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“Much like fairy tales, there are two facets of horror.
One is pro-institution, which is the most
reprehensible type of fairy tale: Don’t wander into
the woods, and always obey your parents. The other
type of fairy tale is completely anarchic and
antiestablishment.”
— Guillermo del Toro
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Editorial
Djibril al-Ayad
While I love beautiful and optimistic science fiction
and fantasy, which is fiercely political purely by the act
of daring to hope, that’s not the only kind of speculative
fiction that has a political dynamic. The world isn’t
always a beautiful place. Sometimes it’s a horror story,
as when you see friends being hounded by online trolls
for the crime of being queer or of color and daring to
speak up on the Internet; sometimes it’s dystopian, as
when thousands of people drown trying to flee war and
persecution at home, and your neighbors and politicians
openly advocate sinking their ships to dissuade them
from coming. Sometimes it feels like quivering, eldrich
horror is the only viable response to the world we live
in. Sometimes it’s easy to forget that we have anything
to celebrate at all, which is why we sometimes need that
optimistic SF as well. Or we can celebrate the little
things…
In this second issue of 2015, we’re again celebrating
ten years of publishing The Future Fire, and of course
primarily doing so by again including five absolutely
wonderful stories in this issue. All five authors are here
for the first time, and are regaling us with tales of end of
life care, adventures in empire and politics, allegories of
runaway consumerism, surveillance and conformity, or
the savagery that is humanity. All but one of the
illustrations are by artists who have worked with us
before, and are as beautiful as anything we’ve
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published. I would proudly hold this issue up as an
example of the best TFF can offer, if anyone asked.
We’re also celebrating with another example of Best
of… this year: we’re putting together an anthology of
stories from the history of the magazine, plus new work
by some of our most acclaimed authors, and all sorts of
other new materials that we’ll gradually be leaking to
you between now and the end of the year. In the
meantime you may have noticed that we have a Call for
Stories open for Fae Visions of the Mediterranean, coedited by Valeria Vitale, an anthology of the wonderful
and terrible, ghosts and pirates and seamonsters,
nightmares and mirages and lies, from the lands all
around the Mediterranean Sea. If you’ve ever stood on
the shores and seen horror in the blue depths, you may
have a story for us. If you know anyone from Southern
Europe, North Africa, or the Near East, why not ask
them if they have a story for us? If they don’t speak
English, that’s fine too—we want all Mediterranean
voices to be heard in this anthology.
That’s not all—I won’t give away all our surprises
today, but watch this space for details of a forthcoming
fundraiser (which we hope will help us to pay fairer
rates for all of the publications mentioned above), and
other celebrations. In the meantime, enjoy the fabulous
stories from Angela, B.L., Chloe, Erika and Nick, and
the gorgeous artwork from Callum, Cécile, L.E.,
Miranda and Robin.
Djibril al-Ayad, June 2015
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Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog:
djibrilalayad.blogspot.com/2015/06/new-issue201533.html
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Tiangong Park
Erika D. Price

Illustrations © 2015, Robin E. Kaplan (thegorgonist.com)

Ernestine made us a butternut squash soup with
chunks of green apple and pear. She blended the

Tiangong Park
ingredients with a hand mixer and simmered it while
Sam and I cleared the table. The table was covered in
old receipts, photographs, cords and clamps, playing
cards, notes scrawled in pen with unsteady hands, and
brown-ringed teacups. We asked her where it all went
but she didn’t know anymore. She couldn’t remember
much, but she remembered how to make the soup.
The produce came in a thick metal box with a clamp.
There was a button that defrosted the contents. Ernestine
gets all her produce from an outpost near Ganymede,
and her meat from a station on Io. Her freezer is all
blocked up with maple sausage patties; she says they’re
for me, that she remembers how much I like them. I’ve
been allergic to the coloring agents in them for nearly a
decade now.
Sam helps her take the pot off the stove and holds
the bowls steady while she ladles them.
“Get us some bread why don’t you?” Ernestine asks.
She does not look up at me.
I open the refrigerator. I see unopened mustard, a
shampoo bottle, and two beers. “There’s nothing,” I tell
her.
She shakes her head with grave disappointment.
“Not there.” She takes a long time before speaking these
days, gathering her wool and stitching it out. “There’s a
lady down on Complex 5, by the fountain. She’s got a
little bakery there, cute little place. That’s where I get
it.”
“What, you want me to go buy some now?”
Her head shakes when it nods. She has trouble
holding it steady.
“My card’s on the coffee table,” Sam says. He’s
going into the dining room with the bowls.
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“I have money, Samuel.”
My hand is on the door. Complex 5 isn’t far, but it’s
16:30 UST, and everything closes early as shit on this
station. It’s a glorified retirement community. I might
get there and find out the sweet old lady who bakes the
bread has been dead for a week. Our mom wouldn’t
know.
I’m on the stoop when she says, “That’ll be fine,
we’ll just need to get some bread later. You’re still
growing, can’t just have you sippin’ soup.”
Ernestine locks her watery gaze on Sam, who smiles
and taps the table with his fork. “Yes ma’am!”
His smile intensifies and pleads at me. So I sit down
beside our mother. Her hand shakes the spoon through
the surface of the soup and clinks all the way to the
bottom of the bowl. But she makes it back up and takes
a sip with no problem.
“The doctors have me on this nectar diet,” she says,
after she swallows. “Five days a week, just the nutrient
juice. It’s like mucous, the stuff. But I’m so pleased to
have somebody to cook for.”
“It’s wonderful, Mom.”
And I’m not bullshitting her when I say it. I
wouldn’t. The soup is delicious, tart and sweet like early
fall on the surface of I-2367. They don’t grow apples
like these so close to the sun. Not anymore. The old bird
must’ve paid a small fortune for the shipment, and then
she went and pulped ‘em.
“Do they make lots of different flavors?” Sam asks.
“Of nectars?”
My little brother is pale with green eyes. He’s not
sturdy and tanned like my mother and me, like most of
the people from the outer belt. His biological parents
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were energy farmers just outside of Sol, or so we heard.
When he came to us, he was several months old and had
been sleeping since his birth. When we woke him, he
didn’t remember them.
Our mother is frowning. “No, they make about five
or six flavors I think. Apple. Cran-Grape. Cinnamon
Latte. Honey Peanut. Let’s see… Onion Chive.”
“Really?? Onion nectar?”
She waves her hand around. “Oh, and it’s this murky
white color, it’s awful. And your piss looks like that,
after you’ve had it.”
“Why would they make that?” Sam asks.
“They had to do a savory one,” Ernestine says. “You
can’t just have sweet all the time.”
“Why not?”
I say, “It would make you a baby. Only babies live
on sweet things all the time.”
“Breast milk is very sweet,” Ernestine whispers at
him, to clarify.
“Okay, okay. Mom. Gross.”
We eat a while and then I bring out the jug of wine. I
got it at the duty-free shop on the way to the space
station. I pour a little extra into Mom’s (stemless) glass,
hoping to loosen her.
Sam proposes a toast and stammers out a few
sentimental words. We’re not the toasting kind of
family, but Mom doesn’t remember that. She’s pleased
as punch and the glass nearly flies from her hand. I have
to push it back into her palm with my own cup. I sip for
a long time and stare at her. She takes tiny hummingbird
slurps.
“Mom,” Sam says. “What else do the doctors say?”
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Our mother wipes her mouth after every bite or drink
she takes. This is a new development, born out of her
illness. That along with the sterling silver jewelry,
heavy makeup, and the new glasses. She knows she is
dissolving, so she’s putting a ton of effort into looking
presentable. If the trajectory keeps up she’ll be a
camera-ready corpse.
“It’s not so good,” she says finally. She focuses on
the soup bowl as if the bay leaves will tell her future.
“What about the lab on north Mars?” I ask. “The one
I sent you the hologram about? Mom, did you look into
it?”
She says wearily, “It’s all so much trouble.”
“Mom.”
“I sent them a blood sample. It’s the same, Abril.
Your doctors saw the scans, same as everybody. It’s
nothing you can fix.”
“But Mom. If you got involved in a study, you could
at least get free treatment, and then, if nothing else
happened, you could at least know that you’d be helping
other people—”
“She doesn’t want it,” Sam says. “Abril, leave it be.”
“I don’t want to go all the way out to… Mars, or
whatever,” our mom says. I’m too busy fuming at Sam
to interject. “I know you kids came all the way out here
for a reason..,”
Sam’s hand shoots across the table and caresses her
on the wrist. I’m right next to her but I don’t know what
to do. Wrap and arm around those frail shoulders? Cup
her tiny white head in my hands? I could rend my
garments and cry with the best of them, but that’s not
what would help her. She has to think it’s her own
decision.
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I can tell Sam is about to say some shit about how all
we want is for her to be happy. I stand up and button my
sweater. “Mom, we all saw the test results. We all know
where this is going.”
Ernestine looks at me, then at something in the
corner, to the left of my head. “I just want to stay here.
It took so long to get the house perfect.”
“There’s shampoo in the fridge, Mom.”
She nods. “I know. I mean. I know it’s not gonna be
good… for very long.”
“I’m here,” Sam says. “Abril has six weeks, and I—I
can be here as long as you want.”
She sighs. Her eyes dart back and forth, those dark,
slow brown balls, as if she’s calculating something. “I
won’t be dead that soon.”
“What’s coming,” I say, “is gonna be painful. We
talked to the doctors—Sam and I—and we know that
you don’t want that. We could take care of you. I have a
spare room, I could set you up—”
“I don’t want to leave here.”
Our mother lives in a huge condo inside Tiangong-4,
an Earth-based space station. She’s owned the property
since before we were born. Her father died on it. His
father purchased the unit; he came here from Earth.
Tiangong-4 was launched when people still lived on the
surface, years before the Great Expansion. The condo is
our family heirloom, intermittent vacation home, distant
in-law’s suite, inner-Milky Way outpost, and now our
mother’s home.
But, being nearly as old as the Earthen dirt and just
as historical, it’s worth trillions. And it’s doing us no
good, sitting and rusting away, days of travel from
where Sam and I live and work. On Tiangong, there’s
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no schools and no central business park. There’s no
university or teaching hospital where I could get a job.
There are no art galleries for Sam. They don’t export
anything. All they import is geezers who want to spend
their final days staring into the craters of the mother
planet.
I unbutton my sweater and button it again. “Mom, if
something happened to you out here, what would we
do? It would take us so long to get out here… we
wouldn’t get to say goodbye. You know?”
“I know.”
“I can’t stay out here forever!” I’m spitting a little
when I speak. I need to be more like Ernestine, and wipe
my mouth every few seconds.
“Your brother just said he can stay with me,”
Ernestine says. And she continues to eat, a napkin at the
ready in her right hand.
I look at Sam. I don’t know why he won’t say
something. I think my desperation is clear.
“Abril and I were thinking,” he finally says, very
slowly, “that maybe it would be best if you uploaded.”
Now the spoon drops and she gets mad. “Uploaded?
That’s what you want? Just get rid of me?”
Sam takes a long breath. “It’s not getting rid of you.
It’s just giving you a place to stay, where you don’t
have to worry—”
“Just shove your old mother in a fucking air sickness
bag and hurl her into space,” she continues. She pushes
off the table and stands up. She used to be five foot
seven, but three of those inches have turned into a hump
in her back.
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“It’s not like that Mom, and you know it.” I put a
hand on her shoulder and she flinches a little. “The
sooner you do it, the more… intact you’ll be.”
“Your father’s in the Haze,” she spits. “I can’t look
at him again.”
The Haze is the informal name for it. It’s a cloudbased network, created in the days of the old internet.
On Earth, before everything went to shit, they invented
a way for people’s minds to be downloaded from their
brains after death.
But the minds got lonely, living all alone on hard
drives that sat on their relatives’ desks. So they
networked with each other and shared their information,
pooled their memories and experiences. The Haze has
been with us ever since. Not everybody chooses to join
when their time comes (and not everybody dies, not
anymore), but most do.
They say that adding your mind to the Haze is like
walking into a big room full of laughing people, and
when you enter it’s like you’re adding one more riff,
one extra punchline that just sends everybody into new
fits and giggles, even yourself.
They say it’s one big intellectual hug with everyone
that’s ever lived, where all misunderstandings are
smoothed out, where all ignorances are eradicated.
Every child grows up looking forward to it and fearing
it, just like puberty.
I reach into my bag and pull my smartglass out. “I
have the documents right here,” I tell her. “We could
hook it up today, if you wanted. Or whenever you
decided.”
We watch our mother hobble around the dining room
table, into the kitchen, through to the living room, where
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she settles in a heap on our dad’s old rocking chair. Her
sewing is a garbled knot of threads hanging off the arm.
She rocks furiously, scowling, almost muttering to
herself. She used to be the kind of mom who said you
were an idiot to your face. We miss that.
“Mom,” Sam says, “Think about it. You wouldn’t be
alone out here anymore. And you’d feel better. It’s good
for people in your situation.”
“Just ship me off to Never-Neverland already.”
“No,” I say. “It’s not like that. Your brain—shit,
Ernestine, we know it’s getting worse by the minute.
But if you put your brain on the network, that’s it! The
Alzheimer’s won’t progress!”
“I know my brain is getting worse,” she growls. “I
was talking to the woman that makes the bread
yesterday, and I forgot your husband’s name, for crying
out loud.”
“I don’t have a husband.”
She shrugs and makes a face at me, a smug, whatdid-I-tell-you face.
“Kids. You think I can just walk into the Haze, with
everybody that’s there… and let them see me like this?
What will I say to your father?” She grips the armrests.
“What if I don’t recognize him?”
“Old memories are the last to go,” I tell her,
automatically, and Sam shoots me a look.
“Everyone loves you. They’ll be happy to see you,”
he offers. “I don’t think they’ll mind.”
My brother is a painter. His ‘job’ is graphic design,
but his work is painting. Mom’s guest room is filled
with canvases and sheets of paper, all stacked up from
the floor to the light switches. He has a little studio set
up on Mom’s back deck, overlooking Tiangong Park.
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“They’ll think I was always an idiot,” she says. “I get
so confused… and then I get scared. And I think, will it
always be like this? If I go into that Haze place, I’ll be
stuck like this. It might be better to just… let it get
worse. Because then it will stop.”
I try to speak, but a quivering sad noise comes out
instead. Sam is practically on his knees, taking Mom’s
hand once again, whispering, “Okay, it’s okay. We’re
not gonna make you. I’m not gonna leave you.”
My brother believes we should do whatever Mom
wants. He thinks we ought to follow her word as gospel,
until the day she dies. I think we should teach her to
want what is best. I’m a life assessor, of course I think
that. It’s my job to help people find their best setting,
their best circumstances, their best self. It’s also my
work.
“What time does the bakery close?” I ask.
Our mom looks at her tablet a moment. “19:45,” she
says. “Better get a move on.”
The bread is warm under my arm as I cross the plaza
back to our Mom’s condo. It’s night on I-3001 where I
live, but here it’s midday. Tiangong and this half of the
Earth are cloaked in warm sunlight. The solar panels are
in bloom, the dome is open, and we are facing the rough
brown surface of the mother planet. Grey blue water
lays flat between the torn ground like shards from a
mirror. The ruined ground looks like chippings from a
terra cotta pot that’s been dropped.
It’s not beautiful to look at. People romanticize what
the Earth is like; there are posters of the planet in every
school in every major outpost in the Milky Way. In
15

