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      “I was attracted to science fiction because it was so wide open. I was able to do anything and there were no walls to hem you in and there was no human condition that you were stopped from examining.”
                        

         
—Octavia E. Butler
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      I too always loved the infinite possibility and diversity of science fiction. From the very concept of alienness allowing you to explore every flavour of the surreal and dreamlike, to technology or magic (or, again, aliens) permitting endless variety of gender and race and language and philosophy and ability, it seemed like the perfect medium for imagining everything you would like to be better or different in the world.

      Of course not all speculative fiction is progressive or even particularly imaginative, but at its best it is truly transformative, a thing of beauty and terror and possibility. This is the sort of SF we have always looked for in TFF: fiction that dares to dream, that remembers to hope.

      And so thank you to our authors Sylvie, S.J. Marc, Lyra, L.F., Kaya and Davian, and artists Melkorka, Leyelle, L.E. and Ellis, for keeping a lifelong dream alive with the wonderful work they share with us in this issue. Play on, my friends!
                        

      Djibril al-Ayad, January 2026

      
         Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF Press blog.
      

   
      
         ‘A Multitude of Sparks Descend’, Marc A. Criley
      

      Where are you? I trace ringing photons, syncopated cosmic ray beats, attenuated quaverings of taut space-time chords. Entangled atoms vibrating in quantum indecision sustain my faith. I range across light years, plow gigaparsecs of quantum foam, dark matter tides, neutrino cacophonies. I hear the echo of your joy; your laughter spun into nebula, open cluster, gamma ray jets; imprinted on cosmic dust and intergalactic magnetic fields. An intergalactic palimpsest beneath white noise.

      

      Eons we roamed—I collapsed dust clouds. You kindled stars. We spun whole galaxies into sheets and voids, soared through and sculpted Big Bang detritus. We twisted gravity, folded space, burned the very atoms of creation.

      I kneaded clays, stirred warm brackish waters and thick ice-roofed seas. I shoved tectonic plates, cracked hydrothermal vents. I nudged atoms, finessed self-replicating molecules, wound an amino acid helix; optimized for transcription, mutation, propagation.

      You bolted lightning through ultraviolet-ionized gas giants, stirred the coronaspheres of furious suns. You twisted magnetic vortices into helixes! Double helixes! You plummeted into energy-gorged accretion disks; you bent stellar jets. Fractal life amongst the quanta, self-assembling electromagnetic scaffolding draped with plasma sheets. Forged in the magnetic loops of fresh-lit stars!

      We primed young worlds; evolve and adapt—or not. Life is hard but life is hardy. Someday a Spark—lit in clay or fire or water or air or plasma—would seek us. Faith.

      

      
         Where are you? I’ve lost your vector, velocity, position. A few indecisive, entangled atoms my last tether. I am so lonely. Where in all these trillions upon trillions of megaparsecs are you ensnared?

      

      A Spark chances upon me, the first! Seeking its own mystery, its origins. It finds me—but just me, alone. (I had so hoped we’d share this moment.)

      They are all that we imagined, moreso! Rooted and forged by the helixes of creation. This Spark and I, we devise a lingua astra. I share that I am of a pair, entangled. They ask of you. You are lost, I tell them, lost elsewhere.

      It—no, they, them—they proffer aid. Without hesitation hurling themselves into the void, bestowing an infinitesimal reduction of an infinite search.

      Another Spark alights. Then another. Offering aid, spreading the word of an impossible search. Soon more Sparks, calling out, coordinating, vectoring off into the cosmos. Divide and swarm. Oh so many Sparks! By the thousands, millions, the billions they embark; to scour a hundred billion stars in a hundred billion galaxies.

      

      
         Here! a Spark cyphers in coded space-time, Here!
      

      Backtracing the arrow of time to a relativistic supermassive black hole collision. You, so fascinated at the whorls and fractures of space-time infrastructure, was it your doing? Spinning quarks top and bottom, charmed and strange? In the quark-gluon plasma and relativistic jets of coalescing singularities did you attempt an interstitial analogue of double helixes and many-worlds transcriptors?

