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“Il ya un côté effrayant quand on regarde un ciel 
totalement dégagé la nuit. Alors que là, l’image qu’on 
regarde nous ramène vers nous, c’est une image très 
rassurante, un peu comme si on regardait le ventre de 
notre mère. En fait, Blueturn, c’est un selfie de la 
Terre.” 
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Editorial 
 

Djibril al-Ayad 
 

 
 
Horror and beauty are sometimes not very far apart at 
all. 

Children all over the world have been making a stand 
that their elders have failed to for too long: we cannot 
wait for politicians to decide it is expedient to start 
acting against climate change if we are to save our 
habitat from becoming intolerable and ultimately 
unsurvivable. As horrifying as so much of what is going 
on around the world at the moment is, we try to take 
some solace from, and to see some hope in, the beautiful 
activism and determination of these representatives of 
the next generation. 

This month, thousands of people have been 
mourning the “death” of Opportunity, a programmed 
robotic rover on another planet, which scientists and 
reporters alike have been anthropomorphizing for the 
last fourteen years. But it was not only Oppy’s plucky 
and unexpected tenacity, rocky desert selfies and taste in 
music that melted our hearts—we were also captivated 
by the fact that she represents our scientific spirit, our 
willingness to spend massive efforts to learn about the 
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universe, and maybe even visit it some day. This of 
course should never be a substitute for looking after our 
own world; no more should any fantastical or science 
fictional scenario. But our ability to learn and innovate 
and study and empathize should be very much a source 
of hope and optimism, inspiration to do better. 

The stories and poems in this issue reflect this same 
loss and hope that fills our lives and how we relate to 
this terrifying world. We have more or less explicitly 
environmental parables, stories of bereavement and 
alienation, queer and gender-bending characters, 
superheroes and monsters, first contact stories and 
human colonization of distant worlds. Stories and 
poems that thrill us, choke us with grief, fill us with 
hope or the desire to do better, tantalize us with hints of 
secondary worlds or walk us down new streets—or just 
with new eyes—in our own grimy cities. 

I’m delighted with this issue filled with new friends 
and old, short and long works, and some beautifully 
creative illustrations throughout. Thanks so much to 
Christina, Joyce, Juliet, Kimberly, Paige, Perrin and 
Vanessa for your words; to Cécile, Jason, Martin, Pear, 
Rachel, Toeken (and NASA!) for your visual art; and to 
Brian Olszewski and Hûw Steer for copyediting 
support. Let’s take a moment to read, to enjoy, perhaps 
to cry, and then fill ourselves with possibilities, with 
ambition for change, and get out there and make the 
world a better place. 

Djibril al-Ayad, February 2019 
 

Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
http://press.futurefire.net/2019/02/new-issue-

201948.html



	

 

The Carminokite 
Kimberly Kaufman 

 

 
Illustration © 2019, Martin Hanford. 

 
“This is where we keep the vulnerable birds, like the 
Presiti-moniaks,” the zookeeper explained, pointing at a 
bundle of wispy-white feathers that looked like a 
bouquet of daisies. “Quaron once was filled with 
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diversity, beautiful animals of all types, but that 
changed about one hundred years ago.” 

“The discovery of shatite-mineral mining?” I asked, 
unsure of Quaron’s recent history. My visit on this 
planet was to study its ancient literature, mainly the 
Second-era epics starring the god-like warrior, 
Sharmona. 

The zookeeper, a man of uncertain middle age, 
dressed in the light grey robes common on Quaron, 
pressed his lips together and scowled, which I took to be 
more genuine than the words that followed. “Which was 
the beginning of our science-based glory, the Greatest 
Age,” he said. “Would you like to see the Carminokite 
fetuses?” he asked, changing the subject. 

The remains of the demon creatures that once 
plagued Quaron were the reason I came to the zoo in the 
first place. Sharmona fights a Carminokite in a story I 
was translating from Marunite, a dead language, and I 
was struggling with a few lines of text. I couldn’t decide 
whether “talon” or “fang” was a better way to describe a 
part of the creature that slices off Sharmona’s arm 
before she catches her axe with the other hand, 
decapitating it. The green blood splatter across 
Sharmona’s long, black hair, as she stands atop a 
verdant mountain, gazing down at the fallen carcass of 
the Carminokite, still gave me goosebumps every time I 
read it. 

We walked into a long hallway, lit only by tanks 
filled with pink liquid. The brown “fetus” inside the 
tank was larger than a horse, and the body part in 
question could either be talons or fangs, since the top of 
its body was covered in multiple mouths, filled with 
rows of razor-sharp, teeth-like fingers. 
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“We used evidence-based genetic-reconstruction,” he 
said, beginning to describe the complicated, and 
expensive, process. But I didn’t hear him. I was 
imagining the fetus breaking free from its tank, growing 
to full size, and running through the sterile streets of 
Shatite, the Capital of Quaron, killing most humans, and 
forcing the rest to flee. I pictured the Carminokite on its 
thick hind-legs, ten mouths snapping at the air, spraying 
black poison, gleeful to have the planet back from the 
small and resourceful humans who had brought it to 
extinction. 

Later, on the hover-plane ride back to the white-
plastic streets of Shatite, I zipped up my jacket from the 
cold. When I got back to my one room apartment, I 
pulled out my computer and the various papers and 
scribbles I had been using for my translation. 

To give the Carminokite that feeling of unleashed 
horror and wild freedom it deserved, I needed to rewrite 
each word of the epic. The demon stayed inside me as I 
ate the mealy packets of food delivered daily, 
reimagining a world of exotic beasts, bright, flower-
covered hills, and the hardy humans who fought daily to 
survive. The Quaron of yesteryear. At the end of the 
month, satisfied with my translation, I got on the ship 
and left that cold and mostly lifeless planet, believing 
that my rendition of the Carminokite would ignite 
imaginations for perhaps another generation or so. 

A few years later, news reached Earth of the end of 
life on Quaron. With the shatite minerals depleted, the 
once green planet could no longer support even the most 
technologically advanced life, and the remains of that 
civilization scattered across the galaxy, many seeking 
asylum as DERs (Destroyed Ecosystem Refugees). 
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About a year after Earth took in a handful of the 
DERs—we couldn’t accept many, as we weren’t doing 
so well ourselves—who did I see but the zookeeper I’d 
met on that grey day in Quaron. He was walking out of 
a plant store, holding a large potted peperomia, looking 
strangely younger than he had five years earlier, his 
curly black hair having only a few strands of white 
around the temples. I stopped him, and we chatted a bit 
about the coincidence of seeing each other, when my 
ego got the better of me, and I asked him what he 
thought of my translation. 

“Well,” he said, shifting the potted plant to his other 
arm. “I liked the prologue where you describe 
preserving the fierce splendor of the Carminokite for 
future generations.” And then the zookeeper gazed up 
into the sky, the sun blurred by the thick, grey clouds 
that lay on the horizon, and shook his head, shaking 
some of the sweat off his brow. “But as one of the last 
to leave a dead planet, I have to ask: have you thought 
about saving your own Carminokite?” 

I wanted to object, thinking of the dinosaurs. But 
then I remembered. He meant the whales, the lions, the 
eagles, the koalas, the frogs, and the parrots. They’d all 
died off in the last few years or so, and even that 
peperomia might die soon, plants being among the 
remaining, but dwindling, life forms. They would all be 
blank spots in our minds soon, a vague feeling that 
something great used to be here. I went back to my 
apartment, turned on the air conditioning and the air 
filters full blast, and sat down to write something 
eloquent and timeless about the beautiful animals of 
Earth. But all I could write were these words, written in 
the most meager and modern English. 



	

 

I Thought of You 
Juliet Kemp 

 

 
Illustration © 2019, Jason Baltazar. 

 
Kath was killed on the second day after the aliens 
landed. She was part of the contact team. It was a 
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terrible accident, very regrettable, many apologies all 
round. Sincere ones, even, as far as Nat could tell. The 
President phoned Nat to convey her personal 
condolences. There was a very ornate funeral, not quite 
a state funeral, but very formal. 

Nat hadn’t been at the funeral. Kath had Nat down as 
emergency contact at work, so the police had come 
round to break the news (misgendering Nat twice in the 
process); and there was that Presidential phone call. But 
Kath and Nat had never formalised their relationship in 
any way recognised by the state, so Nat wasn’t, legally, 
Kath’s next-of-kin. That was Kath’s family, who had 
never liked Nat. Probably, given the Presidential phone 
call, Nat could have insisted on being involved. They 
could certainly have insisted on attending. 

But Nat didn’t care enough about the funeral to push. 
Funerals were about bodies, and about mourning. Kath’s 
body was just a chunk of dead meat now. It 
wasn’t her any more. And Nat didn’t want to mourn in a 
vast church that Kath had never set a living foot in. 

Instead, Nat huddled on the sofa, wrapped in the 
blanket Kath had made that first winter the two of them 
were together, and watched the wall-to-wall footage of 
the aliens. The aliens looked a lot like very large slugs, 
and their slime (there was a polite word for it, but it was 
slime) was toxic to humans. 

That wasn’t how Kath had died. 
Nat ignored the constant leaking of their eyes as they 

watched the alien landing craft, aliens meeting world 
leaders, aliens being shown around world cities, back to 
the start of the reel. The same set of thoughts kept 
looping through their brain: Kath died because of the 
aliens. Kath was so excited. Kath would have forgiven. 
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Kath would have said it wasn’t their fault. Kath died. 
Kath died. Kath died. 

 
Time, and the flat, felt very empty. Nat could, now, 

get rid of the huge piles of old-school actual-paper 
books that Kath left strewn around everywhere. They 
could finally get the cat that Kath had always vetoed. 
They could put twice as many chilies in everything 
when they cooked. 

They did none of it. They picked up more web 
design contracts, working on the sort of low-paid 
projects that they hadn’t needed to touch for years, just 
to fill up time. They ignored calls and emails and texts 
from friends. (Kath had been the one who organised 
social things for the both of them. Nat couldn’t bear the 
idea of going out without her, not now, not yet.) 

Time still stretched, elastic, bare. 
At some point, Nat started bookmarking articles 

from the papers about the aliens’ arrival. Opinion 
pieces, not news reports. Nat wasn’t interested in what 
was happening; they were interested in what people 
thought about it. 

Kath had been so excited. 
They started saving the articles; then printing them 

out, in actual archaic hard-copy, piling papers on top of 
Kath’s book-stacks, still scattered around the flat, until 
they couldn’t see the books any more. 

They started reading forum comments, and printing 
the best of those, too. Both the ones Kath would have 
liked, the ones talking about the glorious future in space 
with our new neighbours; and the ones talking about 
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how we should blow the bastards up before the rest of 
their slug-like friends came to join them. 

There was a demonstration, complaining that 
humanity wasn’t moving fast enough to grasp its new 
opportunities. People wore alien-face hats. 

There was a rally, demanding that if the aliens were 
going to be allowed to stay on Earth at all, that they be 
corralled into specific areas. 

Someone tried to blow up the alien landing craft with 
some home-made plastic explosive and instead blew 
himself up, together with a few unfortunate bystanders. 

Lots of people had opinions about all of this. Nat 
collected them all. 

They wrote down overheard comments, too, on the 
rare occasions they left the flat; and began to feel 
uncomfortable. If Kath had overheard people talking 
about the aliens—positively or otherwise (and it was 
mostly otherwise)—she’d have been wading cheerfully 
into the conversation, explaining why there was nothing 
to fear. 

Nat couldn’t do that. Nat could only write it down. 
Occasionally it felt like they could see Kath out of the 
corner of their eye, watching. A little disappointed, but 
hopeful. 

 
Nat couldn’t stop thinking about what Kath would 

have done. Kath would have looked at the fear and 
anxiety surrounding the aliens, and she would 
have done something. Nat was no good at talking to 
people, not like Kath had been. But—perhaps, there was 
something they could do with what they’d been 
collecting. Perhaps there was a way of using that to help 
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explain things, to help people explain things to 
themselves. Maybe. 

Then the alien turned up on the doorstep, its slime 
safely encased in the cling field around its foot. 

Nat had read and watched a lot of people talking 
about meeting an alien in person for the first time. But 
they hadn’t given much thought to how they might 
themselves react. Because it wouldn’t happen. Kath’s 
funeral had aliens at it, and Nat hadn’t been there. There 
was no other reason for Nat to meet an alien. 

If they had thought about it, they would have 
expected to have been tolerant, broad-minded, perhaps 
interested. They didn’t expect the welling-up of disgust. 

“You have been collecting information, experiences, 
of our arrival on this planet.” The words came from a 
flat-voiced translator box the alien wore on a belt across 
its body. Nat knew about those. The aliens couldn’t 
manage human speech, or vice versa; but they had 
technology that resolved the problem. 

“I…” Nat struggled with the deep wish for the alien 
simply to go away, be somewhere else, go away. 

“I wish to see it,” the alien said. “It is available for 
perusal, yes?” 

If Nat hadn’t been so occupied with fighting a sense 
of distaste and dislike that they strongly felt they 
shouldn’t be feeling; if Nat hadn’t had that image of 
Kath watching, bright-eyed and cheerful, waiting for 
Nat to do the right thing; if it hadn’t been for those 
things, Nat would have had the presence of mind to say 
that no, the archive was not available to the public. 
Because it wasn’t. 

