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Editorial 

 
Djibril al-Ayad 

 

 
 
I know many of our readers expected the forty-second 
issue of The Future Fire finally to offer the answer to 
life universe and everything. We’re sorry to report that 
due to circumstances beyond our control, this will not 
be the case. 

Instead, this issue brings more questions than it 
offers answers. The stories confound easy categorization 
more than they satisfy our need for finality, for comfort, 
for unequivocal positions and solutions to the world’s 
problems. Beauty and terror play their essential purpose 
of shocking and aweing you into wakefulness, into the 
recognition that the world needs us to fight for it, not of 
lulling us into a sense of security and constant moral 
progress. So when I say that this issue contains ghost 
stories, zombie apocalypse, time travel, a futuristic eco-
city, and cynical or empowering poetry, I’m lying if that 
leads you to expect safe versions of your favorite tropes 
and themes. Every one of these stories will twist and 
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mislead in its interpretation of the subject matter, and 
they’re delicious as a result. 

So strap in and be thrilled (or teased, entertained, 
sickened, fortified) by stories from Davian, Laura, 
Melanie, Richard and Vanessa, and poems by Colleen 
and Lisa, all beautifully illustrated by our artists’ team 
which this month includes Cécile, Eric, Laura-Anca, 
Martin, Miranda and Rachel. We thank them all for 
these great contributions. 

Answers to the above questions next issue! 
Djibril al-Ayad, September 2017 

 
Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
press.futurefire.net/2017/09/new-issue-201742.html 



	

 

Lady of the Court of Black 
Wings 

Richard R. Blake 
 

 
 

Illustration © 2017, Laura-Anca Adascalitei 
 

She calls for a Murder. She cries out for an Unkindness. 
She floats up from beneath the freshly disturbed 

mound in the desolate field. She glances down at this 
new form; this changed body. Through pangs of grief, 
she raises her voice above the wind that bends the tall 
brown stalks of dying autumn grass and calls again: 
Murder! Unkindness! 

Shrill cries draw her gaze to a pair of black clouds 
wheeling in opposing circles against the sky. Similar 
clouds, but the crows are smaller, with rounded tails and 
straight wings ending in five broad fingers. The ravens 
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are larger with bent, wide wings ending in four long, 
thin fingers and tail feathers forming black diamonds 
trailing behind. 

She raises her slender arms to the circling birds, 
fingers outstretched. 

The birds alight around her, circling in intermingled 
clusters. A raven struts closer and bows its great black 
head, sharp beak nearly touching the earth. 

You called us, the raven says. Ancient magic bestows 
upon you the mantle of Lady of the Court of Black 
Wings. 

A crow hops forward, flapping its wings with its 
head back and chest puffed out. Lady? Bah! This is a 
pretender in a Lady’s form! 

Cackles of approval rise from small groups among 
the birds. 

Silence! The raven lunges at the crow and pecks it. 
Droplets of blood splash against black feathers. Who are 
you, little bird, to question the old magic? It reveals her 
true form. She is the Lady. 

The other birds fall silent 
Forgive me, the crow says. It bows its 

head. Command me, Lady. I am your servant. 
The raven nods vigorously, Yes, Lady. What service 

would you ask of us? 
Service! The birds take up the chant. Service! 
She points to the mound of dirt. “Reveal,” she says. 
In a flapping mass, the crows and ravens converge 

on the mound and attack it with beaks and talons. The 
shallow hole yields its secrets quickly. 

“Enough.” 
A clump of dirt falls away to reveal a face with blue, 

swollen lips. A band of pink tulle winds tightly enough 
around the delicate throat and bites deeply into the pale 



Richard R. Blake	

6 

flesh. Strands of black hair and torn pink rose petals 
blend among the clumps of loose earth. 

She takes stock numbly of the changes between this 
new form and the one in the shallow grave. No blood 
nor skin are caught under her now unbroken fingernails. 
Her neck is unbruised. Her arms are unscratched. Her 
gown, once robin’s egg blue, is now as black as raven’s 
feathers. The gown’s lace cap sleeves and neckline are 
untorn. No delicate pink rose tulle corsage adorns this 
gown’s shoulder. 

She looks away from her old form, raises her face to 
the sky. The wind tousles her short, black hair. Another 
change: the hair is her own, and the close-cropped 
brown hair that threatened to poke out from beneath her 
wig has disappeared. 

The birds screech as they circle the mound. 
Who has done this evil, Lady? The raven asks. Tell 

us, and we will blind him with the tearing of our beaks, 
deafen him with the thunder of our wings, rend his flesh 
with our talons. We will see your vengeance done! 

The temptation is strong, but she sees the terrible 
wave of retribution that will fall upon the birds: shotgun 
pellets tearing into feathers, ripping apart black wings. 

“No,” she says. “Not that way.” 
Tell us how to serve you, Lady. The crow hops 

forward. 
She stoops and whispers a name to the crow. 

“Reveal,” She says, pointing to strand of ribbon in the 
dirt, stained with splotches of brownish-red. 

The crow nods, and gathers the ribbon with its 
beak. I will place this in the nest of your enemy. I will 
hide it from his eyes, but will place it so that it will be 
found by others. They will know. 

She nods. 
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Farewell, Lady. The crow says, and takes flight. 
And we who remain? The other birds cry out. How 

shall we serve? 
“Reveal,” she says, and points to the cloudless sky. 

In a great rustling of wings, the birds take flight in wide, 
sweeping circles in the sky above her. 

Only the one old raven remains. 
“I’m tired,” she whispers. She sags to her knees. “It’s 

time for me to leave.” She reaches toward the mound. 
No, the raven says. You shall not return to the earth, 

Lady. It is my duty to carry you home. That has been 
our task since the dawn of our service to your kind. 

She exhales, becomes a mist breathed in by the 
raven—as formless as a distant memory. 

We have borne thought and memory before, the 
raven says. They rise swiftly. I will bear your memory 
to the next world. 

In the distance behind them, a car parks along the 
lonely country road at the edge of the vast field. A 
couple treads across the grass, approaching the mound 
beneath the swirling clouds of black wings. 

The deed is revealed, the raven says. You will have 
justice. 

They fly toward the rising sun. 
“In the next world,” she says, “will I feel pain?” 
The raven answers with a single word, spoken not in 

her head nor in the language of the black-winged folk, 
but screeched aloud above the wind’s roar. It is the only 
word the raven knows—the only word any raven 
knows—but it is enough to bring her a small measure of 
peace. 

 



	

 

Building the Arcology 
Laura Gullveig 

 

 
Illustration © 2017, Rachel Linn. 

 
Teri hadn’t seen Nick and Emmy in over ten years, but 
she recognized them as soon as they got out of their car 
in the visitor parking lot. Emmy was still as petite as she 
had been at twenty. Her ponytail had grown long and 
was streaked with grey. Nick looked good too, not as 
chiseled and tanned as he had been during his 
construction days at Arcosanti, but he strode with that 
same dignified confidence. 

“I can’t believe you’re still here!” Emmy sprinted to 
her old friend and hugged her. When Nick caught up the 
three walked arm-in-arm toward Teri’s apartment. She 
lived in the East Crescent, the incomplete building that 
curved around the Roman style amphitheater. 

“So what have you to been up to, besides building 
the arcology?” Nick wasn’t joking around. He wouldn’t 
have known that the phrase “building the arcology” was 
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spoken as a punchline more often than not these days. 
Mimicking that cartoon, one kid would say to another, 
grinning and bouncing in the lunch line, “What we 
going to do today, Brain?” and the other would say in a 
patient and tired voice, “Same thing we do every day 
Pinky. Try to build the arcology.” 

Nothing new had been built since Nick and Emmy 
moved away ten years ago. They walked through the 
complex with Teri and they really looked, pointing out 
whatever little differences they could find, shaking their 
heads at cracked, dirty windows, crumbled concrete and 
exposed re-bar. Emmy volleyed name after name: 
Micky? Rachel, the one with the goat? What ever 
happened to Jaime and Kat? 

Teri was able to answer for most, but there were 
some she just didn’t know. “So many people have been 
here. Over seven thousand since they started building.” 
She looked at Emmy. “You got here before I did, 
remember? And I don’t remember all the people 
I did meet.” 

Emmy wiggled her fingers, doing math. “Seven 
thousand in what, forty-five years…” 

“But we haven’t been getting as many in the last few 
years,” Teri said. “About six per workshop, eight 
workshops per year…” 

Nick glared at the old construction crane below the 
pool. “Whatever happened to that plan for the 
greenhouse? That should have been done years ago.” 

“Politics, I guess.” Teri knew that after Arcosanti 
Nick had become a successful architect with several 
innovative projects in his portfolio, some funded by 
prestigious grants. 
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They were sitting around Teri’s small kitchen table 
with drinks, their dinner plates stacked in the sink. 
Cheap sangria for Teri and Emmy, scotch and ginger 
beer for Nick. Teri said she’d been saving the sangria 
for this occasion. Emmy laughed when she saw the jug. 
It was the same stuff they used to pass around the 
campfire back in the day—back when Arcosanti was 
little more than a twinkle in Paolo Soleri’s eye. 

“So much for building the arcology,” Nick muttered. 
“You guys are just barely maintaining it.” 

Emmy put her hand on his arm. “Nick, honey, you 
know how it is, you remember why we left…” 

Teri frowned and chewed a fingernail. 
“I’m sorry,” Nick said. “I know it’s not your fault, 

Teri.” 
“No, it’s ok,” Teri said. “Let’s talk about it. Let’s 

talk about why nothing has been built in ten years.” 
“I didn’t mean to accuse you.” 
“It’s ok,” Teri said. “We can talk about this. We can 

talk about anything.” Her eyes held Emmy’s, and they 
both smiled. 

Teri refilled Emmy’s glass and twisted around to get 
Nick another ginger beer from the fridge behind her. 

“Let’s go outside.” Emmy said. “Let’s go look at the 
stars, okay? You know, that’s one thing I miss most 
about this place is being able to see the night sky.” She 
led the way to the top of the vaults, two barrel vaults 
planted in the middle of the mesa as the first and central 
piece of the future city. Teri hadn’t been up there in 
years. 

The three stood in a line along the beam at the top. 
The scent of creosote wafted up on a light breeze. 
Emmy located the big dipper standing on end as if 



Building the Arcology 

11 

balanced on the horizon beyond the Agua Fria canyon. 
Nick picked out Orion’s belt. 