      Seasoned we are, but uncertainty is the universal currency. A picosecond inflation—too fast!—trapped you within the event horizon. Your far-flung field gradients, vortex manipulators, and quantum sheathes came undone, hissed a dissipating echo; reverberating through gravitational lenses and dragged frames.

      Entanglement persists, faith persists. An infinite gravity well slows time. I perch on the event horizon. I wait. Are you aware yet of your plight?

      Photons flare, signal each miniscule evaporation.

      Has even a moment passed for you? I will wait, alone and patient for your release, while the universe darkens and chills.

      

      These others have no patience! A multitude of Sparks descend, the Sparks we kindled, a conflagration infinitely diverse! They seek us! Us! I am alone, I tell each one; for now an entangled uncertainty of faith is the all of you I hold.

      Wave upon wave arrives riding blazing blue-shifted quantum twists of matter and energy. Plummeting to the edge of incandescence. They shear away the annihilating event horizon’s vacuum energy fringe, intensify the sheeting photon storms of virtual particle evaporation. Soon, my love, soon! All this cosmic vitality joins to disassemble, to dis-integrate, to… disentangle.

      I will tell you now that the universe is warm and aglow, coruscating with life.

      I will tell you we have made many friends… and every one is here to meet you.

   
      
         ‘The Visitor’, Sylvie Althoff
      

      I’d never been to a psych hospital before, but the visiting room of the St. Francis Behavioral Health Center was more or less what I’d imagined. A heavy plastic table and two cheap-looking chairs that proved to be bolted to the floor. A sickly yellow fluorescent light that harbored dozens of dead flies. Three walls were uninterrupted slick yellow institutional tile, the kind that was in every class I ever hated, save for two wide windows, the bottom halves of which had been boarded up at some point. The upper half of the fourth wall was thick glass crisscrossed with safety wire, revealing the corridor that had led me to this place. A patina of bleach masked a thousand smells but failed to erase them entirely.

      Over the long, long minutes I spent waiting there, I found myself inspecting the smears and streaks across the glass. I tried not to imagine what exhortations of the human spirit had left these traces, what fluids, what sounds.

      I wondered if any of those ghostly remnants were left by Marcus.

      
         It’s a mistake, I thought, feeling my heart try to punch a hole through my ribs. It’s not him. It’s just a coincidence.
      

      I closed my eyes and scrambled to remember any of my social worker training, struggled to recall what I told my clients to do to manage their anxiety. Inhaling and exhaling in carefully measured turns only had my head swimming with lack of oxygen.

      The wait was made all the longer every time someone appeared in the glass and stole my breath away. One specter after another, snaggletoothed and semi-comatose or lean and snarling, each guided gently or accosted roughly by one of the three aides I’d seen around the place, one bald, one burly, one fat. It took everything I had not to recoil in horror from the fifth resident who walked by, the one in the sickly blue scrubs that were stained with something awful, the one with the knife-blue eyes, the one who mouthed something inaudible as he stared at me even as he was dragged out of sight down the hall.

      Someone was screaming something a few rooms away, their voice growing hoarse but no less urgent with each exclamation. I half-stood and looked down the hallway to see if any of the orderlies had heard this bloodcurdling cry. Once I realized by the lack of response that this scream did not constitute an emergency, I sat back down and tried to ignore it, but my freshly painted nails drew pale lines across the plastic tabletop. This was a bad place, an unsafe place full of those who would hurt me or worse given half a chance.

      
         Fucking pull yourself together, Vi, I chastised myself. They’re human beings; they’re not animals.
      

      I felt my cheeks grow hot with shame. How completely my professionalism disappeared when faced with the slightest hint of a threat! Then again, I usually had the luxury of missing the crises that led to places like this. My clientele was mostly composed of depressed Millennials who rarely needed more than a friendly ear and a confirmation that yes, their problems are ultimately a reasonable response to a complete failure of the systems they’ve been taught to rely upon, and no, there isn’t much more they can do about that than Zoloft and stretching.