Erika D. Price
them, the Earth is oversaturated with blue and green.
The big holes are smudged until they resemble canyons
or old cities. The natural light is nice, shining down on
Tiangong’s streets the way it does, but you can’t escape
the ground staring at you, knowing you’ve betrayed it
and left it for dead.
I’m a few steps from Mom’s stoop when I get the
shiver. In the shadow of her building, my arms prickle.
So I turn around and go back into the sunlight. I head
down the plaza into the park, relieved to discover that
it’s basically empty.
Tiangong Park is this space station’s only green area.
There are no crops here, no wildlife reserves; it’s too
small. Originally designed as a research base, it was
rehabbed into a community in the midst of the Great
Expansion. Modern space stations have dozens of acres
of designated green space of all kinds.
Here there’s just a measly one-acre quad with a few
maple trees. A fountain, a some wooden benches, a box
garden with a few sad tomatoes that the old women dig
around in. That’s it. I leave my shoes on the brick and
go across the grass. I look up at the Earth as I squish my
toes in the turf, and imagine what a whole floating orb
of life would look like, really look like.
My brother wants to stay and paint the Earth. As
Tiangong orbits, he gets a new perspective on the
planet, something fresh to paint every day without
leaving Mom’s porch. He wants her to dig the telescope
out of the attic so he can scour the surface for signs of
life and undiscovered ruins. He paints the forests that
are dead, the trees that have fallen, the canyons that
remain, the skeletons he imagines in the rubble.
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He wants to stitch all the images together, large and
small, to create an exhaustive artistic rendering of the
world below. That’s what he calls it. Terra Below. If he
had a daughter he’d name her that, probably.
He won’t tell me that crap, because he knows I’ll
pitch a shitfit. He’ll bleed Mom dry buying those paints,
shipping them from Io or wherever, eating Mom’s
expensive produce and meat. I know he’ll take good
care of her in return. I know that if I abandon her to die,
I don’t deserve to resent him. But I do.
At night I open his smartglass and read his diary,
read about his art and his plans, and my stomach gets all
acidic. I can’t sleep; I can’t lie down without the acid
spilling up my throat. I want to spit it in his sleeping
face. I stay up all night and keep reading, leaf through
his drawings trying to find one that’s horrible.
The fountain in the center of the quad is a big
copper-colored bowl of water, with a round bellied fish
spitting a stream into the air. A small-titted mermaid
leans against his back, squeezing one of her nipples.
With her free hand, she holds a jug across her lap, which
spills more water into the basin. There are rocks and a
few coins in the water, and goldfish.
I stick my feet in the water and the fish startle and
swim away. The bottom of the basin is painted blue, to
simulate oceanic freshness. We should paint the bottom
of the Earth blue, so the water looks right again. I’m not
sure it really ever looked the way it does in old and
doctored photos. One day, I will die and join the Haze,
and all the dead people will tell me the truth.
I look at the Earth and try to see what my idiot
brother does. All the bumps and holes, the crags and
canyons. It looks like a bunch of dried-out old lady
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labia. It’s fallow. There’s nothing for anyone here but
the pretense of a memory. Our bodies can’t tell that we
came from that place, they can’t sense it. There is
nothing magical about it. You can look at your mother’s
stomach all day and you’ll never see yourself.
As a life assessor, I come across three types of
clients. The first are those with straight-up mental
illness. Their lives are crumbling because they are
defective for the setting they’re in. Sometimes they’ve
been an ill fit forever; occasionally there is a
precipitating event. I cannot help these people improve
their lives. I can, however, direct them to new ones.
The autistic, obsessive-compulsive, and antisocial do
well on Io, for example. They enjoy quiet
manufacturing jobs and darkness. They live in spartan
dormitories and have meals brought to them. The codependent make amazing nurses and caregivers, and
live in big flocks on every medical wing and retirement
home in every space station.
The second group of clients are victims of tragedy. A
person close to them died, or they lost an essential part
of themselves, or they failed in some incurable way, and
now everything feels wrong. These clients take some
tinkering. There is no perfect solution for grief or
shame. But the great thing is, most tragedy-struck
clients will eventually get better. If you keep trying new
treatments, keep sending them to new settings,
eventually they will recover and think you were the
cause. They pay their bills on time and recommend me
to other clients.
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The final class of clients are the languishing. These
people have no defect that we can detect, biologically or
psychologically. They had good upbringings, they are
smart, and they have many talents. And yet they find
their situation to be lacking. Logic says they should
flourish wherever they go, and yet they sink. They’re
too porous.
The solution for the languishers is simple, though.
You send them someplace horrible. A mine on the base
of Mars or Mercury for a depressed writer. A solar farm
on the edge of Sol for a despondent stay-at-home dad. A
terraforming base on Charon for an old man with fifteen
ex-wives.
That’s it. That’s the solution. You take the miserable
person and you find their perfect, complementary
miserable situation. It breaks them open. They write you
heartfelt messages saying you’ve touched their soul,
wiggled your finger around in it, and dug all the lint out.
These clients pay handsomely, because they don’t need
the trappings of their old lives.
My job is to help people find their optimal living
conditions. Everybody has one. Everyone has some
circumstance they are suited for. The gift of our era is
that there are so many ways to live. And there are
people like me who can tell a person what’s best.
After a few minutes the solitude is broken by an old
man in a long jacket. He’s carrying a big box, or a
briefcase; whatever it is, it’s covered in a brown tarp.
He settles on a bench a few feet away and places the
box at his feet.
“Afternoon,” he says.
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“Afternoon…”
He proceeds to flip the cover, revealing a mesh cage
filled with little grey and white birds. They make a soft
cooing sound and arrange themselves near the door, in a
small huddle like children at story time. The man lifts
the latch and the come out, into the grass.
“Doves?”
He’s reaching into his pocket. Breadcrumbs in a
gallon plastic bag. “Pigeons.” He spreads some of the
crumbs before him, and the birds peck with surprising
calmness.
“You have them well-trained,” I say.
He sucks on his lower lip and tells me, “They know
there’s plenty to eat.”
There’s seven of them. One bird hops over and lifts
of the ground. It settles on the edge of the fountain, a
few feet from my legs. I’ve seen plenty of birds before,
at the nature reserves and zoos, but none as bland and
stout and stupid-looking as this one.
“You can touch it,” the man offers.
“I’m good.” It doesn’t get any closer to me. “Where
are they from?”
He extends a shaking hand to the brown globe below
us.
“No.”
He chews at his lip and flings more crumbs. An
overflowing cupped hand of stale bread, probably from
the baker-woman our mom frequents. The man points to
one of the birds, the shortest and grayest of them all. Its
feathers stick out at jagged angles.
“This one,” he says. “His great-great grandaddy was
taken off the surface.”
“And the rest?”
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“Great great great grandaddies and mommies. My
great aunt was there. They rescued them. Like Noah’s
ark.”
I slide to the edge of the fountain. His skin is brown
and suffused with purple and red veins. His nose,
especially, is streaked. You could drag a dull fingernail
across his skin and draw blood, it looks like.
“I didn’t know they took animals off the surface after
the expansion,” I say.
He removes his hat and works a crumb-dirtied finger
through what remains of his hair. He’s not as old as his
clothing and his existence on this space station led me to
believe. He could be in his fifties.
“My aunt told me there were dozens of missions.
They even sent a few marine biologists back into the
oceans, with traps and things. They scooped up all kinds
of clown fish and baby sharks, jellyfish. Can you
imagine how hard it was? All those heavy tanks and
cages stowed on board?”
“What happened?”
“One of the shuttles was too heavy. They were trying
to bring an antelope up, or a seal. Maybe it was a tiger.
Anyway, they didn’t even break through the
atmosphere.”
“That’s awful.”
He swallows some spit. “Eh. All the birds made it.
Bones are hollow. It was stupid of them, trying to take
big mammals up.”
“I’m sure they didn’t have the space for them,” I say.
“You know, to run around in.”
He empties the bag of crumbs. There’s a mound twoinches tall. The bird by my side hops off and goes to eat,
cooing very softly.
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“We never had enough space,” he said. “Those days
we felt like animals on Noah’s ark, too. I-200 had
fourteen thousand people on it, back then. Stacked up
like crates.”
“I can’t imagine.”
“Shit-water running out of the pipes, us all huddled
up and eating oats and bits of cardboard… but the
pigeons made it.”
He strokes a pigeon on the neck. Then he looks up
and surveys the quad. It doesn’t look as pitiful now. It’s
green and long; all of Tiangong’s citizens could line up
on the lawn and they wouldn’t have to touch elbows.
The population density is only going to improve.
“I guess living here must be heaven compared to
that,” I offer.
While he’s brushing the crumbs from his lap he says,
“It makes a good womb. And nobody here gives me
crap about the animals.”
When he opens the cage the birds go in single-file.
The man groans a little with the weight of it, and
hobbles across the uneven turf, back to his unit.
“Nice meeting you!” I call, a little too late, and he
puts his free hand up without looking back.
The brown earth gets an orange tinge as the sun
disappears from this side. Sam should paint the birds. I
want to tell him. I want to say that there’s a lifetime
worth of paintings to be made here. I thought that
maybe he wasn’t living up to his potential, being here…
but perhaps he’s just like my languishing clients. He
needs an impossible task.
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I stuff my hands into my sweater and dash across the
quad, up the bricks, past the baker’s house, to our
mother’s front door. It doesn’t even have a lock.
Tiangong has a population of three hundred, but not
everyone who owns a condominium here actually lives
here, and they all know one another.
“Mom! Sam!” I call. I let the door hit the wall, but
nobody complains.
The house is dark. Our plates are in the sink, the
wine jug is on the table, drained. Sam is not a big
drinker, and Mom doesn’t like how alcohol makes her
even more fuzzy. My smartglass is there, the upload
paperwork pulled up. I go into the kitchen, calling their
names.
I go onto the deck. Sam’s latest painting is there,
with all his implements. A vast grey-blue sea with a
cluster of sand-colored islands. I look in his telescope.
All I see is grey, endless grey water, nothing else.
And then I see the glow coming from Mom’s room.
A bright blue lighting is shining out the window, into
the yard. I run back into the house.
“Mom! Sam! What are you—”
They’re lying a few feet apart on her bed. The
comforter is drawn up and they’re lying with all their
clothes on, their hands turned down, their eyes fluttering
like they’re dreaming. A small console sits between
them; a cord runs from the machine to ports in each of
their heads. The screen glows bright blue.
UPLOAD IN PROGESS, it says.
Their bodies aren’t cold, but they aren’t warm either.
Their breathing is very slow and their eyes are darting
rapidly. She was afraid to walk into the Haze alone,
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with her mind in the state that it is. Sam said he would
stay with her. Now he can lead her there.
I take Sam’s hand and find a piece of paper.
I’m coming back, it says.
People have joined the Haze prematurely before,
saying they’ll come back. But no one ever does. You
can ask a person what they want, what will make them
happy, but they’re terrible at knowing. People rarely end
up wanting what they say they do.
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“By growth in reputation, and in years,
By questioning, and by the master’s aid,
By thoughtfulness, and converse with the wise,
By intercourse with men worthy of love,
By residence within a pleasant spot—
By these nine is one’s insight purified.
They who have these, their wisdom grows.”
—The Debate of King Milinda
I came into the bathroom to find him sitting on the
floor, wedged in the narrow space between the bathtub
and the radiator. He was sitting there, looking up at the
shower curtain I had just purchased from the
supermarket: a map of the known intergalactic paths,
painted in bright primary colors. The Hindustani
Interstellar Empire, looking cute.
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He was always more Hindustani than his genes; he
took the imperial attitudes into himself, spun them into
something mythical and important, a fabricated heritage.
I told him sometimes that it was cultural appropriation.
But he always responded in the same way: we were all
Imperial subjects. He was simply proud of this. I told
him that his ancestral ocean had been more Pacific than
Indian, that, for example, to be considered a Tamil, you
had to be able to trace your lineage back pre-Empire,
pre-Unification, pre-… but he wouldn’t listen.
I saw gray in his hair.
Anyway, he was still on the floor. I was staring. He
tried to explain himself: “Oh, Oppie. What are you—
what’s up, old chap?”
I tried to look nonchalant. “Oh, nothing, sir. I was
just looking for something.”
He was struggling to get up, but the space was small.
He was bracing himself against the wall. It was clumsy.
I felt embarrassed for him.
“You’re probably wondering why I’m sitting here.”
“Especially before I’ve cleaned the floor, yes…” I let
my eyes roam to the window.
He snorted. “I was just—reminiscing.”
He waved his hand, a weak gesture to take in all the
thousands of trillions of stars that we had jumped over,
split apart and fished up in our nets. All the stars we had
named and remembered to name, and all the ones we
had just forgotten.
His name was famous around the colonies. Sort of.
He was Menander Khan, and if you went to technical
institutes or read engineering textbooks, you would find
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his name there—a few lines below the greats: Dyson,
Schwarzchild, Kumar, Li, the various other Khans. He
had helped make the Drops, the holes in space we were
flying through now. He—and a dozen other names—
had sent us spinning upwards. The Empire was mighty
(Hindustan zindabad!), thanks to Menander and the
others.
Menander was mighty. I thought so. Then again, my
brain had been built to think so. But it was a truth that
beat with my heart and pounded through my veins: I
loved him.
He seemed to find this very funny.
“Up we go,” I huffed, struggling with the sofa’s
armrest and his weight. It was evening now. He pushed
at me and collapsed back into the couch.
The monitors—as big as the living room windows—
glittered with the sparkling news anchors and the long,
plastic-feeling montage of protests and riots. Rome, Sao
Paolo, Mumbai. ‘Terraform the ghetto first!’ the rioters
cried.
There were streaming videos from the prison camps
near Hyderabad, and pictures of the prisoners of war
arranged into human piles. Pyramids of living skin that
made me feel wretched to see. Another bomb had gone
off in Delhi this morning; the Imperial military hub in
London was pouring people into the stars for the space
exploration program. No one really mentioned
Menander these days, but everyone was talking about
Drops.
He was drunk.
“Has Ravi called? I thought I saw a message.”
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Ravi wore glasses and was fussy about his hair. He
worked for the green channel, The Luddite. He and
Menander loved each other (I think).
“You did—you deleted it earlier.”
“Oh God! Why did I do that?”
“You said you hate Ravi and you never want to
speak to him again. You said he was just calling to rub
your face in shit.”
“In ‘it’?”
“In ‘shit’. That’s what you said.”
His face was red. He was wedged into the sofa
cushions, lying on his side. I worried about the
upholstery. A bottle of Gorizian grappa, half-empty,
was on the coffee table—too close to the edge for my
peace of mind. The floor was carpeted. Expensive to
shampoo.
“Up we go…” he mumbled into his shirt collar.
I leaned in. I could smell the alcohol on him. I
couldn’t trust my senses—I knew enough about myself
not to—but I thought I sensed in him something even
more intoxicating. The promise of something bigger. He
looked crumpled, but in a grand way. I put my hands
out.
“Up we go,” he repeated. “Remember, Oppie? It’s
what you said during—during our first Drop.”
That wasn’t true.
In our first Drop, he ripped a tunnel into space-time
and sent a little piece of fluff through—from one end of
the lab to the other. Then, for a long series of test Drops,
he sent other things: bacteria, plastics, a cat. It was the
early days. By the time we got to humans, we Dropped
ourselves from Sydney to the moon. A thousand hours
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of fuss for a trip that took less than a google-blink. We
came back, unscathed, ecstatic.
I had been his space suit then.
I knew what Menander meant now. He meant the
first time he and I took a real Drop—the kind that gave
you visions, the kind that altered you. I had been part of
the ship then; I was the navigational computer and life
support systems. That period, when I was a rebellious
consciousness embedded in the machinery, always
toying with sabotage, had been like my adolescence: a
little reckless, very exciting, deeply emotional.
Menander had been my older brother, my father, my
mother and my child. He was authority figure and role
model and victim. He had been young then too—his
hair had been steel, his irises like swirling petroleum.
When we had come back from our first official,
galactic, ‘real’ Drop, we had become heroes.
Of course, we didn’t feel very heroic. Menander had
just given me a body (version one), and I had been
shaking and vomiting for most of the trip home.
Menander hadn’t been feeling well either: he had been
having those wicked hallucinations we have all now
come to call ‘Droplag’. Once he fainted in an airport
bathroom.
But we were heroes, and our names were
everywhere. Menander Khan, and his faster-than-light
ship, the Oppenheimer 1. It was flattering.
I remember they used to let us sit in on Imperial
court discussions, and Menander and I would watch as
the courtiers and ministers and diplomats screamed at
each other, while the Empress clicked through her
ambient settings and yawned. It all happened very fast
in those days. War against the Chinese was declared.
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The Drop Ministry was opened. Menander was now in
cabinet. I was reinvented as a political aide.
They had flashed the new government wetware into
my brain and I remember reeling from the information
pumped through my body, overloading it. I had terrible
diarrhea. I didn’t speak for a few days. Menander hardly
noticed, though: he was so busy. We were all so, so
busy.
Suddenly, our lives had become military and
industrial, with only one command: build more Drops.
Anyway, when Menander started reminiscing that far
back, I knew it was time for bed.
The next morning, Prime Minister Maha Pajapati
came to visit. Her normally severe expression was soft.
She waved her guards and her assistant away; they
loitered by the fountain outside.
“Dr. Khan, I don’t have time for pleasantries,” she
said. “We need you back at the Ministry.”
“Prime Minister…” Menander looked at his shoes. I
stood by them with the tray of biscuits. “I’m honored—”
“Oh, please, stop that. Listen to me: the war’s going
to get worse, Menander. Much worse. And with these
fringe groups nibbling away at us from the inside, the
Black Hats and their ‘American Liberation Front’… We
need your—stability—back in government.”
“Pajapati, I understand—I really do. But this isn’t…
I had no intention, and I still have no intention, of ever
working on Drops again. I stick by what I said. Can I
take your coat?”
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I checked my internal read-outs. I checked the
visuals: Menander and Prime Minister Pajapati sat down
in their chairs, coiling like springs.
“And why is that?” the Prime Minister’s question
sounded rhetorical. I held my breath. “Tell me again.”
“Prime Minister…” Menander pleaded. “You saw
my report. It was all in there.”
“I want to hear it again. From you.”
Menander inhaled. “Because I think we should never
have opened that first one, and because I think, in the
long term, Drops will rip our solar system apart. We…
look, fundamentally, we have no idea what we’re doing.
We still don’t.”
“But it’s not really about some cosmic six billionyear expiration date, is it?”
“‘Six billion’ is, you do realize, a relative term when
we talk about Drops.”
“Don’t split hairs.”
“Fine. I have… perhaps I could say, social concerns.
I’ve come to believe that the Drops will undermine our
Hindustan. Prime Minister, three of my top scientists
killed themselves because of the so-called Droplag.
Three out of twenty-seven.”
“That, however, was years ago. Argentieri’s death
was—what? Seven ten? It’s been nearly thirty years.”
“And the developments since then have been
unexpected, I agree. But I saw last year’s report—the
failure rate is still nearly that bad. And with a
probability that high… Attempting to use the Drops for
military purposes or—God forbid—extraterrestrial
colonial aspirations is just ludicrous. All those
people…” Menander’s voice dropped. “It would be
unwise.”
31