“You know something…” A guilty look crossed 
Teri’s moonlit face. Nick and Emmy waited. “Never 
mind,” she said. 

“No. Tell us your thoughts, Teri.” Emmy was one of 
the few people who had ever been able to draw Teri out 
when she got pensive. 

“Well, it’s kind of a sacrilegious thought, but, I was 
just thinking, if the arcology were built, if five thousand 
people were living here, we wouldn’t be able to see the 
stars like this. There would be too much light pollution.” 

“It wouldn’t be a regular city,” Nick said quickly. 
“No street lights, no headlights, no neon signs.” 

“Right,” Emmy agreed. “Look at the way it is now, 
just path lights instead of street lights, one dim wall 
sconce for two doorways. It would just be more of the 
same, going up thirty stories.” They all looked up, 
trying to imagine Soleri’s thirty-story lattice sprinkled 
with tiny twinkling lights, the arcology curving and 
rising around them. 

 
Teri spent the following day directing a group of 

volunteers to prepare the agricultural field for a new 
orchard. Emmy joined in with enthusiasm, helping to 
drag brush to the center of the field, where they burned 
it as the sun went down. 

Sometimes when tourists and new workshoppers 
came in, Teri could just tell which ones were going to 
stay. They blended in somehow. People came to 
Arcosanti for a lot of different reasons so the 
community was pretty diverse—it wasn’t that she was 
identifying a type. She could tell when there was a 
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connection. She used to challenge other residents to 
place bets on how long newcomers would stay. It turned 
out that most people couldn’t see it. Some of the arrivals 
didn’t even see it themselves. People who thought they 
were only coming for a one-hour tour stayed for years. 
And there were people who came saying this was the 
home they’d always been looking for—those people 
sometimes didn’t last two months. 
 

 
Illustration © 2017, Rachel Linn. 
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There was a couple once who came with all their 
worldly possessions—he worked construction and she 
was a school teacher. He persuaded her to take a leave 
of absence and come try it out. He couldn’t get along 
with people, he had this over developed sense of 
entitlement. He ended up leaving, she stayed. She 
learned ceramics and made sculptures she sold in the 
gallery. She mostly kept to herself in her studio and her 
room. Residents saw her walking along the river 
sometimes in her scarves and long skirts. An Arco-nun. 

Teri watched how Emmy came to life working and 
horsing around with the volunteers and she sensed that 
familiar voice inside saying “that one is going to stay.” 

 
That night Teri joined Nick and Emmy outside their 

guest room. Blankets tucked around their laps, they 
were stargazing again. 

Emmy said, “I’m exhausted! I’m not used to all that 
hard labor anymore.” She tilted her head toward Nick. 
“What about you, hon? How was your day?” 

“I got some things done. Dropped in on a meeting 
they were having about the housing policy.” He shook 
his head. “They’re arguing about whether to remodel 
East Housing into a family apartment or dorms.” 

“Yeah, that’s the hot topic of the hour,” Teri said. 
“Who ever heard of living in something and building 

it at the same time? What’s wrong with everyone 
staying down in camp until the arcology is done?” 

Camp, where everybody started out, was a cluster of 
8 foot concrete cubes thrown together in the seventies. It 
was down the hill, between the river and the old 
agricultural fields. As the first structures of the arcology 
were completed residents gradually moved out of camp 
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and into the new apartments, but some still preferred to 
live in camp—those who worked in agriculture and 
young people who wanted a place to get loud and crazy 
away from the tourists. Others saw it as antithetical to 
Soleri’s vision of compact urban environments as ideal 
for human development. The agriculturalists argued that 
somebody was going to have to feed the city. 

“Did you go down there?” Teri asked. 
Nick stared at her. “Lost Boys City, the sign says. 

Looks like a bunch of kids hanging out.” One of the 
pistachio saplings he remembered planting now towered 
over the cubes and was decorated with Christmas lights, 
paper lanterns and peace flags. Chairs of all styles and 
stages of disrepair surrounded a large fire pit. Wine 
bottles, beer cans, and empty cigarette cartons littered 
the ground. “I was looking at the rosters,” he said. “You 
have more paid employees than volunteers now. People 
are just living here, settling in.” 

“You have a point. You hear these kids talking about 
living in the arcology like it was already finished. They 
call this,” Teri waved around at the scattered lights 
along the canyon’s edge, “the city. Or, they talk about 
moving here to get away from the city. They show up 
and announce they’re going to live out the rest of their 
lives here.” 

Teri glanced at Emmy, who had slouched into her 
nest of blankets and looked asleep. She leaned forward. 
“But you know, Nick, it’s a whole new generation here. 
And a lot of these kids never met Soleri. Can you blame 
them for focusing more on what’s actually here in 
concrete than what even we can barely grasp, when 
we’re the ones he described it to directly?” 

“What?! Teri, it’s not that hard to grasp.” 
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“Compare what we actually built to what was 
supposed to be. Tourists are right, what we’re living in 
is not much different from an Italian hill village. People 
come as much for what’s in the here and now as what 
Soleri envisioned, and the two have turned out to be 
very different.” 

Nick heaved a loud, irritated sigh. “So you guys have 
given up, is that it? Allowing people to move in before 
it was finished was a big mistake.” 

“Building the arcology has become kind of a religion 
for these kids,” Teri said softly. “The details are fuzzy 
and mystical, grand concepts, not really applicable to 
everyday life. There’s plenty of lip service, some of it 
heartfelt, but deep down do any of them really believe it 
can and will be built?” 

“If they don’t really think it’s possible, why are they 
here?” 

Teri looked into her glass. 
Emmy shifted in her chair, startling both of them. 

“What do you think, Teri? Are we building the arcology 
or not? 

The moon had finally appeared, a quarter moon 
shining weakly from the horizon. The three watched its 
wobbly ascent. 

Finally Teri said, “I’ve already said too much.” 
Nick continued to watch the moon. “Why are you 

still here, if not to build the arcology?” 
“For the kids,” Teri said firmly. “For the students, 

even the tourists. Watching the workshoppers build their 
confidence and develop skills, and then they go into the 
world. Like you did, Nick.” She was smiling. “Look 
what you’ve accomplished out there. I mean, imagine if 
you had never come to Arco. You applied what you 
learned here, right? You’re actually one of my biggest 
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inspirations for sticking with it, so it’s funny you should 
ask. I should have thanked you a long time ago.” 

She paused. “Maybe no arcology will ever be built, 
but after seven thousand people have had this place 
impressed on them, there are little pieces of arcology 
out there everywhere.” 

 



	

 

Taiya 
Vanessa Fogg 

 

 
Illustration © 2017, Eric Asaris. 

 
Surprisingly, Patrick doesn’t seem annoyed when he 
hears about the ghost. He’s washing dishes, his sleeves 
rolled up and a dishtowel draped over one shoulder. 
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“A taiya you said?” He doesn’t look up from the suds. 
“Those things don’t cause any harm.” 

Karen stands behind him, peering into the dusk that 
gathers outside the kitchen window. She can’t hear it 
anymore, the ghost. The taiya. So many different ghosts 
in this strange country, she can’t keep them straight. 

“I went outside to try to find it,” she says. “It seemed 
to be in the cabbages. Then it was in that tree over there. 
Then it was gone.” 

“That’s exactly what you shouldn’t do,” Patrick says, 
just a hint of sharpness in his tone. “You need to ignore 
them. That’s what everyone does. It’s only hanging out 
here because we’re new and it thinks we’ll give it 
attention.” 

“Oh.” The neighbor woman had said something like 
that, too. Don’t listen, she had said kindly. You’ll get 
used to it and then you won’t hear it at all. 

Patrick turns off the water. It’s only then that they 
hear it: a thin cry at the edge of the world. They stand 
still, and it rises in pitch, comes close, and moves 
away—like a train whistle speeding away from them in 
the night, racing across empty fields. The sadness is 
nothing human. The sound dies, then rises once more, 
just once. This time it catches in something like a sob. 

Patrick winces. “Jesus.” He reaches back and takes 
Karen’s hand. “I’m sorry, I know this will be a pain. 
Maybe you can work for a few days out of the house? If 
it gets too loud? They say it usually gives up and quiets 
down after a week.” 

Karen hardly has any real work to do, but she doesn’t 
mention this. “Sure,” she says instead. And silently she 
thinks to herself that it’s nothing, just a harmless local 
spirit, a story to tell later to her friends back home. Part 
of adjusting to life in a new country. 
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“They say you’re supposed to starve it,” Patrick says 
firmly. “Not give it any attention.” 

“Taiya.” Karen’s tongue holds the word. “Doesn’t 
that mean ‘eater’?” 

“No,” Patrick says. “It means ‘eaten.’” 

 
It’s a month since they’ve moved to this place from 

America. A month since boarding the flight from 
O’Hare, leaving Chicago behind for the glamour of this 
Old World capital. They’re still congratulating 
themselves on the house—such a find! A charming 
brick house with a small side garden, located in a quiet, 
leafy neighborhood four blocks from the Metro. So the 
landlord never mentioned a ghost. It hasn’t bothered 
anyone in a long time, the home’s owner—with audible 
irritation—said when Patrick called. 

There are still unpacked boxes stacked throughout 
the house. Karen goes through them methodically, 
slitting them open with a new box cutter. She listens to 
music on her iPhone as she works, so that she doesn’t 
hear the taiya. She takes care not to linger in the garden. 

Patrick catches the Metro each day to an outlying 
suburb, where his company is headquartered. He used to 
be an engineer, and now he has a fancy new title. If 
pressed, Karen wouldn’t be able to say precisely what 
he does, but she knows that he is busy and important 
and spends most of his days in meetings. She knows that 
this overseas assignment is a big step in his career. It’s 
only for a few years, and isn’t it an adventure? Isn’t it a 
wonderful opportunity? They’re pushing into their late-
thirties, but really, they’re still young; there’s still time 
for everything, and this, right now, is the adventure of 
their lives. 
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So she resigned from her job and set up shop as a 
freelancer. When she thinks about it, she realizes that 
Patrick never understood her job, either. But who 
understands any field, other than the one they work in? 
Her old company promised her contracts, but they 
haven’t come through yet, so she has time to clean and 
arrange the house. 