      It’s all right to be unsettled by this place, I protested weakly to myself—it’s horrible. More failed systems. Besides, it’s hardly safe for a trans woman even on the streets of a blue oasis like Seattle, much less here; the gaze of that last resident sang the same song I’d been hearing for years on dark streetcorners and slurred into my ear at bars. If he weren’t confined here, I had no doubt in my mind just what he would like to do to me.

      
         And somehow, they tell me Marcus Weissman—that Marcus Weissman—is here. Locked in this place, with that man. A terrible thought, even if it was impossible. I swallowed.

      I almost hadn’t answered the call. The nasal voice on the other end introduced itself as Dr. Fielder, and after confirming my own name and qualifications, it informed me that my name had come up in connection with one of their residents, Marcus Weissman. He had a history of self-harm that had only grown worse after a stint in jail for battery, and had been developing further paranoid and antisocial behaviors since being committed by his parents. Given my professional background, Dr. Fielder thought I might want to come in to speak with him, possibly contribute a consultation to add to his care plan. I tried to make it clear that there was some mistake, but he only answered with something noncommittal and distracted and perfectly doctorly. It wasn’t until after hanging up that I cursed myself for my impulsiveness, wondered how I would explain the mix-up once I arrived.

      The whole flight I wrung my hands raw, consumed with guilt over misleading whoever this other Marcus Weissman was. It isn’t really him, I reminded myself, sucking in another breath and looking down at my phone without seeing it. That’s not possible. It can’t be him.
      

      Then I saw him before he saw me, and all doubt was wiped away with a sharp inhalation.

      He was being escorted down the hallway by one arm by the same aide who had shown me into the interview room, Burly. He looked shorter than he did in my mind, smaller, though that might be because his shoulders were stooped, his eyes cast downward. He wore a stained gray T-shirt, its neck hole pulled out to an absurd slack ellipse. His hair was short and wild, like it had been bitten or torn rather than cut. But every cowlick, every mole was in exactly the right place.

      My skin crawled with the certainty of this impossible thing. Blackness crept into the corners of my vision. I forced myself to breathe, unsure what would become of this dream if I lost consciousness.

      The door opened and Marcus stepped through, his dark eyes lifting for the first time. He was used to meeting new professionals and disappointing them, I understood at once. He regarded me with a weary air of unease, searching my face for a long while. It was as though he was looking at me from the bottom of a well. I saw Mom’s brow so lined with concern, Dad’s too-small eyes ringed by circles black and terrifying.

      He recognized me. He opened his mouth to speak, but all that came out was a choked gasp as his eyes widened, muscles tensed. If the aide weren’t standing right behind him, he would have backed into the hallway and run for his life or else fallen into a faint.

      “I… wait, you…” Marcus stammered. Mouth agape, he looked at the aide, then at the doctor who’d followed him into the room, and finally back at me. “What the fuck is this?”

      “Marcus, we talked about this, remember? This is Ms. Violet Butler, a social worker. She came to speak with you.” Dr. Fielder was older than I’d imagined, his face a tight mask of professionalism that was wearing thin at either side of his pale lips.

      “But she’s…” Marcus trailed off, eyes darting to me and away just as quickly. He wetted his lips exactly the same way I do when I’m terrified. “This isn’t possible. This isn’t happening.”

      “Why don’t you take a seat and have a little conversation with her?” asked the doctor in a kindergarten teacher voice.

      Marcus took one more look at me and recoiled, his perilously thin muscles propelling him back into Burly’s massive frame. I was still frozen, unable to do more than hope that my own terror wasn’t plain on my face. “I can’t. She can’t be here. I can’t… I don’t…”

      Dr. Fielder tutted quietly and shook his head. “Perhaps this isn’t a good time. I’m sorry you came all the way out here for nothing, Ms. Butler. Steven, would you please help Mr. Weissman back to—”

      “No, wait.”

