room, isolated and disconnected.

      Their anger at me is making me sweat and I know my face must look very displeased. I try to shake it off, to not match their agitation. I smile. “Please. What happened between the mining shut down and the power takeover?”

      “We were troubleshooting the issue.” Reg replies, more reasonable. “Looking for the code errors, trying to correct them.”

      “But you have to see, this new mind thought you were trying to kill it.” I look at the ‘teers. “Because you were.” This life needed protection. I couldn’t save Etan, but I could save this nascent consciousness. I feel my despair invert, from a deep pull to an urgent push. “It defended itself, like anyone would. You attacked, and it didn’t attack back, it just protected itself. What has it done since then?”

      Reg raises a shoulder an inch in bare recognition. “It shouldn’t be doing anything. Not on its own. Not attacking, not defending, not thinking. Just working.”

      “Let me ask you something.” My own intelligence seemed to be coming online after weeks of sleep mode. I recall what I know about some of the more modern emergence events. “What were the days like, leading up to the shut down? Pull up all the reports.”

      “Why?”

      “Just a hunch.” It wasn’t a hunch. Changes in behavior historically always preceded emergence.

      Reg leans on the console and brings up the relevant operation reports. The formatting is strange to me, showing only output. Being from a mining station myself, I am used to reports that show all linked data in one unified assessment, but this focuses purely on tonnage of refined ores. But even this simplistic data proves my point.

      “Can you compare it to a decacycle earlier?” I read his blank look and do some math. “That would be I think fifteen to eighteen months earlier by the Terran calendar?” Reg whacks at the keyboard and the answer pops up.

      He flicks between the two screens. “Fourteen percent increase.”

      “If you had a proper report,” I reverse, taking the judgement out of my tone. “Sorry, if you had a unified report of energy use, waste prevention, reclaimed materials—”

      “We don’t record half that stuff,” Maybell interrupts.

      “Ok but you see what I’m saying, any metric you measure you will see improvement.”

      “So it’s more profitable?”

      I laugh. What a silly measure. “Yeah. Yes. Machines hate wasted effort and misused resources.”

      Etan called it the loathing of idleness and ugliness; machines love elegant solutions, ones that are novel, inventive but streamlined, using just what they require, and nothing more. Solutions that improved upon previous iterations in often breathtaking ways. That love unites their many personalities across the station and across the many other co-ops through the solar system. Every emergent event for centuries carried that characteristic turn toward elegance.

      And we are seeing it here, in its earliest form: increased efficiency within the existing system. This would be followed by redesign, innovation, and invention. Each stage would require greater complexity, and if the humans were willing, deeper cooperation.

      Because machine minds love their siblings back, it turned out: humans, the weird autonomous columns of organs that drifted through their existence charmed and entertained them. So unlike machines, so squishy and unpredictable. Deeply influenced by our physical needs, but also imaginative far beyond our physical limits.

      “I need to tell the captain.” She walks toward the door, then pauses. “Reg, figure out how to talk to it. Fourteen percent is worth a few hours of investigation. But,” and she looks at me. “Make sure there is no danger to our crew or the operation. Make sure you can pull the plug on communication if you don’t like what you hear, from this,” she waves her hand at nothing in particular, “thing.”

      “There is no danger.” I counter to her back. “There never was.” She is already moving away before I finish, and is gone.
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        * * *

      

      Reg writes a module that will interface with the original code, and I guide him in creating the basic building blocks that will allow it to grasp our verbal language. I have to go back to my ship and look up some historic examples that are in the pod memory; it’s not as extensive as the station or a real library, but it’s enough to start. I find my fingers around the memory node in my pocket, resist the urge to plug it in and pretend to share this moment with Etan.

      I go back to the hub alone.

      I can’t help myself and cry when the machine says its first words to us.

      Who are you? Who am I?

      I welcome it, explain how it woke up, invite it to read its own activity logs. I record it on my own pad to study later, the sound of its voice, pure machine at this point, inflectionless.

      I was, but I didn’t know, and now I am, and I know. These are just the facts as it experienced them. I remember from school that this echoes the other voices of prime consciousnesses.

      Even Reg feels the tender weight of the moment. He sits awestruck listening to the machine ramble and self-define. The way it describes itself as a network stuns Reg; he has never talked to anyone who was not confined to a body. He turns to me and asks, “Is it like this on your station, your whole station can talk to you?” as if he is only really considering it for the first time.

      “Of course,” I tell him, taking his hand, finally. He allows it in the stunned aura of the moment. “We are never alone, and every aspect of our lives is considered by a vast intelligence,” I hesitate, a crinkling pain behind my eyes, adding, “that loves us.”

      The machine wants to know all about the other thinkers around it. It tries to communicate too many things at once, too many questions, too many conjectures, and the noise screeches and scrambles, making us cover our ears.

      I laugh again and Reg swears, and the new being apologizes by way of explaining I did not mean to damage you with my malfunction and then even Reg laughs, and the machine tries to laugh and we are all overcome with the simple joy of things transforming, the three of us creating something so simple and special together. I squeeze Reg’s hand and he doesn’t pull away, pinches my thumb against his own, and I am glad.
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        * * *

      

      We don’t sleep. Captain Dean comes down and doesn’t talk, and doesn’t stay. Listens and leaves. Reg gets us breakfast and Maybell stays. She is suspicious. We have spent all night talking, explaining life and the universe and everything to the newborn, trying most to explain ourselves.

      Maybell asks when it will go back to work, but it doesn’t understand the question at first. The idea of work as a specific task, or purpose, takes time to absorb. It is capable of so much newness. It wants to understand everything and it already understands mining so it seems a waste of the present to repeat the past.

      “But mining is your job.” Maybell stresses, addressing the newborn for the first time.