Instead, they nodded, once, mutely, and let the alien 
in. 
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As the alien looked over the folders and photos and 

everything else that Nat had collected, it finally 
occurred to Nat to wonder how it had known where Nat 
was and what they were doing. Perhaps it wouldn’t be 
surprising that some of the forums Nat frequented might 
be under some form of surveillance, but Nat did a lot 
more reading than posting. (Some posting. Some of the 
more paranoid and thus more interesting forums would 
kick you off if you didn’t post at all.) And to realise 
what Nat was doing with all that reading would surely 
require some quite full-on surveillance, unless those on 
the more paranoid forums were correct, and the aliens 
had tech or abilities that had not yet been revealed. 

The alien looked up, and looked at Nat, inasmuch as 
its tiny constellation of wide-set eyes gave the 
appearance of looking at anything. 

“You have not shared your own experience,” it said. 
Nat shrugged, fighting back a host of advancing 

memories. “Not much to share. I don’t have much of an 
opinion.” 

A ripple went across the alien’s surface. 
Acknowledgement? Ambivalence? Agreement? 
Disagreement? 

“You have many human opinions here. Do you wish 
also our perspective?” 

“Your perspective?” Nat asked, after a moment. 
Whatever they had expected, this wasn’t it. 

“Yes. I could return, to record it.” 
This thing would come back. “You could write it 

down,” Nat suggested. 
Kath, in imagination, frowned at Nat. 
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“Not so,” the alien disagreed. “The translator does 
not write. You could not read my own written 
language.” 

Nat wanted, badly, to say no. Not to have to let 
anyone back in here. Most especially not… (Kath died. 
Because of. Kath died.) 

They remembered Kath, that last time, shoving her 
arms into her coat, hugging Nat in excitement, her 
breath warm on Nat’s neck. Off to see the aliens, unable 
to stop herself grinning. Promising to tell Nat all about it 
when she got back. Kath always wanted, so badly, to 
understand. 

“Yes,” Nat said. “You’re right. Thank you.” 

 
The alien returned, as it had said it would, to dictate 

to Nat its opinion of humanity. Nat expected polite 
formalities, diplomatic niceties—and got something 
rather more robust. Not unreasonably so, Nat concluded, 
after the initial shock wore off. Indeed, they couldn’t 
help but feel slightly warmer towards the alien. 

It was only right at the end of the session that the 
alien spoke about Kath’s death. Kath asking to follow 
the engineers on their tour around the ship. (Nat could 
see Kath’s bright, curious eyes.) The hatch with the 
faulty hinges; the coolant leak that had gone unnoticed; 
the pressure build-up. The engineer in front of Kath who 
ducked without thinking. 

A repeat of the accident report, as far as that went. 
But the alien’s pleasure at Kath’s interest; its horror and 
guilt at what happened; whether there was a sign that 
had been missed, whether it should have refused Kath’s 
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request to come on the tour… The accident report had 
been strictly factual. None of this was in there. 

 

 
Illustration © 2019, Jason Baltazar. 

 
Nat wrote it all down, mind numb, unable to say 

anything. Did the alien know? 
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When the alien left, the crying jag and the whisky 
became a poem, the first one Nat had written since Kath 
died. About Kath, and the alien. About how Nat 
shouldn't be here, Nat wasn't right for this. Kath was. It 
should have been Kath here with this. 

The doorbell went early the next morning, pulling 
Nat out of a sticky, restless sleep. Finding the alien on 
the doorstep was a surprise. Nat, head thumping, 
stomach churning, couldn’t think of anything to do but 
to invite it in. They tried not to look towards the detritus 
of the night before, scattered around the sofa. 

“Should have said, before,” the alien said, its foot 
firmly in the middle of the living-room floor. “Know 
who you are.” The suggestion of apology must have 
been in Nat’s imagination; the translation box’s flat tone 
didn’t change. 

The alien knew. It had told Nat about Kath’s death, 
knowing who Nat was, who Kath was to Nat. It knew. It 
was here, standing here, and it knew. 

Nat’s stomach rose up in revolt, and they fled to the 
bathroom, to throw up uncontrollably. When, finally, 
they were able to return, the alien stood by the sofa, 
examining a piece of notebook paper. Nat’s poem. It 
looked up and met their eyes. 

“I am sorry,” it said. 
Nat wanted to snatch the poem back and rip it up. 

They wanted to beat at the alien with their fists until 
something broke. Them, the alien, whichever, whatever. 
They wanted Kath back, wanted her here, smiling. At 
the alien. At Nat. 

They didn’t move. 
The alien stared down at the paper for a moment 

longer, then, with one of its small pseudopods, it 
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removed something from its belt. A box, a bit smaller 
than the translator. 

“I brought this,” it said, then paused for a long time. 
“There was an accident, on our way here, to your Earth. 
My—” the translator burped something unintelligible—
“was outside the ship, at the time, and did not…” It 
stopped. “Afterwards, I… This… I thought, perhaps 
you…” 

It stopped again. A ripple ran through it. It didn’t try 
to say anything more; instead it put the box down on the 
floor, and eased back a bit then stood entirely still, its 
skin tensed into ridges. 

The room began to fill with colour and mist. Nat 
frowned. Almost against their will, they began to look 
more closely at the colours, the way they melded into 
each other. Was there a sound, too, just on the edge of 
hearing? The colours moved, the mist deepened, the 
sounds changed, fitting together, evoking… 

“Loss,” Nat whispered. 
They heard the lines of their own poem in their mind, 

echoing and merging with the alien’s colours, all of it 
hanging in the air around the two of them. 

“Loss,” the alien said quietly. 
They stood together. 
 



	

 

Silver Wings 
Joyce Chng 

 

 
Illustration © 2019, Rachel Linn. 

 
My mom gave me silver wings. 

She actually gave me a silver suit, after she retired 
from her Spandex Club. That was like many years later 
after I turned twenty-five and she kept the suit in an 
airtight vacuum tube in a secret basement of our house. 

You see, my mom was the legendary, all-powerful 
Silver Wing. Leader of the Spandex Club, a group of 
crime fighters who looked after our city and put thieves, 
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arsonists, rapists and all sorts of lowlifes in jail. 
Whenever there was a crime, the Spandex Club was 
there. I knew them, because they were my mom’s 
friends, and they often ate at our place, especially during 
Lunar New Year when mom got out her hotpot, and 
everyone ate around the big table in our living room. 
They were my uncles and aunts, not related by blood, 
but they had watched me grow up. I loved their ang 
pows. The red envelopes came with money inside. 
Mom’s house had pictures of them posing cheekily for 
the camera. Dad has always been the unofficial 
photographer. He loves cameras. 

Mom was now happily growing succulents and 
tropical vegetables in our little greenhouse. She still had 
moments of anger when she watched the news or kept 
tabs on the police scanner in her study. Her knee injury 
and arthritis kept her out of the crime-fighting, spandex-
wearing scene. Before she met dad and had me, she was 
this hotshot biologist and geneticist, working late nights 
in her lab at a prestigious university and developing a 
suit that produced bird wings. 

After she got shot in the right knee by the Vile Rose, 
a villain who placed red roses in all her victims’ mouths, 
mom basically said no more to the super hero life and 
spent many years feeling extremely unhappy while the 
Spandex Club, under the new leadership of Jinx, mom’s 
best friend and occasional rival, flourished and kicked 
asses. 

Me? I was a freaking disappointment. 
I dropped out of university after the second year, 

dabbled around in odd jobs and finally settled in a 
career using my tits and ass. That’s right. I was a porn 
actor, reporting at eight in the morning and finishing at 
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eight at night, with my sweaty naked body in different 
angles and poses, while my male co-stars pumped away 
mechanically. It earned me my paycheck, minimal as it 
was… and mom’s incandescent wrath. 

“You should have stayed in university,” mom said 
after I told her about my first role in a BDSM movie, a 
parody of some science-fiction show. Her voice could 
have solidified water. Her eyes certainly paralyzed me 
to the spot. I was five years old all over again, standing 
in front of my crayons and a picture of my family. In the 
picture, I drew mom with huge black wings. I had just 
learnt what a dragon looked like in kindergarten. “You 
should have graduated by now.” 

“I have a paycheck,” I stated stubbornly. It was true. 
I had my own apartment, in a less respectable area of 
our city, but still, my own apartment. 

Mom put down the steel colander of half-washed bak 
choi with a solid thump on the kitchen counter. “Tell me 
you are still taking your MMA classes.” 

“Getting bruises every weekend,” I hated to argue 
with her, when she was obviously in the right. I hated 
having to defend myself all the goddamned time. 

“Good,” Mom picked up the colander again. It was a 
nice large one. Dad bought it for her last 
Christmas. Trust Scandinavian products, he whispered 
to me when he wrapped the colander in bright green and 
red paper that made my head swim with its sheer 
vibrancy. Last week, it was Trust German 
precision. “There are a lot of xiao ren in this city. 
Assholes and all.” 

I liked the MMA classes. It was all just body 
conditioning, reflexes and moves that would kill the 
next bloke who attacked you. I put them to good use. A 
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couple of the directors of the said porn films were 
creeps. They had their heads stuffed in garbage bins the 
next morning. I didn’t tell mom, because she would tell 
me about Steel Strong, who has arms of stainless steel. 
Her style was to go after men and pound the lights out 
of them. 

It was after a strenuous session in Erotixxx Studios 
when I saw Tia come in with purple splotches on her 
face and arms. I was tired. The director was a 
perfectionist bastard. Many cuts, too many poses, and 
the vagina could only take that much lube and thrusting. 
I was glad to be out of the faux-king sized bed with 
creaky wooden legs and into the communal shower 
which, thankfully, the studio provided for their 
hardworking actors. I was drying my hair when Tia 
stripped off her white tee and jeans. I almost yelled. 

“Don’t tell me you fell down the stairs again,” I 
winced at the bruises on her cheek and along her arms. 
They were purple shot through with a sickly green-
yellow. I couldn’t stop staring at them. That was the 
excuse she gave when I saw her last week. I knew she 
had an a-hole ex who liked their sex a bit too rough. She 
also said she bumped into corners or the edge of the 
table. But tables don’t do that to a face. 

This time, Tia just looked at me, like a cornered, 
abused animal in a cage. 

“Fuck, what did he do?” I shouted. Tia and me go a 
long way together. We started at the same time in this 
business and we had our fights and our tears. Tia 
recently became a bit of an Internet celeb by showing 
how fast she could orgasm. 

“He hit me when I said no,” Tia’s voice was 
naturally husky. Now she sounded really broken. Beaten 
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up inside and outside. Fuck. “I didn’t want sex last 
night. He… he didn’t like it.” 

“FUCK,” I stood up, realized I was already standing 
up, and flung my wet towel into the laundry bin. 
Erotixxx was finicky to the point of draconian when it 
came to personal hygiene, since many of us were 
exchanging and dripping bodily fluids everywhere. 
“He’s going to die.” 

Tia grabbed my arm. She was shaking pretty hard. 
“No, please no, Sha, he will bloody kill you.” 

I hugged her, naked body and all. “You deserve 
better, so much better.” 

The bastard was predictable. I watched him return 
from the shit job he did at the mall: security guard. 
Typical dude with a uniform—power got into his head. 
Plus, he was just a massive asshole with abusive 
tendencies. 

I whooped his ass when he got out of the lift, 
blocked his attempts at blocking me, and yes sir, I had 
my hair cut short (director had a hissy fit the next day). 
He couldn’t grab my hair. Went for his privates, and 
when he keeled over, holding his much-abused balls, I 
slammed my heel into his neck. He dropped like a stone. 

I dropped him at the doorstep of our precinct with a 
shiny red ribbon pinned on top of his head. 

Tia was much happier and hugged me. She got her 
life back and threw all his things out. I soon started 
receiving private requests from the other girls andboys 
in the studio. 

It was fun at first, beating up the lowlifes. Such an 
adrenaline rush! I could fight evil on my own. 

But my body was mortal and prone to breakage. One 
of the idiots hit me hard in the ribs, and I was out for a 
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couple of weeks. I managed to stagger home, collapsing 
soon after. Mom was livid and concerned all at the same 
time. She made me delicious herbal tonics. She also 
lectured me about vigilantism, safety and protecting 
myself and all the things that came with crime-fighting. 
“You can’t keep doing this on your own,” she argued 
hotly. 

Of course, I fought back. I always did. I said to her, 
in her face, that I could deal with all these lowlifes, all 
this evil, on my own. I didn’t need her superhero 
powers. I had my fists, feet and my rage. “Aren’t 
superheroes vigilantes, too? You were a vigilante, 
mom!” 

Mom didn’t talk to me for two weeks. It was one of 
so many cold wars. Dad sent me reconciliatory 
messages and pictures of new pots and pans from his 
phone. 

Then one day, out of the blue, she said, sounding 
tired via phone: “It’s about time.” 

 
I gingerly limped my way—another broken rib—

through Mom’s things—her gardening tools, her boxes 
of stuff, and the stacks of biology 101 books—and 
cursed with feeling when my ribs rubbed against each 
other in an unpleasant way. Mom blithely weaved a path 
down our attic, out of place in her light blue sun dress 
and swirling dust motes. Boxes of Lunar New Year 
decorations dad didn’t have the time (and didn’t bother) 
to throw away, Christmas wrapping paper all in brittle 
and yellowing rolls, photo albums with a furry layer of 
dust. Some of them looked older than me. I spied a 
bicycle tucked all the way in one corner. Its sky blue 
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paint was muted with age. The attic was filled with 
memories, some best forgotten. 

 

 
Illustration © 2019, Rachel Linn. 

 
I almost tripped over golden dragon streamers from 

last year’s Lunar New Year. My right side immediately 
protested with throbbing. 