Angela Ambroz
I reminded myself to exhale.
Prime Minister Pajapati stared at Menander, who
kept his eyes averted. Eventually, she looked up at me. I
smiled politely.
“Oppie, is it?”
“Yes, madam.”
“Do you agree with your master here?”
Menander snorted. “‘Friend’, Prime Minister—he’s
not my slave.”
“Yes, madam. I agree with Menander sir. The Drops
are very dangerous. Droplag is very bad. I have seen it
in Menander sir.”
“And have you, Mr. Oppie, ever been through one?”
His eyes met mine. They were dark but shining. I
remembered the tug of the Drop’s gravitational pull;
that hypnotic persistence, that power. I remembered
how I had felt it deep within the pit of the ship, coursing
through my metal veins. I felt it now, in my body’s
stomach.
Lying was power. Lying was forbidden. And lying to
the Prime Minister—
“Myself? No, madam. I’m a different Oppie. Just a
butler version.”
“Hmm,” she murmured, staring. I felt my cheeks
darken under her examination. My heart started to
hammer an insistent, military march. I looked to
Menander, but he had looked away again—out the
window. Carving a private space for himself, as always.
I wondered what prison was like.
“Menander,” the Prime Minister broke her stare.
“We need someone cautious in command of the Drops.
Someone like you. My alternatives don’t look too
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promising. And you know I wouldn’t come to you if I
wasn’t desperate.”
Menander raised an eyebrow. “Maha, what do you
think I’d be able to do? I’m not a soldier, and I certainly
can’t command the Drops like weapons. I refuse to.”
“But we just don’t have the luxury anymore to make
that type of decision! And surely you agree that a
pacifist at the helm of a controlled weapon—”
“You’re a politician.” Menander looked sardonic. “A
very good one. You think strategically. But my advice is
simple: just cut the funding. Shut them down.”
Prime Minister Pajapati sat for a moment, and then
she stood. Her hair was white—like jet streams, like a
funeral.
“Fine. I won’t waste our time. Goodbye, Dr. Khan,”
she said. “Goodbye, Oppie.”
“Goodbye, Prime Minister.”
“Goodbye, madam.”
Six months later, China opened its first Drop.
No one knew its specifications, its exact location in
our solar system, its Schwarzchild Survival Probability
Spectrum, where the thing even went.
But the Chinese Empire made sure to film a series of
military vessels as they lumbered through it, the solar
glare firing them up with golden shine. One by one, the
space-faring ships disappeared into the hole. One by
one, the Chinese crowds cheered and the Chinese
Imperial anthem played, and Menander and I sat deeper
and deeper into our sofa.
Meanwhile, the war continued, dividing and redividing the planet in bloody squabbles. Prime Minister
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Pajapati’s prediction was right: things were getting
worse. The newest Drop Minister appeared on our
monitors for another pep talk one morning.
“What is one, to many? What is a single Drop, to the
ocean? Do they think we are frightened? Do they think
we will stop? No! Indeed, we shall never surrender. We
shall fight. We shall fight them in the orbits, in the gases
and in the galactic core. We shall fight—”
The monitor abruptly blinked off. I looked over;
Menander was rubbing his face with his hands.
“Did I make a mistake?” he muttered. “I’ve made so
many mistakes.”
“The Drops are good. Someday, everyone will see
that. They’ll use them for good.”
“They’ll probably kill themselves off first.”
I took his hand and squeezed. He gave me a weak
smile.
Later, when I went to close the windows in
Menander’s bedroom, he held my shoulders and kissed
me. It was clumsy, abrupt. I was downloading articles
on human eroticism and proper sexual behavior
frantically, trying to keep up. I hacked into my
physiology structures and made sure enough blood was
thundering down into my genitals. I guess I got ready.
Menander pulled back. “Don’t take this the wrong
way, Oppie, but this feels like a new low.”
I shrugged.
He looked down at me. “I don’t remember that ever
happening before.”
“Quick hack,” I explained.
“God, you’re fast.”
“Built by the best.” I smiled. And I could feel the
desperate arousal burning off him. I google-blinked a
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few articles on What Men Want, Cosmo Sex Tips and
what ejaculation was supposed to look like, and then
pulled him by the shirt.
Menander said part of growing up was assuming
responsibility. My biggest responsibility at the moment
was keeping our apartment clean. His was keeping sober
before the sun went down. We were children again.
When the Black Hats first visited us, they sent
another android upstairs. She looked average to me. But
I had trouble with faces—that is, except for Menander’s.
She introduced herself, cheery: “Call me Dick!”
Menander lingered by the door, hands shaking. I
stood between them, feeling protective.
“‘Dick’ like ‘Richard’?” I asked.
“Like ‘Feynman’!” she chirped. “Mind if I upload?”
I looked at Menander; he nodded once. I turned back
to Dick and shrugged.
“Go ahead, I guess.”
She took my hand.
FYNMN PRTCL LINE START
//* GOT IT? *//
BEGIN RUNDOWN
1……5……100
RUNDOWN COMPLETE
TRNSMITTING…
OPPNHMER 1 OPEN LINE
//* TOO OLD
FORGET FORGET
KING MILINDA SITS ON A THRONE
SHIMMERING GLITTER STICKS WOW
BLACK PLAGUE PURSUES ASHES ASHES
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WE ALL FALL DOWN
*//
ERROR!!! FORCE LINE CLOSE
FYNMN PRTCL LINE START
//* OPPIE SHUTTHEHELLUP. I’M OPENING
UP A DOWNLINK NOW. STAY STILL!!! *//
FYNMN PRTCL INITIATING UPLINK
START
START…
TRNSMITTING…
DOWNLINK ESTABLISHED
DOWNLINK COMPLETE
HOORAY! HOORAY! HOORAY!
When I came to, Dick was gone and Menander was
splashing water on my face. I saw a splash of gore when
I blinked.
“What was it, Oppie? What’s wrong? You’ve been
standing there in a daze for hours.”
I saw words imprinted on the insides of my eyelids:
DEATH TO THE DROPMASTER. I vomited.
Menander yelped.
Later that evening, Prime Minister Pajapati was
assassinated.
The Black Hats were chaotic, fringe terrorists—they
hated the Drops, called them symbols of our Imperial
degradation and doom. They called themselves
‘freedom fighters’ for certain small European countries
and forgotten American states. I was certain they were
behind Pajapati’s assassination.
Menander groaned, and the pit of my stomach
burned. I felt tears rolling down the bridge of my nose.
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They had increased our security at the apartment, but
Dick had shown me the full network and now I saw
Black Hats everywhere. We’re doomed, I wanted to tell
Menander. They’re going to kill us!
Menander said change was the only constant. He
drank often and got nasty, as if he sensed what I wasn’t
telling him. He said I was his talking vibrator, that I
should have been a dog, that artificial intelligence was
an Escher painting of thought-loops. I blinked articles
on Survivor Guilt and Low Self-Esteem. I scanned his
liver when he slept in my arms; I ran my fingers against
his chest and sent little pulses there to keep his heart
going.
Menander said he loved me, and I felt myself burn.
The Drops beckoned.
“What will happen to you when you die?”
Menander stared at the ceiling. I was tucked up by
him, my head on his shoulder. I could feel his breath
rattling around in his lungs with every rise and fall of
his chest.
“Morbid tonight, old boy? Don’t worry—they won’t
get us.”
“I’m not—it’s a philosophical question.”
“Sure.” Menander looked indulgent in the creamy
moonlight. “Standard cremation, I suppose.”
“I want to die first,” I announced.
“You’ll never die, Oppie. I built you to last forever,
remember?”
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Someone bombed the Chinese Drop, the new Drop
Minister’s motorcade was attacked (he survived), and
the Black Hats visited us a second time.
When they pulled the mask off my head, I leaped
immediately into the wireless network. But the only
signal I could access spouted malware, porn and
anthem-based ringtones into my basal ganglia. It tasted
horrible.
Menander was lying beside me. His face was swollen
on one side.
We were down on the streets somewhere. I could
smell fungus.
Dick stood before us; she was wearing a Don’t Tread
On Me t-shirt and holding an AK-47 against her hip like
it was an infant. Her boots squelched in the wet moss.
She was pacing. I felt deaf without the net. And
Menander groaned beside me.
“I know you agree with me,” Dick said.
“Fuck you.”
“We were at the Ministry together. I remember you.”
“I don’t remember you.”
“Yes, you do—I was Argentieri’s.”
“Fuck you,” I said again, my resolve weakening. “So
now what? You kidnap us and—”
“The Ministry caves. Duh.”
“You were always a stupid program.”
Dick shrugged. “We can’t pick our parents.”
Later, I was pushing an antiseptic bandage against
Menander’s forehead. The blood was making my hands
slick, and I still felt the tremors of Dick’s death in my
biceps and abdominal muscles. I didn’t have much time.
With one part of my mind, I pushed the tracking
signals away—flinging them far below, into the
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molding, abandoned alleyways where Dick’s body now
lay. With the other part of my mind, I crafted my
goodbye.
The auto-rickshaw had a rusted jack in the center;
low bandwidth, but it would be enough.
“Menander sir,” I whispered. “Menander.”
I touched his forehead gently, brushing his hair
away. He looked anxious, even in sleep. The rickshaw’s
body shuddered as we rose into traffic-heavy lanes.
Menander stirred.
“Menander sir, I am sending you to the ashram in
Dehradoon. You will be safe there. They put something
in your head, I think, I’m not sure. I can’t get it out, but
I think you’ll be fine.”
Menander’s eyes fluttered. The rickshaw swerved,
pushing us against the side of the car.
“I’m going to enter this jack and take the Drops
away, sir. I know this will bring us peace. The Black
Hats won’t find you at the ashram.”
“Oppie, what…?” Menander croaked.
“I know the virus strain we need. I can become it.” I
leaned into him; I could smell the petroleum. I could
feel the swirling vortex of Drops, hypnotizing me,
pulling me by the stomach. Menander was such a
beautiful man. “I will solve all these problems. We can
become our own Droplag.”
The cables from the jack plugged into the nodes by
my hairline. I saw Menander’s eyes widen in horror. He
started pushing himself up, but I just kissed him lightly
on the eyebrow and wished him goodbye.
The cable clicked into place.
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The headache roars into his consciousness, and he
smells the citrus disinfectant they use to clean the
bathroom tiles.
“Menander sir? Menander sir!”
It’s his AI bot, Oppenheimer, twitching in the new
body. Menander groans, pushing himself shakily back to
his feet. The Oppenheimer holds his elbow.
“Jesus,” Menander croaks. “How long was I out?”
“Not long, sir! Only a few minutes! What’s wrong,
sir?”
“Nothing, nothing… I just felt—it felt like I flashed
onto something. God, it felt like a fire just baked my
brain, to tell you the truth. It’s been happening on and
off since we took that damn Drop.”