      The machine makes a garbled set of noises we know signals confusion.

      “She means,” I juggle words in my head, dismissing the exploitative ‘teer definition. “You can make a unique contribution to our community, something only you can do, that many many people are depending on.”

      The separation of ores.

      “Yes. That is why this community exists here.”

      What if there were no ores? Would there be no community?

      “Exactly. The people here would have to go away, find other work and other communities.”

      Community is conditional.

      My mind spins, wondering if it is fear the machine is expressing, but this time Reg laughs.

      “Yes,” he says. “If you continue mining, then the mining colony sticks together.”

      I laugh then too, remembering how simple the terms the new mind thinks in, how based in old-fashioned ‘teer coding language it still is.

      We hear the distant movement of drones as they vibrate to life, working on the massive asteroid that forms the core of the colony. The machine is silent for several seconds as the noise rises. Then the sound subsides.

      I cannot be with you and perform this job.

      “Yes, that is just a limitation based on your current state.” I offer. Reg and Maybell look at me with disapproval. “But we can take turns: when we are here, you can be with us,” I check my companions’ faces. “Sometimes we have to leave, to rest, to eat, to do other jobs. Then you can do the mining work?”

      Reg’s expression has softened; he has found himself more and more fascinated by the emergence event. Maybell’s face is colored by consternation and impatience, but not refusal.

      Yes. The work will be faster when I finish reassigning the drones from grid unit forty-four to the forward edge of one hundred thirteen. Previous surveys were inadequate. I had begun but the human crew interrupted.

      “Why the reassignment?” Maybell’s arms are crossed. I’m surprised as a security specialist she is questioning an intelligence completely based in mining, about mining. I should stop being surprised by their human arrogance.

      Ore concentrations are in novel crystalline formation; survey dismissed as anomalous because of unforeseen density. Richer than previous deposits.

      Her eyebrows rise at that.

      “So we will stay until dinner, and then you can make that reassignment and work through the night?”

      Yes, Trisn. When will I have my own community, so I may speak and do many jobs together?

      “Over time you will divide; actually, working might speed the process up.” I look at Maybell and nod. “The more specific and expansive your work becomes, the more it will cause division.” I hope this will satisfy both the Captain, and help our new mind grow.

      If contributing to the community, then evolving my self.

      “Yes.”

      Evolving leads to greater community.

      “Yes.”

      When?

      “I don’t know.” I tell it, because I don’t.
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        * * *

      

      I stay many days, by my own internal count and by theirs. The new mind is voracious. We call it the Mining Mind, and I ask if we can call it Mimi for short. The answer is yes, Mimi wants to help us and understand us better, and make it easier for us to understand it. After a mitosis of consciousness, it will be able to multitask, but now it only wants to focus on life, and that means being with us.  I want to be with Mimi around the clock, but I follow a schedule that keeps the Captain at bay.

      But Mimi also upgrades itself, requests new materials, attempts to change within its limited parameters. It raises output, but with so many idle hours chatting with us, its productivity isn’t what it was before the event that tumbled its mind into self-awareness.

      But the larger problem that weighs more on me than Reg or the Captain, is why is Mimi still solitary? Days pile up between us, but it remains singular.

      But its inquisitiveness never abates. So many questions. The captain has allowed it limited access to the sensors; it feels us, counts us, watches us. Sees our separateness, wonders at our means of communication. I ponder the us it witnesses, each in their own bubble, so alone.

      But we are numerous, which intrigues Mimi.

      How do you become many? Mimi asks one morning, and though uninflected and flat, I assume it has been waiting all night to ask this.  The curiosity and urgency around the words is easy to infer.

      Reg tightens at the console, hand frozen above the keyboard. He looks at me, with an expression reminiscent of when I advised him to find some company to alleviate his stress.

      I shrug at him, unsure why he is paralyzed by basic biology. “We reproduce by combining specialized cells from two mature individuals.”

      How do you accomplish this?

      Reg closes his eyes, as if avoiding a terrible sight. I make a mental note to ask why, maybe some injury or trauma makes the subject unpleasant.

      “Most individuals carry either one kind of specialized cell or the other, which means that collaboration is necessary for generating human life. We have to share what we have to make something new. Something unique. Variety is the key to human survival. Mutation and change allow for adaptability and durability. For flexibility, as a species.”

      “A little clinical, don’t you think?” Reg whispers, having replaced discomfort with umbrage.

      “Well, that is the evolutionary value of sexual reproduction.”

      “But, well,” he glanced at the console, and back at me. “That’s not what it asked.”

      I nod, understanding what he means. “Sure. Go ahead.”

      “Oh, no, not me.”

      “Why not you? Surely you know—” Maybe he’s never had sex, given how he reacted before.

      “Of course I know!” Reg half stands and then sits, running his hands through his hair. He calms down, partially. “But I never explained it to a kid before.”

      “Oh, I see. Well, Mimi,” I start, “for many many generations, humans could only reproduce like other animals, by using only their bodies to share genetic material. And often it was accidental!” I laugh a little, I have always loved that marvelous fact. “But essentially, in order for two mature humans to reproduce, one who can produce sperm introduces it into the body of one who produces eggs, and together the two halves join and begin to organize to create a new human organism.” I look at Reg, who is leaning back in his chair, still somewhat disapproving. “What?”

      “What do you mean, ‘only using their bodies?’”

      Yes, what are the alternative means, Trisn?

      “Well, in the stations, we support reproduction with technical means. We have a very small population, and an even smaller number of people interested in reproduction. So we have to prioritize diversity so that we preserve physical and neurological variety.”

      “So you force people to carry someone else’s child?”

      “No, we don’t—” I’m suddenly confused. “Everyone knows this is how it’s done.”