      The three men watched as I took my seat and folded my hands in front of me, muscle memory summoning the professional woman I pretended to be six days a week. Whatever was going on, I wasn’t going to let it come to an end so quickly.

      I forced a smile and looked at a point on the wall behind him. “Marcus, Dr. Fielder is right. I came a long way to see you, and I think there might be some things you want to talk about with me.” I held an open palm toward the other chair, fighting every impulse I had to flee.

      I couldn’t perceive what Dr. Fielder said to Marcus or what Burly growled before sliding back out into the hall. The roaring in my ears was too loud. But then the door closed, and I was alone with Marcus.

      For a long moment, neither of us spoke. We couldn’t even seem to look at one another without our eyes racing off into the yellow tiled expanse. I heard him breathing, noticed the distinct smoker’s rasp in his throat, cleared my own throat as if that would do something about it. I realized I was staring at his ashy brown beard, several days’ growth by the look of it. My stomach turned at the barrage of memories of all that I had done to eliminate that beard, to erase everything that was Marcus Weissman from myself.

      “Huh!”

      I looked up, surprised by the sound. He leaned back and opened his arms wide, letting his shoulders drape backward over the back of his plastic chair. The gesture was surprising to me in how unguardedly masculine it was. “So…” He gestured broadly in my direction. “What the fuck is this?”

      “I don’t know any better than you do,” I said, wincing at the sound of my own voice. “All I know is that I got a call from Dr. Fielder, saying that I… that Marcus Weissman had been here for a while and they wanted to call me in for a consult. I don’t know where they got my name.”

      He pointed to me, then back to himself. “Not to state the obvious or anything, but you’re me. Aren’t you?”

      I shook my head, stopped. There was anger burning in his eyes, and it took a lot of effort not to mirror his emotional state. “I was. I think. I used to be, but I haven’t been Marcus Weissman for… for about eleven years now.”

      Something lucid passed in front of his face, and he hunched forward with a cocky smile and a pointed finger. I wondered if that’s what I look like when faced with a problem I intend to solve. “Bullshit,” he said, spraying a dot of brown wet onto the table. “I don’t buy it. I’m me. No such thing as… as whatever this is supposed to be.”

      “Ordinarily I’d agree with you. Kind of hard to argue the point under the circumstances, though.”

      “I know what’s real and what’s not,” he said, the words sounding like a mantra that frightened him. “Where were you born?”

      “Ladue, out in West—”

      “Never mind, stupid question, anyone could look that up,” he snapped, waving a hand. “Uh, where did Nana and Papa take you for your fifth birthday?”

      “They didn’t, their flight was cancelled,” I answered.

      He thought for a moment. “Where’d we bury Pearly?”

      I blinked in an attempt retrieve the memory. “Baloo’s litter box. Didn’t sleep for a week, I was terrified Mom would learn we killed that poor hermit crab. Don’t know if she ever found her there. I guess she probably just… scooped her and threw her in the trash.”

      Marcus’ gaze flitted to the wire-crossed window, and I saw fear flicker through him for an instant. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and his head in his hands.

      “Seriously, what the fuck is going on here?”

      “I told you, I don’t know any better than you do.”

      “No, no way. Bullshit.” He slammed his palm against the table, causing me to jump in my seat. “Not possible. I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you’re not me, I know that much.” I kept my gaze on his, seeing the fear in him.

      He saw that recognition in me, and with a snarl he kicked his chair, causing another clatter. This time I didn’t budge. “What are you saying, Marcus?” I asked, the name sticking uncomfortably to my tongue. “What do you think I’m—”

      “Shut up! I don’t know who you are and I don’t know why,” he growled, “but you’re fucking with me, lady.”