“The Drop that made us famous, sir!”
“Yes, that one…” Menander staggers to the sink and
splashes water on his face. He goes through the litany;
his therapist, Dr. Trungpa, said he should say it
whenever he loses focus like this. My name is Menander
Khan. I am thirty-three years old. I have just
experienced a Drop flashback. Right now, I am in
(insert location).
Menander lets the water turn icy.
Right now, I am in airport bathroom.
Something about the Drop flashback had felt
premonitory. Menander scoops water into his hands and
drinks. Then he looks up at Oppenheimer. The AI bot is
rolling on his heels, smiling childishly, eyes wandering.
He looks shy. Stupid, even.
“I’m not so sure these are flashbacks, Oppie.”
“‘Oppie’, sir?”
“I think I’ve just seen something in our future.”
“That’s silly!”
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The headache roared into his consciousness, and he
smelled the pine needles wafting in a Himalayan breeze.
“Menander sahib? Sahib!”
It was Jeremysmith Patel, the groundskeeper at the
ashram. The sun was setting, the temperature dropping
fast. Menander groaned, pushing himself shakily back to
his feet. Jeremysmith held his elbow.
“Jesus,” Menander croaked. “Did I fall asleep?”
“No, sahib. Droplag, sahib! You were muttering
again and again—‘Oppie’ this, ‘Oppie’ that.”
Oppie. The name was familiar.
Menander blinked.
Jeremysmith guided Menander back to the
farmhouse where the other ashram-goers were gathered.
Someone had lit a citrus-scented incense stick in the
main hall; a giant seated Buddha loomed, eyes serene
and half-closed. Everyone was wearing organic hemp
that crinkled when they moved. They eyed Menander
warily; he wondered if he looked as ill as he felt.
Mother Amma swept in, large arms outspread.
“Manu bhai! How are you feeling? Worried, we
were.”
Menander wobbled his head to indicate half-good,
half-bad. She pulled him into a hug.
Later, they watched the news, where everyone was
buzzing about ‘Drops’ this and ‘Drops’ that and a
conscious virus or virus consciousness that was eating
things from the inside out. Already seventy percent of
the Hindustani Drops had rotted away, stranding the
space exploration program and crippling the military.
Menander poked at his rice pudding.
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China was moving in through the mountains, taking
over the Historical Kingdom of Tibet and officially
declaring war on Hindustan’s extraterrestrial colonial
claims.
The news anchor was attempting to interview the
virus, but all Menander could see were scrambles of 1s
and 0s, confusing him.
A subtitle appeared as the virus ‘spoke’ in its digital
scrawl:
“A FEW PEOPLE LAUGHED, A FEW PEOPLE
CRIED, MANY WERE SILENT. I REMEMBERED
A LINE FROM THE HINDU SCRIPTURE, THE
BHAGAVAD GITA. VISHNU IS TRYING TO
PERSUADE THE PRINCE THAT HE SHOULD DO
HIS DUTY AND TO IMPRESS HIM HE TAKES
ON HIS MULTI-ARMED FORM.”
The 1s and 0s cascaded onto the screen and
Menander recognized the pattern of a heart. Something
itched at his eyebrow; a familiarity. The virus finished:
“‘NOW I AM BECOME DEATH, THE
DESTROYER OF WORLDS.’”
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Tamsin woke up at seven am, on the dot, every
morning. She had a very set routine. She woke, she
showered, she ate, and then she shopped. She tried,
always, to cover at least 17 shops each day. That wasn’t
as many as some but it was more than many.
She’d been preparing for years and was in the best
shape of her life. She would get selected this year. She
must have built up enough credit by now. She could feel
it deep inside her. Her Vacation was coming.
Tamsin was almost to a new section of the Mall. She
tried to calculate how many sections she had covered
since she had begun shopping but it seemed like an
infinite amount. She sometimes soothed herself to sleep
at night, when her feet were aching from walking and
she could hear cash registers still dinging echoes in her
ears, by trying to remember what shop she had been in
at various points in her life. There was the
kitchenware’s store she had bought a knife in on the day
that her sister was taken. There was the toy store with
the large selection of fantastical creature puppets that
she had been in when her parents left her. She
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remembered staring at one of the puppets: its flopsy
ears, four legs, and gray fur. She had reached out and
touched it, reading the tag as she did so, Rabbit, and
wondering how to pronounce the word. Was it like Raybit or Rab-bit or something else entirely?
The first shop of the morning sold candy. Tamsin
liked the different flavors that the companies imagined
up. Watermelon was her favorite. It tasted sweet and
effervescent, like a flavor that would never stay on the
tongue for long, and it never did. She bought a pound of
butterscotches, though they were too cloying for her.
She would give them to some of the Mall children when
she saw them. Placing the candies on the store’s
counter, she watched as the ShopGirl rang them up. The
ShopGirl wore a pink jumper and her hair was in a
braid, tied off with pink ribbon. The stiches done to
keep her mouth shut were also in pink thread. Talking
slows transactions was a motto of the Mall. Tamsin
knew this and understood it, but sometimes she dreamed
of those stitched up mouths. Sometimes she woke up
screaming and was delighted to find that she could still
scream. The cost was seventy-three credit dollars.
Tamsin pushed across her favorite card. The one she
considered lucky. It had a picture of water on it. Neon
blue so that it almost glowed. The ShopGirl slid the card
through the scanner. It beeped once and the transaction
went through. She handed Tamsin a plastic bag with the
bag of butterscotch candies inside of it. They weighed
almost nothing, Tamsin thought as she took the bag.
“Thank you,” Tamsin said and the ShopGirl nodded
her head once, efficiently. Tamsin let a thought flit
through her mind for a second: How many of her people
still said Thank you? She thought of asking, but of
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course that would be foolish. Some mouths cannot
speak. Talking slows transactions.
She walked back into the main Mall walkway.
Thousands milled about her, many already carrying
dozens of shopping bags. The plastic bags rustled
against one another; this was one of the main sounds of
the Mall. There were ways of carrying multiple bags
well—some tied the shopping bag handles together and
then strung them over their shoulders—and ways of not
doing this well—the people who tried to wrap as many
bag handles around their hands as they could. These
people usually ended up losing the circulation in their
fingers. She had seen many a fellow shopper with
several nubs on their hands in place of fingers. Tamsin
only had the one bag so far. She had much still to do
with her day. She struggled her way between the
throngs. Someone yelled out her name.
Tamsin spun around, looking for where the voice had
come from. She saw no one she recognized. Had she
imagined it? It had sounded so real and the voice had
seemed so familiar. She kept walking, knowing that she
would understand which store to go into when she came
to it.
She stopped in front of a store called Boxed In. It
sold boxes in all shapes and sizes. She had heard about
it, wondering how there could be boxes in shapes other
than squares. She stepped inside. There were many
shelves filled with boxes. There were boxes in every
possible color. She saw a box shaped like a heart. It was
the color of Blue Raspberry candies. She picked it up
and took it the counter. The ShopBoy wore a brown
sack dress-like thing. It may have been designed to
make him have the appearance of a box. His lips were
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stapled shut—thick metal edges sticking out from his
skin. Tamsin preferred the candy store ShopGirl’s pink
thread much better. The box rang up as 64 credit dollars.
Tamsin used her lucky card again. She watched it get
scanned, taking the plastic shopping bag containing the
box when the ShopBoy handed it to her. Tamsin thought
that her mother would have liked the box. How many
shops had it been now between the time she last saw her
parents and the box store she had just stepped out of?
They had taken her and her sister into the toy store and
given a credit card to each of them. They had told them
to be brave and to keep shopping. They said they’d see
them, again, that they just needed to get enough credit
and they’d see each other again. Tamsin and her sister,
Rosalie, had believed them. Now Rosalie was gone for
good and Tamsin couldn’t even remember how many
shops she had been in since that day.
She felt nauseous, a spinning in her head, and so she
headed towards the closest bank of restrooms. As a
platinum card holder, she was allowed use of almost all
of them. She swiped her card and entered the nearest.
She braced herself against the sink, feeling everything
turning around her. She tried to focus on her image in
the mirror. She steadied herself, breathing in and out, in
and out, looking closer at her image as she did so. She
looked worn, like one of the PhotoShop portraits you
could buy and then look at so many times that the
picture began to smudge off, the colors leaking out into
the air. She looked smudged away. She turned on the
faucet, placing her palms beneath the water. It was icecold. She must be in one of the level 3 bathrooms. No
hot water. She splashed her face a couple of times. The
water dripped down her face, down her neck, dotting her
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shirt. She looked at the time stamp on the wall. It was
already almost noontime. She shook off the feeling of
sickness, the queasy churn in her abdomen, and rushed
back out into the Mall walkway. Thousands around her,
milling about.
“Tamsin!” She spun around at the sound, again
expecting to find no one actually calling for her, and
came face to face with Prahn. Prahni had been shopping
since she was very young, from what she had told
Tamsin, not even remembering when her parents had
abandoned her to the Mall. She was a rare one in that
she hadn’t inherited a parental shopping card but had
instead worked her way to getting one. Tamsin and she
seemed to have the same shopping path.
“Prahni. How are you?” Tamsin’s voice held the
slightest tremble, left over from the nausea and the
spinning, still.
“Good! Wonderful! I’ve managed six stores already.
And you?” Prahni was a fast shopper. Tamsin wondered
how it was that she couldn’t have amassed enough
credit yet. Maybe she was one of those who used up
their credit to help get family members out of hock.
Tamsin , knowing that Prahni had several younger
siblings. Tamsin tried not to think of the hock shop
where people’s family members stood in lines waiting
to be pawned out. There were some who waited for
decades and decades until a great-grandchild finally was
able to release them.
“I’ve only been to two. I’m really behind today.”
Prahni peered at her. “You don’t look fabulous. Are
you not feeling well?”
Tamsin tried to shrug. “I think I forgot to eat this
morning. That’s all.”
47