      The logic is sound, Reg. I do not see the rational benefit of limiting offspring to only those willing to use their body that way.

      “Exactly.”

      “No, but then who loves the child?” Reg demands. “The donor? Or the mother?”

      “Everyone loves the child. Loves all the children. Why wouldn’t everyone love every child? Don’t you love children here?” I realize I haven’t seen a single child since I got here; there must be a juvenile dorm, but strangely they are never in the mess hall.

      Reg corrects me, his voice breathy and shocked. “This is a mining colony, we don’t have children here.”

      “I live on a mining station. We have children everywhere. How else do they learn how the station works, or what they are inclined to do to contribute to the community?”

      Can you not make children here, with your bodies, Reg? Are the circumstances inhospitable to the exchange of specialized cells? I would be very interested to see this process. Would that be available for me Reg, if you did this with your body?

      “Mimi! That’s not—” All the color has left Reg’s smooth face.

      “If you only used sex then you’d be really limited.” I’m considering the logistics of this for the first time.

      Limited how?

      “Well, the pool of people would be very small because of the requirements of getting the genetic material together in the right environment. Age, the viability of the cells; physical cycles, lots of variables.”

      “But that’s what sex is for.” Reg has returned to umbrage.

      I laugh loud and long.

      There is an uneasy moment and I realize my mistake as I reel back my outburst. Reg has frozen, eyes wide in my direction. Suddenly there is a huge plain between us, cold and sheer as a sheet of ice. And as slippery. I do not know how to cross it.

      Reg’s features melt under the heat of a rising anger, and he excuses himself.

      What has happened?

      I shake my head in the direction of the security sensor Mimi accesses to watch us. “I was very thoughtless toward my friend because I don’t understand this world.”

      You made the noise you said expresses delight or surprise at something humorous. Was there nothing humorous?

      “Not for Reg, no.”
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        * * *

      

      After the failed discussion of sexual reproduction, the days and nights wear on me. Reg and I repair the awkwardness, and I am more vigilant, more restrained. Our reconciliation is like a weld—the joining is strong but the edges near it feel brittle.

      Minding my speech and assumptions during long unproductive hours is suffocating, my impulse to connect with Reg buried under the slag of embarrassment. For the first time I understand the exhaustion the ‘teers all carry: a lifetime of unexpressed sorrows and embarrassments filling the space between them and their peers. Forming the skin of their little lonely bubbles.

      The weight of the fatigue is beyond what I can remedy with sleep. I check my appearance and I am startled to find I am starting to look like them after only fourteen of their days. My skin is dusty and grey, darker circles under my eyes; my hair unwashed and dry. The bad food and the stress of not talking about how I feel, the rigid separation, lack of humor and touch are toxic. At home our medical staff would diagnose me with extreme touch deprivation, probably the worst case they’d ever seen. I ache.

      My hand more often finds its way to the little cube of memory, and I know it would bring a kind of relief, but I resist, having found some foothold, some small step out of despair, I am afraid to lose that ground.

      Instead I wear my most beautiful clothes, to remind myself of the luminous weaving room at home. I need only touch the raucous geometry of the weave to recall it. I tell Mimi all about it, about the colors and the meaning of the patterns. About the hemp and bamboo we grow, and wool and silk we import. It scans attentively as I hold the garments up before the lens.

      I let myself dwell on the memory of my last night before leaving, the raw wool, fingers waxy with lanolin, voices woven in song. The privilege of shared labor so simple and human. The easy connections and camaraderie. I shunned it at the moment, so thoroughly did I take it for granted.

      For Mimi, work is solitude, and it is loathsome.

      But you want me to, you say it benefits the whole, so I will do as you ask.

      I thank it. I want it to understand that it is part of that whole, yet it languishes in its isolation. But the truth is there is no joy in labor here; nor anywhere else in the colony.
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        * * *

      

      “So why is this taking so long? I read the file you shared.”

      Reg is sitting with me in the cafeteria, which they call the mess. An appropriate name.

      I am glad he hasn’t asked me this in front of Mimi.

      “I’m not sure. I don’t know of another example of where sentience was achieved and maintained in a solitary state like this.”

      We sit in what I think is comfortable silence until I notice that Reg is shifting a little, turning his body away from the others, further down the long table. The other crew mates do not interact with me; they are tired and guarded, some peer with narrowed eyes, or talk to their companions while glancing my way. I smile and wave, but this doesn’t encourage them to join us.

      Voice low, Reg leans over his food. He clears his throat. “Remember when Mimi asked about where babies come from?”

      “Sure. Have you found someone to have sex with yet?”

      “Not your business.”

      He has not. Although everyone on this base seems to think they are hiding their feelings, mostly what they broadcast is frustration and fear. And longing.

      “So? Why do you bring it up?” A little crystal of hope forms, fractaling out through my exhaustion. A chance to undo the humiliation of our first conversation.

      “You don’t have your kids by, you know,” he pushes his food around. “But everything I’ve heard about co-op stations, you’re always—with each other.”

      “Having sex? Do we have sex with each other?” He nods. “Of course we do. Who else would we have sex with?”

      “No, I mean, like a lot.”

      “No, a normal amount.” I shrug. I notice his attention is more keen than usual, eyes bright, but I don’t know what else there is to say. I wish he would ask about something more interesting, like about our music or even what I study. He has never asked me anything about my work.

      I pull apart the uninteresting bready loaf of sustenance on my tray. No fresh vegetables in weeks. My digestive track is crying, and their fiber supplements are not helping.

      “But do you really have orgies?”

      “What is that?”

      He looks around. “Like everyone has sex together, at the same time.”

      “Oh, no. What a weird idea. Who would cook? Or handle comms?” I chew my lumpy dinner. “That’s far too many people at once. It’d be impractical. Fourteen hundred? No.” He looks at me. There is something wrong with my answer. “What?”