Each day she explores the city. In her purse she 
carries a glossy guide to the twelve major districts. She 
picks a neighborhood, studies the map, and takes the 
tram or Metro line. She loses herself in narrow 
cobblestoned alleys; sits in wine bars and trendy cafes; 
walks though open-air markets and points to fruit and 
pastries and eats delicious things she can’t name. The 
women of this country all look thin and beautiful; the 
men are all well-dressed. It’s late summer, the height of 
tourist season, and the streets and squares echo with a 
babel of languages: German, English, Spanish, French, 
Mandarin, and Russian. And the native tongue of this 
country, of course: rhythmically musical, a language of 
strong beats and soft consonants, like nothing she’s ever 
heard. 

She stands in a plaza that looks out over a sparkling 
river. At her back are stone monuments to kings and 
queens; dominating them all is the sculpture of the 
country’s mythical founder: the king astride his beloved 
horse, a sword lifted high in one hand. She looks at the 
river before her; ferries are crossing to green hills on the 
other side. Barges make their way downstream, and a 
white cruise ship like a tiered wedding cake moves past. 

It doesn’t seem real that she’s here. She’s fallen into 
a storybook world. The spires of a fairy-tale castle, 
glinting from a hill across the river, are proof of that. 
The whole city is a fairy tale, a fantasia of gothic and 
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baroque palaces and churches and buildings that look to 
her eyes like palaces. The sun is warm on her shoulders. 
The air is too bright. Nothing seems real, but she 
steadies herself and thinks, I’m here. I’m right where 
I’m supposed to be. 

 
Patrick works late. “Sorry,” he mumbles as he walks 

in, hours after she’s put his dinner away. He did call 
ahead. He always calls ahead when he knows he’ll be 
late. 

She heats up food, and he sinks into a kitchen chair 
with a comically exaggerated sigh. She sits across from 
him with a mug of tea. He eats hungrily, and it’s a few 
minutes before he notices the silence. He looks up, the 
question in his eyes. “No music?” 

For the past few weeks it’s been her habit to leave on 
music or the television—a light soundtrack to fill the 
silences, drown out any remnants of the taiya’svoice. 
She and Patrick have even been falling asleep at night to 
a recording of white noise or rain sounds. 

“No music,” Karen says firmly. “I sat outside and 
didn’t hear a thing all day.” 

Patrick lets out another sigh, and this time it’s 
genuine—a small, inadvertent exhalation of relief. 
Karen’s surprised: she hadn’t guessed that he was so 
bothered. She looks more closely at him, at the 
weariness in his face, the shadows and slight puffiness 
under his eyes. He’s still handsome, but it occurs to her 
that he looks like his thirty-eight years. 

“Good,” Patrick says. “I miss the silence.” 
She laughs; she’s always been the one to crave 

silence, not him. 
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He smiles back at her and takes her hand. “A native 
ghost vanquished,” he says. “See, we’re fitting right in. 
And I promise I’ll get time off soon.” 

 
Karen knows different ways to vanquish a ghost. In 

her curiosity, she’s spent hours researching local spirits 
online. These are some of the ghosts she’s learned of: 

—The ghost of a drowned child. 
Appears by rivers, lakes, ponds, swimming pools. 

Pale and silent, it may appear to gasp for air. 
Recommendation: Pour holy water into the haunted 
body of water, and reassure the ghost as best you can. 
An official exorcism may be required. 

—The ghost of one killed by a bad pot of stew 
Manifests with both visual and auditory details, 

usually complaining about its stomach. 
Recommendation: Cook and offer it a new pot of stew 
(check that the meat is good). Stealthily substitute a half 
cup of holy water for broth. 

—The ghost of a woman killed by her lover 
Manifests as a hot wind, a sensation of prickles on 

the skin, and the sound of a woman weeping. 
Recommendation: Offer it a glass of mint tea, a pillow 
of lavender to rest on, and soothing chants. You may 
need to ensure the death of its murderer. 

—The ghost of one killed in war or by government 
troops 

Once the most numerous of ghosts, particularly after 
the Second World War and the unrest that followed. 
National mass exorcisms and peace have greatly 
diminished their numbers. Recommendation: Offer a 
glass of water (plain, no ice, not necessarily holy or 
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blessed), and contact the National Exorcism Office. Do 
not let yourself be drawn into a political discussion. 

—The “eaten” ghost 
Invisible. Origins unknown. Characterized by faint 

cries which grow louder upon continued listening. The 
name reflects the common belief that they are spirits 
eaten by grief, hollowed and ravaged until only a 
bodiless cry remains. It has been speculated that they 
may be derived from failed exorcisms, or are the last 
remnants of spirits who no longer know the cause of 
their sorrow.  

Recommendation: Ignore them. Let them starve. 

 
Autumn. The leaves turn gold and then brown, and 

then lie sodden in the streets. Wind sweeps in, and the 
skies are gray and the tourist crowds gone. Only a few 
stubborn souls still sit at the cafes’ outdoor terraces, 
shivering and sipping black coffee. 

Karen is inside, in the glow of a British-style pub. 
English voices chatter around her. She’s at an expat 
meet-up where she recognizes many but scarcely knows 
anyone. Patrick was supposed to join her, but got roped 
into a last-minute client event at work. Never mind; the 
beer is good and the snacks are salty and crisp. She 
finds herself at a table of youngsters she’s met before: 
recent college grads teaching English while they decide 
what to do with their lives. They’ve brought a friend 
with them, a young man with curly brown hair and eyes 
like a doe. A native, but no, not really, he protests upon 
introduction. He went to America with his family at the 
age of nine, and has only just returned to his homeland. 
He feels American now, and his facility in his native 
tongue is, he proclaims in that same native tongue, 
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“shit.” The table laughs as he goes on to explain various 
local curse words and phrases. He’s charming, a slightly 
manic glint in his eyes. 

He’s playing to the crowd. She laughs at his jokes 
along with everyone else. She feels her heart flutter 
slightly as his gaze brushes hers. He’s more than ten 
years younger than she. 

The conversation turns to ghosts, and the table is 
eagerly retelling old legends and rumors of sightings. A 
girl from New Zealand swears that a friend of a friend 
saw a phi krasue in Thailand. 

It’s not as dramatic, but Karen finds herself saying 
that there was a taiya in her garden when she first 
moved in. 

There’s an attentive silence. It’s not much of a story. 
She shrugs and gives a self-deprecating smile. She and 
her husband drowned its faint cries with noise; spent 
little time at home, ignored it. Standard protocol. They 
haven’t heard it in months. She finds herself unable to 
describe the sounds it made. 

“There was a taiya at my grandmother’s house,” the 
boy with doe eyes says. 

Everyone looks at him. He’s solemn, the laughter 
gone from his face. “I heard it once when I visited,” he 
says. “They say it had almost died, but my grandmother 
started feeding it by listening too much. My mother was 
so worried.” He shakes his head. “We had to go fetch 
Grandmother back to our house. The neighbors were 
complaining.” 

“What happened to the taiya?” someone says. 
“Don’t know. Starved back into silence, I assume. I 

was six.” 
“What happens if it’s not starved?” Karen leans 

forward. “What happens if you keep listening?” She 
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knows what Wikipedia says, but she wants to hear it 
said aloud. 

“You know.” He flashes his smile again. “It will just 
get louder and louder. Unbearable. You’ll have to move 
away for a bit, or call an official exorcist. That’s 
expensive.” 

“Are they trying to tell us why they’re sad, why 
they’re there? Don’t some of them still remember who 
they are?” Karen had read that someplace online. She 
senses that this Americanized boy may be more 
forthcoming than the other locals she’s spoken with. Her 
neighbors didn’t want to say much, beyond instructions; 
her language tutor was the same. 

The boy shrugs. “Even if we could understand, even 
if they could tell us, it wouldn’t do any good. They’re 
not like other ghosts. You can’t do anything for them.” 
He sips his beer. “You just have to ignore them.” He 
holds her eyes as he says this. His lashes are long; he’s 
so beautiful. She knows already that she’ll never see 
him again. “You have to keep ignoring them,” he says, 
just for her. “Don’t forget.” 

 
She puts herself on a schedule. She goes to language 

lessons four days a week, where she sits in a non-
descript classroom and tries her best to understand case, 
word order, and modal particles. She walks to the 
market. She pushes herself to attend various expat meet-
ups, though she finds little in common with the people 
there. Her old company finally comes through with 
some freelance projects, and she throws herself upon 
them like a starving animal. 

It rains. It rains and rains, and the steady beat of 
water is the only sound she hears out her window. 
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Patrick’s company throws a party. It coincides with 
some traditional autumn celebration. The sky clears for 
it, and it’s a beautiful night. The party is held in an Art 
Deco-styled loft that overlooks the church steeples and 
spires of downtown. Garlands of chrysanthemums adorn 
all the tables. Red candles glow. Karen is wearing her 
favorite red dress. Waiters pass with plates of sweet 
pickled things, sausages and flatbreads and deviled 
eggs. 

The wine is golden, and very good. 
She’s chatting with another expat woman, a tired 

looking mother of twins. Around them, guests laugh and 
speak in a sibilant language she still can’t understand. 
She and Patrick had a fight before coming here; she 
can’t remember now what it was about. Something 
stupid, of course. He’s been working so hard; they 
barely see one another. 

Patrick has drifted away from her now; he’s standing 
in a cluster of his colleagues at the far side of the long 
room. She watches the back of his head, his broad 
shoulders. 

The expat mother is talking about the local schools, 
about the application process for getting her twins into a 
prestigious international program. Patrick’s boss’s wife 
comes over and joins the conversation. Karen has 
another glass of wine. 

She’s not used to drinking this much. She feels as 
though she’s floating. 

No, not floating. Falling. 
Later that night, Patrick peels off her red dress before 

she has a chance to wash up. He’s murmuring 
something, and then his mouth on hers is hard. Does he 
know? Does he know that she’s falling, that there’s 
darkness outside the window and darkness within, and a 
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nearly voiceless thing screaming outside in the bushes? 
What does he know? All the lights in the room are 
blurring. He’s solid and warm. Her fingers curl and dig 
into his arms and she holds on; he’s real. 

 
She’s never told him of the darkness. 
Of course, he knows that she has her depressive 

moments; who doesn’t get a little down at times? He 
recognizes that she’s moodier in the winter. Snappish. 
He even bought her a special bright lamp to deal with 
the SAD. They’d accidentally left it behind in America, 
of course. 