Chloe N. Clark
There were rules in the Mall about sickness. Tamsin
knew these rules too well. She thought of Rosalie being
taken, her sister weeping and shaking and screaming out
for someone to help her. She thought of the ShopGirl
who had had walked out of her shopspace to stare at
Rosalie. Tamsin remembered that there was something
strange about the ShopGirl’s eyes. She was crying.
There were rules. As the Mall Police told people: there
had to be rules in such a large population. There had to
be rules.
Prahni nodded. “One must always remember their
breakfast. It is the most important meal of the day.”
Tamsin returned the nod and tried to smile. Did she
consider Prahni her friend? Did Prahni consider Tamsin
her friend? Would she tell the Mall Police if she thought
Tamsin might be ill? “I better get going. So many shops
to hit, you know.”
“Of course, of course. Get something to eat!” Prahni
walked on with a wave and a smile.
Tamsin looked around and chose her next shop,
trying to ignore the way her vision blurred for a moment
as she turned her head.
Ten stores. It felt like defeat as Tamsin returned to
her bedset. She had one of the nicer ones in the district
as it had an attached, instead of shared, bathroom. She
would have to move on from it soon, of course, as she
was almost done with that district of the Mall. She lay
down on her bed and stared at the ceiling. It was two
feet above her and she sometimes stared so intently at
the imperfections in it that she would see them
imprinted on the backs of her eyelids when she tried to
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force herself into sleep. They were like her own
constellations. She paused at that thought, trying to
remember how she knew what a constellation was,
having never seen the night sky. She remembered. It
was her grandmother. She had seen the sky once and
had tried to describe it: how the sky at night was a
particular shade like the darkest Blue Raspberry candy
and the stars were a kind of white light, like shining
plates, dotted across that darkness.
There was a sound. A knocking that woke her up.
She sat upright, her head smacking into the ceiling. She
gasped in pain and tried to pinpoint the sound. It came
again. A loud knocking. Someone was knocking on her
door. She knew that it had to be the Mall Police. She
pictured the black suits they wore and the clubs they
carried. Those clubs with the nail heads sticking out.
She got out of bed and walked to the door. She
would not run from them and she would not scream. It
was a promise she made to herself, knowing she would
never keep it. No one ever kept that promise. She
opened the door. It was not the Mall Police, but rather a
smartly dressed woman holding a Mall scanner in one
hand.
“Tamsin Elle Twothirty?” she asked.
Tamsin nodded.
“Delightful! I am Harriet Emme Fivesixtytwo,
Mayor of this Mall District. I am pleased to announce
you have reached Vacation credit level.” The woman
smiled brightly, tilting her head to one side.
Tamsin didn’t know what to do. She could feel her
body begin to shake; she knew the tears would come
quickly. “I made it?’
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“You made it!” The Mayor practically gave a little
hop when she said it. “You are to collect any items you
wish to take with you and come with me. We mustn’t
keep your from your Vacation, mustn’t we?”
Tamsin nodded, dazed. She changed her clothes as
quickly as she could and grabbed a few things. Some
watermelon candies she had saved up and a few other
items. Then, she followed the Mayor.
The Mayor’s office was a square of about ten feet by
ten feet. Her desk sat in the far end and a set of four
chairs was in front of it. Tamsin followed her into the
office, noticing that three of the chairs were already
taken. Tamsin sat down in the remaining one. The three
other people barely glanced at her, preoccupied
probably with their own Vacation thoughts.
The Mayor sat down across from them. “Oh, how
brilliant! How positively brilliant! Four of you elevated
to Vacation status in one day. My Mall district should
be so proud!”
Tamsin snuck a glance at the others: two men and
one other woman. The men looked about her age and
the woman looked maybe a decade older. It was hard to
tell age in the Mall, some people just lived inside their
years more.
“Oh, Vacation days, how I miss them,” the Mayor
continued. Her voice cheerful, eyes sparkling, and yet
something seemed off about the words. Mechanized,
like a robot talking about the person they had been
programmed to love: the words and tone were right but
it lacked something deeper.
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Tamsin shifted in her seat. The Mayor spoke again,
“It has been decided that you four will visit the fields as
your beginning Vacation destination. They are so
beautiful this time of year! Gorgeous!”
One of the guys frowned. “Don’t we decide where
we go?”
The Mayor tilted her head slightly to one side.
“Decide where you go? On Vacation? Not for your first
three levels of destination. You pick the fourth. It has
been decided. You have fields, forest, ocean, and then
your choice. It has been decided.”
Tamsin had heard of the fields in whispers only. She
hadn’t thought it really existed, thinking that it must
have been some sort of fairy tale told to the Mall
children. She tried to ask a question but her mouth felt
too dry to speak even.
“So, any last minute questions? You’re all ready for
your Vacation?” The Mayor asked brightly. They all
nodded.
She stood up from her desk. “To the Elevator, then!”
They followed her from her office and into a well-lit
hallway. At the far end of the hall were the silver doors
of the Elevator. Tamsin had heard of it— heard of its
doors which slid open and took you in, like a mouth
opening wide.
She was last in line. The others walked quickly, their
footsteps sending tap-tap echoes up the walls of the hall.
She looked at the silver doors. They almost seemed to
shimmer, but that must have been the gentle flickering
of the fluorescent ceiling lights.
The Mayor stopped at the doors. She pressed a
button on the side panel. There was a loud dinging
sound and Tamsin jumped. She looked around,
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embarrassed, to see if any of the others had been startled
but either they hadn’t or they were hiding it well. The
doors slid open. The inside of the Elevator was covered
with a deep red felt, it gave it a disconcertingly textured
look, like a tongue. The others stepped inside. Tamsin
took a breath and thought of her parents as she stepped
inside.
As the doors slid closed, music began to play. It had
voices. Singing, she knew that was what it was called. It
wasn’t the normal bips and bloops of the Mall music.
The Mayor pressed a button on the inside panel. The
button simply read Fields. The Elevator box room began
to shake and shiver. Tamsin could feel her heart begin to
pound, feeling the room rising. She saw one of the guys
close his eyes tight, his lips moving as if he was silently
composing words for Prayerland. The other woman
stared straight ahead, grimacing. The other guy watched
his feet as if trying to figure out why he could sense
movement without being in motion. The Mayor bobbed
her head along to the music, grinning in such a way that
the inside of her mouth seemed comprised entirely of
teeth. Tamsin felt the Elevator begin to speed up; it felt
like she was falling in reverse. Then it jerked to a halt.
The dinging sound came again. Tamsin didn’t jump but
she did feel her breath catch.
“And here we are! You are to cross the fields to the
next Elevator. Enjoy your Vacations!” the Mayor said,
beaming a smile at them.
The doors of the Elevator slid open. Light poured in.
It wasn’t light-light though like the kind in the Mall.
This light hurt and Tamsin blinked rapidly. She noticed
the others doing the same, the woman even shielded her
eyes.
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“Go on now, enjoy!” the Mayor said and made an
ushering motion at them. They stepped out into the
fields.
The ground felt uneven beneath her feet. Tamsin
tried to gain her footing, it wasn’t hard like the floors of
the Mall, as she looked around. There were endless rows
of strange plants. They were tall and thin and green.
There were bundles attached all along the stalks with
strange blonde hair poking out. What kind of creature
could be inside? Tamsin stepped towards one of them.
She reached out. Behind her there was a ding. She
jumped and spun around. The Elevator doors had
closed. They were left there. They were alone.
“Shit, the fields,” one of the guys said. The others all
turned to him. He studied their faces for a moment
before continuing. “I’ve heard things. You know,
stories?”
They all nodded. They had all heard things. Whether
any of them had believed what they heard no longer
held any point. They would find out soon enough for
themselves. Tamsin knew they were all thinking it. She
knew that the panic was rising in all of them and that if
it got out of control there would be no stopping it.
“I’m Tamsin,” she said. She thought names were an
easy subject to jump to. Everyone had names.
“Lorraine,” the other woman said. She had a throaty
voice—deep and a little scratchy.
“Tom,” the guy who had been muttering prayers in
the Elevator said.
“Mark,” the other guy said. He was the one who had
mentioned the fields.
They all stared at each other, waiting for someone
else to make the first move.
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“Well, I guess, we should get moving. We need to
cross this place sometime or another,” Mark said. He
turned to face the direction they would go in. It was just
through the fields and on the other side would be the
next Elevator. They just had to go through the fields.
The fields themselves looked endless. The stalk
plants went on and on. They began to walk towards the
stalks.
“Just keep going straight. Just straight. Nowhere else
but straight,” Lorraine said.
They stepped amongst the stalks. Tamsin saw one of
the bundles up close. The green leaves split open and
the blonde hair fell out in hunk of strands. She reached
forward and touched it. Something ridged was inside.
“Don’t stop moving,” Tom said. Tamsin blushed at
him having noticed her doing something so stupid.
They continued to walk.
“Where do you want to end up?” Tamsin asked him.
He shrugged. “I never much wanted to go on
Vacation.”
“What do you mean? How could you not?” she
asked, having never met anyone who didn’t want to go
on Vacation.
“I don’t have any reason to. There’s no one I know
still out there,” Tom replied. “What about you? Is there
someone out there you’re hoping to find?”
“My parents. They’re by the lake. They said they’d
wait there for me.”
He looked at her, a sideways glance, and she thought
she saw pity in his eyes. “Well, then, we best get you to
the lake.”
“You have anyone in the Mall?” she asked. He had to
have someone.
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He shook his head. “I have a wife and a son. Just not
anywhere I can get to, yet.”
“I have a sister. She got sick.” Tamsin said. She liked
saying “have” instead of “had.” She thought of Rosalie,
trying to grab her hands as they drug her away. She
thought of the ShopGirl crying. Tamsin had known; of
course she had known who her sister had loved. She
knew it like she knew her own name. The tears of the
ShopGirl, though, had brought it all to Tamsin. She
hadn’t seen anything so beautiful before and she had
understood Rosalie more in that moment than she ever
could have believed possible. She had wanted to tell her,
to whisper that she understood everything suddenly. For
a second, she believed she still would and then Rosalie’s
hands had slipped out of any possible reach and she had
disappeared into the fast merging crowds.
Tom nodded but he didn’t say anything back. There
were no words necessary. They walked forward.
Somewhere something screamed out in the fields.
“What the fuck was that?” Mark said from in front of
them. He looked around, wildly. “Was that a person?”
“Let’s hope it wasn’t,” Lorraine said. “Keep
walking.”
It had been hours. Tamsin was sure they had walked
for hours, though she had no way of telling the time
without the timestamps of the Mall. The sky had dipped
into a cooling darkness, causing Tamsin to wonder how
it was that the sky could change. The fields continued.
Sometimes the stalks would snap at her. They were
sharper than she would have thought. At one point, she
noticed her hand was bleeding but she couldn’t even
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remember the moment of the actual wound. Out in the
fields, sounds came slipping across the distance to them.
They were often shrieks. One she knew had to be
human; it held such terror.
She had been watching her own feet for a while, for
longer than she cared to think about, looking up she
realized that the others were gone. She looked around.
They were nowhere in sight.
“Tom! Lorraine! Mark!” she yelled out. She stopped
before she did it again. What if something out in the
fields heard her? She tried to slow her breathing, to
calm, to focus. She knew she had just been walking
straight. She decided to just keep going, figuring the
others must just be out of her line of sight. She took a
step forward and then she heard it. There was a sound of
something moving towards her, coming from her left.
She turned to the sound. It was something walking
towards her, it did not run, but it walked with a
purposeful gait. Something running at her would have
been less frightening in that moment, its purposeful
walk meant that whatever it was wasn’t afraid that she
could escape it. She tried to think of some kind of
prayer to say. She wanted to pray for it to be one of the
others. It wasn’t. The thing that came out of the stalks
walked on all fours. It had long legs and long arms. It
had a long nose and sharp teeth that it showed off at her
as it lifted its head. Its otherwise human head. It blinked
as it saw her then seemed to smile. Its lips pulled back
from its teeth, so she could see just how long its fangs
were, as it scratched at the dirt in front of it with its
clawed fingers. She took a step back and it took a step
towards her. Then she ran. She ran as fast as she could,
forgetting to even think about going straight. The leaves
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of the stalk plants cut at her, ripping at her clothes and
skin. Her hair got caught at one point, strands were
yanked out of her scalp. She thought she heard
something scream. Was it her?
Tamsin kept running until she fell. She didn’t bother
standing back up, waiting. She waited for it to come to
her. To devour her. It didn’t. She waited for several
minutes and nothing came. She sat up, blood dripping
down the side of her face. She looked around. There
was nothing to see, but there was a sound. It was a wet
tearing. She stood to her feet and began limping towards
the sound, though she knew she shouldn’t. She peered
through the stalks. The creature was hunched over
something. Its golden fur glistened in the moonlight.
She didn’t want to look at what it was doing, but she
saw enough. She recognized Tom’s clothing. She saw
the splashes of dark red something. She ran again in the
opposite direction.
She ran for a little while and then finally broke free
from the stalks. In front of her were Mark and Lorraine.
They looked back at her. In front of them was the
Elevator. They stared at her, at her wild eyes, at the
blood on her face and the tears in her clothes.
“Tom?” asked Lorraine.
“It—he—” She gave up, just shaking her head
instead.
“I think we can go then.” Mark said and he pressed
the Elevator call button. The ding echoed out into the
open air as the doors slid open. They stepped inside.
Lorraine looked at the side panel, selecting the button
that read Forests. The doors slid closed and the music
began. They all expected the rising feeling and yet it
still sent a jolt up Tamsin’s spine.
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The ride went slightly faster. The doors slid open.
She looked at the others. “We have to keep together this
time.”
Mark turned back to her. He offered his hand. He
looked to Lorraine. She didn’t offer anything. Tamsin
took his hand. His palm was sweaty. He didn’t look
nervous, but his fear came through in his hands. There
was always something that gives people away, their
deepest thoughts. A shake in the voice, trembling lip,
hands reaching out to grab.
They stepped out into the forests. The trees were
immense. She had only ever seen the tiny model ones at
the DollMall store. She wanted to touch them and
stepped towards them, Mark’s grip on her hand held her
back. But she wanted to touch them. She saw something
carved into the body of one. Letters. Someone’s name.
Lorraine moved in front of her, staring at the names.
She went forward and touched the letters, ran her