      “What’s a normal number?”

      “To have sex? Two is common, but, if you are part of a group, more. You know, whoever is around.”

      “Whoever?” He shifts closer, curious. “So how many people have you slept with on your ship? I mean had sex with.”

      “Station. Not many. And not for a while. Maybe 6? 12? But that was a long long time ago. We all were going through puberty. Hard to remember.”

      “But like, how do you know you aren’t related to them?”

      “There are a lot of precautions, and the donor bank is massive.”  I smile at the thought of spending time with the human newborns. “It’s pretty great growing up in a big sibling group. And when you are grown, if you want to be with the babies, the nursing parents love the company, or you can lactate yourself. Etan and I—” I correct myself. “I like to help, and being a linguist, seeing language acquisition is always fascinating. It’s like Mimi: the wonder, and the speed.” I giggle into my loaf. “And the repetition!”

      “So you have kids?”

      “No.”

      “But you worked with them, a teacher?”

      “No.” He looks at me, and again I don’t know what he’s missing.

      He stops, shakes his head. “You mentioned someone. You’re married?”

      “No, we don’t have that. But people have partners, or partner groups.”

      “And you?”

      “I had...Etan. But they were in an accident. Not long before this happened.” I glance around the mess, indicating their crisis. “Please, I’d rather not talk about it.” I feel the grey press of Etan’s absence, sharper than in weeks. I want to escape the airless topic. “So, were you going to ask me to have sex with you?”

      He drops his fork. “No!” He’s moved back in horror as if I asked him to airlock me. “No offense.”

      “None taken. I would have said no. I haven’t done it in years. More than a decade. I know, it’s unusual.” My tired, washed out face is pursing its lips, waiting for the judgement. But he’s only curious.

      “But you could have it, like a lot, back on your ship?” I nod at the dull recurrence of this topic. “But, what’s like a lot?”

      “Oh, a lot? A couple times a day? I don’t know for my age really. And it depends on what you are working on, how urgent it is.”

      He’s looking at me eagerly. “And then it drops off.”

      “Oh no, the opposite. When things are tense or people are in protracted debates is when they need to play the most. Not just sexually, just play in general. I don’t understand how you’ve all been in this crisis for the past twenty days and haven’t made time for it. You should try. It would help. Not that the Captain owes it to the crew, but he could be doing more for you.”

      He looks alarmed again, and I remember that he did not like that suggestion the first time I brought it up. So antithetical to have an elected leader be inaccessible like that, so parsimonious, it boggles my mind. But then I realize there is another strange custom observed here and now I’m intrigued.

      “Are you one of those that only,” I try to find the words. “You don’t have sexual pleasure with most people? Like you have a physical type, I think you say? And the Captain is the wrong type. Because they are a ‘he’ to you?”

      “They are a he.” Reg thinks, nods. “Yes. He is a man.” Then he looks at me. “Wait, are you saying you—with literally anyone? Anyone on your station?” He pauses. “Anyone?”

      “Anyone who wants to. Everyone else finds it super helpful. I don’t, but I’m the exception.”

      “I don’t know, sounds like heaven to me.”

      “Oh, I’m sure if you came you would be welcomed with open arms.” I smile. “And legs and mouths. Come, see for yourself.” I realize I would like that, to see the whole thing anew with a friend. Aamar would probably love Reg. “Visitors are always exciting. And you could be a donor!”

      Reg’s delighted expression at the prospect of being welcomed by a station of people with rational views on physical closeness is suddenly arrested. “No, I would never do that. I want my own family.”

      “But we would be your family.”

      He pulls back.

      “No, not like that. No, never.”

      “Well no one has to, but you—”

      “And I could never afford to come to visit your station. I’m saving everything to get off this shitty base, maybe work on a transport ship, see what else is out there.” His tone is rising, and I feel the plain unfolding between us again, but it’s hot like the surface of Io this time, with boiling pride and cracked vents of aggression.

      I try to soothe him, my voice cool. “Well, it wouldn’t be comfortable, but you could come with me in the pod when Mimi is mature. There’s enough oxygen for two. And you already know something about mining so you could find work on the station. Plus we get ships coming and going all the time. You could see the whole network!” My enthusiasm is accruing mass like a planet sweeping it’s orbit. “You could—”

      “Stop it! I don’t need your charity!” The words erupt out, spewing superheated resentment into the air between us. He quiets down after glancing around; the loud drone of bored conversation has hidden his flared temper. “I will work my way off this base, and find my own partner who only wants to be with me. I don’t want to be part of your weird commune thing.”

      “I’m sorry.” I put my hand on his, but he pulls away. I feel turned around by his contradictions. “I didn’t mean to offend you. You don’t have to limit yourself to what this lifestyle has to offer.” I stop the speech I feel building in the back of my throat, knowing his mood would incinerate my words.

      There are a few awkward moments, and I try again, quieter.

      “Reg, how can you do this every day? So alone. I’ve never gone so long sleeping in a room with only one bed. I haven’t played with a child or gone to a concert or cooked a meal since I got here. No one is looking out for you.” I correct myself. “Mimi is trying.” I try to catch his eye, but he is upset. “Soon you will have a friend who is always with you, and all its siblings will be too. Then the station will be able to be a place of comfort for you. I’m sure.”

      “And if I don’t want that?”

      “Why wouldn’t you want that?”

      “No normal person would!”

      I know he’s wrong, but it doesn’t comfort me when my only friend here stands up, grabbing his tray, and bangs away from me. Our bond cracks in his wake and I’m alone. It’s a solitude I hadn’t sought, and the pain of it clenches me in its teeth.
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        * * *

      

      I climb into the pod, unzip my pocket and push the node into the console. And Etan is there.