Mom tapped a complex code on some touchpad 
panel (when did she install that?) and the wall started to 
move. It slid open, a bit like some Starship Enterprise 
special effects—and I could smell something else: 
antiseptic. It reminded me of our toilets at home, where 
Mom would disinfect everything. I followed her in. It 



Joyce Chng	

26 

was as if I had stepped into her sanctum, her special 
place—a place I didn’t know existed. It was all panels 
and computer screens right smack in the middle of the 
room… lab? There was a huge glass cylindrical tank, a 
bit like the fish tank we saw at SeaWorld. In the middle 
of the tank, suspended in mid air, was a silver one-piece 
swimsuit. Conservative, a bit like mom. Tasteful, again, 
like mom. 

Mom tapped more complex codes on the panel next 
to the tank. The glass door hissed open. With an almost 
reverential manner, she reached out and picked the 
silver swim suit just like that. It was hanging by some 
force-field. Force-field? What the hell. 

“We are of the same size,” mom’s voice was soft. 
“The nanozoids make the suit flexible and stretchable.” 
She held it out to me, expecting me to hold it. 

“Mom, I can fight evil on my own,” I said, staring at 
the suit. Why was I so hesitant? It was just a suit, for 
crying out loud. 

“You can’t keep going after all these men,” Mom 
said. “Not with my help. I am not forcing you to choose. 
I just wanted to give you another option.” 

My inner voice screamed I can do it my own! but my 
body had other ideas. I touched the suit, after inhaling a 
lungful of air. Breathe, Sha, breathe. It felt like nylon, 
with a silky texture. I expected it to be plastic-y, but it 
was warm on my skin. 

When mom wore it, it had large white wings that 
shone like the angel on our Christmas tree. “On silver 
wings I rise!” was her battle-cry. The Spandex Club 
talked about it all the time, over their mahjong sessions 
and hotpot steam rising from boiling vegetable broth. I 
often listened in, in the usual way of trying hard not to 
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look as if I were listening in, to their gossip. Auntie Jinx 
hated the battle-cry and wanted mom to change it. 
Besides, would villains care about posturing and stupid 
speeches? I also knew Crow Man had a thing for mom 
and still did, in his own awkward way. He often bought 
her flowers for her birthday. 

Mom’s wings were fluffy, like a swan’s outspread 
wings. I hated swans. They bite. She beat down 
criminals with those wings. She didn’t have 
superpowers, like Steel Strong, Crow Man or even 
Emerald Light—she only had her wits, her reflexes and 
her suit. 

She did it like me. She did it on her own. I suddenly 
remembered something. Me learning how to ride the 
bicycle when I was four and pouting “I do it my own!” 
while pushing Mom’s hands away. Mom just stood 
there, looking sad and happy at the same time. She was 
so much younger then. 

Mom wanted me to wear the suit in front of her. I 
think she was almost bursting with pride. Suddenly I 
was shy. Me, who would easily peel off her own clothes 
and fuck a dude for the camera—shy. For crying out 
loud. I asked her to wait outside so that I could try the 
suit on. Mom rolled her eyes and laughed, her eyes 
twinkling. I realized her hair was all silver now, edged 
with hints of black. 

The suit was surprisingly easy to wear. It was in 
some ways like a one piece swimsuit. I hadn’t worn one 
since I was nine. Mom was right: the whatever 
nanozoids made it very flexible. The suit fit. Perfectly. 
No boob spillage. No bit of fat showing. It was perfect. 
For a moment, I stood in the middle of mom’s secret 
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hangout, wearing her suit. My head felt light. My heart 
pounded. 

My wings. Mom didn’t tell me what to do about the 
wings part. Do I just imagine them to be? And what 
kind of wings should I have? I was not a swan. 

Hawk. Falcon. I liked birds of prey. Raptors. I had 
pictures of eagles and hawks pasted all over the wall. I 
was the weird kid who loved birds in middle and high 
school. The image of a peregrine falcon flashed through 
my mind. The suit tightened slightly, and I could feel 
my shoulder-blades taking a life of their own. It was just 
the suit’s little critters responding to my thought. There 
was no turning back now. 

A rustle, a stab of pain through my shoulder-blades, 
and wings sprouted from my back. There was a rush of 
wind and me going “FUCK” when I felt myself being 
lifted upwards. I fought to remain on earth. Another 
“FUCK” and I landed clumsily on my feet. I saw my 
reflection in the panel opposite the glass tank: I had 
wings. Falcon wings. They were brown, with highlights 
of gold. As I watched, spellbound, the wings twitched 
and took on a silver sheen. 

Mom came in at that exact moment, and then we 
were laughing, crying and holding each other all at 
once. She stood back after and smiled. “Oh wow,” she 
said. I wiped off the tears from my own eyes. I was not 
a disappointment to her. I didn’t draw those dragon 
wings on her. I didn’t push her away. 

That evening, she had the Spandex Club over for an 
impromptu celebratory dinner. Hotpot as usual, with the 
platters of succulent shellfish, fish slices, bak choi, fish 
balls and shabu-shabu meat from the nearby Asian 
grocery shop. She introduced me as the new Silver 
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Wing. The Spandex Club nodded sagely and each of 
them hugged me. They were my uncles and aunts. 
Auntie Jinx wiped away a tear and gave me a box of 
durian praline chocolates all the way from Singapore. 
Dad took pictures. We had wefies. Then we ate our 
dinner. 

Later that evening, I stood at the roof top of one of 
the buildings, accompanied by Steel Strong’s daughter, 
Dagger. My wings hung behind me. I felt their weight. I 
felt Mom’s legacy. 

“Let’s kick some ass,” Dagger smiled. She had silver 
arms like her mom’s and a deliciously wicked laugh. I 
wanted to kiss her hard on the lips. She was gorgeous. 
She wore a different costume from her mom’s: all 
yellow, not like a sunflower, but the sun itself. I should 
ask her out. 

Earlier, I asked her why she became Dagger and she 
shrugged, grinning. “Ain’t superhuman all the time. I 
am only mortal. Can’t do it on my own forever.” 

“I said the same thing too,” I said. 
“There you go,” Dagger smiled. 
I listened to the city sounds, the noises that formed 

the heartbeat of the city. I thought about Tia and 
thousands of women like her. My ribs were still sore, 
but they would heal. I still had to turn up for the Hot 
Girls Making Out shoot tomorrow. A bitch still had to 
eat and pay her rent. I can do this on my own. For now, 
these would have to wait. Somewhere, there was the 
sound of glass shattering. Closer, I heard a couple 
arguing over steaks being overdone. She blamed their 
old grill. He yelled at her about the sauce gone bitter. A 
sound followed, a slap on skin. The woman sobbing. 
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Red-hot anger spiked. My wings flared. I focused on 
the on-going argument, on the sound of sobbing. 

“Yes,” I nodded. “Let’s kick some.” 
Dagger took the first leap out, vaulting over the roof-

tops like a parkour champion. Her yellow form flickered 
like a living flame as she darted from roof to roof, 
jumping across the gaps as if she were born to do this. I 
just had to take my first step. What was stopping me? 
Fear? Tia’s face swam before me. The sound of the 
woman sobbing reverberated in my mind. Me pouting 
and pushing Mom away. My fists clenched. My wings 
stiffened before spreading fully. The feathers were 
mercury silver edged with the diffuse gold of the city 
lights. 

The wings will listen to you, Mom said during the 
hotpot dinner, her chopsticks poised above her bowl of 
food. You are the wings. Will yourself to fly. Will 
yourself to soar. You are the Silver Wing, Li Shan. She 
hadn’t used my name for a while now. The steam from 
the boiling vegetable broth looked like joss smoke 
drifting skywards. 

Dagger—real name: Nala—was already at the end 
of the street. She pumped her fist, once, twice. It was 
now or never. 

How did you fight, Mom? With fists and feet? With 
brains and wits? 

Like me. 
How did you fight? 
Like me. 
How do you fight? 
Like me. 
How do I fight? 
Nala pumped her fist impatiently. 
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I am the Silver Wing now. I will fight with brains and 
wits, fists and feet. I can do this on my own. I can do 
this. With silver wings, I rose. 

I cried the cry of a hunting falcon. 
The night was mine. The city embraced me with its 

sounds and colors. 



	

 

The Message 
Vanessa Fogg 
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Mom and Dad were right that the air is cleaner out here 
in Wisconsin. The sky is orange only at night, and it’s 
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not the smoky haze back home, dropping ashes and 
clogging our filter masks. The air here is weightless, 
clear; and in the clean light all edges and shadows are 
sharp. In the evening the sky is somehow bright and soft 
at the same time, an orange and gold glow that’s 
reflected in the lake, so that lake and sky look like two 
halves of one brightness. 

I’m standing on the deck as the light slowly fades, 
and Mom and Dad are yelling from inside the house. 
Dad thought this getaway would be good for us all, but 
Mom’s still losing her funding. The lake town is pretty, 
but she’s still blacklisted; the world at large is burning, 
and the assholes still run everything. 

My phone chimes. It’s Chloe. 
She’s sent me a picture. A different sky shines from 

the screen: swirls of deep purple and clouds of stars. 
Glowing creatures of the sea. Fluorescent jellyfish pulse 
across a dark sea-sky. 

I made this for our story, her message says. A bit of 
inspiration. My heart warms. The picture is perfect. 

 
Chloe and I are writing an epic cross-over fanfic 

involving two of our favorite anime shows: From the 
Deeps and Sweep of Stars. I’m writing the chapters that 
take place on the ocean-world of From the Deeps, and 
Chloe’s writing the Stars chapters. We’ve taken two of 
the main characters of From the Deeps, Haru and Kes, 
and separated them by thousands of light-years. Haru is 
still a badass warrior fighting krakens in defense of his 
floating island-city. But instead of fighting alongside 
him on a cyber-whale, his rival Kes is now part of the 
22nd class of the Star Ambassador Academy. Just as in 
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the canon plotline, the 22nd Academy class is stranded 
in a remote sector of the galaxy after a field trip gone 
wrong, and they must try to find their way home, 
hopping across the universe through Star-Gates and 
getting into plenty of adventures along the way. 

We’re almost to the turning point of the story: when 
Kes and his classmates tumble into Haru’s world. Kes 
hits his head, they all nearly drown, but they’re rescued 
by Haru’s squad, and Kes wakes up to Haru’s green 
eyes. 

I’ve been listening to starsong while writing, Chloe 
messages me. I’m thinking of making a playlist to go 
with our story. 

The Stars fandom has been obsessed with “starsong” 
of late. It’s our word for music from the show that 
incorporates patterns found in the Message. Someone 
noticed it (subtle, hidden) in two of last season’s 
episodes, and it ties in so beautifully with the season’s 
themes. Of course, once word got out there was the 
usual fearmongering by some over “Message music” 
and what it could do to young minds, even though 
people have been translating and playing with Message 
data as audible sound for years and no one’s mutated 
into an alien or lost their mind yet. 

It’s a great idea. Go for it! I say. 
I’m so glad!!! Chloe sends a series of hearts and 

smiles. She knows I can sometimes get a little weird 
about Message stuff. 

I hear the new special aired, she says. Have you seen 
it? 

She means the new documentary special on the 
Message. Timed to commemorate the fifteenth 
anniversary of its reception. The moment fifteen years 
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ago when my mother looked at a pattern of radio signals 
and realized she was seeing a message from a distant 
star. 

Yeah, I write back. It was okay. There was nothing 
really new. 

 
That’s part of the reason my mom’s in a funk: 

because there’s nothing new. That’s why it’s hard to 
drum up private funding. Well, that and the ongoing 
economic recession and the fact that the Message is 
publicly available, all of it freely accessible to the 
world, and thousands of experts and hobbyists have 
taken a crack at it and thousands of research papers and 
blog posts have been written, but still no one knows 
what it means. Scientists have tried to analyze it in all 
kinds of ways, programming deep neural networks to 
comb through the signal, applying various models, 
taking it apart bit by bit. Artists have played with it, 
translating patterns to musical notes or colors. There are 
those who still say that the signal is dangerous, that it’s 
a viral code, that if you look at it too deeply it will take 
over and reprogram your mind. There are those who 
think it’s the key to salvation. And from the start, 
there’ve been those who insist that it’s all an elaborate 
hoax. 

The newest documentary special has a lot of recycled 
footage. Old interviews from fifteen years ago. Shots of 
those first hectic press conferences. Mom doesn’t speak 
in the first big briefings. She wasn’t director of the 
Institute then. She was a new postdoctoral fellow, fresh 
from her Ph.D. Her group leader and the Director are 
the ones at the podium. But Mom was the one who 
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recognized the signal for what it was. She saw it in real-
time. 

There she is, in one of the first human-interest one-
on-one interviews. Thinner and younger than she is 
now, dressed in a loose blouse and jeans, seated at her 
desk. Her smile is maybe just a little nervous, and her 
first words a little stilted. But her voice steadily warms 
as she speaks. The camera dissolves into a re-enactment 
of the historic night. Stacks of paperwork next to her 
computer. A potted fern. The ghostly reflection of office 
furniture painted on the black night that shows through 
the window. She was working late at the Institute, alone. 
Close-up on a cup of coffee. Then her computer chimes 
and trills. It’s the alert that means an anomalous radio 
signal has been detected, from an array of telescopes 
hundreds of miles from the office, in a remote northern 
valley. “The signal was so strong,” my mother says in 
voice-over. “It was practically screaming. It clearly 
wasn’t natural—it was very narrow band-width, 
modulated. I think my heart stopped when I saw it. I 
thought maybe I was dreaming, hallucinating. And then 
I was sure it was some kind of mistake.” 