He knows that she sometimes has mood swings, but 
she’s never told him the truth. She’s never told him 
about the cold black water. That’s what it is: a huge 
black lake inside her, and she’s spent her life skating on 
its thin, frozen surface. She skates well; she can spin 
and jump and pirouette like a champ; she can work and 
function and live like anyone else. But she’s always 
known of the darkness beneath. She knows that the ice 
is thin. She knows that a single misstep could send her 
plunging downward, forever. 

Does Patrick have any black pools within him? He 
doesn’t seem to. She’s probed, delicately, and he seems 
just as he is, responsible and solid all the way through. 

 
She tries. She tries hard. 
She leaves the house every day. She gets dressed and 

she brushes her hair. She goes to her language class. She 
meets the deadlines for her freelance projects. In the 
past, she’s always held off her dark moods with 
exercise. Gyms are an unknown concept in this country, 
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but when the weather clears she dons a tracksuit and 
runs in the park like the American expat she is. 

She meets with people; there’s a regular group that 
she sees at the pub. She even has lunch with the expat 
mother from Patrick’s work party. She does laundry and 
shopping, and dinner is ready when Patrick walks in at 
the end of the day. 

She’s okay. It’s exhausting to be okay. 
She’s sitting in the bathtub, and she can feel the 

black water rising within her, seeping up through the 
frozen surface. She can feel the hair-thin cracks in the 
ice. She’s been in the tub for over an hour. Bach is 
playing on the wireless sound system that Patrick so 
lovingly installed. She’s begun listening to music 
constantly again, keeping the television or radio or a 
playlist on; somewhere along the way, she’s become 
frightened of silence, frightened of what she might hear 
in it. 

But she shouldn’t have put this particular playlist on. 
It’s the Bach solo cello suites, and the Sarabande from 
the fifth suite is coming up. She can’t bear that 
movement now, the sorrow of it. But she can’t get up 
from the tub, she can’t move. She’s too tired. And the 
movement has already started, the single cello is 
playing. It’s the sound of the last voice on Earth, a voice 
crying to itself in the wilderness. It’s a voice singing to 
its own self in grief, over and over, for there is no one 
else to tell. 

Karen is crying. She can’t stop crying. This is how 
the taiya feels, she thinks to herself. She will never get 
away from this music, she will never get away from 
the taiya’s cry. 
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“Are you okay?” Patrick says. He looks at her over 
his forkful of food. For once, he’s come home at a 
decent time. He seems to have finally noticed how little 
she’s touched her plate, how silent she’s been. 

“It’s nothing,” Karen says. “I’m just tired.” 

 
She can’t tell him because there’s nothing to tell. 

There is nothing wrong with her life. Her life is 
perfect. Perfect. She has a roof over her head and food 
to eat; she has money and freedom and a husband who 
loves her. She has a family that cares for her, back in 
Chicago. She thinks of the beggar she passed in a 
doorway last week. An old woman sitting on the cold 
stone, huddled in gray rags. She didn’t look at the 
woman’s face. On her way to her language class, she 
passes a townhouse marked with old bullet holes. She 
knows of this country’s history of revolution and war. 
She looks at the headlines of the international news, and 
she knows that there are people who would literally kill 
for her modern, privileged life. 

She tells Patrick that it’s just the seasonal blues. She 
doesn’t speak of the black lake inside her. She can’t. 
How would she even bring it up? 

 
The taiya is a ghost without a reason, without 

identity or purpose. The ghost of a ghost. No one knows 
why it cries. No one knows where it came from, or why 
it haunts the place it does. 

 
“You’ve been listening,” Patrick says. His voice is 

accusing. She blinks in confusion; she’s sitting blankly 



Davian Aw	

30 

on the couch in the middle of the day, and she didn’t 
hear him come home. 

“I heard it last night,” he continues. “I heard it just 
now, when I was walking in. I—” He breaks off. Takes 
a deep breath. “Karen, what are you doing? What’s 
wrong?” 

She says nothing. He kneels before her. “Is there 
something wrong?” There’s helplessness in his voice. 
“Can you tell me?” 

She still doesn’t answer. He reaches for her 
hesitantly, as though he expects her to resist. Instead, 
she unfolds against him. He holds her in his arms. “I 
know, I know,” he croons, his voice hurried and soft. 
“It’s the weather, it’s almost winter; you get like this. 
It’s that damn taiya, it would drive anyone mad. We’ll 
be home for Christmas soon, we’ll get away. Let’s get 
away this weekend, tonight. We can’t stay here now 
anyway, not with the taiya back. We’ll go wherever you 
want. You’ll like that, right? Wherever…” 

She nods against his shoulder. 

 
They go that day to a farmhouse inn in the 

countryside south of the city. The vineyards have been 
picked bare; the hills are gold and brown. The little 
town feels empty, and the sky overhead is huge. Karen 
feels soothed by the silence. She and Patrick walk along 
the river hand-in-hand, and the only sound is the wind. 

But two weeks later, Patrick is yelling in their 
bedroom and throwing clothes again into a suitcase. 
“Fuck,” he says. “We can’t stay here any longer, not 
with that thing screeching outside.” He doesn’t even 
fold his dress shirts neatly, as he always does. He 
throws Karen’s things in the suitcase as well. “If this 
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were the States, we could sue the landlord. How could 
he not tell us? How did it get this bad?” 

He looks around. “Karen?” 
But she’s downstairs, moving through the dark 

rooms toward the side door. The moon is bright, lighting 
up the small garden, but of course there’s nothing to see. 

It had worked, for a short time. It had worked—
avoiding the house, drowning out sorrow and thought 
with rock ’n roll and pop music and Bach and the BBC. 
It had worked to distract herself, to shut her ears. To run 
away. But the sound outside is now louder than the TV 
or radio or their own raised voices. Louder than her 
memory of a quiet weekend with her husband. 

The neighbors all must hear, of course. The spirit is 
loud enough to wake the whole neighborhood. 

She steps out the door and into the night. The noise 
is sourceless now. It’s everywhere. It’s sobbing and 
keening and a low, sad moan. It’s the bare edge of the 
wind and the scream of a dying bird. The long, slow 
glide of a cello chord at the end of the world. It’s 
nothing human and everything terribly, devastatingly 
human. 

Did that boy’s grandmother ever stop listening? 
Karen wonders. Did she ever get away? 

“Karen?” Patrick has come down the stairs. He 
stands in the doorway, looking out at his wife. There’s 
fear in his voice. 

The taiya is trying to speak, but it has no words. Its 
calls ring, frustrated, against the night air. It’s all but 
eaten away. 

It might grow in power; its voice might rise louder 
and louder. But still, no one can understand it. It speaks 
no language that can be grasped. It can’t say what it is. 
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Karen turns as Patrick’s hands grab her. He’s holding 
her, trying to pull her into the house. “Karen, Karen,” he 
says, her name a flowing river from his lips. She can 
speak. She’s not a taiya. She’s human. Maybe someone 
in the world would understand. 

She holds Patrick and rises on her toes, and puts her 
lips to his ear. She will try to tell him. She opens her 
mouth to explain. 



	

 

Tidal Waves 
Melanie Rees 

 

 
Illustration © 2017, Martin Hanford. 

 
Three khaki fighter planes thundered overhead 
drowning out the violinist’s rendition of Bitter Sweet 
Symphony. The song was as far from Ahesta Boro as 
you could get, and yet there was a certain poignancy 
that I couldn’t share with Coby. He stood at the end of 
the aisle, cleanly shaven. I liked him when he had his 
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beard, but that wasn’t the way they did things here. 
Everything was neat and proper, shaved and shiny. 

The white chairs with their white gleaning organza 
sashes suffocated the manicured lawn underneath them. 
I gazed at my white train spread across the greenery. 
There was no one to hold it up, or walk me on the long 
journey to the end of the aisle, as Coby said was 
customary in his world. He’d tried. He was a good man. 
A decent man. 

“Macka would gladly give you away,” he’d said. 
“And Cheree, you know her from the tennis club, said 
she was more than happy to help out on the day. 
Organise a hen’s do.” 

I’d been tempted. Who wants to be alone on their big 
day? But none of it could mask that I was alone. 
Fahim’s soul rested somewhere at the bottom of the 
Atlantic. And Papa… if only he had suffered such a 
fate. A lump cloyed in my throat as I pushed the thought 
of his execution to the back of my mind. I had imagined 
holding back tears on my special day, but not like this. 

I heard a sniff. Coby’s mum, April, sat with her 
white leather handbag perched on her lap, handkerchief 
dabbing at her eyes. She had been so eager to organise 
the wedding for us and to pay for everything. She’d 
asked for my input of course, but she had been so happy 
organising invitations, flowers, napkins and appetisers, 
that I let her take control. 

April smiled through her tears, but I knew we were 
emotional for different reasons. I forced my lips to 
mimic hers. 

Another plane zoomed past, lower than the last. I 
ducked. It was instinctive. The pink flowers in my hands 
trembled. I tried to steady them. 
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“Hold on,” I heard Fahim’s voice like a whisper at 
the back of my mind, and I gripped the flowers tighter, 
determination filled me. 

It was what I wanted. I loved Coby, but the thought 
of giving him everything made my chest hurt. When 
there was love, there was always loss. It was how the 
world worked. 

The buzzing of a helicopter overhead cut through my 
thoughts. I refused to look up. There were always things 
in the air here: jets, balloons, kites, helicopters. But 
these things that didn’t mean bombs were going to fall. 

I gazed at the lawn again. Its colour was calming 
amid all the whiteness and sterility. It should have all 
been colourful: pinks, blues, turquoise, purples, scarlet. 
Papa should have been here looking joyful and radiant. 
When April had written the invitations, she’d made one 
for Papa and Fahim and she had come with me to cast 
them into the ocean. 

“Your brother’s and father’s souls should be with 
us,” April had said. 

It felt symbolic, but it couldn’t hide that none of the 
faces in the audience were family. 

Whispering, chattering, gasping sang out from the 
audience. 

I heard Coby cough loudly, cutting through the 
babble around me. He really was a decent man. Given 
enough time, a deeper flame could kindle inside. Not 
that I didn’t love him, there was just a vast ocean 
between us that he could never cross. He’d lost his step-
dad two years ago. He understood grief, but he couldn’t 
understand why I struggled to sleep at night, why I 
became nervous every time I stepped behind a barbwire 
fence, why part of my heart would always feel as if it 
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were drowning in the ocean with Fahim. Coby didn’t 
know fear. 