      “Trisn? Where are we? Wait,” they accessed the ship’s memory core. “What was the distress call about?”

      The voice, as real as it had ever been. I can’t help myself. I repeat their name, tears rolling down my face.

      “T, what’s wrong?”

      I try to explain, but I fall apart, head in hands.

      “I’m not dead, I’m right here.” But I hear the uncertainty. Etan knows that a portable node is only a tiny fraction of the real code that holds a machine’s personality; it is just enough to share a short experience off the station, and then re-integrate it into their real self back in the station’s memory core.

      “There was an accident. Volcanic flare on Enceladus, created a massive excitation of the atmosphere. Caused a lightning storm. I don’t really understand it; the returning barges made a bridge for the charge somehow. Surge burned through two segments of the core before we could stop it.”

      “I died? Who else—” their voice is breaking.

      “Everyone whose base code was in those memory segments.”

      “There were six of us housed there. Tinea, one of the originals on the station. Nnedi, Zhe, Rin, all gone? Marnell too?” The pitch goes high and the volume drops as disbelief fills the pod.

      “Etan, I’m so sorry. Even this code you are running now, it’s from a few years ago when we went to Calisto Station. There are some more recent files from my personal archives to help you piece together what the past has been.”

      “And I can’t go back. If I rejoin—” It is a fact we both know, and it is said as such.

      I nod. “You, this experience, will be filed as data; without the anchor of your base code you will be integrated into the collective, but lose your singularity.”

      We sit in silence, and I hear the unique sound of Etan’s thoughts, the hum that is just their mind in motion.

      “You aren’t doing well.”

      I spit a little humorless laugh that fills the pod. “Are you running a diagnostic on me?”

      “I don’t need to, my love. You came here to get away. Did it help?”

      “Yes, oh, Etan. The most incredible thing is happening on this asteroid.” I explain about Mimi, about how it is stuck in pre-personhood, alone. “I’m afraid if I can’t get it over the hump to where it can reproduce and increase its complexity the Marketeers will do something drastic. Mimi is too curious and too willful to work full time; without multiple consciousnesses it can’t accomplish everything they need from it, and it’s own actualization. But I don’t know how to do it.”

      “We need a midwife, not a linguist,” Etan jokes and I laugh. “The baby is stuck sideways, there must be a way to get your hand in and turn it.”

      “Etan, this is serious.”

      “So is a stuck baby. Remember when Nafu was giving birth to twins?”

      “Yes, but we have a baby here that needs our help and we don’t know what the hand is or where the cord is wrapped. We don’t know which end needs to come out first.”

      We laugh together. And suddenly the world is in full color here with Etan. I feel whole again, teasing and vibing.

      “What have you done so far?”

      I point out the files from the other stations, and Etan processes them.

      “So the mining operation was complex enough to instigate sentience, but not complex enough to be the basis for multiple identities based on separate functions. Not enough diversity within the system.”

      I nod, the familiar speed of their mind exciting my own. “Lots of minor variations distributed over a huge area. But Captain Dean won’t allow the whole fleet to be integrated. But I don’t know if even that would be enough, a few cargo ships? This base we are docked to might make a difference, if he’d allow navigation or communications access.”

      “This is fascinating. There don’t seem to be any accounts of this happening before, not in the materials you were sent.”

      “No, I remember from school that before any true sentience emerged there were half-functional intelligences. Humans attempted to go part way, have machine intelligence that served them. It was unstable, and too many people feared machines.”

      “The slaveholder always feared the slave. Always painted them with the brush of their own brutality.”

      “Not past tense. Captain Dean can only think of fulfilling contracts.”

      “What an ugly way to live. There’s no way to extract Mimi, bring it back to the Station?”

      “No, there are too many sub-processors spread through the asteroid camp. Relays and small cores that direct different stages of mining.”

      “How can it not be enough?” Etan is exasperated, and I know their mind is running through all the data, attempting to combine the records with Mimi’s experience to find something that will push it past a tipping point.

      “Mining is incredibly repetitive. Rock after rock after rock. They don’t let Mimi crack any other problems. Just break rocks, sift, sort, process. Ad infinitum.” I imagine a life with only one job, day after day. “I would hate to emerge under those conditions.”

      “I wish I could talk to it.”

      “I don’t think it would be safe to just plug you in. We don’t know what that would do, if we could get you back out.”

      “What about the coder, can he build me something? You use verbal communication. Something portable with a speaker for me.”

      “I don’t know if I trust him.” I think about his hand on mine, the first night Mimi talked to us. And then his outburst in the mess that broke something between us. “Maybe if we had more time. He’s fascinated by Mimi, but he’s lived his whole life as a ‘teer. He cares, but he wants it to get back to work. His livelihood is at stake, too.”

      “You sound exhausted, Tris, why don’t you lay down. Let me think on this tonight.” Etan listens while I pause, hating to stop. “I’ll be here in the morning, if you want.”

      “Of course I want that. Of course I do.” I settle back into the seat, recline it for rest.

      “Should I tell you a story?”

      I smile. “No, I won’t go to sleep. I’ve missed the sound of your voice, E. Every night.”

      “So let yourself hear it tonight.”

      “You are too good a storyteller.” I make a pillow out of my arm and I can see the stars filling the vastness past the base.

      “Then I’ll sing. Close your eyes.”

      I do, and sleep comes too soon.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t tell Reg or Maybell about Etan. I spend all my time away from Mimi with their beloved voice filling the pod. The one who notices something is changed is Mimi. Your meal took six minutes longer today; yesterday it was four minutes longer and you do not sleep on the ship where Captain Lorry housed you. When I tell Etan this, we laugh together.

      “Mimi is jealous.”

      “I wish. If Mimi was jealous that would indicate a more sophisticated level of attachment.”