The interviewer prompts her to describe the next 
steps. The phone call to her boss. The way the signal 
just kept going. Confirmation of non-terrestrial origin, 
confirmation by other radio observatories—
confirmation that it was real. The Message repeating 
itself, in certain narrow band-width frequencies up and 
down the radio spectrum. “You believe that it’s real 
now, don’t you?” the interviewer says, joking. This was 
at a time when much of the public still doubted. Mom 
looks at the camera. “Oh yes.” Her slight smile is soft 
with awe. Her voice lifts in wonder. “It’s real.” 
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Are you there? Chloe will message me late at night. 
Are you there? I’ll message her. 
It’s one of our catch-phrases. It’s what Kes famously 

says in the last moments of episode 12 of From the 
Deeps, when he’s anxiously monitoring Haru’s lone 
descent into the Deep Trench and there’s a sudden deep-
sea explosion and the comm-link goes silent. “Are you 
there, are you there!” Kes shouts, and the panic in his 
voice is taken by many fans as the first real evidence 
that he has feelings for Haru. 

Are you there? Chloe says, and she sends a picture 
she’s made of Haru caught by a kraken, squeezed in its 
arms, our dashing hero bug-eyed and deformed, and it’s 
grotesque but also hilarious. I laugh out loud. Together, 
we spin a comic story of how he ended up in that 
situation, of how his friends react and save him, of how 
the entire kraken army gets involved. We can riff like 
this forever. We make stories both tragic and light. We 
send each other memes, videos, funny pictures found 
online. We speak of favorite songs, a beautiful turn of 
phrase, poetry and whales and space and time-travel and 
stupid jokes that would make an eight-year-old howl. 

So many of our conversations are marked by time-
delays. There’s a short window when we’re both online 
at the same time. She lives on the other side of the 
world, in Melbourne, Australia, seventeen hours ahead. 
When it’s night for me, it’s the afternoon of the next day 
for her. It’s summer for me, and winter for her. It’s like 
one of those fairy tale stories we both love, where 
characters are trapped apart in opposite worlds. 
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It’s like Haru and Kes in the fanfic we’re writing: 
one in the deep sea and the other in the sky. 

Do you believe in soulmates? I messaged her once, 
before going to bed. 

I want to believe, she said. 

 
Dad and I watched the Message documentary special 

last night, in the cozy living room of this borrowed 
house. Mom was half-watching, typing away on her 
latest funding pitch. In truth, I guess we were all half-
watching; Dad was also checking his phone for news, as 
always, and I was browsing my social feeds. 

We’d all focus when Mom came on the screen, or 
other scientists we know. 

But most of the show was about the social-cultural 
impact of the Message. The way it changed the world. 
Journalists and academics and pop-culture figures 
speaking on the screen. A montage of crowds around 
the world, of congregations in prayer. The birth of the 
first Message cults, and doomsday fears, and Message-
themed music and art and clothes. An embarrassing 
Message-inspired dance craze, popular in the clubs of 
Europe, which thankfully burned itself out over one 
summer. Solemn political agreements, earnest pledges 
of Earth unity, and then the inevitable suspicions and 
political dissension. “But in the beginning, above all,” 
the narrator intoned, “there was a shared moment of 
awe.” A shot of sunrise over an array of radio dish 
antennas in an Australian desert. The Earth rotating, the 
camera skimming to pause, a moment, on a single huge 
radio dish in a karst valley in China. Then shots of radio 
observatories in Europe, South Africa, Chile, the United 



The Message 

39 

States. A string of listening stations around the globe. 
All working together to confirm and share the Message. 
The SETI scientific community was completely open 
then, united, sharing everything they knew with each 
other and the world. “For that moment,” the narrator 
continued, “we were truly one. We learned that we are 
not alone. And that knowledge, all on its own, has 
changed us forever.” 

Dad snorted. He hit the arm of the sofa in frustration. 
“Nothing’s changed,” he said. He’s more bitter than 
Mom, sometimes. 

I sneaked a glance at Mom. She was staring at the 
screen and her eyes looked shiny—as though she were 
close to tears. 

 
You’ll never know how it was, my parents have both 

said to me. This is when they’re angry again at the 
news, at reports of protestors shot in Texas, political 
scandals hushed up, new restrictions on the press. This 
is when even Dad’s non-political tech articles are edited 
for “political sensitivities.” When the government 
wouldn’t let Mom go to the big science conference in 
Beijing. “Can you imagine—now we’re the ones not 
allowed to travel!” she cried, and she and Dad just stood 
swearing in the kitchen together. They say I’m too 
young to remember what this country once was. They 
say I don’t remember that brief period of hope and 
freedom, which bloomed just briefly between dark ages. 
When it seemed like the world might actually come 
together to solve its problems. When the Message was 
first found, it seemed it might extend that blooming of 
hope forever. 
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Are you there, Chloe? I type in the night. 
Are you there, Sarah? she asks. 

 
The truth is that I don’t like most of the Message 

music I’ve heard. It’s not because I don’t like the sounds 
themselves. It’s because I know it’s mostly so fake. 
Musicians have to manipulate the data so much to make 
something pleasing to human ears. I’ve looked a little 
into the data sonification programs, so I know. People 
have created the musical patterns popular on the web 
and among the Sweep of Stars fandom. They’ve latched 
onto certain signals in the Message, stretched them out, 
repeated them, tricked them out with extras. Real data 
sonification just sounds like noise. 

Last year, for my birthday, Chloe wrote me a From 
the Deeps story and sent me songs recoded from 
humpback whales. The songs are the real deal, captured 
directly from hydrophone recordings made over fifty 
years ago. Nothing altered, no human compositions 
added—just the eerie wails and shrieks and moans of 
the sea, gliding up and up; the pauses between cries, the 
purrs. Cold rippled up my spine the first time I heard it. 
It wasn’t just noise. They were the calls of another 
intelligence on our world. Mom told me that long ago 
she had a colleague at the Institute who studied the 
songs of humpback whales. It may seem weird that 
someone at a SETI institute would study such a thing, 
but the idea was that the whale-song was a complex, 
non-human communication system, and that by studying 
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its structure we might learn techniques that could apply 
to the study of extraterrestrial communication, too. 

 

 
Illustration © 2019, Pear Nuallak. 

 
I looked up some of that guy’s papers. It’s all 

information theory, mathematical equations, plots of 
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“information entropies.” The upshot: humpback whale 
songs are complex. Human language is also complex. 
The Message beamed to us from the stars is complex. 
All the decades that humans have known of whale 
songs, the recordings we have, the analyses done. All 
the terabytes of data we have of a Message sent from 
deep space. But we still can’t understand either one. 

 
This doesn’t mean that Mom and her colleagues 

haven’t learned anything at all, of course. They’ve 
devised whole new tools to describe and analyze the 
data. New technologies that are applicable to other 
fields. They’re scanning the skies for new Messages, 
still learning about distant stars and planets and moons. 
They just haven’t cracked the code to what they really 
want to know. The other day, I heard Mom say she’s 
afraid they never will. 

 
Today Dad and I had breakfast on the deck. Mom 

was gone on a walk. She’s been taking walks by herself 
every morning, along the lake or through the woods. 

Dad hummed to himself as he cooked. He made his 
usual scrambled eggs and toast. We took our plates 
outside and watched the light on the lake. A wind softly 
ruffled the trees. I wanted to ask Dad if everything 
would be okay. I wanted to ask what would happen if 
Mom’s private Institute really does shut down. Would 
we have enough money? Could she somehow still keep 
her research going? She wouldn’t really join up with the 
government, would she? For the past few years, it’s 
been policy that any government-funded Message 
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research has to be classified. That goes against 
everything Mom’s always said she believes. 

I wanted to ask, but Dad looked so relaxed for the 
moment—staring out at the horizon, coffee in hand. He 
and Mom were arguing last night, after I’d gone up to 
my room. I heard their tense voices, but not their words. 
And then I heard soft laughter from their room this 
morning. I wanted to ask Dad if he and Mom were okay. 
Instead, I ate my eggs and said nothing. 

 
My parents don’t know it, but I do remember what 

they call the “good days.” I remember my parents 
laughing together every night, every day. All the time. 
Even when they were both so busy with work, even 
though one or the other was often out of town. Laughter 
over the phone, through the screen. In-jokes I didn’t get, 
references that went over my head. It didn’t matter. I 
felt like the laughter included me, too. 

And I remember Mom showing me the stars. No one 
can see the stars back home, of course. Even when the 
wildfires aren’t burning, even when you can breathe 
without a filter mask, even when the sky looks clear—
there’s too much light and pollution in Berkeley, 
California to see anything of the night sky. You have to 
leave to see the stars. We were on vacation somewhere 
green and cool, an echo of where we are now. No lake, 
but a meadow stretching before us. My mom holding 
me, although I must have been nearly too big to be held. 
Dad standing beside us. “There,” Mom said, pointing 
just above the horizon. She traced for me the great 
Summer Triangle, its corners lit by the bright stars 
Vega, Altair, Deneb. She spoke their names. 
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And there—she showed me Deneb now as the tail of a 
swan flying across the sky, the constellation Cygnus. 
Somewhere in that patch of sky, in Cygnus, a star too 
dim and distant to see with our naked eyes. A star 
whose light (if we could see it) would take 289 years to 
reach us. Something near that star, my mother 
explained, had sent all of Earth a Message. 

 
Haru and Kes have never met in the story that Chloe 

and I are writing. They have no idea who the other is. 
But they long for each other anyway. They’re searching 
for each other without knowing. 

After fighting krakens all day, Haru falls into an 
exhausted sleep. Just before his mind tips into 
darkness—on the edge of sleep and waking—he sees, 
for an instant, a dark-haired boy outlined against the 
stars. 

Kes has dreams, too: of a bright-haired boy laughing 
atop a cyber-whale. 

While Haru fights for his homeland, Kes is 
desperately searching for home with his classmates, 
unlocking Star-Gate after Star-Gate. They don’t realize 
it, but the Gates are choosing them, not the other way 
around. The Gates are calling them to the worlds that 
need their help. And one Gate is calling Kes to a watery 
world he’s never seen, to a home that he doesn’t know 
exists. 

“It’s like the red thread of fate,” Chloe said when we 
started this story, invoking the East Asian legend of a 
thread connecting soulmates. And she drew a map of the 
Star-Gates, red threads shimmering between them and 
dozens of worlds; red threads also connecting Gates to 
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each other, a shining web. She’s so talented, an artist as 
well as a writer. I keep her map in my head when I write 
sometimes; I imagine Haru, unknowing, connected by a 
thread to Kes so many light-years away. The Gate as a 
conduit for that thread, the thread spun of both desire 
and fate. A thread that’s a song neither consciously 
hears. 

Chloe and I talk all the time about meeting someday 
in real life, but I don’t know how it will ever happen. 
How would Chloe or I afford the international flight? 
And what flights will even be legal in the future? I think 
of how Mom wasn’t allowed to go to China. I wonder 
how far government suspicions of my mother extend—
of how her open political ideals might affect me, her 
daughter. Tensions between the U.S. and Australia have 
been growing, too. We’re supposedly still allies, but 
everywhere the borders are closing. 

I think of my parents’ stories of the good years, when 
everything and everyone seemed so free. 

Hey, I message Chloe. I can’t draw like her; I’m not 
good at making actual pictures of starry sea-skies and 
maps and the characters we love. I only have words to 
share. I send her my stories and words. 

 
Mom wasn’t telling the whole truth when she told 

me the Message was intended for all of Earth. It wasn’t 
until years later that I realized this. The truth is that it’s 
not clear at all that the Message was meant for us. The 
Message encodes no detectable explanation, no clear 
announcement of intent. There’s no transmission of 
prime numbers or cosmological constants, no obvious 
clue to crack a code. No obvious greeting to strangers. 
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So perhaps we’re not the intended recipients after all; 
perhaps we merely intercepted the Message on its way 
to somewhere else. 

Maybe there are Messages constantly crisscrossing 
the universe, sent from one technological outpost to 
another, and we just happened to eavesdrop on one. Can 
we join the conversation? (Do we want to? Would it be 
safe?) 

The documentary special yesterday brought this and 
all the usual questions up. Pundits with titles rehashing 
old topics. Old arguments of what to do, how to 
respond. Fifteen years ago, Mom saw a Message. It was 
repeated at irregular intervals, detected by scientists 
around the world, over the course of two and a half 
days. Do those intervals mean anything? Are they part 
of the Message, too? No one knows. There are radio 
telescopes trained permanently now at that spot in the 
sky. But that fragment of space is silent. 

 
There’s a story Mom hasn’t told in any interview. 

She’s told it to me. On the night of the Message, she 
came home very late, in the blackness before dawn. Dad 
was asleep. She went to my bedroom and stood by my 
crib. Overwhelmed by all that had happened, at the 
reality of the new world that we’d all just entered, the 
world her daughter would grow up in—Mom looked 
down at me while I slept, and she cried. I was a little 
over a year old. 

 
And fifteen years is nothing in cosmological time, 

but it can seem forever in human years. Next year I’ll be 
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applying to college; my parents expect me to. Even 
though I’m not sure of the point; I don’t know what jobs 
will be available when I graduate, I don’t know what I 
can do, and all I really want to do is see Chloe, and 
travel, and make stories. 