More chattering rose up from the people on their 
white chairs with their white sashes. I turned my 
attention to the myriad faces who would never 
understand, regardless of how kind and considerate they 
had been. 

A menagerie of modernised trinkets began beeping 
and singing. 

My feet felt fixed to the ground. Through my white 
heels, I prodded my toe and felt the grass. It was the 
only thing that felt tangible in this cushy make believe 
world. Nothing felt real here. I still felt like a prisoner 
trying to justify who I was. 

“I’m Aliah,” I whispered to myself. 
“Heck!” A man’s voice cut across the song. “Can’t 

be.” 
Coby should’ve known not to organise today when 

the football was on; everyone was on their phone now. 
From the corner of my eye, I noticed someone leave. 
More rose to their feet. Even in their world, football 
didn’t have this effect. 

Chatter overtook the song. The violinist stopped 
playing. A swarm of cockatoos screeched above us. I 
gazed up. Even they were white, darting among the 
white clouds. Ahead of me, people were whispering to 
Coby and the celebrant. 

“Aliah!” Coby ran to my side, grabbed my elbow 
and ushered me back down the grassy aisle towards the 
awaiting limousine. “Mum, come on!” he yelled over 
his shoulder. Coby opened the door and squished my 
dress inside as if the limousine were a clothes dryer and 
my dress were his work clothes. “I love you.” He kissed 
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my forehead and darted back towards the plethora of 
white chairs. “Mum!” 

Amid Coby’s screaming, I heard odd phrases. 
“…closing off the roads into town.” It took a while to 
register it was the car radio talking. “…reports are 
vague, but—” The radio cut to static. 

The engine of the limousine started. The driver 
turned, looking at me with wide eyes. 

“I can’t wait.” He turned back to face the front. His 
knuckles grew white as he clenched the steering wheel. 
“I’m not waiting.” 

“Not waiting? For what? What is hap—?” 
Screaming cut through my question. Screeching. 

There was a blur of colour and movement. It moved so 
fast it took several moments to register what it was. 
People. Running. But people didn’t move like that, in 
unison, with determination, like a giant tsunami, with 
mouths drooped open like savage dogs, eyes bloodshot 
and wild. 

White chairs tumbled as the wave of people churned 
up the manicured lawn. Green turned to brown. Bones 
crunched. Scarlet red splattered across organza. Crazed 
eyes looked towards us in the vehicle. A white chair 
ricocheted against the front windscreen, smashing to 
pieces. 

“I’m not waiting,” repeated the driver. The vehicle 
suddenly sprung forward. With Coby still out there amid 
the chaos. 

The lump that had been cloying in my throat grew 
until I struggled for breath. “No!” I reached between the 
front seats and grabbed the handbrake. The limo 
squealed to a halt, skidding on the asphalt. 
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The driver cursed under his breath. “You stupid 
woman, I won’t die here.” He pried my fingers off the 
handbrake one by one. 

“It’s just a wave. A big wave, but you hold on to the 
boat, Aliah. Hold on for dear life. Stay at home and we 
suffer like Papa. There is no choice. Stay and we die. 
Let go and we die.” Fahim’s words lent strength to my 
muscles and I clenched the handbrake harder, digging 
my nails into the plush leather, ignoring the driver as he 
clawed at my skin and begged me to release my grip. 

“Coby!” I screamed through the window. 
He turned in my direction and sprinted, dragging his 

mother by the hand. 
I kicked the door open wider, finally let go of the 

handbrake, and shuffled across the seat. Coby dove 
inside, almost dragging his mother who had lost her 
shoes, her handbag and her breath. 

A crazed relative banged against the rear window as 
the limousine sped off leaving a bloodstain down the 
glass. 

Up ahead the crazed mob of people, if that is what 
they were, pushed one another to get out the way as they 
lunged onto the highway like white water pounding the 
white sandy beaches. Ahead of the ravenous throng, a 
suited man sprinted. 

“It’s just a wave. The boat’s strong. You’re strong. 
Hold on. Keep going, no matter what,” Fahim’s final 
words resonated at last. I looked at Coby and he held 
my hand. 

“Stop! We need him.” 
“What?” The driver looked left and right, plotting his 

escape route. 
“Over here!” I screamed to the man outside and 

grabbed the handbrake again. 
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He ran, with the wave of monsters behind him. He 
ducked under a tree branch and the monsters collided 
with the timber, before they found the sense to veer 
around it. 

 

 
Illustration © 2017, Martin Hanford. 

 
The driver opened the passenger door, and the suited 

man scooted inside. “Thank… you… Aliah,” he gasped. 
Bodies banged against the bonnet. 
“Reverse. The highway is closed anyway,” said 

Coby. 
The limousine driver backed up, tore across the park 

and back onto the open road. 
“I thought it was you,” I said at last to the celebrant 

puffing in the front seat. 
I turned to Coby. The pain weighing me down had 

subsided; the lump in my throat was a mere pebble. 
We reached an intersection. The driver pressed 

buttons on the screen of his navigation system. 
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Coby looked at his phone. “They’ve closed off the 
whole city, including the airport. Harbour or country?” 

As if answering his questions a wave of people 
scrambled amongst themselves, pushing, thrusting, 
biting at anything and everything in their path. 

The driver didn’t hesitate. He veered left, tore off at 
speed. Soon, the ocean gleamed in this distance above 
the country fields. It was strangely picturesque. 

“What are they, Coby?” asked his mother, finally 
managing to catch her breath. 

“I don’t know, Mum.” Coby held my hand. 
“Where are we going, Coby? Aunty Jenny and 

Desiree. All of them are back there. We can’t go 
without them.” The pain in her eyes resonated within 
his. “And my handbag. All my stuff. We can’t go.” 

“If we stay we’ll die, Mum. Just hold on.” 
It could just have easily have been Fahim saying 

those words. I clasped both of Coby’s hands. His fingers 
wrapped around mine, pale, white and clammy. Wide 
eyes looked at me petrified and looking for answers. I 
only had one. 

“I love you.” I squeezed his hands. 
Up ahead, the ocean came into view. A boat 

swamped by people. I turned to the celebrant, and 
somehow he knew what I was thinking and got straight 
to the point. 

“Aliah, do you take Coby, to have and to hold…” the 
rest of his words faded over the whir of the engine and 
the bustle of voices as we approached the harbour, but it 
didn’t matter. 

“I will.” 



	

 

There Are No Echoes 
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He does not know where the hands come from: if they 
are real or merely dream, for he cannot tell if he’s 
awake or lost in sleep from his exhaustion. But there’s 
something about the man that evokes a feeling of going 
home, and his voice recalls someone he heard a long, 
long time ago. 

“I knew you’d come,” KJ whispers. He cannot 
remember how. His mind is halfway delirious; he has 
the sudden urge to cry. He clutches to the warmth of the 
stranger’s chest and does not protest when he lifts him 
up. 

Rain hits his face as they leave the stony shelter of 
Torin Arch. The night is almost gone. Brick buildings 
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underline the predawn sky. They turn into an empty 
alley overgrown with weeds. 

“Axell!” the stranger hollers. He kicks the air; there’s 
a thud. “Axell!Open up!” 

Soft notes chime above the rain. A vehicle 
materialises before them: white, sleek, double-decker, 
the name Déjà Vu emblazoned in electric blue on the 
door that finally slides open, spilling warm light onto KJ 
and the stranger and framing a silhouette in the 
doorway. 

“Sorry,” the silhouette says, stepping back to let 
them through. “Radio was on.” 

The door slides shut and mutes the storm. 
“Get me blankets,” Kenneth says. “He’s freezing.” 

He lays the shivering boy against the wall and keys up 
the temperature controls. Warmth blossoms from the air 
vents. 

Axell pulls blankets from a shelf and tosses them 
over. “What’s next?” 

“Back to Earth. We close the loop.” 
“It’s been so long since I’ve seen that face,” Axell 

muses. “You want to get him up to a bed?” 
“Yeah, that’ll be great. Kill grav.” 
“Yessir.” Axell hops into the pilot’s seat up front and 

straps themself in, fingers flying deftly over the 
controls. Engines roar to life. “We’ll go forward a few 
hours. Temporal displacement in 3… 2… 1…” 

Electricity flares in blinding tendrils across the 
viewports as the ship hurtles out of time, screaming 
through a timeless void until they erupt, with a bang, 
into the soundless dark of space. 

The dismal alley is gone from the cockpit windows. 
The planet Demitar curves below them in a panorama of 
grey-green glory. 
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KJ slips off the floor, trailing blankets from his body. 
Kenneth reaches out to catch him. His hand grasps KJ’s 
wrist—the boy’s hand so small against his—and he 
spares a moment to wonder at the impossibility of this 
moment: past and future meeting and touching in the air 
against a backdrop of their homeworld rising before the 
sun. 

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Axell asks, floating out of 
the pilot’s seat and nodding at the view. 

Kenneth nudges KJ towards the ladder. “Only from a 
distance.” 

 
The weightlessness hits KJ with surprise. 
He did not expect to get to space this soon. His 

visions of escape from the orphanage involved first 
exploring the streets of Demitar, getting into scrapes and 
building character before stowing away on some cargo 
ship headed for the stars. That was how it went in the 
stories. That was how it went in his mind each time he 
saw the white hot glow of ships burning through the 
atmosphere, laden with supplies from Earth or one of 
the other colonies, and wished desperately for the day 
when one of them would come for him. 

The upper deck of the ship is half the size of the 
lower one. There are two bunk beds in opposite walls 
above nailed-down desks and freely-hovering chairs, a 
closet curving from a bunk to the open hatchway. 

Kenneth floats KJ through and onto a bed. “Get 
some rest, all right?” he says softly, strapping the boy 
in. “I’ll explain everything when you get up.” 

KJ is too tired to articulate a reply. 
Space, he thinks, as Kenneth makes his quiet exit. 

He’s had so many dreams of visiting other planets, each 
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so wondrously exciting against the drab gloominess of 
Demitar that had drawn him out the carelessly unlocked 
door and onto the streets in desperate hope. He’d read 
fairy tales set in the fertile green lands of Arethusa, 
devoured adventurers’ reports of the jewelled cliffs of 
Rodabram, gazed in longing at travel brochures of 
scenic resorts on Petlari, and looked through screens in 
appropriated nostalgia at the abandoned skyscrapers of 
Earth—long given over to beautiful ruin when their 
occupants set sail for the heavens. 