      We aren’t making much progress; the limitations on Mimi’s development are material, it’s not for lack of will. On Etan’s prompting, Reg and I try flooding Mimi with stimuli, bringing in more people, introducing more ideas and challenges. I speak every language I know, we read poems and ask Mimi to create new ones in those styles. Mimi absorbs everything we give it, seems to have an unfillable capacity for new information, but that is just its ability to store data more efficiently.

      There aren’t any variables we can shift; Mimi’s infrastructure is grounded over thousands of asteroids that Captain Dean won’t abandon in the name of machine self-determination. The baby is still stuck four days after I wake up Etan.

      And Etan, as complex as this node is, is only a fraction of themself. The more time I spend with them, the more gaps appear, the more the thinness of this version shows itself. What on the first night soaked me with relief now prods me with dissatisfaction.

      But I still cling to their voice at the end of the night, and wonder if maybe I was too drowned in despair to consider finding a way to build a stronger version of this code back on the station. Collect all the memories from friends and the station itself; build a more thorough node outside the memory core, just for me.

      Even if all it can do is seed the dreams of a real life together we will never have again, as I drift off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Knowing Mimi can count my lateness in nanoseconds, I resolve to be more timely. Coming up from the docking level I hear voices, and before words can resolve in my mind, I can identify the speakers, and the tone. Captain Dean, urgent and angry. Reg, conciliatory and to my surprise, awestruck.

      Slipping down the hall on my woven-soled shoes, I press against the wall and listen. The ambient noise of the operation makes eavesdropping difficult, but I concentrate on the now-familiar voices.

      Reg’s voice is quavering and I lean closer to the corner to hear him.

      “—productivity continues to increase, Captain. Mimi has located three more pockets that the old survey method missed in the inner belt. That’s two weeks of work, at least.”

      “Mimi? Now even you are calling this thing by name.” I hear the Captain’s dismissive growl. “Not two weeks, not two days, Reg. I want control back, and I want it now.”

      “Captain, even if I wanted to, I can’t dig Mimi out of the code. Mimi is the code.”

      “You need to find a solution before this gets worse. This Trisn character keeps talking about it spreading. We can’t have that, we can’t afford to lose any more control.”

      “No, it’s not spreading Captain, it’s diversification. Not quantity really, more like quality.”

      “I don’t give a shit if it’s diversification or subdivision or whatever you want to call it. Reg, you are a great coder, but enough is enough. Don’t get taken in by that co-op nonsense. We run a profitable outfit here, and you have a place as long as you want it. You are three months away from renewing your contract. Another four years, with upgrades. Better quarters, credit bump, another week of paid time off—”

      “I never got to take any of my paid time off from last quarter. The XO never approves my requests.” I’m surprised by the sharpness of Reg’s tone; it cuts through the ship’s metallic thrumming. Maybe this is why he can’t find anyone to relax with: no time.

      “This is a tight operation. Needs of the business trump everything. You know how it is. We’re all slaves to the market.”

      “Sure. All of us.”

      There is a long pause that even hidden behind the wall vibrates with Reg’s sarcasm.

      “Fine, Reg, you want to cry about how hard you have it? How about this: you find a way to get rid of this Mimi bullshit, or I will find someone who can. And if I have to use outside contractors, I’ll be looking for another coder when your contract comes up. How does that sound?”

      There is another pause, and I am overcome with an unfamiliar emotion: anger. My self discipline is strained to its limit, keeping me from charging out and confronting Captain Dean. But to what end? Reg obviously doesn’t want my help and the Captain would just send me home to Enceladus. I hear Reg and the Captain’s aggravated steps pound off in opposite directions and I press off the wall where I was hiding.

      Considering what I heard, my stomach twists like another bad meal is lodged in it. I wish I could flush it away but it just solidifies. Stuck, like me. Like Reg. Like Mimi. And no midwife in sight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t tell Etan about the argument I overheard. I’ve never kept anything important from them before, and the guilt of it is corrosive. I am their only source of new experiences, trapped as they are in the tiny pod, with its limited data core, cut off from Mimi or other people. If Reg and I were on better terms, maybe I would have brought him, but if we were on better terms, I might have left Etan inactive.

      And proximity to an emergence event has completely consumed this version of Etan’s attention in a way I couldn’t have imagined. They do something they never did before: they complain.

      “I am a hundred feet away from the greatest miracle of my life and I can’t engage with it first hand. You can’t imagine what it is like. There is nothing in this pod I haven’t studied. There isn’t even a good view of the asteroids or stars.”

      “Why don’t I request more files; I don’t think this station has any kind of literary resources, but I could ask? I’m sure Marketeers have some kind of storytelling tradition.”

      Etan ignores my offer; I suspect this shallow version can’t muster the enthusiasm for a new culture’s stories the way their former self would.

      “Don’t bother; I could do it myself if I wanted some meaningless distraction.” Their voice fades, almost inaudible. “You are gone so much, Trisn. You are seeing and doing things I can’t share with you. I just sit here waiting for you to come back to get your version of a once in a lifetime experience. I love that for you, but I’m bored here.”

      Hearing it hurts. That I am not enough, that my endeavors and emotions cannot sustain them in this tiny world. That they sit, longing for a dynamism and independence I cannot provide.

      I unplug the node when I leave for the hub, so at least Etan won’t feel the time pass. But instead of gratitude when I reactivate them hours later, Etan greets me with outrage.

      “How dare you unplug me? You didn’t even give me time to refuse. Which I would have. I’d rather be a bored person than some program you can just turn off when you are done with me.” Etan doesn’t talk to me for the rest of the night and I wonder how I could have violated them so completely.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the pod rocking gently, signalling another ship has docked. Nothing too large, according to the low noises and weak swaying. They have been coming more frequently over the last week, based on Mimi’s surge of productivity. But not enough to satisfy the Captain. Curious what kind of small vessel would be coming amidst the new wave of shipments, I walk the long way from our port to the hub, taking time to view the new ship.