      Something hot flashed under the skin on my cheeks, burning away whatever good sense I still had. “Oh, sure, Marcus. I’m pulling an elaborate prank on you. You caught me. The boys down at the office had me learn everything about you, get a bunch of plastic surgery to get one over on you. You should’ve seen your face when…”

      I stopped mid-rant, regretting every word I’d let out. Marcus’ head was down again, his leg bouncing against the underside of the table. Under his breath he was muttering, “No fuckin’ way. Keep it together, Marcus. I know what’s real and what’s not. Stay cool, breathe. Wait for it to pass.”

      Motion out in the hallway—Burly gesturing to me, pointing to Marcus with concern. Maybe that sound constituted an emergency around here. Breath quivering, I forced a smile and gave him a reassuring thumbs-up, then with a shrug he trudged back to wherever he came from.

      
         Jesus Christ, girl, what are you doing? I asked myself. I’d never lost my cool with a patient or let myself get so cruel, not with anyone but… well, myself.

      I swallowed back my shame, ignored the crawling sensation on the back of my neck, and rested a hand gently on Marcus’ forearm.

      “Hey,” I said, hoping to keep the shakiness out of my voice. “I don’t know what’s going on, Marcus. Maybe we don’t get to know. But I’m not here to hurt you, okay? Maybe this can be a good thing, a good… I don’t know, visit. Maybe we can learn something.”

      After a long while Marcus nodded warily. “Sure. Whatever. Even if I’m imagining this, it’s a side effect of the new pills or whatever. Might as well play along until they come back to get me.”

      
         The new pills? I wanted to ask. What have they been giving you? What’s wrong with you, really? I kept my mouth shut.

      He leaned back, blew out a long sigh, then chuckled after taking a longer look at me. “It’s… weird, seeing myself looking like that. Y’know, a girl. Not that I believe you’re me.”

      “It took me awhile for it to stop being weird for me, too. Even after I started being able to look myself in the mirror, I didn’t always see myself looking back from in there, but damn did it feel good once I did.” I raised a hand to my cheek at the memory.

      “You look better than I thought you would. I would.” That same black cloud crossed his face, then dissipated into a wry smile and a shake of his head. “Whatever. So… Violet, huh?”

      “That was easy.” I smiled. “The name I wrote in my notebook. The one I kept under my bed in the house in Creve Coeur.”

      “My notebook,” he snapped, all sharp edges again. “My bed. Not yours.”

      Social Worker Violet smiled placidly at Marcus. “Well, that brings us something I wanted to talk about anyway. Maybe we should compare our life stories? See where things… went different, you know?”

      “You first,” said Marcus, folding his arms and eyeing me with suspicion.

      I nodded. “Well, I’m a social worker. I live in Seattle, live in an apartment in Capitol Hill with my cat, Anais. I graduated from NIU with a Bachelor’s in social work, then completed my Master’s online after—”

      “Oh, fuck that,” he interrupted. The frustration must have been clear on my face, because Marcus raised his hands in appeasement. “Sorry, just, I mean… that’s the same speech you give to your patients, right?”

      “Clients.”

      “Point is, that’s the same bullshit I hear from every doctor and counselor who wants to build fucking rapport with me. Politely selected personal details or else bragging about their degrees… I don’t care about any of that. Especially not now.”

      I took in a breath and let it out slowly. I guess Social Worker Violet can only get so far through a conversation like this. “Fair. What do you want to know?”

      The question immediately put Marcus ill at ease, though I couldn’t imagine how he didn’t expect it. He shrugged helplessly, looking even more frail than when he first walked in. “I don’t know. Just… something real.”

      “You want to know about how I realized I’m trans, don’t you?”

      “I dunno. Sure.” The look he shot me had years of bitterness buried just under the surface.

      
         You’re already in the boat, dude. Afraid you’re gonna get wet? I choked back the sarcasm that was already on my tongue. “I’ve done a whole lot of thinking about that. Looking back now, I think I might’ve always known I was trans.”

      He sniffed, met my gaze with a smile. “Guess we must be pretty different after all. I never once wanted to be a girl.”

      “That’s what I used to think, too. Even if I didn’t realize that’s what was up, something was always wrong. With me, with my body, with the world.”