One day, he had determined, many times over, one 
day when I grow up, I’m going to see all those places. 

 
Axell is admiring the view when Kenneth gets back 

down. 
“Off to Earth,” Kenneth says. “9th June 2261, 9 a.m. 

You know the address.” 
“There’s no rush,” Axell murmurs, beginning a 

languid backstroke through the air. “We’ve got a time 
machine.” 

Beyond the cockpit windows, Demitar and its 
problems lie in a peaceful green marble shrouded by 
night. Bittersweet nostalgia stirs Kenneth’s heart. 
Somewhere down there, his bed in the orphanage is 
exactly the way he left it years ago and hours ago. 
Drunken song still emerges each night from the miners 
at the pub across the road. The old woman is still alive 
and peddling factory rejects beneath the Zhulin Bridge. 
The sun-starved birds still flutter weakly about the 
Aviary, years before the animal rights activists demand 
their return to Earth. 

“Do you ever still have second thoughts?” Axell 
asks. “About all this?” 



There Are No Echoes 

45 

“All the time,” Kenneth says. “But I don’t have a 
choice.” 

“What’s the worst that could happen, KJ? We could 
fly off right now, drop the kid off at Arethusa. Maybe 
all this would just fade away, and you’ll wake up 
somewhere amazing and remember nothing. We 
don’t have to stick to the plan, ensuring you waste your 
life building a time machine just so you can do it all 
over again.” 

“Yeah, or maybe the universe will explode and 
everyone will die.” Kenneth grimaces. “Please, Axie. 
Close the loop.” 

Axell sighs, then tumbles into the pilot’s seat and 
preps for departure. “I guess we might as well see it 
through. All right. Jumping in 3… 2… 1…” 

When the crackling brightness fades, Demitar is 
gone, swept away from them by the galaxy’s spin. Earth 
hangs ahead in the distance: a few hundred years in the 
future. 

“Dropping spatial anchor,” Axell says. “Preparing 
for second jump—” 

Sparks blind the windows once again and fall away 
to reveal Earth in the same spot of sky as they speed 
towards it. 

“ETA two hours,” Axell reports, as gravity returns 
with their acceleration. “Welcome home, KJ.” 

 
It feels like a script. It’s more of the same cursed 

script that has dominated and dictated his life, and 
surely it must be—is—impossible that the words he’s 
saying are identical to the ones he heard his future self 
say many years ago. His mind struggles to merge the 
fading memory of that man with who he presently is, 
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and to recognise the young boy before him—who could 
be mistaken for his son—as the person he used to be. 

“When you’ve completed the machine,” Kenneth 
says, “you’ve got to come back to this time, as me, and 
rescue yourself off the streets. You give him this 
notebook and tell him everything I just told you. Got 
it?” 

KJ nods, eyes barely on the microwaved dinner he’s 
wolfing down in the ship’s dining booth. His stare traces 
the features of his future self’s face in their 
disconcerting mix of strangeness and familiarity. He 
can’t help but think it’s what his parents would have 
looked like. 

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Kenneth says. He 
smiles awkwardly at the boy, and feels a chill as their 
eyes lock. That was me, Kenneth thinks. That is me. He 
remembers being on the other side of that gaze, full of 
the youth and innocence now looking back at him. With 
the memory comes a profound loneliness—he had only 
ever been talking to himself. 

KJ flips silently through the notebook. It’s filled with 
all the information he would need to give the ship its 
time travelling capabilities: formulas and equations and 
blueprints that he has no way yet to comprehend. He 
closes it. “Did you ever get to visit all those planets?” he 
asks. 

Kenneth remembers that, too, and his heart sinks. 
“No,” he admits. “Well, I got to grow up on Earth. 

And you will, too.” He grins, but the disappointment in 
the boy’s eyes condemns him across the years. “Look… 
building the time machine took a lot of time, and…” 

“But that’s why I escaped,” KJ says. “I wanted to 
have adventures—” 
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“We got this ship,” Kenneth interjects. “You know, 
we’re one of the first people to ever travel through time. 
That’s more adventure than most folks will ever get.” 

“But—” 
“Hey.” Kenneth leans across the table, eye-to-eye 

with his past. “It’ll be all right, I promise. When you 
grow up, all those things… they won’t seem so 
important any more. You’ll find that life is full of its 
own small adventures, and you don’t need wild 
escapades on foreign planets to be happy. You do at 
least get to see Earth. It’s a beautiful place. You’ll spend 
years and years there, and… it’ll be enough.” 

Doubt lingers on the boy’s face. 
Kenneth gets up from his seat and wraps his younger 

self in a hug. It’s the first that either of them have had in 
a long, long time. 

“You’ll be fine,” he says tightly, as though the force 
of his words could make it true. “We’ll be fine. I 
promise.” 

He keeps his gaze on the wall so he doesn’t have to 
see the trust in the boy’s eyes. He remembers days as a 
youth looking up from his work to the open sky beyond, 
wishing so much and so many times to just drop 
everything and go. He remembers unpursued romances 
and friendships dead from neglect, and unchased dreams 
left to wither by the wayside. He remembers the 
notebook, always the notebook, and the failed runs, and 
the screams of frustration, and the time machine slowly 
but resentfully taking shape beneath his hands. 

For he had made a promise to his future. He had a 
duty to his past. 

 
So this is Earth. 
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KJ stands on the unfamiliar planet with nothing to 
his name save the clothes on his back, the watch on his 
wrist, and the notebook from the future in his hand. 
Trees rustle with birdsong in the warm morning air. He 
gazes up at the mansion before him. Tall white columns 
frame a door. He’s supposed to ring the doorbell at 
exactly thirty seconds past 9:27. His watch is synced 
and ready for the moment. 

It’s a quiet neighbourhood. He smells the sea on the 
wind and turns towards it, seeing the stretch of distant 
blue past the bottom of the hills on which he’s standing, 
the valley below scattered with the ruins of long-
abandoned houses bleached white by sun. A sole car 
cruises its way through the streets. 

It’s 9:25. KJ walks up the gravel driveway, waits for 
the right time, and rings the doorbell. 

 
“You were right, you know,” Kenneth says, standing 

in the doorway of Déjà Vu and watching his younger 
self wait by the house. He sees the door open. KJ goes 
in. The door shuts. The loop is complete. “I wasted my 
life. What happened to me, Axie?” 

Axell tosses aside an incomplete daisy wreath. “I’m 
a pilot, not your pro bono therapist.” 

Kenneth sinks to the floor. He wraps his arms around 
his knees, staring at his childhood home on the day he 
first arrived. It looks different from his memory; less 
like something from a dream. 

Axell suddenly freezes. “KJ…” Dawning realisation 
spreads on their face. “It’s the notebook!” 

“What?” 
Axell turns to him, their voice breathy with 

excitement. “The notebook you gave him was old. It 
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couldn’t have been as old back when you first got it, 
because that’s impossible. That… that means things 
are different!” Axell’s eyes shine. “Look, it’s a different 
notebook, it was a different conversation… two 
timelines masquerading as the same one. A fake time 
loop.” 

Kenneth stares at his sibling. 
“That means we can change things, all of it!” Axell 

hops up. “We could go back… no, forward, forward and 
back to when that kid you just dropped off is grown up 
and in the past trying to rescue himself. We could get 
them to take the boy somewhere else, and let him find 
his own way, forget the notebook—” 

“—No, wait. If he never builds the time machine, he 
never goes back in time to rescue himself in the first 
place. Everything starts over. We’d just create an actual 
time loop.” 

“Okay, maybe, but would that really be worse than 
this?” Axell asks. “It’s taken your life, KJ. But a time 
loop—a good one, one you don’t notice—that’s 
immortality, isn’t it? The universe might end eventually, 
but you… you’ll never reach that point, your space in 
time preserved forever in an eternal loop. You’d always 
be alive. You won’t know it, so it won’t drive you 
crazy, but you’d always be alive.” 

“What if there was a reason I built this machine?” 
“What if it was because you spent your whole life on 

it and regretted it when you were eighty?” Axell asks. 
“All we know is that it doesn’t have to be this way. Hey, 
say we make a loop, all right? We get them to leave 
your younger self on an interesting planet, and he lives a 
normal life without the pressure to build a time 
machine. When the time comes when he would have 
gone back in time, he can’t. So the past gets no 
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interfering time travellers, and everything reverts to how 
things originally were. At some point in that timeline we 
know you do manage to build a time machine, which is 
how all the time travelling started. So, eventually we’re 
right back where we are now. Except that this time 
there’ll be a version of your life within that loop in 
which you get to live. A life where… 
where anything can happen. Anything. Like how it was 
meant to be, you know?” 

Kenneth nods, his eyes on the horizon. “That’ll be 
something, huh?” he murmurs. “Not remembering the 
future.” 

Axell punches him on the shoulder. “Do you know 
how many existential crises you gave me while growing 
up? Knowing that no matter what happened, you’d 
finish that machine, and no matter what I tried I 
wouldn’t be able to change that. Like, what did that 
mean for free will if there’d be no way I’d be able to kill 
you?” 

“What?” 
Axell grins. “You’re lucky I never tested that theory. 

I thought we could do a magic show. Shoot at you 
blindfolded, miss every time. Would have been great.” 

They fall into comfortable silence, sliding back into 
memories of childhood from years that are still yet to 
come. On the hill beyond the mansion they see the stone 
ruins of the cathedral where they used to play, their 
hideout and refuge from their parents’ watchful eyes. 
Their parents hated it when they played in ruins. It made 
it all the sweeter. 

“I’ve got a secret to tell you,” Kenneth murmured 
one day as they lay beneath the broken roof, drowsy 
with sunlight. “I’m from the future.” 

Axell rolled over, eyes wide. “Really?” 
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“Yeah. Don’t tell mum and dad, okay?” 
Axell nodded, and gaped at the dense writings in the 

notebook Kenneth pulled out, unable yet, at six, to 
comprehend the weight of the destiny that it held. But 
Kenneth was no longer alone from then on, working on 
the machine in the cathedral as Axell played and kept a 
dilligent lookout, weathering the storms of Kenneth’s 
teenage years with its yells of impotent rage at an 
inescapable fate. 