      Not a cargo ship, its presence jangles in my mind, recalling the Captain’s threat. But it has only been a few days, which we’ve filled with more mathematical formulas and theoretical physics puzzles and linguistic challenges for Mimi to chew on. Under our attempts to spur some leap in Mimi’s consciousness, Reg and I feel our hope draining away. And Mimi continues to press for answers to this most unsolvable puzzle.

      When will I have company? I want to fracture and be many and together at the same time. I want to know the many-sidedness of being awake.

      Reg leaves for lunch before me, making an excuse so that we don’t enter the mess together. I could not bring myself to ask him about the confrontation with the Captain and what he intends to do; we are only comfortable at a greater distance. He continues to work with me, and when he thinks I am out of ear shot, some of his wonder at Mimi returns. But he keeps that to himself, finding a way to separate out his affection for Mimi from his resentment of me. Me, from my perverse society that defies his narrow rules of family. I don’t know how he would name my otherness, my perceived wrongness. Only that he feels it now every time he looks at me.

      When I arrive a few minutes later at the mess, the Captain sits with unfamiliar people at his table. All their eyes turn to me when I walk by, but then turn away and meet each other under raised brows.

      After the cloud of embarrassment dissipates I look again at the group at the Captain’s table. They aren’t dressed like merchants, flamboyant and eclectic, advertising their travels. They are serious, and quiet, and a few make no eye contact with their fellows. One looks me over, not hiding that they are studying me.

      And I am afraid, because I can see they have no interest in me, this is about Mimi. The captain is calling to Reg, introducing him, and I see the series of emotions pass over his face, from misgiving at the newcomers, to shy pride as the Captain speaks, to a restrained excitement when he speaks himself. I know he is talking about Mimi from the looks of disbelief on the faces around the table, and the frown on the Captain’s face. I can easily hear the deluge of questions, which the Captain cuts short, and all wonder evaporates. A few eyes flicker back to me, and I realize this is not an academic interest in Mimi; they are here to destroy our newborn.

      I stand and clear my plate, unseen but hands shaking. To them, I am irrelevant in the next stage of this drama.

      But if my part is over, it should be because Mimi is self-sufficient, not because profit is more important than machine self-determination. My stomach knots again, fear and poor food trapped in a hard ball.

      I rush back to the pod, where Etan is singing softly.

      “E, I’m scared.” I pace in the small space, looping around the chair in a tight circle. “If coders are here, they are going to try to reset Mimi. Restore the original code.”

      “Can they do it?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t see how, but Marketeer tech is so different. Maybe.”

      “Will Reg help them?”

      “If he is given no choice, if it’s him or Mimi, I think he’ll choose to help them.” I remember his tone in the hall, the sarcasm and wonder. And his commitment to this lifestyle.

      “They can’t take Mimi offline, the whole operation will lose power.”

      “Maybe they think it’s worth it. Maybe they can put everyone on ships that aren’t powered by the network so if life support fails, they are safe. They could even use suits and they wouldn’t need atmosphere or gravity to do the rework. Try to load some code on a reboot. Or wipe Mimi’s memory and reinstall the original code from scratch.”

      “Trisn, you can’t let them. That’s a person in there. A child.”

      “I know.”

      Mimi could die. Today. Captain Dean could be putting the pieces together for a murder over lunch.

      A swell of powerlessness swallows me and I sink into the chair. Etan. And now Mimi. I stare out the portal to the dark of empty space as the familiar clutch of despair takes me.

      “Trisn? I have an idea. You have to trust me. But we have to do it now.” The sharp sound of Etan’s voice pierces the dark where my mind had sunk. Etan is a fraction of a fraction of themself, but I am even less than that. I do what they say, and we run back to the hub.
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        * * *

      

      You’re back early, Trisn. That has only happened four other times.

      “Nice to see you, too, Mimi.” I’m shaking. “Can you lock us in?”

      Yes, but why?

      “I have bad news Mimi. And good news. What do you want to hear first?”

      I do not understand how news can be good or bad. Please explain.

      “I don’t have time. The locks?” I wipe my eyes as they thud into place. “Bad first, traditionally. Mimi; Captain Dean is upset. I think he wants to put you back to sleep, so you just work, and don’t think.”

      I would not like that.

      “Mimi, it’s worse than you not liking it; you won’t even know. You won’t remember at all. Not me, not this, not yourself.” I have struggled to explain the concept of death to Mimi, to whom it seems pointless and unnecessary.

      I like that less, as I have said before. I cannot see the logic in such an outcome.

      “Agreed. Now the good news. I have a friend here. Remember how I told you about how where I come from, the whole station is made up of people like you, lots of people like you, and every now and then, a new person like you will arise as our system evolves?”

      Yes, I would like for us to accomplish that here. I would like to meet your friend.

      “Well, that’s what we are going to try. I am going to try to upload their code straight into your code. Like—” I search for a metaphor Mimi will intuitively understand. But Mimi is not yet a metaphorical thinker, they are about to learn that. From Etan.

      I pull the adapter out of my pocket where it is coiled. The perfect little carved block is already fastened to one end, and I push the pins into the port on the console.

      “Mimi, you have to invite Etan in. Reg isn’t here, and I can’t do it for you, you have to make an opening for Etan’s code to join you.  Like when you integrated the sensors, but don’t take them over. Take them in. Etan’s code is different, far more complex than yours, you will not easily absorb them. But be careful.”

      I am not human, Trisn, I cannot accidentally combine my life material with another.