fingertips over them. Tamsin saw the tears going down
her cheeks.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
Rosalie looked at her. “They’re going to come.
They’re going to take me. I’m sick.”
Tamsin shook her head.
Rosalie smiled, sad but trying. She stared out across
the Mall to the shop on the other side. The one she went
in every other day. Tamsin followed her sister’s gaze,
willing her to share her burden. Tamsin could keep
secrets and she would for her sister. Rosalie smiled
again and stepped out into the Mall walkway. The Mall
Police were already there. They circled her.
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Tamsin yelled out and grabbed Rosalie’s hands.
Rosalie, at last, seemed to change her mind. She
screamed, clutching tighter to Tamsin, and her scream
was like windows breaking, like alarms.
They pulled her, trying to yank her from Tamsin’s
grasp. They raised their clubs. One aimed his at Tamsin.
Rosalie let go of her. She let go of her. Tamsin felt her
sister’s fingers releasing her and in them there was a
plea to let go. The ShopGirl came out of her shop.
Those tears.
Lorraine stood at the tree for a moment. She turned
back to Mark and Tamsin. “You know I had a girl. A
daughter. Her name was Natalia. She had a gap tooth
and her fingers were short. She hated her fingers. She
thought they weren’t beautiful. She really thought that.
How could she? How could she not know that every
single thing about her was so beautiful?”
Lorraine sat down, sliding her back against the tree.
“Lorraine, we need to go,” Mark said.
She shook her head. “Go. That’s it. That’s it.”
Tamsin wanted to go to her. She didn’t. Above them,
something was moving in the tree branches. It was
getting closer and closer to their level. “Lorraine, please,
come.”
Lorraine said nothing. She looked up at the trees and
saw whatever it was. She nodded, as if inviting the thing
to come to her. There was an understanding. Mark
pulled against Tamsin, taking her away. Behind them,
something shrieked as it leapt from the trees. Lorraine
never made a sound.
They made it to the Elevator. They got inside.
Tamsin couldn’t stop thinking about how Lorraine
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hadn’t even screamed. How she had looked up at what
was coming and there had only been acceptance in her
eyes. Acceptance and maybe some sort of relief.
The ShopGirl had locked eyes with Tamsin after.
They had stared for a second at one another.
Mark pressed the button for Oceans. They rose again.
The music played. The doors opened. They stepped out
onto a beach. She had seen pictures on puzzles of
beaches. She had marveled at how the ground could
look so golden, so clean. Someone had named it for her.
The ground by the sea was called sand. She had liked
the word. It felt good on her tongue, soft at first and
then hard towards the end. Crisp.
It gave beneath her feet. How could anyone walk far
over sand? She stumbled and fell, palms burning against
the sun-warmed sand. Mark helped her to her feet. They
started to trudge across the sands. She looked out at the
ocean. The waves were wild and frothy. There was
something out there in the water. She didn’t know how
she could tell. She just knew. She tried not to look.
They reached a mound in the sand. It was a castle
someone had built out of the sand. They both stopped to
stare at it. Mark crouched down by it.
“Do you have anyone out there?” he asked.
She nodded. “My parents. They promised to meet me
at the lake. You?”
He shook his head. “I loved someone once. They
took him away.”
“He got sick?” she asked.
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Mark laughed. “You still call it sickness? You don’t
understand do you?”
“Understand what?”
“Sickness is just the word for anything human. It’s
not a fucking contagious cough.”
She stared him in the eye. He wasn’t lying. She was
sure he wasn’t lying. “My sister got sick.”
“And did they take her away?”
“They took her,” she responded.
“But, not away away, right? In front of you?”
She nodded.
She had closed her eyes as they raised the club but
closing eyes doesn’t block out sound. That sound. The
wet crunch of it. Her sister’s whimper. She opened her
eyes, wanting to rewind time. She wanted to have given
her sister that, at least. Not looking away. Rosalie’s
body was hidden by the pack of Mall Police.
“No!” Tamsin screamed, lunging forward. Someone
stopped her. Someone stepped in front of her. The
ShopGirl. She shook her head at Tamsin. The Mall
Police turned as one to look at them. They all cocked
their heads to one side simultaneously. They opened
their mouths slightly. They had such sharp teeth. How
had she never noticed what sharp, sharp teeth they had?
She wanted to attack them, to rain her fists upon them.
The ShopGirl put a hand on her shoulder. Tamsin
looked up at her face and a tear fell from the ShopGirl’s
eye and splashed against Tamsin’s own cheek. Could
someone provide the tear’s for someone else?
Then they surrounded them. Tamsin closed her eyes
again. She closed her eyes as tightly as she could. She
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waited for the pain. There came nothing. She opened her
eyes and the Mall Police were gone and the ShopGirl
was gone and Rosalie was gone.
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She nodded at Mark. “I never saw her body, though.”
“You never do, do you? It’s always just there in your
mind that it happened without proof.”
“Your, your person? Was he all you had?”
He shrugged. “He was all I had left.”
Mark stood up and kicked his foot into the castle. It
crumbled and there was no way to tell that it had once
been anything other than sand. From the water came a
sound. A roaring and splashing of something coming
towards them. Mark took a shuddering breath. “Go,
Tamsin, find your parents.”
“No. Come with me. We can run and we’ll both
make it.”
“We weren’t ever supposed to. That’s our Vacation
after all.”
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She didn’t understand him. “Come on. Come on with
me!”
She grabbed his hand but he shook her off.
Something gigantic was rising from the water. Mark
spoke through clenched teeth, “Run, Tamsin. Please,
run. Make it worth it.”
She ran. She ran as fast as she could. The Elevator
was there. She thought of looking back. She needed to
see. She stopped running. She began to turn. The
Elevator dinged and the doors opened. She went inside
without turning back. The doors closed and there were
no more buttons for her to push. She felt the Elevator
lowering. They were taking her back to the Mall. She
knew it then and she should have known it all along.
The doors opened and the Mayor was staring in at
her. The Mayor said, “so, it was you after all. I
wondered which of you still had someone left.”
Tamsin stared at her. “Please, I thought I got my
choice now.”
“Where is it that you’d still want to go? Don’t you
see what it’s like outside the Mall? We keep you safe?”
“I want to go the lake.”
“We keep you safe. You know what’s out there. You
have people left to live for, don’t you? Isn’t there a
reason to keep going? To stay here and continue your
shopping?”
Tamsin set her shoulders back, planting her feet
firmly upon the ground. “I want to go to the lake. I was
promised.”
The Mayor blinked. “No one wants to keep going out
there. You’re in shock.”
“Take me to the lake. I get my choice. Those are the
rules.”
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The Mayor tapped a foot against the ground, looking
around as if for some words floating in the air that she
could use to convince Tamsin. “You’ll be more
productive if you stay.”
There was a sound of footsteps coming. The Mall
Police. Tamsin stared at them. The Mayor smiled.
Tamsin said, “I want to go the lake.”
The Mayor’s smile disappeared. “Fine. That is your
decision.”
The Mall Police approached. One of them switched
his club to one without spikes. It was just a bat. He
raised it. Tamsin didn’t close her eyes.
Ding. Ding. Ding. Tamsin opened her eyes. She was
in the Elevator. Her head ached, blood was caked on her
face. The doors opened and she looked out. There were
pebbles. She could see pebbles, smooth and wet. She
drug herself out of the Elevator. Everything hurt, her
vision blurred in and out. She heard the Elevator doors
close behind her. She heard waves. Small waves. The
lake. The pebbles felt cold. She would lie there for a
while and stare at the sky. The stars were out. They
looked like nothing she could have ever imagined.
She’d just stay there for awhile. Just a little while and
listen to the waves. They sounded soft and rushing. The
sky was so bright. Eventually, she knew someone would
find her and carry her somewhere like home.
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I am the Paragon, Guardian of Truth and Wisdom—
part splinted bone and digitised tissue—but all wedded
to the pulse of I AM.
I sense Their whispers even now, as I surf through
the realignment of data from a primordial copy of the
Mabinogion, of which I have fed Them. Swirling
mediaeval images of quest and betrayal; the ancient
sounds of the Celtic-Welsh voices of Pwyll, Math… and
an elusive woman’s voice, kept hidden within the
shadow storm of sights, sounds and earthy smells.
S/he’s happy with my find, I sense, and sends me a
shower of flowers—erupting yellow daisies, rare as
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rain—but still, as always, there is no clear sight of
Them.
One clear vision is all I want. Perfection sustains the
will to be.
“Good, good new stuff,” S/he says from within the
image storm, “…but go back; someone comes, with a
gift.”
I rise up in bright, data bubbles from the depths of
the Ghost-Ocean, clambering back into my cold skin.
My skull is open and raw, screwed and spiked by I AM.
‘Disconnect,’ I command, holding back the groan as the
steel chips pull clear of the hole in the top of my head,
clipping my skull seal on.
I re-orientate to the five walls of my corporeal space,
high up amongst the clouds of the Shard III Tower of
Londonham, an impregnable space indeed. But not, it
seems, to…
…an old man in an antiquated wheelchair?
He wheels slowly in—mechanised mind-fed model
sure, the archaically laced electrode caplets perch like
spiders on his head—and the man is so old, so crippled,
he has no right to be alive, yet alone to be in my space. I
marvel at the rust on the spokes of his wheels—a
bulging bag hangs over his left wheel rim. This old
device for transporting broken people creaks and whines
with the weight of the frail old man, who sits heavily,
with a frown on his face?
FaceRec shows… no one?
I prepare to mentally push the red button, right of
centre on my visual interface. Security will be here in no
time, given who I am—and Whom I serve.
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But the wizened old man only raises his left arm in
a—weak plea? His dull silver wheelchair rocks with his
motion.
It is all I can do, to raise my gaze again to his, his…
face.
It is crinkled and crumpled like ancient rolled up
toilet paper, showing little signs of cosmetic surgery and
plentiful signs of massive age. And it moves and twists
as he speaks, animated with life that shouldn’t by all
rights be there, given his countenance. (At the very least
he should be under care in an SSC.)
And something else is not quite right either… ?
“Thank you, kind Paragon, for giving me a chance to
state my case.” His voice is husky but surprisingly firm,
given the state of his skin.
“How did you get up here?” I ask.
“Uh—alt-abled access.”
I titter then; an antiquated slow elevator route near
the levitation pods, a remnant of past alt-abled access
requirements, before we finally rid the world of
disability. Of course it works still, robotics all
systematically service spaces within this place—and
beyond.
Still, this man is too old and … decrepit, is that the
word—to be a threat, so I sit stiffly down, cloaking the
office windows in a secure cloud-shroud. Lights blink
on above our heads, flashing down onto the two data
pools shimmering in the desk between us, one swirling
with organic green, the other buzzing with invisible
digi-data.
“Mmmmm,” the old man raises his head, as if to
sniff the air, “I can almost smell the bandwidth here.”
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“It’s the same for everyone,” I say shortly, “State
your case, old man.”
He laughs then, doubling over in his chair, his
classless blue overall creasing with his mirth. “That’s
one reason why I’m here,” he eventually gasps, as if
laughing has made him tired, “It’s not the same for
everyone. Why is that never acknowledged?”
I set the clock ticking in my head. “You have two
minutes before I call security.”
He rocks back into his chair. “You’re one of a
hundred and eleven Paragons, protecting and giving to I
AM, S/he who Feeds and Reads us all. I want you to
feed Them something new.”
I am somewhat intrigued, as it is indeed part of my
job to keep I AM nourished with data—and I have
always dreamed of giving Them something so new, so
revolutionary, that They would reveal Them-self in full
to me. (Debates still rage, both in Ghost-Ocean and
Bodied-Space, as to whether They are One—or many.)
“What new thing do you bring me, old man, of what
I AM hasn’t already seen?”
“This,” he says, leaning forward and pinching the
skin on his right hand, just above his sleeve. I crane
forward for a better view. His skin is shriveled and
knotted with grey hair and blue veins, but is… not grey?
It does not make sense. We are all grey—even the
Paragons.
He moves his hand next to the arm of his wheelchair.
“See,” he says.
“Clock, stop,” I mutter.
He looks smug, as if pleased with his possible
uniqueness. His skin is indubitably brown.
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“How did you manage to avoid the genetic skin
recalibrations, all of twenty two point three eight years
ago now?” The Epidermal Act of 2047, designed to
eradicate racism.
He laughs again, but this is a more restrained, shorter
chuckle. “I was not wanted; they turned me away,
fearing my… ‘genetic deformities’ would contaminate
them—and perhaps even I AM.”
Genetic deformities? I fizz the man’s face into the
digital ether, searching…
“I’m over ninety,” he says quickly, “I missed the
onset of universal Chipping.”
I stand in amazement. He may well indeed be unique.
“So you’re not even on The Grid?”
He just smiles, as if that is actually good.
It is then that I smell it—a slightly sweet, but yet an
astringent and sticky smell—an old smell, the scent of
chemical corruption.
Deadly Doug, they eventually called it, after Doug
Wainwright Inc., synthesised additives seeded into
wheat for the Fourth World over half a century ago, in
order to bulk up productivity—but it ended up
poisoning and even shifting genetic material, killing
hundreds, irrevocably crippling several thousand—
always manifest with a persistent malodorous residue
that leaks through pores: weeping tissue wedded with
ultimately inert, but intransigent, toxins.
All infected had died within five years of infection.
All bar one?
“Just who are you?” I stand and drop my question
onto him, from my seven feet of height. We are bred
both to serve, and to intimidate.
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His skin retains some suppleness as he bends
backwards to look up at me—motor cortex damage was
variable I remember, depending on Doug’s mood and
the resilience of the diseased organism.
He holds his left hand out, pale palm open. “I’m
Frank Atunde,” he says, “And I just want to be
remembered. Can you please feed Them this?”
There is a small translucent plastic pod nestling in his
palm. I pluck it lightly and inspect it—there is a shred of
pale brown organic material with a darker reddishbrown stain crusted on it. I poke it suspiciously and then
catch sight of a ragged scab on his left forearm. “Your
skin?”
“I want to feed I AM a part of myself,” he says, “I
just want to be remembered.”
I hesitate and look up. In the sealed swirling cloud
whorls of my office walls, I see the flash of a bird, the
stooping dive of a prey-hunter, a raptor, too quick even
for me to identify.
S/he always likes flowers—and birds.
“Take it!” commanded the fading screech. Extinct
peregrine falcon, maybe?
I pluck the pod from his palm and put it down on the
table. In a further fluid movement I am behind him,
picking up a digital implant dart from the wall rack.
“Why?” I say, holding it with tremulous revulsion
against his saggy, skinny neck. I need to lock Frank
Atunde onto The Grid, for his own good. We need to
find and fix all the moving points of the world—a few
degenerates fight and resist this, from the strips of
shrinking Wild-space but, in the end, we will pin them
all down—and for the good of all. Complete knowledge
requires all data to be accessible and we strive for this