But this is a terrible world, and few of us get to do 
what we want. Back home, the fires are burning, and the 
air is soot; there are hurricanes and drought and famine; 
the ice caps are melting and the seas rising, and the 
humpback whales are all dead. I never got to see one, 
and the other whales are dead or dying, too. My best 
friend lives thousands of miles away. We communicate 
with radio signals beamed from our phones through the 
air, but I think we’ll likely never meet. 

I love you, she tells me, but I don’t know if she 
means the words the way I do. Because she says I love 
you all the time—Love you! she signs off on group 
chats. Love you! she tells all her friends online. And I’ve 
said those words to only a few people in my life, and it 
always means something special when I say it. I want to 
believe that it means something special when she says it 
to me. 

Daylight is slowly fading over the deck. I see the 
first stars shining from a swath of deep blue. My parents 
are arguing from within the house. I thought that maybe 
things were getting better between them. Mom and Dad 
fought after the documentary special last night, but this 
morning I heard them laughing. We went into town for 
dinner and ice cream, and afterward they were holding 
hands. 

But now they’re yelling again. 
I have to go, Chloe tells me. I love you, my dear. 
I love you, I say. 
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She sends me a string of hearts. 
And then I’m alone on the deck. I look out over the 

lake, over the horizon, and after a moment I find it: the 
great Summer Triangle, marked by three bright stars. 
Vega, Altair, Deneb. If I wait, it will darken enough that 
I’ll see the rest of Cygnus. And somewhere in that patch 
of deep blue is a star I cannot see, a star 289 light-years 
away. Something there sent out a Message, and maybe 
they’re still there; maybe they haven’t blown themselves 
up like people are afraid that Earth will do. Maybe those 
beings are talking happily to others across the universe, 
all the time. Or maybe they’re lonely, and they haven’t 
heard anything, and they just send out a signal every 
thousand years or so to say We’re here! and Are you 
there, are you there? Two of the planets around that star 
are in the habitable zone, and scientific models say 
they’re great watery worlds, covered almost entirely in 
liquid seas. Chloe is my soulmate, my heart, the other 
end of my red thread. I hear the door slide open behind 
me. “Sarah?” my mother says. I feel her standing behind 
me, waiting for an answer. And suddenly there’s so 
much I want to say to her, but I don’t know how to 
begin. It’s been years since we’ve truly talked. She steps 
up to the deck railing beside me and looks out over the 
lake. After a moment, hesitantly, she puts an arm around 
my shoulder. Slowly, she pulls me close. I let her. And 
after a moment, I relax into her embrace. Mom and I 
stand side by side like that, silently, looking out into the 
night. 



	

 

The Boy from the War 
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After the war was over, Kuroba Ren went home. 

In the unsettled space between battle and peace, there 
was no one to notice one more boy passing through 
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Jinra’s west gate, sword hanging from his hip. The roads 
around the city were crowded with carts and horses and 
travellers too poor to afford either, merchants and 
labourers and spies, and he was not the only former 
soldier to have discarded his uniform to join the throng. 

Days slipped past on the dusty roads, until he 
reached the Tamagawa and followed the river south. In 
Okada, one of the larger river towns, he stopped at a 
small stall, where an old, toothless woman stroked a cat, 
unconcerned with her lack of customers. 

“A gift for your sister? It’s a pretty pattern, just right 
for summer,” she said, when he touched a robe in blue 
and green cotton, considering the quality of the fabric. 

He looked at her and gave her a small smile. “You 
could say that,” he said. 

It was not expensive and he did not stop to haggle for 
as long as he could have. 

There was no reason for haste, but something drove 
him onwards at a steady march. Three more days of 
walking, past green fields the war had not come far 
enough to destroy, passed hot and slow and 
interminable. When at last, the road wound into forest, 
where the air hung still and silent beneath the cedars, the 
boy’s feet faltered. 

He stepped into the cool shade of the trees and drew 
a steadying breath. Almost there now. Then he stepped 
into the shadows, and kept walking. 

 
Hours later, a young woman stepped out of the trees, 

where road met river and arched into a low wooden 
bridge, and stopped. 
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Furakawa lay on the other side, the rows of houses 
with their slate-tiled roofs as familiar as a dream. For a 
long time, she stood in the forest’s shadow, simply 
watching. Then she let out a breath too soft to be a sigh 
and kept walking. 

The day was easing into late afternoon, the time 
when the town was at its quietest. A small temple stood 
on the far side of town, with a cemetery behind it, and it 
was there, among the neat gravestones, that she found 
the long road’s end. 

The grave was not as overgrown as she’d expected; 
the monks must have done what they could, even for 
those with no family left in the town to care for them. 
On her knees, she cleared the thin straggle of weeds. 
When the work was done, she sat back on her heels and 
tilted her head back to the sky above, then looked back 
down at the grave. 

In the end, all she said was, “Mother, I’m back.” 
Kuroba Yuu, three years dead and buried, could not 

reply. Unspoken, in the silence between them, lay two 
unmarked graves in the faraway east, for a father and 
brother gone to war and never returned. Three years 
ago, when she’d made her last offerings, she had not 
believed she would live to come back. 

And yet here she was, there and back again. 
Her only offering was a handful of yellow 

chrysanthemums she’d bought from a flower-seller in 
the town square while he sat dozing, coins left in 
payment beside him. Bowing her head, she offered a 
wordless prayer, then got back on her feet. Leaving the 
weeds behind the temple to be burnt, habit led her out of 
the gates and turned her down a path she knew too well 
before she came to a stop. 
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“Stupid,” she murmured to herself. With no male 
family left in the town, there had been no one to claim 
house or land. What did she think she was going to find 
if she went back to the home she grew up in? With the 
war, the landlord might not have found new tenants yet, 
but she could hardly return as if there was something—
someone—waiting for her there. 

So what was she going to do with herself? 
“Shiro! Come back here!” 
She jumped at the shout and the question slipped 

from her grasp. A boy who couldn’t have been older 
than six was sprinting down the road, yukata muddied 
and one sandal clutched in hand, evidently escaping 
retribution of some sort. He tried to duck around her but 
some instinct made her catch his collar as he went past. 
By the time his pursuer came into sight, she had his 
head locked in the crook of her right arm. 

“Shiro, you little—! Oh, thank you so much for—” 
The woman paused and looked surprised. “Shu—
Shuuran?” 

It was only a name. It wasn’t like she’d ever 
forgotten it. 

Her tongue searched what felt like a stranger’s 
memories. “Mizuki?” 

The other woman’s smile was startled but no less 
bright for it. “Shuuran! It really is you! It’s been so 
long, you look so different I almost… When did you 
come back?” 

The boy under her arm gave a desperate wriggle in 
the face of this unlooked-for distraction—and Mizuki 
snapped around to frown at him. 

“You!” she marched over and took him by the arm 
while he sulked. “So you thought you could run away?” 
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She looked at the younger woman. “Thank you for 
catching this rascal for me, I’ve been chasing him all 
over town. Come for dinner, tell me your news. Are you 
alone? How long are you staying—” 

“I didn’t have any plans,” she admitted, and found 
herself drawn into Mizuki’s invitation before she could 
find a reason to decline. 

She trailed mother and son through the town as the 
other woman continued the scolding Shiro had failed to 
flee. Mizuki had always been a smiling girl, pretty and 
plump; but now, her face thinner, lines worn into the 
corners of her eyes, she had aged in a way that Shuuran 
didn’t remember. The war had left its marks on 
everyone. 

And what had Mizuki seen? She had barely 
recognised her. Shuuran was uncomfortably aware of 
her too-short hair, the awkward length of her too-new 
yukata, the fact that she should not have travelled to 
Furakawa alone; but if her friend saw and wondered—
and she must have—she did not ask. 

Mizuki made her way to a small restaurant and 
Shuuran knew it the same way she still recognised much 
of the town, worn down but surviving. Ducking under 
the faded blue door divider with the Senjuu family name 
painted on it, the mingled smells of miso and garlic 
struck her and she was suddenly hungrier than she could 
remember feeling in days. 

“Sit down,” Mizuki called as she chivvied Shiro and 
his dirty feet towards the back. 

Shuuran looked around her. Through the open door, 
the deepening evening was a retreating square of light in 
the dim interior, just enough illumination to suggest that 
nothing had changed: the tatami getting scratchy at the 
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edges, the ukiyo-e print on the opposite wall of the same 
demurely smiling geisha, the menu written on the wood 
pegs at the back the same list of dishes. 

“What do you want?” Mizuki asked when she came 
back out. “The grilled mackerel as usual?” 

She turned to her, surprised. “You still remember 
that?” 

Mizuki gave her a wry look. “When you only ever 
order one thing, it’s hard to forget. Touya used to 
threaten to change your order and make you try 
something new, you know.” 

“Fine, I’ll order something different today,” she said, 
laughing. “Where’s Touya? Is he in the kitchen?” 

Mizuki’s expression stiffened and something in 
Shuuran’s gut clenched. 

“There was a bad fever in the town last year and 
Touya came down with it,” Mizuki said, her voice quiet. 
“We did what we could, but there wasn’t enough 
medicine for everyone, and he couldn’t fight it in the 
end. We buried him last spring.” 

“Are you all right?” 
Mizuki looked over at where Shuuran watched her, 

uncertain. “Don’t worry about me. I still have Shiro, and 
the restaurant isn’t doing too badly.” 

When Shuuran didn’t answer, she gave her a small 
smile. “You still haven’t told me your order, you 
know.” 

By the time the first customers for the evening 
appeared, Shuuran had finished her early dinner. 
Stepping through the curtained door into the kitchen 
beyond, she found Shiro fanning the fire under one of 
the stoves while Mizuki gutted fish, and a young man 
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she didn’t recognise sliced onions with more enthusiasm 
than ability. 

“You have customers!” she called. 
Mizuki looked up. “Already? Ah, give me a moment, 

tell them I’ll be right out.” She wiped the back of her 
hand on her brow and left a gory streak of red across it. 
“Oh, and the lanterns! How could I—” 

“I already lit them,” Shuuran told her and tapped a 
finger on her own forehead. Mizuki scrubbed her face 
with the corner of her sleeve. “They told me what they 
wanted, so you don’t have to hurry,” she added. 

“Eh?” 
“I was lighting the lanterns, so they must have 

thought I work here,” she said. “You’re all busy, why 
don’t I help take orders? I should be able to do that 
without too much trouble.” 

“Oh no, we can’t, that’s just—” 
Shuuran rattled off the order before she could finish, 

then added, “Someone just came in,” and ducked back 
out. She had no real idea how well the Senjuu was 
doing, but it seemed busy enough to her, and there were 
enough customers that Mizuki never found the breath to 
finish her protests. Shuuran took orders and payment 
and served and avoided disaster, so when Mizuki finally 
came out to the front, the last customers for the night, 
five farmers from a nearby village, were noisily 
enjoying a round of sake. 

“I didn’t ask you to come so you could take over my 
restaurant,” she said, trying to sound accusing but 
smiling with the words. 

“Then you should be careful who you ask to dinner 
in future,” Shuuran said. 
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Mizuki set a tray with a pot of hot tea down on the 
table between them and sank down with a sigh. “Thank 
you so much for the help,” she said. “Daichi’s a hard 
worker but he hasn’t been here long, and he can’t 
manage the whole kitchen by himself. I was thinking of 
hiring someone to help, but I wasn’t sure if it’d cost too 
much or—” She stopped herself, her lips thinning and 
then easing so quickly, Shuuran could not be sure if 
she’d imagined it. “I’m babbling, I must be more tired 
than I thought. I just wanted to say thanks, you really 
saved us tonight.” 

“It’s no trouble,” Shuuran said. “It’s not like I had 
anything else to do, and I’m glad to be useful.” 

Pouring the tea, Mizuki offered her a cup and she 
reached for it, tired enough to forget that she had tied 
her too-long sleeves back to free up her arms. When the 
other woman’s eyes widened, she jerked back, but it 
was too late to hide the pink and white scar that covered 
her left hand, mirroring itself on the other side of her 
palm. 

“Your hand! What happened?” 
“It’s—it was an accident. It’s fine now. It’s not as 

bad as it looks,” she said, fingers curling into the ridge 
of scar tissue across her palm. 

Mizuki looked at her, half curious, mostly… mostly 
just worried. “Can I look?” 

Shuuran made herself unclench her fist and offered 
her hand again, turning it over so Mizuki could see the 
way the scar ran through it. “It was a long time ago,” 
she said. “Really, it’s nothing.” 

The other woman frowned. Her eyes flickered to 
Shuuran’s face, and then she released her. “Does it 
hurt?” she asked. 
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“No. It healed well,” she said. She’d been surprised 
at how quickly it closed, snapped bones and all, but she 
hadn’t been stupid enough to question Doctor Kirihara. 
It was only a sword wound, clean, he’d said, not like 
there’d been poison or worse. She had too good an idea 
of what worse could mean to ask for details. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make a fuss.” 
Shuuran sipped the tea and shook her head. “It’s 

nothing.” 
Awkward silence settled between them, until Mizuki 

got up to usher out the last customers for the night. 
“Stay with us tonight,” she said to Shuuran. “We 

have plenty of room, and I can hardly send you 
somewhere else after all the help you’ve been.” 

The question of lodging for the night had slipped her 
mind; she’d been careless. “Thank you, then,” she said. 

Later, the washing and sweeping up done, Mizuki 
took her up to their rooms above the restaurant and 
spread a futon in a small room at the back for her. 