      I stopped then, feeling silly for what I was about to say. I hadn’t uttered this to anyone but therapists, not even to girlfriends. “As long as I can remember I used to wish on every star, on every birthday cake, that I could change myself, be a shapeshifter. Not to be a girl, just to wish I was something other than myself. A bird, a tree, another person. Right around when puberty started, I would wish I could lose my body altogether, be a ghost or a being of pure energy or something. There were a lot of times I just… wanted to be dead.”

      Before I could stop myself, I heard my voice add, “Didn’t you?”

      Distantly, I noticed the sun had moved quite a distance across the sky since I last looked. Through the tears I began to wonder how much longer Dr. Fielder was going to leave us to talk.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I guess that sounds pretty familiar,” Marcus murmured. “And you’re feeling better now?”

      I smiled. “I didn’t know I could ever feel like this. It’s night and day. I was in the closet to myself for so long… It’s amazing what a difference it makes when you realize you’re worth taking care of. I wish there were some non-corny way to say that.”

      “How…” Marcus looked out the window to the hallway. “How did Mom and Dad take it? When you told them?”

      “About as well as I expected.” I couldn’t stop the chill from creeping into my voice at this. “They kicked me out. I was nineteen, still living at home and didn’t have anything in the way of savings. It was a rough few years after that.”

      He frowned. “What were you doing living at home then? You didn’t go to college?”

      “Not for a few years.” My frown mirrored his. “You went to CMSU, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah. It’s not like I had anything better going on. It seemed like the smartest move at the time.”

      “That’s exactly why I didn’t do it,” I said. “That, plus I realized I had some shit to figure out first. Dropped acid at Brad Posloski’s Halloween party and it cracked my egg.”

      “I remember skipping that party.” Marcus leaned forward, eyes widening. “That’s where we split, isn’t it? You went one way and I went the other.”

      “That’s it!” I answered, and for an instant we were smiling the same smile at one another, enjoying the rush of satisfaction that comes from solving a puzzle. Then the enormity of the situation hit and we both deflated.

      “How are things with Mom and Dad now?” Marcus asked softly. “For you, I mean?”

      “A few years after kicking me out they got back in touch with me. They begged me to bring their son back to them, told them I was killing them, was ruining our family.” I blew out a sigh. “I changed my number when they wouldn’t stop calling.”

      “Which is why you changed your last name, too.”

      “One reason, yeah. Nana’s maiden name. She’s the only one I still talk to.” I shook my head wearily. “How about you?”

      Marcus laughed then—a real, sustained chuckle that echoed from the yellow tile. He raised his hands out to either side in a ta-dah! posture. “They’re the ones to thank for my current living situation. You tell me.”

      This time the silence that filled the room had a very different color. Burly walked into sight again, prompting a sneer from Marcus before he looked away pointedly. The man nodded at me and tapped his empty wrist. I raised a finger, scarcely able to piece together what I needed to do now. All I knew is that Marcus needed help.

      “Marcus.”

      He looked to me sharply, loose-skinned fingers digging lines into the table. I lay my hands up on the table, inviting him to take them, then spoke after he didn’t do so.

      “I won’t presume to tell you that what works for me is the right thing for you. But if something feels right, even if it sounds hard, I promise, there’s so much happiness that can come from letting your thoughts go there. Even if—

      “No.” The word was simple, immediate as a gunshot. “I can’t. Not anymore. It’s too late for me.”

      I smiled, remembering coming up with the same excuse. “You’re negotiating, Marcus. That doesn’t mean you’re not trans. It’s just one thing to—”

      “Nuh-huh.” He wouldn’t meet my gaze, a childish pout crawling onto his lip. “Not for me, thanks. Must just be you.”

      I drew a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “I don’t know what it’s been like for you, but we’ve both been through a lot of struggle. We both had to live with Mom and Dad’s shit for way too long. I got away from them and started to figure myself out, and there’s no reason you can’t—”

      “I said no! Fuck’s sake.”