In calmer times, they hung out on the upper floor, 
lying among the mossy stone watching ants scrabble 
through the cracks. Kenneth never stopped working, 
even then, studiously making his way through scientific 
books and online courses, teaching himself to 
understand the terms and schematics in the blueprints. 

“Sorry I can’t help,” Axell said, many years later, as 
Kenneth sat half-buried in a mess of machinery. “I’m 
not good at building stuff. But, hey, if you ever need a 
pilot, I’m all yours.” 

Kenneth smiled. “Thanks, sis.” 
Axell hesitated. “About that,” they said nervously. 

“I’ve… got a secret to tell you.” 

 
The cathedral is just as they remember it. Adults, 

now, they pick their way back up the broken steps, up to 
the crumbled upper floor that would not see them again 
for years. 

They sit down on the ledge where a wall used to be, 
legs dangling high against the stone, looking out upon 
scattered trees bronzed gold in the equatorial autumn. 

“What would happen to you?” Kenneth asks. “If we 
change things.” 
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Axell shrugs. “I guess my birth won’t happen the 
same way if they never adopted you. But, I don’t 
know… maybe my soul or whatever would still be in 
there, and I’d just be someone else, like a weird sort of 
reincarnation. Souls gotta go somewhere, right? Or 
maybe I wouldn’t exist. But half the time I still will, and 
that’s the only one I’d notice. And it’s been a pretty 
awesome life, existential crises and all.” 

“Free will,” Kenneth says. The universe suddenly 
seems to open up to him in all its terror and awe. “I 
never thought I had that.” 

“This isn’t the past,” Axell says, still enthralled by 
the wonder of that discovery. “It’s the present. It’s 
always been the present. Every time, every loop, it’s 
always been us. Living for the first time, doing 
everything for the first time… not just echoes of 
ourselves following in the steps of our future, but 
the originals. Every version of us. Always unique. 
Always real. Always free.” Axell turns to KJ and grins. 
“It’s about time we started living like it.” 

 
The figure hurrying down the road is 

indistinguishable from the man Axell just left on the 
ship. He turns at the sound of his name, blinking away 
the rain in surprise as Axell runs up to him. 

“It’s not a loop!” Axell shouts. “We can change the 
future!” 

KJ brushes wet hair from his eyes. “Ax? What—” 
He breaks off, just as he sees that same glimmer of 

confusion in Axell’s eyes, and they turn their faces to 
the sky. 

They both had felt a ripple in the world: a cascading 
sense of doom warping past, present and future and 
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turning one into the other, history picking up quickly—
too quickly—on the change of events. There’s no time, 
Axell realises in horror as reality wavers around them. 
There’s no time to get the boy to another planet, let 
alone to live his life in a timeline where he never builds 
a time machine, no time- 

-and then the world settled into a past free of 
interfering time travellers, and KJ and Axell are—
were—gone. 

A man rushed out from a side street with science 
books piled high in his arms. He turned the corner and 
skidded to a stop, arrested by the sight of a young boy 
shivering in the shadow of the arch. 

KJ barely noticed the stranger who bent down before 
him. 

“Hey. Are you all right?” 
The boy raised his face to the concerned eyes that 

met his. “Please…” he whispered, voice trembling with 
hunger and cold. “Could you help me?” 

 
A light rain was skittering against the window when 

KJ awoke. He was lying on a couch, soupy sunlight 
puddling on his face, the room livened with the clink of 
silverware and the slow ticking of a grandfather clock. 

“Did you sleep well?” 
KJ rolled over. His rescuer was having breakfast on 

the other side of the room. “Yeah.” 
“That’s good.” The man gestured at the modest 

breakfast tray. “Come have a bite to eat. You must be 
hungry. 

“We didn’t get properly acquainted last night,” he 
added as KJ got up and hesitantly pulled up a chair. 
“I’m Seamus. What’s your name?” 
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“Kenneth,” KJ said. “Kenneth Jordan Tan. Most 
people call me KJ.” 

“KJ it is, then,” Seamus said. He lapsed into silence, 
and when he spoke again, there was a strained quality to 
his voice. “I’ll be here for a physics conference till the 
end of the week. If you’ve got nowhere else you can go, 
I’d be happy to provide food and shelter; but I’m going 
back to Earth right after, so unless you want to come 
along…” 

KJ’s eyes lit up. 

 
“My parents died in the mines when I was a baby,” 

KJ said a few days later, when Seamus was less of a 
stranger and they stood by the ship’s viewport watching 
Demitar recede into the blackness of space. Fellow 
passengers sat around them, engaged in their own quiet 
conversations or contemplating the view. He looked up 
at Seamus. “Do you have a family?” 

“I did,” Seamus said. A sad smile creased his face. “I 
lost them, too.” 

“Oh.” 
“It’s all right. It’s been a long time.” 
“What happened to them?” KJ asked. “I mean, if you 

don’t mind talking about—” 
“My… child fell. He was leaning against a railing, 

and it broke. My wife Esmé couldn’t forgive herself. 
She was the one who took him there, you see. Tommy 
loved exploring those old buildings as much as she did. 
He… he always wanted to be like her. He loved her.” 

Seamus chuckled sadly. “And why wouldn’t he?” he 
asked, almost to himself. “She loved him. 

“We got into a fight a few days after. Esmé took the 
gun and threatened to kill herself. She said she… 



There Are No Echoes 

55 

deserved it for letting her child die, and that if God was 
really in control like I said, then she bet a small miracle 
wouldn’t be too hard.” He swallowed. “Some sign that 
she was forgiven, you know, and she wouldn’t shoot. 
She gave God about a minute—until 9:28 on our big 
clock. The minute ran out, and she shot herself. 

“9th June 2261,” Seamus said. “I’ll never forget that 
day.” 

 
The garden grass was cool with dew in the early 

dawn, the sky red with ominous beauty foreshadowing 
the storm to come. KJ was now fifteen, and Seamus 
officially his adoptive parent. 

“What would you do if you had a time machine?” 
KJ shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “Go back in 

time, I guess. Witness historical events… the usual 
stuff.” He yanked up another handful of weeds and 
chucked the uprooted mess onto the pile. 

“Aren’t you afraid you might change history?” 
Seamus asked. 

“That’s assuming history can be changed.” 
“You think it can’t be?” 
“If it can, it means that there’s the potential for all 

sorts of paradoxes to occur,” KJ said. “Some of them 
might be impossible to work out, and if something’s 
impossible, it means the potential for them to happen 
can’t exist either.” 

“What kind of paradoxes?” 
KJ paused in his weeding. “Well… there’s the usual 

grandfather paradox, where you’re a psychopath who 
goes back in time and shoots your biological 
grandfather before he conceives your parent, thus 
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erasing yourself from existence and ensuring that you 
can’t go back in time in the first place.” 

“There are many solutions to that,” Seamus said. 
“Yeah, I know. There’s the Echo Theory, and time 

loops and alternate universes… but the grandfather 
paradox and all those related to it share the same 
concept: it involves changing history in such a way that 
it affects its ability to be changed. The grandfather 
paradox is easy to solve with the Echo Theory, because 
once you prevent your own birth, all that’s left could be 
an echo of yourself that still arrives in the past and kills 
him. Maybe the echo vanishes after that, or just hangs 
around in a world where you were never born.” 

Seamus smiled. He was proud of the boy, watching 
him now, the teenager’s forehead creased in 
concentration as he talked time travel. 

“But if there are no echoes, then you stop your birth, 
you’re never born, you never get to stop your birth, you 
get born, you stop your birth…” 

“And you have a time loop,” Seamus said, bending 
the tips of two grass blades together to create a triangle 
with the ground. 

KJ nodded. “Exactly.” 
“Of course,” Seamus said, “it could instead be that 

circumstances make it impossible for you to prevent 
your birth. Perhaps the gun jams, or you have a crisis of 
conscience.” 

KJ frowned. “But ascribing that kind of self-
preservation effect to the timeline implies that… there’s 
some sort of intelligence behind the space-time 
continuum.” 

Seamus raised an eyebrow. “Is that so hard to 
accept?” 
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KJ brushed it off. “It doesn’t really matter, anyway,” 
he said, resuming the weeding. “It’s all theoretical. I 
doubt that anyone would ever manage to make a time 
machine.” 

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Seamus said. 
KJ wanted to ask what he meant, but then the first 

heavy drops of rain started to fall, and they had to clear 
the uprooted weeds and return indoors. 

 
“You built a time machine,” KJ said. 
“Yes.” 
Five years after that morning storm found KJ 

standing open-mouthed in Seamus’ laboratory, an 
abandoned cathedral from whose stained glass windows 
glowed blurs of colour on the ground. Pew benches 
stacked with books and notes had been pushed against 
the walls, clearing a workspace, in the middle of which 
stood a broken mess of machinery. 

“It was our life’s work,” Seamus said quietly. “I wish 
Esmé could have been there to see it completed. We 
used to dream of travelling through time together. As 
outlaws of history… partners in time.” 

“Did it work? The machine?” 
“It did,” Seamus said. His face crinkled into smile. 

“The first time, it took me half an hour into the past. It 
was magical… seeing the world again in a departed 
moment, walking through the garden at a time when I’d 
been indoors, and… seeing myself, as another person 
might. I saw him go back. 

“And then, for the second trip, I decided to do an 
experiment. I told myself I would scratch a mark on that 
wall.” Seamus gestured. “If I saw that mark before I left, 
I wouldn’t go. It would mean that history allows you to 
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change things that prevent it from being changed—that 
you could prevent your birth, that there are echoes, so to 
speak, an echo of me appearing in the past to make that 
mark when I don’t do it myself. No loops. 

“But that,” Seamus said, eyes sparkling, “is where 
things got strange. I remember it only as… a memory of 
a memory. I remember remembering that I went back 
and made that mark. I hid from my younger self and 
saw him walk up and see it, presumably deciding he 
would not go back… and then, suddenly, I was him 
again, staring at a blank wall.” 

Seamus shook his head slowly. “I don’t remember 
making that second trip. But there was a split second, 
right when I looked at that wall, where I was absolutely 
certain all that had just happened and I’d been staring at 
my own back just a moment before. It made me stop the 
experiment. I could have trapped myself in a half-hour-
long time loop, where I go back, I make the mark, I see 
it and don’t go back, I never make the mark, I don’t see 
it and go back… It terrifies me how close I came. 