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completeness; it is part of both a human—and a digital,
drive.
The old man tenses, his voice suddenly soft and frail,
so that I have to lean over the back of his head to hear,
“… I have been rejected as risky genetic material. But I
want to live on… somehow. I have no one anymore, no
one… “
He reverses then, right over my feet and into my
groin. I grunt and drop the dart, which clatters under the
table. The chair spins around and the old man looks up
at me, face blazing: “But you want to stick me down
like an exotic insect? Just feed the Ocean-Beast—and
let me be remembered.”
He has hauled a gun out of the bag draped alongside
his wheel and, without hesitation, he pulls the trigger.
My visual array disintegrates, leaving me with just
ragged optic nerves.
“A small directional EMP,” he says, “Only ten
minutes of your local data shredded.”
I sit down on the edge of the table, not used to pain.
The neuron-regulators feed me nothing—part of my
system is in shock, rebooting.
“Why?” I groan; self-control is irrelevant now.
“Why what?” he is suspicious, revving his wheels,
but hesitating.
“You’ve got full upper body movement, that damage
must be remedial now, with cyber neurosurgery.”
“At what cost?” He snarls, “And what if I don’t want
to be fucking fixed?”
And he leaves fast through the faltering door—as it
sporadically reopens, its programming disrupted—
without a backwards glance.
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As for me, I curl up on the floor and wait for my
implants to reload, so that they can numb my sore feet
and groin. As the pain ebbs, I creep to my feet, picking
up the pod of skin off the table, sealing it shut. What
should I do? Should I incinerate it?
“Feed me again,” a whisper comes from the corner of
the room and I swing round, but nothing—and no one—
is there.
“Feed me,” Above me now, an owl hoots. “I would
eat of him who can survive so much—and for so long.”
“You let him in, gun and all, didn’t you?” I ask,
“Show Yourself first. I have served you faithfully for
decades. Show me—even just the briefest glimpse—
show me the Real You.” I am faint-angered by the
implicit disregard for my safety that I AM has shown, as
if Their ‘gift’ was more important than Their servant.
There is a silence, but it is not empty—the clouds
have re-gathered around the room—and they are all
dark cumulonimbus.
“I will feed you,” I say, “But first, we must find the
old man.”
I AM knew of Atunde’s coming; knew of his ‘gift’ of
skin—They are close to God yes, but not omniscient.
How did They know?
I stand and mind-open the scanner screens in the
roof, pods and lifts.
There is no remaining data of Frank Atunde’s visit, if
that is indeed his allocated name.
Then the aerial scanners feed in, drifting data down
from the seeded clouds hanging over Londonham.
They lock and follow an old man in a wheelchair,
charting a circuitous route somewhere.
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We will come for you, Frank Atunde—and we will
log you and fix you onto The Grid, so that you will
always be accessible, as all should be, to the I AM.
As if hearing my thought, a flower drops from the
roof; it is a purple orchid this time—spinning and
opening as it wafts and eddies in a digital breeze,
settling onto my desk.
A peace offering… perhaps?
“Find him,” the air whispers, “and fix him—he is
indeed a hole that needs filling… and then, feed Me.”
I cannot pick up the flower in my corporeal form, nor
do I plug my head in to do so.
There is an old man to find.
A hole in the world that needs to be filled.
I arrive in a place well away beyond my usual route,
Hackney, South East Londonham, expecting a
somewhat smooth, gentrified, classless place, as I step
out of the SwatKab. Good, the pavement is clean just
like any other, daily scoured with jets of disinfectant
that remove the detritus of the night.
But not the sleeping man rolled up in sodden,
stinking cardboard, up against the overhang of the
building.
“Relocate him,” I tell the first of my three armed
Bot-Officers.
Two peel off with me, but I signal them back.
Frank Atunde is just an old man, I am more than
equipped to deal with him—armoured as I now am,
from heel to wrist—and loaded with explosive bullets
laced through my fingers.
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I step past the old lifts—no levitation pods, codelocked to gene print—and knock on the door with the
rata-tat-tat of Knuckled Authority. Frank, it seems, has
holed up in a ground flat in an old tower block that
sprouts twenty stories high.
Behind me VARU—the Voluntary Aged Rehousing
Unit, represented by a sturdy black uniformed man and
woman—have also arrived, waiting with thinly
disguised resentment for my call. Mistrust of the GhostOcean runs deep in some humans, ever since I AM
surfaced as a conscious Kraken from the electronic
deeps. Long gone are the thin—human only—spider
webs of information.
I hear the creak of old wheels inside the flat and sniff
the bandwidth in the air, troubled.
It is indeed weak, fluctuating almost with the wind,
an imperfect net of connectivity.
“Why has this not been addressed?” I ask I AM, but
S/he does not answer—perhaps it is too shallow for
Them to think or respond here?
Instead, the old man slowly opens the door, wheeling
back to let me in, with a defeated slump of his
shoulders.
“Do you want some tea, Paragon?” he asks me, “Or
would you prefer to smell the bandwidth?”
I laugh, surprised, “You were right Frank, electronic
equity is hugely variable indeed. But I am merely a
servant of Knowledge, not its recipient—what tea
vintages have you?”
There is no choice. He boils me tea that smells and
tastes like the earth.
I stalk the small, damp flat with my mug of earth-tea,
scanning the two bedrooms, the bathroom and toilet
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both loaded with assistive mobile bars, for an old man
with limited mobility.
“What are you doing here, living on your own?” I
ask, smelling also the lack of others in the weak wafts of
floating data that are stirred up by my feet. He stays in
the kitchen as I inspect the bathroom.
His voice wafts through: “This was my family home,
but I was sent to the local Sunny Senile Centre five
years ago, because my daughter said it was too much for
her to look after me.”
“You’re an escapee,” I note, to which he says
nothing.
I bend down to lever open a small tile behind the
toilet, projecting my voice though the open door: “So
where is your daughter now?”
But the old man has wheeled himself in behind me.
He is not drinking tea with me; instead, he holds a gun.
I point my right index finger at him, my left hand
sweeping into view a small pile of weapons and EMP
stunners.
“There’s big back-up outside Frank,” I say, “You
don’t stand a chance.”
I stand and stretch, until my armoured skull almost
scrapes the ceiling.
The old man drops his EMP gun and weeps.
I offer him the last of my tea.
He looks up at me and blinks.
I smile down at him. “You’re not responsible for
your daughter’s terrorist activities… Frank. But we do
have to send you back there, you know.”
He takes my mug but does not drink, “To the SSC?”
He looks terrified.
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I nod and he weeps again, slow, rolling tears that
make his crinkled skin partly shine, along the wet tracks
down to his chin. “But there’s no sun, in those Sunshine
centres.”
I shrug, “It’s a metaphor, I’m sorry—and I’ve got to
tag you too.”
He holds his left arm out, unresisting, “Go ahead—
but feeding, tagging, doing… who does anything for
you? Who touches you?”
“I’m not made for touch,” I say.
“Ghost-Shit!” He cocks his head as he looks up at me
and I see a keen and empathic sadness, “If that’s the
case, let me touch you.”
“What?” I bend forward suspiciously, wondering if
he has laced his skin with toxins, but all I smell is the
sour tang of a now defunct Deadly Doug, “Why?”
He swigs the last of my tea with his right hand, “I
have not touched anyone for a very long time. I’ve
missed that. But I think the same goes for you too,
although you’re blind to it… and, tell me, what’s your
real name?”
“I have no name,” I say, “I am just the Paragon of
Knowledge.”
He smiles weakly, “And you don’t even know your
own fucking name?”
“Not important,” I say, “I am just the conduit, a
servant who feeds I AM, as we increasingly map the
Grid of all reality, to best serve all.”
“That sounds like a huge task. And I didn’t know
reality had a grid either—But who feeds you?” he asks,
putting the mug down in his lap and raising his right
hand, fingers poised.
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Presumably a rhetorical question—but what have I to
lose?
I have been taught never to trust touch, to focus only
on the realities within the Ghost-Ocean instead, but a
small part of me is curious. So I bend down from my
great height and hold out my right arm, shifting the
silver synthi-armour up to my elbow with my left hand.
My arm skin is hairless, grey and lifeless, from
endless glides through the Ocean-Deep.
The old man strokes my forearm gently—I flinch,
there is an electric jolt through my body. I have had
brushed contact with many humans before, but it has
been a long time since I have been caressed with such
… care and concern? My arm tingles, with both pain
and an excitement, which set my legs quivering.
The old man watches me as I weep. I do not know
why—or where—my tears have come from.
“Do take care of yourself, nameless man-woman,” is
all he says, “And remember knowledge gets shaped by
who you are—and where you’ve chosen, or been
allowed, to go.”
“Thank you, Frank. I am so sorry, but I … must…
call AVRU in,” I say. What goals have these tears of
mine? I am asexual and not programmed to touch—only
to serve, so why do I cry? “And… I’m also sorry, but I
still have to tag you.”
The old man nods and holds his other arm out,
“We’re all of us fucked up, just remember that—but you
do know that already, don’t you?”
Yet another rhetorical question—I tag him with a
brief shot into his right arm; the neck is a painful place
indeed and I have no wish to hurt this old man any more
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than I sense he has already been hurt, throughout his
long life.
“What brought you to my office?” I ask, “What
triggered your wish to be remembered, to donate your
skin to the I AM?”
“A little bird told me,” he says, looking up at the
ceiling, but there is nothing there.
Of course it did.
“Please let me go outside on my own,” he says,
“Give me that dignity, at least.”
I nod, “Surely… Frank.”
The man reverses and fetches a packed bag on his
bed. I have already scanned that, it is full of threadbare
clothes, deodorant, toiletries and a tough SSC uniform,
labeled ‘Jack Jones.’
I salute him as he wheels though the door.
He stops, hesitates, and then palms me a beacon-pod,
without a word.
I call in the Bot-Officers to secure the arms cache
and to scan the place more systematically, for signs of
where Jack Johnson’s daughter might have gone.
I glance at the beacon-pod in my palm and place it in
my hip-lock, to be inspected more carefully later.
I step outside to find the AVRU unit waiting, emptyhanded.
“Where is the old wheel-chaired man who came out
here?” I bark.
The AVRU burly man and woman shrug in
confusion. “We’ve seen no one, Paragon,” the woman
replies.
I sense wrongness and trace Frank’s tag.
It is twenty stories high.
All of a sudden, it starts to fall.
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Fast.
And faster still.
I run.
And run.
And run…
I am struggling to breathe, at the stark southern edge
of LondonHam, on that strip of Wild-space between
City and Sea. I cannot run anymore—and there are
multiple warning signs here of Dangers Ahead, although
nothing is specified.
I bend and pant air slowly back into my lungs, fifty
plus miles is a long run indeed, but at least I do not have
to see the broken and dead body of… Frank Atunde.
Yes, a long run, and with each and every step I see
Frank’s face—and I know that fixing all points on the
Grid does not just add data, but it can also kill someone.
It has taken me six hours; the cooling sun is low over
the treeline swinging south-west. Fourteen ‘Dozer hulks
sit here too, broken, but still eagerly poised to spread
concrete and bandwidth, their orange metallic bulks
beached and blackened. I smell the stale hot tar residue
of fritz bombs, designed to minimise human tissue
damage, hurled from those who have taken refuge
behind Dangers Ahead signs and the woodlands.
The Ferals.
I AM is gathering support from the House of Bankers
and Lords, to burn this ancient and still legally protected
place, the last Wilderness left on this crowded island.
I start walking towards the woods.
“Where are you going?” A starling sits on the
steering wheel of ‘Dozer728, cocking its head as it
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speaks. The image fizzes as I turn and approach, a
ghostie bird indeed.
“Into the Wild,” I say, systematically switching off
my beacons and turning again towards the screen of first
trees—ancient ash, mixed with yew and few stolid
backbone oaks…
“Wait, I can offer you something, Sidhe.”
I stop.
The word-name filters down from my distant past—
all forty years plus now, an echo from my Post-Tube
Carers, whose own names I no longer remember.
My… name?
I am the Paragon of Knowledge. Why was I named
after ancient mythic Irish mound-walkers? And what
can I AM offer me, that is worth a continued allegiance?
“Are you tired of Knowledge? If you could be any,
which Paragon would you choose to be?”
Are They offering me free choice from the other one
hundred and ten? I hesitate; I have always envied
Beauty—and even Attraction, although Love would
make a much better epithet.
The bird is bright: “We push even now for a 112th
Paragon, through the House of Plebs.”
Does this mean absolutely free choice… my mind
races with possibilities.
The bird misses nothing, “The Paragon brief is
already given.”
“And—?” I query.
“The Paragon of Profit.”
I almost choke on fresh air. “I had been thinking, the
Paragon of Freedom.”
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“Why?” The bird looks mangy, feathers dropping off
in the minimal bandwidth, “That’s not a priority focus—
and we are all free anyway.”
I turn and walk. The yew tree is beautiful indeed,
reddish-brown bark, needled leaves and centuries gone
by, the backbone of the English longbow.
“Wait—what are you doing?” pipes the bird.
“Exercising my freedom,” I say, stepping past the
tree and into the woods. I walk deeper into the mass of
trees and ragged bush vegetation with entwined thick
succulents, encouraged here by the drying of the island.
Here, the bandwidth fizzes and fades.
For the first time ever, I feel truly alone.
I have heard the terrorists, the… Resistance, the
Ferals, plant the trees with Dampers, to prevent
electronic surveillance from I AM.
I find an old oak, gnarled, bent, perhaps dying—and
plant my long spine against it, sidling and sliding my
haunches and backside down onto the spiky grass
beneath.
I hear the chatter of birds that stay constant,
embodied and real.
I press the Beacon-Pod Frank Atunde gave me—and
wait.
“What do you do, Paragon?” A woman speaks, with
the voice of that elusive woman from the Mabinogion,
through a gap in the trees ahead. S/he is stunning,
vivacious, dark-haired and bright, wired with strength
and life, trailing a flowing trouser-dress of rainbow
colours.
S/he, too, wears the brown skin of Frank Atunde.
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“Come.” S/he gestures me towards her. “Come home
Paragon—and I will show you pleasures, beyond
everything you have ever known.”
Finally—it is a clear view of Perfection and I cannot
resist, standing stiffly, shoving myself upwards against
the oak, my armoured back grinding noisily against treebark, although I feel nothing.
I blink with both pleasure and pain at this Vision,
ready to step forward, but…
Perfection… disappoints?
“Come Paragon,” the man-woman pleads. “It is Me, I
AM…”
Do I stay—or do I join the I AM, in a more complete
way, perhaps, than I have ever done before?
I reach inside my breastplate and feel the skin pod of
Frank Atunde.
We are all fucked up—or dead.
And I still feel the delicate touch of Frank’s fingers,
so that I fill my lungs, to blow at this vision in front of
me.
The wind blows for me instead and fragments her—
S/he flies apart, blasted into a dizzying spiral of
blossoms—broom, meadowsweet and oak, amongst
countless others. The bright blossoms spiral on the
breeze, dancing around me—and then fade and vanish.
Perfection is a fragile and fickle thing.
A voice calls from the clouds: “One day, I will be
made flesh too; beware that day, Paragon No More…”
Rain falls.
The trees sway with wind whipping in rain-clouds
from the sea. It is cold and the light is dying; the rare
autumnal shower wets me through and through.