Hours later—or had it only been moments? Shuuran 
sat up, reached for a sword that wasn’t there and opened 
her eyes to the unfamiliar darkness, every muscle rigid, 
every sense strained. In the confines of the room, her 
searching arm struck the wall and she sucked a ragged 
breath through her teeth; swallowing, hard, she watched 
the unmoving shadows, until her half-woken mind 
remembered where she was and she sagged in relief. 
She leaned against the wall, cheek pressed to the paper. 

Peace and quiet all around, and a safe roof over her 
head. Sleep should have been simple but old habits and 
nightmares did not rest for the single night they were 
unnecessary. Wide awake now, her mind could no 
longer avoid the question it had eluded earlier. Her 
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mother’s grave had drawn her back to Furakawa, but 
now that she was here, what was she going to do with 
herself? 

The air was heavy with heat, and eventually she 
threw the thin cotton blanket off, and went to the 
window. She climbed up on the sill, caught the edge of 
the gutter and, using the rain pipe, pulled herself up on 
the roof with a grunt. War had taught her very little 
about grace, but after three years climbing every roof in 
Jinra, elegance of movement mattered far less than a 
strong grip and scraped elbows. 

Even on the roof, the windless heat was little better. 
The roof tiles dug into her spine when she lay back, 
hands clasped behind her head. 

She supposed it would make the most sense for her 
to go to Moriwaka and look for her uncles—they had 
never had much use for the sword, Father used to say, so 
it was likely they hadn’t gone to war like their youngest 
brother. When was the last she’d heard news of them? 
Certainly more than three years. The closest family she 
had left, and yet they might as well have been strangers, 
and she no better to them. What use would they have for 
a niece, except to try and find her a husband? 

She raised her left hand and looked at the scar. And 
what use would they have for an unmarriageable niece? 

She could find work, she thought, but where and 
how? A servant in some rich merchant’s household? 
She was strong enough, at least, and she could do most 
household chores. 

Shuuran closed her eyes. Would this be easier if she 
was really Kuroba Ren? 

When the sound came, she had fallen into the fitful 
half-dreaming place that was almost easier than real 
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sleep. In the stillness of the night, every noise lingered, 
and she realised it was the murmur of voices, coming 
from the other side of the building. It was a strange time 
for someone to be out, and when the voices did not pass, 
she made her way quietly over the roof to overlook the 
street. 

Three men were standing by the entrance below, 
speaking in low voices. She frowned. What were they 
doing? But if she called out—people would wonder 
what she was doing on the roof just as much as they’d 
wonder what these men wanted. 

Then she realised that the wavering light she’d taken 
for a torch or lantern was an open flame eating its way 
up a wall and froze. 

The restaurant was on fire. 
The three men retreated to a safe distance, the third 

man saying something and his two companions 
laughing, as if they stood watching some street 
performance. Watching them, Shuuran’s grip on the 
edge of the roof clenched. 

Leaning back so the men couldn’t see her from 
below, she took a deep breath. 

“Fire!” she yelled. “Fire!” 
Her voice cracked with the second shout and she 

coughed, but when she looked, the men were already 
fleeing down the street. Scrambling back over the roof, 
she swung herself through the window. She ran out of 
the room just as Mizuki’s door shot open. Her eyes were 
wild and bewildered, and she started to see Shuuran 
already up. “Shuuran! The restaurant—” 

“I heard!” she snapped and ran down, Mizuki and 
Shiro close behind her. Already, smoke hung in the air 
and Mizuki pushed Shiro towards the kitchen and 
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shouted at him to get out. Shuuran ran to the front, 
where flames were licking at the door, encroaching on 
the floorboards. Shuuran dragged the door open and saw 
that outside, fire had crept up into the eaves 
overhanging the entrance. She swore. 

“Shuuran! Get back, it’s too dangerous—” Mizuki 
said, then grunted and threw a bucket of water on the 
flames. 

The fire spat thick smoke in protest. Shuuran choked, 
her eyes tearing with ash, and ran, half-blind, to the 
kitchen to snatch a wood basin and fill it from the water 
jar. She passed Mizuki stumbling with the weight of the 
bucket, and hurled it on the flames, then caught 
Mizuki’s bucket and threw that too. She left the lighter 
basin to Mizuki and they ran for the kitchen again. 
When they returned with more water, they heard raised 
voices gathering on the street outside, the crash of water 
from Mizuki’s neighbours. 

They emptied the water jar and Shiro was filling 
buckets from the rain barrel when a woman outside 
cried, “The fire’s out!” and a ragged chorus of cheers 
followed. Mizuki staggered and went to her knees, and 
Shuuran nearly dropped the slopping basin gripped in 
her arms. Setting it down with suddenly shaky hands, 
she pushed sooty hair out of her face. 

As the smoke cleared, Mizuki called out, “Is 
everyone all right?” 

“We’re fine! You’re the ones we’re worried about!” 
a man shouted back in answer. “How about you and 
Shiro? Are you hurt?” 

“We’re fine!” she said, even as Shiro, ignoring her 
orders, came in from the safety of the back alley. She 
hugged him with a laugh of relief that was nearly a sob. 
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Shuuran slumped against the wall and closed her 
eyes with a sigh. Her arms ached and now that she’d 
stopped to pay attention, so did her back, and her legs, 
and her skin felt sore and itchy. 

They caught the fire early, she thought; it wasn’t like 
she hadn’t faced worse before. Far worse. She just—
hadn’t expected to find danger here, was all. Three years 
of war had rewritten her memories of home into a 
haven, the petty crimes and quarrels conveniently 
discarded and forgotten. 

She opened her eyes. Mizuki had picked her way 
through the charred remains of the entrance and was 
surveying the damage. The neighbours who had turned 
out to stop the fire were milling about, discussing how it 
could have started, and previous catastrophes. 

“At least it’s not as bad as that fire at Mayama’s two 
years ago, that took three houses before they stopped it. 
If it hadn’t started raining they would have lost the 
whole street,” an old woman said to her husband, 
poking her head in through the door. 

Her husband nodded and added, “She should go to 
Muwa, he does good work for reasonable prices, not 
like that—” 

They stopped, surprised, when they saw Shuuran 
sitting in the dark, and she got back to her feet with 
haste. 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know Mizuki had visitors—” 
the old woman trailed off, then squinted. “Hm? Aren’t 
you Yuu’s daughter?” 

Now it was Shuuran’s turn for surprise, and looking 
at their faces in the scattered lantern light falling 
through the door, she ventured, “Ibara-jiisan? Eri-
baasan?” 
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The old couple had been running the biggest 
vegetable stall in the market for as long as anyone could 
remember, while their children and grandchildren 
proliferated around them like weeds. Eri-baasan’s 
gossip was legendary and her memory even more so. 

The old woman nodded and said, “Yes, yes, what 
was it—oh, Shuuran! I haven’t seen you in so long, not 
since your mother died. Have you been staying with 
Mizuki the whole time? We never saw you!” 

“I went to my uncle in Moriwaka. I just came back 
for a visit, and Mizuki offered me a place to stay for the 
night…” 

Eri-baasan looked her her with curious eyes that had 
not lost their spark for the wrinkles around them, and 
Shuuran fought the urge to flinch, as if the old woman 
could pry everything out of her with a stare. She 
wouldn’t have put it past her to try. 

Her husband just said, as placid as if they weren’t 
having this conversation in the middle of the night in the 
aftermath of a fire, “Too bad something like this had to 
happen on your first night back. Hope it hasn’t scared 
you off, eh?” 

“No, we stopped the fire before it got too bad. It was 
just… bad luck, I suppose.” 

The old man shook his head. “It’s not like she needs 
the trouble,” he said. “But it’s a good thing she caught it 
so fast. Guess you could say that was lucky, at least! I 
swear my wife nearly jumped out of the window when 
we heard the shouting.” 

Shuuran looked outside. She recognised some, if not 
all, of the neighbours standing there. None of them, so 
far as she could tell, were the three men she had 
glimpsed standing by the Senjuu watching the fire. 
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“Oh yes,” she said. “Very lucky.” 

 
Night turned to dawn turned to morning. 
Shuuran declined to retreat to the town’s only inn 

and Mizuki was too harried to argue the matter, so it 
was Shuuran who took Shiro off to the bathhouse and 
delivered her squirming charge to the owner. Later, 
clean and scrubbed herself, she delivered him damp and 
considerably quieter back to the Senjuu, too tired to 
keep up the fight. 

The carpenters had already arrived, and Mizuki was 
deep in conversation with them, frowning as she twisted 
her sooty sleeves in her hands. 
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“Three days? You’re sure it can’t be done any faster, 

Muwa?” Shuuran heard her say as they came in through 
the kitchen, and Shiro made for the stairs, yawning. 
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“That’s the best we can do,” Muwa said. “You’re 
lucky, you know, if Sanada hadn’t changed his mind 
about his plans, we wouldn’t have the extra wood, and 
you’d have to wait an extra week until we got a new 
supply in.” 

“A week! If we lost that much business we might as 
well move out and live on the street,” Mizuki said. “And 
it’s right at the entrance too, so unless people come in 
through the kitchen we can’t keep things running while 
you fix it, can we?” 

“If your customers don’t mind getting a hammer 
dropped on their heads, they can try,” Muwa said with 
an expression of exaggerated doubt. “Ah, don’t worry 
so much, three days will be over before you know it! 
Take a rest, it must be tiring running the busiest place in 
town.” 

Mizuki shook her head and teased, “Is that how you 
drum up business? With flattery? Do your best then, and 
if there’s any way you could finish the work any 
sooner…” 

“You know we’ll do it if there was a way. Jun’ll 
move mountains for a pretty lady if she asked him. 
We’ll see, huh?” 

After Muwa headed back to his own shop to fetch 
the supplies and tools he’d need, Shuuran said, “Shiro’s 
gone upstairs, probably to sleep.” 

Mizuki looked relieved. “Really? He must be 
exhausted, he never goes to bed without me chasing 
him.” 

“You should get cleaned up. I’ll help watch over the 
place,” Shuuran said. 
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“I will, just give me a moment… Thank you so much 
for the help. I’m so sorry, if you’d just gone to the inn, 
you wouldn’t be involved in this mess.” 

“It’s not like the fire was your fault. At least I can 
say it was an interesting night,” Shuuran said with wry 
humour. She touched the charred wood of the door 
frame. “How will you lock up at night?” 

Mizuki sighed. “It’s not like we have a lot to steal. 
But Muwa said he’d get one of his boys to stay over 
here until they’ve finished the work. It was very kind of 
him, he really didn’t have to.” 

“That’s good,” she murmured. Not enough to be 
reassuring, but better than nothing. She hoped whoever 
Muwa sent would be more intimidating than the man 
himself. 

Mizuki left for the bathhouse, and Shuuran sat by the 
entrance—given the way it gaped into the street, it 
wasn’t much of a door right now. It was close to mid-
morning, and the sun was high, the sky clear and 
cloudless. A dry summer so far, she thought, and 
wondered if the rice fields would be all right. 

A few people stopped to exclaim at the damage or 
ask after Mizuki and Shiro, and Shuuran tried to answer 
as well as she could; the ironmonger’s wife, Aoba, from 
across the street, came with a pot of simmered chicken 
for Mizuki. Returning from the kitchen, Shuuran found 
her standing in the entrance, hands on hips, as if she 
could bar it with her small frame. Two men were 
standing outside, and Shuuran came to an abrupt stop. 

“Mizuki is fine,” Aoba was saying in firm tones. “I’ll 
let her know you stopped by when she returns, but I 
don’t know when that will be.” 



Perrin Lu	

66 

The man standing before her was middle-aged, tall 
and burly with what Shuuran thought looked like more 
fat than muscle, and despite Aoba’s assurances, showed 
no inclination to leave. He glanced past and saw 
Shuuran standing inside. 

“Oi, who’s that?” he asked with a jerk of his chin. 
When Shuuran stepped forward and he got a better look 
at her, he looked her over and said, “Haven’t seen you 
around before.” 

“My name is Kuroba. I’m just a friend of Mizuki’s,” 
Shuuran said, non-committal. 

Having decided that she possessed neither threat nor 
interest, the man’s gaze had already fallen elsewhere. If 
not for the two women standing in the way, Shuuran 
suspected he would have invited himself inside despite 
Mizuki’s absence. 

His companion, younger, lankier and already 
showing signs of inebriation, was examining the 
damage with undue interest. 

“Doesn’t look that bad at all,” he said. “Thought it’d 
be way worse, yah, what a—” 

A heavy hand settled on the back of his neck with a 
thump and he yelped. 

“Looks like it was a close shave, eh?” the man said. 
“Lucky for her. Pity it got the door like that though, 
looks like she’s going to have some trouble keeping the 
trash out.” 

With a final, unpleasant smile, he left, the younger 
man gripped by the scruff of his neck. 

Aoba breathed an audible sigh of relief. “He’s one to 
talk about trash,” she muttered. 

“Who are they?” Shuuran asked, still staring after 
their backs as they wove through the street traffic. 
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“That nasty piece of work is Gohei and the drunkard 
with him is Nobuo. Came to gloat at Mizuki’s trouble, 
by the looks of it.” 

“What does he want with her?” 
“Gohei’s a troublemaker and he’s been getting worse 

since he lost his own shop and his wife got sick of him 
and went home to her parents’ village. And as for what 
he’s after…” Aoba gave Shuuran an uneasy glance, then 
leaned in. “Don’t tell Mizuki I told you, but I heard he 
tried to get her to marry him in the spring, and she gave 
him a piece of her mind. Not that I blame her.” 