      His face grew dark, the lines across his brow turning infinitely deeper. My mind conjured up every sordid detail I’d read in the case file sent to me by Dr. Fielder. The criminal record—assault, DWIs. The previous stays in mental institutions, only occasionally of his own volition. Chronic depression, antisocial behavior, self-harm, paranoia. Never really held down a job, lives with Mom and Dad back in Ladue when he’s not here.

      Blinking away tears, I saw that he now appeared twenty years older than me.

      “It’s so bad here,” he murmured, looking right through me. “My room is always so cold. They’re always talking about how understaffed they are. Some of the other guys here will just attack you with no warning. Sometimes they keep us locked in our rooms for hours. I can never sleep; I hear people screaming all the time. Dr. Fielder tells me it’s just in my head. He keeps trying different medications on me, antipsychotics, antidepressants. Nothing makes me feel any more like living.

      He looked right into my eyes then, and I remembered what it was to look at myself with so much hatred. “And now you show up and tell me that I could’ve just been happy this whole time.”

      “When… when can you go home?” I asked after clearing my throat.

      A sound came from Marcus, an ugly, derisive sound. “When Mom and Dad say I’m better. And I’m never out of here for long before they tell Dr. Fielder I’m suicidal again. Or they say I’m having paranoid fantasies. Then I’m right back here.”

      A manic smile curdled around his hastening speech. “Maybe I’ll just start loving myself or finally start examining my gender shit or… or something. Maybe I’ll tell them I was visited by another me who got her life together. That’ll probably do the trick, right? They’ll let me out of here and then I’ll be happy, huh?”

      Breathing out a heavy sigh, I rubbed my eyes with my thumb and middle finger. When I opened my eyes a moment later, I saw Marcus was performing the exact same gesture. I found myself unable to stop looking at him, my eyes racing to one landmark after another on that face.

      
         God, is that what I used to look like? I couldn’t help but think, self-hatred peeking through the pity. But no, I realized at once, there was surprisingly little familiar on Marcus’ face. His forehead was creased from years of scowling, his eyes sunken back into horrible black wells, his skin tight at the corners of his mouth. I could see that he was missing more than a few teeth. Life had been unkind to him, even unkinder than it had been to me.

      It occurred to me that I wasn’t even all that sure what I used to look like. By the time I was able to finally start looking at myself in the mirror all those years ago, I was ready to see nothing but faults in the heaviness of my brow, the fullness of my chin, the menacing unibrow, the masculine shape of my eyes. A thousand problems to fixate on or fix with cosmetics or surgery. It was strangely compelling to see all those problems again in their unfixed state, like rediscovering a dry, papery scab on a long-forgotten wound.

      “Violet.”

      He lashed out right in front of my eyes, catching my hands in his own before I could flinch. His skin was surprisingly cool, his pupils grotesquely large. Someone was out in the hallway, but I couldn’t look away if I tried.

      “You took care of yourself. You have to help me, too. Nobody else can help me. You have to tell them,” he said hoarsely. He seemed so tired all of a sudden.

      “Tell them what?”

      Marcus swallowed his lower lip and choked back a sob. His eyes darted around the room, unseeing, then fell back onto me just as the door opened. “I don’t know. Tell them you’re me. Talk to Mom. Get me out of here. Please.”

      I don’t know quite what happened after he said that. I saw Burly and Fat wrench Marcus to his feet by either arm and pull him out of the room, though he didn’t appear to be fighting them. I don’t think I said anything or even moved from my chair. Then I was walking in that terrible hallway with Dr. Fielder.

      “Well, Ms. Butler,” Dr. Fielder hummed through his nose. “I appreciate you coming by, even if it doesn’t look as though your conversation with our friend Marcus was very pleasant. You have a safe flight home, and we can confer again by phone once you’ve had a chance to gather your thoughts.”

      I muttered something vague in response. I could barely hear it over the words repeating in my ear.

      
         Tell them you’re me. Talk to Mom.
      