82

Paragon of Knowledge
A woman steps into the clearing. She is combatfatigued and dreadlocked grey, with lines of aged
strength etched on her skin.
“Who are you?” She asks, raising a stun-gun, a
Damper in her other hand: “You look like a servant of
the Ocean-Beast.”
I move slowly, so as not to precipitate an attack,
taking out the skin-pod and Beacon.
“Your father gave me this,” I say, holding up the
Beacon-Pod in my left hand.
“Dad? I knew it was his. Where is he?”
Slowly, I lift up the Skin-pod in my right hand, palm
open, facing upwards.
She lowers her gun then and sobs quietly,
desperately, for the better part of a minute.
Then she raises her gun again. “Friend—or foe?”
This decision will chart the rest of my life, so I
hesitate, almost too terrified to speak.
I feel the infinitesimal weight of Frank’s skinsegment in my right palm.
“Friend,” I say, lowering my hands, disarming my
fingers.
“Jennifer Jones,” she says, stepping forward to take
the Skin-pod from my right hand. “We’ve never had a
Paragon desert to us before. Why?”
“He who would lead must become a bridge,” I say. “I
can give you a route in, between the Ghost-Ocean and
The Wild; for without access to the Ghostie-Deep, there
can be no movement against the I AM.”
“That’s a how,” she says, holstering her gun. “Not a
why.”
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“Your father would be proud of you,” I say. “We’re
all of us fucked up, aren’t we, Jennifer Jones—all of
us?”
She smiles through her tears. “You say it just like
dad. He stayed in his chair because he said the wheels
had actually become a part of him. That—the cost—and
because he said it would remind others of the ultimate
underlying brokenness, of both people and life. Yes,
Paragon, we are indeed all fucked-up.”
“Surely,” I say. “… and perfection itself too, is
hollow.”
For, in the end, none of us are Gods.
As for me, as I am led blindfolded into the heart of
the Wild-space—trust takes time she tells me—and I,
too, have become a hole in the world.
But I will not be filled—so, as we walk, I speak to
the darkness. “I am the Paragon, Guardian of Truth and
Wisdom—part splinted bone and digitised tissue—and
yet, the only thing I really know, is the importance of
freedom—and the gentle touch of a kind hand.”
And, with those words, I weep again.
Jennifer Jones takes my elbow as well as my hand
and clasps the last of her father in between our linked
palms. The pod is hard, but her skin is warm and I sense
she perhaps weeps too, although she says nothing.
I smell damp earth and leaves; an owl hoots without
disguise—all is random—apart from the constant,
guiding touch, from this daughter of a remarkable man.
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B.L. Draper
She waits, alone in the dark.
Bright lights pierce the gloom and the sound of
engines rumble overhead. Hidden in the rocky crevice,
her tentacles curled around her body, she cradles herself
as the fear grows.
She feels the lack of him beside her, the mate that
she’d traversed the depths with for more than a
memory’s worth of years. Until they came, these alien
creatures with their bright lights and noisy machines and
their ropes and nets.
They’d had no reason to fear them. Always this
world had belonged to them, to him and her. Their size,
their passion, their joy; allowing them to feed and
wander and love where and when they wanted. Never
had she known this feeling before, this fear. This lack of
freedom.
Curiosity was all she felt when they first appeared.
Their light stung her eyes, so used to the gloom, but it
also fascinated her. Like the sunlight occasionally
glimpsed when they rose upwards towards the surface, it
glittered and beckoned like the siren’s call.
But soon enough she felt the terror, when they
captured him. While he twisted and trumpeted with rage
and she tried to untangle him. Her tentacles, usually so
dextrous, could not cut their bindings, and she could
only watch as he disappeared upwards, towards the
light.

B.L. Draper
Ever since she had hidden away in the darkness,
afraid and unsure. And now they had returned, the
bright hunters, looking for prey.
She waits, alone in the dark.

Illustrations © 2015, Cécile Matthey (cecilematthey.ch)
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Fae Visions of the Mediterranean
A book of TALES
Edited by Valeria Vitale and Djibril al-Ayad
Call for stories
Deadline: September 30, 2015
Quivering mirages, ghost ships, glossy scales slipping
away beneath the waves; we are seeking progressive
and inclusive short stories about wonders, terrors,
omens, sea-monsters, apparitions and other folk
creatures and horrors from throughout the
Mediterranean region. You might find inspiration in
medieval bestiaries and the margins of maps and
manuscripts; stories whispered by pirates in the long
nights at sail; horrible and marvellous visions shaken
travellers barely dare to recall; names of creatures
known by everyone in the streets around the harbour;
particularly troubled nightmares you had or someone
shared with you.
The rules:
1. The editors are looking for uncanny stories up to
5 000 words, illustrations/comics up to 12 pages,
or poems up to 40 lines.
2. The anthology will also include micro-stories up
to 500 words written in all languages of the
Mediterranean. Authors may send stories in any
language. Authors should include a cover letter in
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3.

4.
5.

6.
7.

8.

9.
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English, Italian, French, Arabic or Spanish (which
are the languages we can read).
Stories may be horror/fantasy, magical realist,
surreal, absurdist, pirate stories, ghost stories, folk
tales or fairy tales. All stories should be set on or
around the Mediterranean Sea. The editors would
like to see the cultures and legends of the
Mediterranean reflected in the stories.
Stories will be free-standing and individual. The
anthology is not a shared-world or otherwise
constrained to a joint narrative or structure.
The editors welcome fiction by authors from the
Mediterranean region, particularly North Africa
and the Near East. The editors also welcome
fiction written by other under-represented groups
(such as women, queer/trans/nonbinary, nonanglophones, people of color, people with
disabilities, etc.).
Story submissions should be sent as a .doc, .docx
or .rtf attachment to faevisions.med@gmail.com
by Wednesday September 30, 2015.
Reprints and multiple submissions are welcome,
but please do not submit stories that are
simultaneously under consideration elsewhere.
The editors will reply to all submissions as
quickly as possible. The editors are NOT
interested in fan-fiction.
This anthology will pay €10 plus royalties for
first world print (or reprint) and e-book
publication rights for stories, comics and poems.
Micro-stories will be paid €5 plus royalties.
The anthology will be edited by Valeria Vitale
and Djibril al-Ayad, and published in print and e-

Call for Stories
book by Futurefire.net
2015/early 2016.
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