“And he’s been making trouble ever since?” Shuuran 
said. 

Aoba frowned. “Well, I don’t know. Mizuki’s had 
some problems here and there, but nothing too serious 
until this fire. It’s hard enough for her to keep things 
running, but wolves like Gohei see a hardworking 
woman like Mizuki without a man to protect her, and 
they smell meat. We’d all be better off without him, but 
he’s too clever to get caught by the council elders.” 

Shuuran made a face. “The elders?” she said. 
“They’re useless.” 

“Exactly,” Aoba nodded with emphatic agreement. 
“Oh, Mizuki! You’re back!” 

She was, looking much better for her visit to the 
bathhouse, but when she thanked Aoba for the food, the 
other woman spoke quietly in her ear, and she paled 
again. 

Shuuran watching the street, pretended not to notice. 
She should tell Mizuki, she thought. But even if she’d 
seen Gohei and his friends start the fire, what could they 
do? Arson was a serious offence, but the Furakawa town 
council were weak and easily bought off. It would take 
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time and money Mizuki couldn’t spare to bring them to 
justice, and the odds they would find some way to 
escape or retaliate were all too high. 

Could Kuroba Ren could have protected Mizuki 
where Shuuran could not? she wondered abruptly. 
Gohei had dismissed her the moment he saw her; at the 
very least, he would have taken a man, and a former 
soldier at that, seriously. But Mizuki could not have 
asked Kuroba Ren to stay without a second thought for 
town gossip, and Ren could not have stopped the fire if 
he was staying in an inn across town. Neither Ren nor 
Shuuran, it seemed, were quite the friend she needed 
here. 

Her lips pressed thin. In the end, silence was an old, 
hard habit to break, as if telling one thing would 
necessitate telling another, and another again, three 
years of secrecy spilling into the hard glare of day. And 
even in her own mind, Shuuran could not always 
explain why she had to gone to Jinra, let alone make any 
one else understand what had driven her there. 

There had to be other ways of dealing with Gohei, 
she thought. 

 
The second night, she sat against the wall and waited 

for Mizuki to fall asleep. It took longer than Shuuran 
had hoped; last night must still be weighing on her. 
Pausing outside the door to Mizuki and Shiro’s shared 
room, she listened to the quiet within, then went down 
the stairs. 

Down in the front room, Muwa’s oldest son was 
snoring loudly from where he lay sprawled on his futon. 
Not the best deterrent to trouble. Shuuran watched him 
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for a moment, then huffed a sigh and let herself out by 
the back door. 

Walking between shadows and moonlight, a cat 
watched her pass, eyes gleaming; rats skittered and dug 
their way through the day’s trash; a broken blind 
somewhere rattled to itself. Once upon a time, even 
walking alone through the dreaming town like this 
would have been an adventure, but after the raucous 
streets of Jinra, Furukawa’s sleep held no nightmares. 

She left the town and crossed the bridge to enter the 
forest. She hadn’t expected to return in the dark, and 
even with the lantern, she walked past her marking 
twice before finding the overgrown trail through the 
trees that led off the road to a small clearing around a 
fallen tree. Reaching among the creepers that tangled 
themselves around the dead wood, her fingers scrabbled 
through the dirt before she found what she had come for 
and pulled it out, covered in dead leaves and vines. 

As she’d hoped, neither sword nor bundle had been 
touched; what traffic that passed through the forest 
rarely ventured off the road and the town children’s 
territories lay elsewhere. Slinging both over her 
shoulder, she made her way back, only stopping when 
she reached the bridge. The old wooden boards shifted 
under her feet; maybe next year the town could finally 
spare the money to repair it before a spring flood 
washed it away. 

She looked down at the whispering water below. 
Mist had drifted down the river banks, gauzing over the 
river so it showed no reflection. The night around her 
was a held breath, her sword and men’s clothes a weight 
on her back. They, and the scars, were all that remained 
of Kuroba Ren. 
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Shrugging the sword from her shoulder, she drew the 
blade. In the darkness, the steel was too old and worn to 
gleam but the edge was still sharp and that was the only 
thing that mattered. Sliding it back into its sheath, she 
held it over the water, like an offering to some unseen 
spirit. 

The river waited. 
Her fingers clenched tight around the scabbard. In 

the end, she drew back. Sword still in hand, she resumed 
the walk back to Mizuki’s. When she let herself back in, 
latched the door behind her and climbed the stairs, the 
house was as still as she had left it, and she let out a 
breath. 

Up in her room, she hid sword and bundle behind a 
chest of bedding. Come morning she would roll it up in 
her futon and trust that Mizuki was too polite to pry. 
Lying back, she stared at the shadows on the ceiling, 
hand curling into the imagined grip of the sword across 
the room. Could you be haunted by your own ghost? 

And on that thought, she fell asleep. 

 
Three days later, Mizuki hung a new door divider, 

dark blue cotton painted with white fish, over the 
entrance while Shuuran nudged the last table into place. 

“Just in time for lunch,” she said and surveyed the 
restaurant, clean and waiting, with relief. The repairs 
had been endured in a haze of chaos and sawdust but 
Muwa and his brother had done what they could to 
clean up after themselves and the place was nearly as 
good as new. Certainly no worse for wear, to Shuuran’s 
uncritical eye. 



The Boy from the War 

71 

“You needn’t have worried,” she said, and Mizuki 
laughed a little. 

“I know, I worry about everything. But if I don’t, 
who will?” 

The question was lightly asked but her smile was 
tired, her eyes distant. Touya never worried, Shuuran 
remembered; or if he had, he shrugged it off with a 
laugh so quickly she’d never been able to tell. With him 
beside her, Mizuki had worried less, smiled easier, 
trusted in a world that felt like a kinder place, because 
he seemed to make it so. 

“I’ll just check on the kitchen—” she said, to leave 
Mizuki to her thoughts. 

“Ah—Shuuran, wait,” Mizuki said. “I’m sorry, it’s 
been so busy and I really didn’t mean to make you stay 
so long. Thank you so much for your help.” 

“It’s nothing—” 
Mizuki looked at her, expression briefly unreadable, 

then seemed to steel herself. “Shuuran, does… does 
your uncle’s family treat you well? Are you happy with 
them?” she asked. Her hands tugged at her sleeves and 
then fell to her sides. “You don’t have to say anything if 
you don’t want to,” she added. “I just want you to know 
that you’ll always be welcome here, you can stay as 
long as you need.” 

Shuuran stared at her, genuinely startled. She opened 
her mouth, then shut it for lack of an answer. 

“No—they treated me very well. I never had 
problems with them,” she said, abruptly guilty over 
what felt like unintended malingering. 

After the first exclamations of surprise at her return, 
no one in town had pressed too hard about what had 
brought her back. Shuuran had evaded their few 
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questions as politely as she could, and if anything, they 
seemed to think she’d returned to help Mizuki with the 
Senjuu place. Mizuki herself had been too busy to 
question her, or so she’d thought. 

But Mizuki’s suspicions were all too natural under 
the circumstances—after all, how else would anyone 
explain her sudden return, changed appearance or wary 
reticence about the family she was supposed to have 
spent three years with? 

“You really don’t have to worry, they never hurt 
me,” she said again, and this at least had the conviction 
of honesty. “It’s just… I suppose I missed Furakawa. 
And then everyone said the war was over, and it was 
safer to travel now, so I set out as soon as I could, even 
though I knew it was still dangerous. It was foolish, I 
know.” 

Mizuki studied her and Shuuran had to fight the urge 
to look away. 

“I’m sorry for worrying you,” she began, and Mizuki 
shook her head. 

“Oh, don’t, I was just—worrying as usual. I let 
myself think too much,” she said and tried to smile, 
looking embarrassed. “I’m so glad—” 

Shuuran looked away and found herself staring at the 
tatami. “Thank you,” she said, the words so low Mizuki 
could not have heard them. “Thank you,” she repeated 
with more force, and looked at her. “For worrying.” 

Mizuki’s smile steadied. A loud rap on the door 
made them look around, and Daichi came in. “Maybe 
the fire was a good thing,” he told her. “The place looks 
way nicer than everyone else on the street now.” 

Mizuki made a face at him. “So you won’t mind if I 
take the cost for the repairs out of your pay?” 
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“Hey hey, I was just joking!” 
By dinnertime, business had resumed with 

enthusiasm. If Mizuki still worried about the customers 
she’d lost during the restaurant’s temporary closing, it 
seemed like half the town were descending on her to 
make up for it. When the last customers finally left, 
Shuuran felt like she had just fought a small but very 
long drawn war. How had Mizuki managed before? She 
must have been running herself ragged. Ignoring the 
tables still waiting to be cleared, she sat and looked up 
at the ceiling, which was at least clean and empty. 

“Shiro? Shiro! Where are you?” Mizuki leaned out 
of the kitchen to ask “Shuuran, have you seen him?” 

She turned. “No, wasn’t he upstairs? I thought you 
sent him to bed.” 

“I did, but I just went up and he’s gone! He must 
have slipped out somehow and we didn’t see him. That 
little rascal, what does he think he’s doing? It’s so late, 
he can’t just run around the town—” 

Shuuran climbed to her feet, frowning. “That’s 
strange. Maybe he went to look for a friend?” 

Mizuki’s hands wrung her sleeves and she turned 
one way, then the other, while she thought, face tense 
with worry. “Maybe—I hope so, I’ll ask Hina’s family 
if they’ve seen him, or maybe he’s with Natsu— If he’s 
not with them they might know where he went…” 

“He’s probably with his friends, but Daichi and I can 
look around the area and see if we can find him,” 
Shuuran said. 

“Oh, but it’s so late, it’s not safe for you to be 
wandering around and everyone’s so tired…” 
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Shuuran touched her shoulder. “Mizuki! Finding 
Shiro is more important. I’ll tell Daichi and we’ll come 
back as soon as we can.” 

Mizuki gave her a terse nod and then was through 
the door with a clatter of sandals. Daichi tried to protest 
Shuuran searching the streets alone, but she glared at 
him until he gave up the argument and they divided 
their routes north and south of the restaurant. 

The streets were not yet deserted and Shuuran 
stopped what passers-by she could, but no one had seen 
any sign of Shiro. Lantern in hand she made her way 
down one street, then another, peering into unlikely 
corners in some vague hope she would find him hiding 
somewhere. Her shouts drew no answer. 

Too soon she found herself at the edge of town, close 
enough to hear the river, and she stopped, frustrated. 
She should turn back, she thought; Mizuki might have 
found him already. If he was still missing, she’d come 
and search the river path, and the forest if need be, 
though what Shiro could have been thinking to wander 
out this late— 

A man’s shout tore the air, followed by children’s 
shrieks, high and shrill. 

Shuuran turned and ran. A child’s furious howl drew 
her through a narrow alley to her right, lantern waving 
so wildly she nearly threw it aside in her haste. From the 
other end of the alley came the sound of quick feet and 
then two children, a boy and a girl who couldn’t have 
been much older than Shiro, ran past, fleeing some 
unseen terror. 

She burst from the alley and turned the way they’d 
just come. 
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“Shiro!” She stopped, startled. Four men stood 
outside the town inn. This would have been nothing 
remarkable but that they appeared to be dripping wet 
and the tallest of them was holding a six year old boy by 
the arm while he kicked and yelled. 

They turned at her shout and Shuuran bit back an 
oath. Gohei peered at her for a moment and then said, 
“Oh, Mizuki’s friend, huh? Bit late for a woman to be 
running around herself like this, don’t you think?” 

“Let him go,” she said, the words flat. 
“Yeah? You want to know what the little brat and his 

friends did? Threw a bucket full of fish guts and piss on 
us, that’s what!” another of the men spoke up, and she 
recognised the nasal tones of the other man, Nobuo. The 
other two, she didn’t recognise. 

Her lips pressed thin, and she slid a glance at Shiro, 
who was scowling at the world in general and his 
captors in particular. There were four of them and only 
one of her; she had no weapon and they had Shiro 
surrounded. One might even argue they had the right of 
the matter, given what Shiro and his friends had done. 

“He was just playing a childish prank,” she said. 
“I’m sorry he’s caused you so much trouble, but his 
mother is very worried about him, so if you would let 
him go…” 

Gohei shook Shiro and he winced. “Poor woman just 
doesn’t know what to do with him, does she?” he said 
with mocking sympathy. “She’s too soft for it. Boys 
need a man’s hand to keep them in check, and now his 
father’s gone…” 

Shiro tried to bite the hand gripping him. “Don’t talk 
about my father!” he yelled. 
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“Shiro!” Shuuran said and closed the distance 
between them. Now that she was nearly standing in their 
midst, her nose could tell all too well that Nobuo had 
not been lying. It might have even been funny, if Shiro 
hadn’t gotten himself caught doing it. “You should 
apologise,” she said. 

The boy scowled at her. “I won’t!” he snapped. 
“Do you want them to drag you home and make 

more trouble for your mother?” she said, voice low. It 
wasn’t her place to lecture him and he was so angry she 
could not tell if he’d listen to reason. But Gohei wasn’t 
going to just let him go, short of Shuuran extricating 
him by force she did not have right now. “She’ll have to 
apologise in your place. Don’t make her worry even 
more,” she added in quieter tones. 

Shiro’s shoulders stiffened but he did not speak. 
Shuuran was beginning to wonder if she would have to 
let the men drag him home after all, when he bit his lip 
and mumbled, “Sorry.” 

Gohei scratched an ear with his little finger and said, 
“Ha? What’s that? Sounded like a flea just tried to say 
something.” 