“But if it was real—and I think it was, KJ—it means, 
as you put it, there are no echoes. I can’t change history 
to one where I never finish this machine. So much luck 
went into its creation. So many solutions from 
experiences I cannot replicate. The slightest thing out of 
place would prevent its completion, and all I’d do is 
create a time loop.” Seamus looks at his son, a broken 
smile on his face. “I cannot save my family.” 

“So you destroyed the machine.” 
“It was ours, KJ. We were meant to travel together. 

If I cannot even save them… to use the time machine 
for anything else would be sacrilege.” 
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The curtains were drawn to keep out the world. KJ 
sat by the hospital bed, eyes blurred with tears and 
watching Seamus’ lips as he struggled to speak. The 
cancer had sapped most of his strength. He had perhaps 
a day left; perhaps hours. 

“The time machine…” Seamus whispered. “There 
was a way. I thought I could… give my younger self 
instructions… help them to finish it. I… I wrote 
instructions. Step-by-step. Build the machine, every 
time… save them, every time. But it… it might not have 
helped, because…” 

Seamus swallowed, his eyes filling with tears. 
“Because Tommy didn’t fall. He… he jumped. Because 
of me. I… I’d said things…” 

“Dad—” 
“And I can’t fix that. Even if I had a way… if I told 

myself… how to build the machine… what if he…” 
Seamus petered off. Guilt shadowed his face. “We… 

we’d made an agreement,” he said. “Esmé and I. It’s 
why she stopped… working on the machine. We said 
if… if we ever had kids… we wouldn’t risk them, their 
existence… messing with history…” He grimaced, eyes 
squeezed shut against tears. “But I kept going. She 
begged me to stop… I didn’t listen. She never forgave 
me for that. She knew I… I wanted… wanted him… 
different…” 

Seamus broke down and cried. 
“I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I’m so sorry, Tommy. I’m 

so sorry—” 
KJ grasped his hand in both of his, turmoil churning 

in his mind. “Tell him,” he said, as the shuddering tears 
died down. “Write to yourself, speak to yourself—” 

Seamus shook his head. “No… I was not a man who 
listened, KJ. To science… perhaps. To instructions for a 
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machine I’d been desperate to build… yes. But to the 
people I loved… when I thought God was telling me 
different… if I tried to explain that… he’d think I was a 
demon. It would all be over. I can’t fix that, KJ. 

“But then you came along,” Seamus said. “You… 
My second chance. Alive. If I changed the past… where 
would you be?” 

 
KJ knelt in the sanctuary before the rubble, holding 

the once-buried notebook in his hands. The instructions 
were still legible. Step-by-step, in his late father’s tiny 
handwriting. How do you measure the worth of a life? 
he wondered. How do you weigh one against another? 

He rose to his feet and made his way out into the 
cathedral’s small graveyard. 

He wanted to think of it as not selfishness, but 
practicality. He could have survived on those streets 
without Seamus, maybe. But he didn’t know for sure, 
and someone would need to close this loop. And he 
couldn’t trust Seamus not to still drive Tommy off 
another ledge. 

The dead were dead. To save just one would, 
already, be supererogatory. 

KJ paused before a row of three graves, white stone 
painfully bright in the morning sun. Flowers lay 
scattered upon the newest one, still fresh from the day 
before, but it was to another of the three that he turned 
and bowed his head. 

“I’m sorry, Tommy,” he whispered. 
Then he left the graveyard to begin the work, trying 

not to feel like he was stealing a family that was never 
his to have. 
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They looked so young, the uniformed workers 

streaming in and out of the warmly-lit pub, the cheerful 
aggressiveness of their banter chasing away the gloom 
of the overcast night. 

KJ watched them from the outside, his hands in his 
pockets, wondering which—if any—of the youths his 
parents were. He dared not venture in to ask, as an older 
man disrupting their relaxation with his grieving from 
another time. Already, their nearby presence disturbs his 
carefully-crafted images of the parents he never knew. 
For these are kids; they’re just kids, spinning freely 
through the streams of time oblivious to what lay ahead. 

He could go forward… waylay them on their path, 
offer a distraction, ensure that they did not step into the 
mines that day. But that path lay darkly fragile before 
him, full of unseen traps and dangers that threatened to 
jeopardise all their fates. 

It was with a heavy heart that KJ finally turned away 
and trudged back across the bridge to where he’d parked 
his ship. 

He dropped the spatial anchor and jumped eight 
years ahead—to his last night as a child on this planet, 
drenched as he was by this very same storm. 

He had forgotten how it rained on Demitar, water 
pounding down upon him the moment he left the ship, 
splashing hurriedly out of the alley and under the 
nearest awning for shelter. The streets were the same, 
and yet so foreign, so different from the scraps of 
memory from a distant childhood. He felt like a tourist 
bumbling through the city, pausing at every junction to 
collect his bearings, his dress and manner distinctly out 
of place amongst the locals who hurried nimbly from 
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shelter to shelter… and from the homeless boy huddled 
beneath Torin Arch. 

He had expected him to be different, somehow, to 
stand out more, or to have some deeper intuition tell 
him yes, this is the one. But the boy could have been 
any child, barely visible had KJ not been looking for 
him. 

He crouched before the boy. It was his own young 
face he saw, and KJ was suddenly afraid. 

He wanted to run, run back to his time and leave him 
there to wait for Seamus to come down that street and 
have history unfold as it was meant to be. But the 
thought of Seamus recalled their final conversation, and 
the brokenness with which he spoke about the family 
that he could never save. 

KJ lifted his younger self into his arms. He glanced 
down the street, suddenly self-conscious of abducting a 
child in the middle of the night, but nobody gave him 
more than a passing glance as he went back into the rain 
and ran back towards his ship with the weight of his past 
in his arms. Soon he was fumbling with the door, 
getting the boy inside where it was warm, heaping 
blankets on him and making him a hot meal. On the 
table was a thick notebook: painstakingly copied out 
from Seamus’, KJ’s own small additions correcting, 
simplifying and explaining wherever he knew he would 
need it. 

Hours later, they stood before a large house on the 
9th of June, 2261. It was 9:25 in the morning. 

His instructions to the boy were specific and 
threefold. One: at exactly thirty seconds past 9:27, ring 
that doorbell. Tell the owners you’re an orphan in need 
of a home, and they will take you in. Two: when the 
opportunity presents itself, start work on the time 
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machine. Lastly, go back in time and rescue yourself off 
the streets to permanently save a life; for, if our father’s 
theory is correct, in this universe, there are no echoes. 

No other self will do that job for you. 

 
“I’ll give Him a minute, okay?” Esmé said through 

tears, the gun oddly steady in her hand. “Till 9:28. For a 
miracle, a sign, since that’s the kind of universe you 
believe in, where Tommy didn’t die for no reason—” 
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“Esmé, please don’t—” 
“Do you think he couldn’t tell?” she asked, fiery 

challenge in her voice. “You think I couldn’t, that I 
didn’t know why you were still working on that 
machine—” 

“Not this, please…” 
“He was a kid!” she burst out. “All you had to do 

was love him! What did you say to him that night, 
Seamus? What made him think he had to jump? Was he 
a disappointment to you? Because he wasn’t the kind of 
boy you wanted to have?” 

“Esmé—” 
Perverse laughter escaped her lips. “But I wasn’t any 

better of a parent, was I? It was the only thing you ever 
really thought I was good for. But I couldn’t… I 
couldn’t even be a good mother.” Her voice broke. 
“Tommy was my one chance, and…” She swallowed 
back a fresh wave of tears. “How can I ever forgive 
myself, Seamus?” she begged. “How can we forgive 
ourselves?” 

Seamus glanced fearfully at the clock. Thirty 
seconds. 

The doorbell rang. 

 
KJ stood in the shadow of a tree, clutching to his last 

moments of conscious existence as he waited for the 
rewritten history to take him away. 

He heard the sobbing cries as the door opened. He 
saw a woman dropping to her knees; the gun 
abandoned, the boy embraced, the gasps of prayers. 

They went in. The door shut, and he heard no more. 
The familiar garden lay around KJ, years before he 

ever worked it. Vines twisted up wooden trellises with 
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sprays of fruit ripening for the harvest. He looked back 
to the white mansion and the abandoned stone of the 
cathedral beyond, and his heart ached in lonely grief for 
a future past that would soon be gone. 

Eventually, he turned away from the house and 
walked slowly back to Déjà Vu. 

He had no idea how much longer he had, seconds 
slipping from his grasp like precious jewels, edging him 
towards a deadline that he could not see. But until 
then… until then, he was alive. He was free. 

And the universe was waiting. 

 
He did not know where the hands came from: if they 

were real or merely dream, for Kenneth couldn’t tell if 
he was awake or lost in sleep from his exhaustion. But 
there was something about the man that evoked a 
feeling of going home, and his voice recalled someone 
he heard a long, long time ago. It soothed him, 
steadying his ragged breaths, and so he relaxed into the 
warmth of the stranger’s chest and did not protest when 
he lifted him up. 

Besides, it felt safe—as if this had happened a 
myriad times before and more, on and on backwards 
through repeating infinities. 

The arrow of time does not always fly straight. 
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how will our descendants judge us, in the years to come, 
when they excavate the old landfill sites  
finding the piles and heaps of things discarded  
that never break down, as though adhering to their own  
notion of half-life. How will they see the gaps between  
things, the objects that went missing. What will make 

them weep,  
or rage, or laugh—at wastefulness, or sheer stupidity, 
 
and what will make them release an aaah!  
of recognition 
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We are witches, women all  
women worshipping the moon  
every moon watching timeless wisdom  
wisdom revealed in ritual and dance 
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To the ancients there were secrets  
shells pried apart to reveal  
women round and pale as the moon  
cloistered and then used 

 
In women there are mysteries  
the changing mysteries of the moon  
the moon unveiled in our faces  
faces sculpted from knowledge and birth 

 
Priests tried to dike the moon kenning  
and what a woman’s body knew  
drained of herblore and inheritance  
lands annexed by church and state 

 
Bound with the earth yet lifted by the moon  
we bathe in the moon’s silvery soothing light  
a light that does not burn but shows the path  
a path that any can follow unconcealed 

 
Built high on righteousness, pyres  
scourged all but fear  
But a tide as red as blood broke through  
wills and voices undammed and surging 

 
The full moon returns healed and whole  
We cannot halt this transmutation  
inevitable phase of the moon  
We wake under the full moon’s glow  
filled and brimming, witches all 
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