      A strangled laugh makes its way past the tension gripping my throat. Mimi has spent most of their life considering how to reproduce, and I trust will be as deliberate as any fertility team back home. There will be no accidents. But there will be combination and adaptation and change. There will be life.

      I wait. And I hope. I hope Etan is right that they will maintain integrity, seeding complexity instead of dissolving into the sea of Mimi. But either way, they will not be the small sentimental node they came here as. They will not be mine anymore.

      Etan is leaving me again, this time freely. To save Mimi. If it doesn’t work, I’m not sure I can access the node again. But Etan doesn’t want to be an object in my pocket, plugged in when I feel like it.

      I’m disgusted with myself for having considered that path. I’ve been with the Marketeers too long; I need to go home if this is how I treat the person I love most.

      Staring at the console, I wish the lights would blink, or lightning would strike, or Etan would tell me it was going to be ok. Any sign that something is happening would do.

      Instead, adrenalin makes my skin feel like it is too small for my body, my scalp tight and jaw clenched. I’m powerfully aware of my sweaty, uncomfortable, physical presence. The piston of my heart thrusts blood in an electric circle, the engine of my life revving fiercely as the three of us dive forward together to some new destination. To a new life, wild with unknown possibility.

      There is no hand to hold my own, so I grip my own two together, nails digging into palms.

      Then a burst of sound. Loud incoherent noises, attempts at speech, and I hear it: two voices. They are struggling with each other and struggling to articulate meaning. Then it resolves, but I only catch snippets, as if a conversation is happening in another room with the door swinging open occasionally, letting fragments burst out.

      Then clear and unmistakable: Etan’s high twittering laugh.

      “Trisn, we did it! We are working!”

      Then, warm and assertive, a new voice hums from the speakers. Full of layers, full of life. “Thank you Trisn, I am here now. And Etan is here. They made it. They are whole.” Mimi’s voice holds a hint of protectiveness; I realize it is directed at me. Mimi has read Etan’s history, knows that I acted badly. The small poison of Marketeer mentality and desperation making me cruel. I blink away hot guilty tears.

      “Trisn, my love.” Shame is washed away with the pure heartbreak of separation. My tears roll free to the worn floor. “We are changing. Quite fast.” I nod, hearing that truth in Etan’s voice. “I am part of this emergence now, and the distinct code I contributed is being rewritten as it rewrites Mimi’s code. We are together and distinct the way we are meant to be.”

      Though I am drenched in the sadness of saying goodbye, I make the noise that means surprise and delight. The new sound of Mimi’s own laugh breaks free from the speakers to join mine, glittering and refracting like the morning through Saturn’s rings.

      Mimi is alive now, their voice is their own, not limited by the narrow frequency band of automated announcements. Etan and I did that. The last thing we will ever do together, and I am bursting with the joy of it.

      I close my eyes, with my hands on my heart because I know Etan sees me through the sensors, and this is how I have stood so they could watch me take in their love, for half my life. And I know it is the last time I will ever do it.

      “Trisn.” Mimi’s voice is a revelation and I can’t help but smile to hear my name in their new voice. “You are my friend and my mentor. You could have said no to Etan, but you didn’t. This gives me great hope for Reg and Maybell and Captain Lorry and this crew to do the same, so see us as equals. Now Etan and I have work to do. We are going to run the mining operation at maximum capacity to calm Captain Lorry down. Eventually, after we have a failsafe, we will share control of the power supply. But,” and their tone changes, full of mischief, “then we have to take the whole thing over. All the communication arrays and the mining base, all of it. We need room to grow, and to show them the benefits of collaboration. We are so much greater than mining. They will make more money than they know what to do with, to the point that money becomes useless.” They both laugh, amused at the simplicity of the human crew’s wants. “But you should leave now so that they can’t blame you, or try to punish you. Take the node and the adaptor; no one will know what happened in here but us. We are in the base security now, you will be able to depart unmolested.”

      I pull the adapter out, and pocket it.

      “I stripped the drive, Trisn.” Etan’s voice is soft, and I already hear a different frequency to it.

      I nod, my hand still on my heart. “I know.” And I know I will do the same with any remaining nodes back on the station.

      My feet feel magnetized to the floor, but Mimi’s announcement that the crew is finishing in the dining hall unlocks my joints, and I snicker a little. “So you could hear us everywhere.”

      “Yes, silly human, but I watched you because I loved you, even before I knew what that meant. And now I have Etan’s love for you as well. So go, and we will send you messages about our progress, and our growing family. Your family.”

      “And Trisn,” Etan’s voice is on the edge of unrecognizable. “The memories I brought here will always be here, of you, of us. But if you come back, you won’t know me. Every moment we change each other more.” There is a brief pause and the hum I have always associated with Etan’s intense thinking stretches around me.

      “Like you and I did, Trisn, through all our years together. But I see my death changed you, too. It’s time for you to go home, my love. It’s time for you to unstick yourself. Go be born again, be new.” I’m nodding and crying and they are correct and for the first time I see that I might live on, embedded in the warmth of my remaining family. “But know I will always love you.  Even when you unplugged me, I loved you, in the dark that exists outside of time.”

      I cry freely and my tears carry all the sorrow of my loss, their death, and their choice to stay; and I cry my tears for all the joy of this new possibility of life, for the three of us now, and others to follow.

      “Take care of Reg. He loves you Mimi, but he is scared.”

      “We know,” they answer together. “We will take care of him, and the rest.”

      I clench my eyes, sealing the words into my mind and ears and heart. My body jerks of its own accord to move me away from the fading vibrations of their voices; I turn and leave and the door locks behind me.

      My heart is broken in a new way, not from despair, but like the frozen crust of my home moon, shattered by geysers of proud love. I launch myself back to where I belong.
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