Shiro’s fists clenched and Shuuran bit back a curse. 
“I’m sorry we threw the bucket of fish guts at you! It’s 
nothing to do with my mom so stop trying to blame 
her!” he burst out in a rush. “Now let me go!” 

He flailed and Gohei let him go so suddenly he 
crashed into Shuuran, who steadied him, then bowed 
quickly. 

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m sure he really is sorry. 
Now if you don’t mind, we must get back before Mizuki 
worries even more.” 
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She ignored Gohei’s sneer and took Shiro by the 
hand. No one tried to stop them as she marched him 
down the street, and she did not dignify them by looking 
over her shoulder. They were halfway back to the 
Senjuu when Shiro tightened his grip on her hand. “Are 
you going to tell my mom?” he asked. 

“Even if I don’t, she’ll find out when Gohei tells 
her,” Shuuran said. 

“She’s not going to talk to him,” Shiro muttered. “He 
made her cry, she said he didn’t but I saw. I think he 
tried to hit her.” 

Shuuran curled her free hand into a fist and counted 
to ten, then released it. She said, “If I don’t tell your 
mother, will you promise not to play any more pranks 
on Gohei? He’s not a good man. You and your friends 
will get hurt.” 

“He’s a coward! I’m not scared of him!” 
Shuuran stopped. Then she knelt down to look him 

in the eye. “Shiro. Look at me. Gohei is a coward, but 
he and his friends are bigger than you and your friends. 
And because they’re cowards, they’re not afraid to use 
that to hurt you. So in a way, they’re scarier than brave 
people. People are funny like that.” 

Shiro eyed her with wary consideration. “It’s not 
fair,” he said. “If I was bigger I could trash him and then 
he wouldn’t dare. Like when my dad was around.” 

“When you grow up, you’ll be bigger,” Shuuran said. 
“And then you can make sure no one makes your 
mother cry again. But until then, you shouldn’t pick 
fights with people like that. If you get hurt, your mother 
will cry too, you know.” 

After a long moment, he gave her a reluctant nod. “I 
promise,” he said. 
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Shuuran got back to her feet and dusted her knees. 
“Good.” 

“It’s still not fair,” he said, sliding his hand back into 
hers. “Mom always says the guhin in the forest will take 
me away and eat me if I’m bad. But it can’t be true 
because then they should eat people like Gohei first.” 

“Ah,” Shuuran said. “Maybe they think he won’t 
taste good, so they won’t eat him. Children are much 
tastier.” 

He wrinkled his nose. “I think they’re just lazy,” he 
said. 

When they got back, Mizuki was standing in the 
door, scanning the street. At the sight of them, she ran to 
catch Shiro up in her arms, ignoring his protests. 

“Shiro! Where did you go? How could you do that?! 
I was so worried, I thought you ran away or someone 
took you! Don’t you—” 

Watching them, Shuuran blew her lantern out. 
Looking back down the street, she thought of four men 
who were most likely washing themselves off in the 
chilly river just then. But even if the guhin of the forest 
were watching, they had their own interests when it 
came to choosing their victims, more than anything so 
convenient as human good or evil. 

But perhaps demons might have their uses 
nonetheless. 

 
The sky was moonless and clouded, the river fogged 

in heavy mist. The night was so dark that two men 
walking down the river path could have passed each 
other in the sooty blackness and never known it, so long 
as their feet were quiet and sure. 
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Fortunately for the watcher by the river, standing in 
the deeper shadow of a tree, the men she waited for 
were neither so silent nor so sure of their way. 

Somewhere up ahead came the first signs: the scrape 
and thump of stumbling feet, a man’s drunken curse. As 
the footsteps drew closer, the watcher straightened and 
stepped onto the river path. 

The worst moment of any fight was always the 
knife’s edge before it began—the still, terrible point 
where time slowed to a crawl and you could still think, 
fear, dream uselessly of reprieve. She closed her fingers 
on the hilt of her sword, her hesitance a prayer to a 
nameless god, then released it and began walking. 
Better not to think at all, before fear turned into panic 
and hope choked you up, slowed you down. 

The men did not see her until she was nearly on 
them. They numbered three tonight; Gohei, Nobuo and 
the third man whose name she still didn’t know, with a 
single lantern between them to light their way. It swung 
unsteadily as they came to a stop and blinked with 
bleary, bloodshot eyes. 

“What the—” 
In answer, Shuuran drew her sword. The men gaped 

and staggered back, confused and swearing, but their 
fear came too little, too late. She turned to Nobuo, who 
stood closest to the river’s edge, and slammed the flat of 
her sword across his stomach. He doubled over, 
gasping, and she drove her shoulder into his chest, hard 
enough to throw him off his feet, arms flailing, until he 
crashed into the river below with a shrill shout. 

She turned to the other two men as they stood 
stunned and staring. The third, unnamed man 
whispered, “T-tengu?” 
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Behind the mask, she smiled, if only to herself. 
When she stalked towards them, Gohei’s friend yelled 
and hurled his lantern at her. She sidestepped it and it 
landed on the path beside her and caught fire, flames 
licking the white paper. 

She prodded the burning heap with the tip of her 
blade and looked at the men. 

“More fires?” she said, the tone mocking, voice 
pitched low enough to be difficult to recognise. 

Gohei’s eyes widened and the unnamed man looked 
at him, backing away on unsteady legs. “I—I don’t 
know anything about that,” he said. “It wasn’t my idea!” 

He made the mistake of turning to flee, but Shuuran 
was ready and faster. She knocked his shaking legs out 
from under him with her scabbard and sent him flat on 
the ground. Pinning him down with a foot between his 
shoulder blades, she knelt and said, “And a lousy liar 
too. If you’re too much of a coward to face your crimes, 
you should make better friends.” 

Blood ran down his cheek where the edge of her 
blade pressed against it and he whimpered. 

Something moved in the corner of her eye, too 
clumsy for stealth, and she hit the ground just as Gohei 
roared and hurled himself at them. She scrambled to her 
feet while he whipped around, the still prone form of his 
whimpering friend between them. In the sputtering light 
of the burning lantern, Gohei’s eyes were wild, his teeth 
bared. 

She watched him, wary. Even for a soldier, single-
handedly taking on three men, however drunk, was a 
gamble. With his two friends removed, the odds of the 
fight were evened, but Gohei, by her guess, had always 
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seemed the most dangerous of the trio and anger and 
fear could do a great deal to sober a man’s mind. 

So much easier to kill him than to let him live, a 
voice in her mind murmured. 

He came at her, fists swinging, and she dodged. The 
world had narrowed to this circle of flickering light, 
already dying in a patch of smoking grass. She swung at 
him and he ducked, faster than she had expected, but not 
fast enough, in the end, against an armed enemy. A 
trained one. She opened a cut on his cheek, sliced once, 
twice, three times at his hands and arms; small, niggling 
wounds that drove him back and enraged him. 

Then he made a wild lunge at her and his fist grazed 
the mask, enough to knock it askew. She clenched her 
teeth against an exclamation and slashed wildly, forcing 
him to leap back with an oath. She had pushed him 
nearly to the river; was it close enough? It would have 
to be, she decided, and drove her scabbard into his 
stomach, point first. He doubled over a choked howl and 
she kicked him, hard. 

He caught her foot as he fell and she landed flat on 
the ground with a hiss of pain. She kicked again and he 
finally tumbled down the steep bank, her sandal 
clutched in his stubborn grip. 

Shuuran drew a noisy breath, then pushed herself 
back to her feet and touched her mask. She had widened 
the eyeholes to make sure she could see, but Gohei’s fist 
had knocked it askew and left her nearly blind. Tugging 
the mask back into place she felt the thin clay crack. 
Picking up her sword, she looked around. From the 
sound of things, Nobuo had dragged himself out of the 
river somewhere further downstream, where he was 



Perrin Lu	

82 

now attempting to rescue Gohei. Their other friend 
seemed to have fled the scene. 

She found the river path more by instinct than by 
sight, and went back the way the men had come. She did 
not stop until she had reached the bridge, where she 
paused to set her sword down and finally strip the cheap 
tengu’s mask she had bought from one of the shops in 
town. Wincing, she rubbed at her bruised cheek with the 
back of her hand. 

Standing on the bridge, where a week ago she had 
held her sword over its waters, she looked at the mask in 
the moonlight. It stared back, all ugly nose and red and 
black paint. Who would have thought, after everything 
in Jinra, the blood and monsters and death, that she 
would return here and find herself playing the part of a 
demon herself? It was as if a watching god was playing 
an elaborate prank on her right then, even as she played 
one on Gohei. 

She did not realise she had begun to smile until she 
began to laugh, a quiet, startling sound that the river 
seemed to throw back at her. She laughed until she 
wheezed and had to sit down, feet hanging over the 
water, one sandaled and one bare, and lean her head 
against the rail. It felt like an age before the laugh 
laughed itself out of her and she could draw a deep, 
shaky breath. 

Tilting her head back, she looked up at the night sky, 
then back at the mask she was still clutching. With one 
final smile for its mocking face, she released it to the 
water below. 

Would the men consider their trouncing from a tengu 
reason enough to behave themselves? Gohei had been 
stupid enough to try and stand his ground. He might 
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have learnt a valuable lesson. Or maybe he would learn 
no lesson at all—only tomorrow would tell. 

What would she do then? She didn’t know. 
Maybe it was naive to believe that they could be 

driven off without bloodshed. The war was over but 
what did that really mean? She was no longer a soldier 
under orders to kill; was that why she hesitated to do 
worse to them? But no matter the orders, the hand on 
the sword had always been her own. She could not call 
herself the better person in the end. 

Sword in hand, she walked back into the sleeping 
town. 

 
When Shuuran returned from the market, she found 

Mizuki sitting in the back door, washing the last of the 
dishes from the lunch crowd. 

“I got the tofu you asked for but Miho-baasan said 
she was all out of ginger. Do you want me to go ask 
around?” she said. 

Mizuki looked up. “Ah, no, it’s fine! I think we still 
have enough for dinner, I just thought it’d be good to 
get some more just in case.” 

Setting the bucket of tofu on top of the big black 
water jar by the door, Shuuran glanced around the 
kitchen. “Anything you need help with?” 

She flapped a dripping hand over her shoulder. “I’m 
almost done, it’s nothing.” 

Daichi had returned home to run some errands and 
Shiro had run off with his friends. The mid-afternoon air 
was warm and still and the restaurant was quiet, the only 
real noise the splashing of water and clinking of pottery 
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in the old wooden basin, accompanied by Mizuki’s 
tuneless hum. Shuuran sat down beside her. 

“I hear that Gohei left town. Miho-baasan said she 
heard he was going to look for work with a cousin in the 
next village. Did you know?” 

Mizuki’s hands stilled. “Aoba told me something 
like that this morning,” she said. “But he’s left before, 
he could come back.” 

She hadn’t heard about that part; something to watch 
for then. “Still seemed like good news to me,” she said. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mizuki try to 
smile but grimace instead. “It is,” she admitted and 
stared at her linked hands while they dripped suds into 
the basin. “How did you know?” 

Shuuran examined the back alley wall with studied 
disinterest. “I heard he was making trouble around 
town. Also, Shiro hates him.” 

Mizuki’s pained expression turned into a snort of 
laughter. “Some days I’m not sure Shiro likes anyone at 
all,” she told her. She sighed and added, wistful, “I 
suppose in a town the size of Furakawa, everyone was 
bound to know eventually.” 

“You could have told me, you know,” Shuuran said 
and then paused. “I might not have been able to help,” 
she said, “but…” 

“But you might have helped Shiro throw fish guts at 
them?” Mizuki said. 

She blinked, then bit back a smile. Badly. “I might 
have been a little tempted.” 

Mizuki shook her head but Shuuran could tell she 
was giggling. She went back to rinsing the dishes, piling 
them into a stack on the floor between them as she dried 
them. 
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“I was thinking of staying,” Shuuran said. “Here, in 
Furakawa. If it’s not too much trouble.” 

Mizuki dried the last dish and set it down. Picking up 
the basin, she tipped the filthy, greasy water into the 
gutter, then shook her head at her again. “Silly girl,” she 
told her. “Of course it’s no trouble.” 

 
After the war was over, Kuroba Shuuran came home. 
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Harbor sunset—  
The gray whale clouds  
Soundlessly drift by 
 
Reminding me of  
The summers we spent  
By the beach 
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You coaxing me  
Onto the black  
Obsidian sand; 
 
I, convinced  
It would swallow me  
Whole. 
 
Of course  
I was only 2 when  
My phobia first surfaced. 
 
The alien feel  
Of this substrate  
Beneath my tiny feet— 
 
Crippling.  
Yet you never gave up,  
Taking me there 
 
Year after year  
While I stood an inch  
From the sand 
 
Weeping, while  
You coaxed me gently,  
Holding my hand, 
 
Even as the cancer  
Took bites of you  
From inside 
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And consumed  
Your once-vibrant spirit  
Till it was gone. 
 
So here I stand,  
Facing my old nemesis,  
The beach, the sand, 
 
With you again,  
Me holding you this time  
In an urn, 
 
Your final wish—  
To return you  
To the emerald sea, 
 
The sea you loved so much.  
The cradle of life, you called it.  
Our home. 
 
I take slow deep breaths  
Holding on to you,  
Over and over 
 
Till the fear dissipates  
Like ashes in the wind  
And I exhale, 
 
Thinking of you,  
Taking my first step  
Onto the sand. 
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