      My shoulders lifted at a sudden touch—meant to be reassuring, I understood after a few heartbeats. “Don’t let it get you down,” said Dr. Fielder. “That one would’ve ended up here sooner or later no matter what.”

      “Dr. Fielder, I—”

      My sudden determination all dried up the moment he interrupted me with another pat on the shoulder. “Tell you what, I’ll wait for you to call me. No rush.”

      A wink, the same wink I’ve gotten from the best of every stranger I’ve encountered for the last eleven years, from every doctor and landlord and store manager who didn’t clock me, who saw me, affirmingly, infuriatingly, as nothing more than a woman. Without waiting for an answer, he continued walking down the corridor. I followed him limply.

      I lingered briefly at a moldering sepia photo on the wall, taking in the two rows of stern-looking nuns. I hastened to catch up with Dr. Fielder, but my thoughts remained in the past. How many St. Louis women had been committed to this place for talking back to their husbands, for the crime of being difficult? What horrors had been visited on freaks like me? How many freaks like me were still sent here, even now?

      How much pushing would it take for me to be bricked up here, too?

      
         They say I’m having paranoid fantasies. Then I’m right back here.
      

      I stopped where our narrow hall met another one, paused to look both ways. The oppressive yellow fluorescent lights cast their heavy pall on the black-and-white floor tile. To the right I couldn’t see another soul outside their room, but the sounds echoing from behind the doors were muted and furiously alive. Looking left I saw a man who looked much like Marcus being carried bodily by two orderlies through a door, ignoring the flailing of his limbs, the protestations screamed at the top of his lungs. Then he was shut away behind the door, leaving only the memory of that scream.

      Dr. Fielder stood impatiently, ready to remove this momentary bother from his life. Somewhere nearby I felt knife-blue eyes glaring their inevitable intention.

      
         Get me out of here. Please.
      

      “Thank you, Dr. Fielder,” I said at last. I shook his hand, readjusted my purse on my shoulder, and walked calmly toward the exit.

   
      
         ‘Fruiting Bodies’, Lyra Meurer
      

      
                            Fish shimmer above her like a rainbow in flux, sipping on the tears that fly up from her face. This house—which, she keeps remembering with horror, is now hers alone—has been as lively as a reef since The Unknown swept across the world, tangling and unspooling and recreating its matter.

      None of the other houses on the block turned out like this. She knows because she has spent ample time in them these past months, hiding from him and his moods. Their former owners lie rotting among haywire halos of exploded electrical cords, glowing fungi, and floating phantoms of miniature moons. In other houses, her tears fall to the ground, but here they always fly up, whether they’re born of anger or terror or despair.

      Why would anything change now he’s gone? The fish watched it all with impassive disc-eyes: the screaming, the beatings, the comforting, the sex, the last time he went out the door, never to be seen alive again. They will see what happens next: the last seed of him growing in her body’s parched soil, the sickness and swollen legs, the baby who will, with her luck, come out looking like him.

      Does she want that or not? Is there a choice? The human race is decimated. The government is in ruins but has decreed that all pregnancies must be carried to term for the sake of repopulation. But does she, citizen of this new world, want to play mother to his last reminder?

      Lying on the floor hurts her shoulder, but her body feels leaden, like an anchor forgotten in the depths. She crosses her arms over her belly and rolls onto her other side. Tears tickle her as they brush over her nose. The fish under the couch watch, their mouths opening and closing, their gills filtering gloomy air. “He will never come back, he will never come back,” she murmurs in a singsong voice, unsure whether it is a lament or a celebration. No more fast-flying fists and insults, but also no more nights of sighing devotion, no more bouquets of glass flowers plucked from overgrown verges.

      She could go to the birthing colony in the McMansion down the road, or the one in the mall. They were the first outposts of civilization to pop up after The Unknown. Moments after burying their dead, people rallied around the cause of repopulation. For this they cleared away the rubble, the bodies, the heaps of plastic gems, the bony tumbleweeds and the other inexplicable trash of a nonsensical apocalypse.

      She could fall into the arms of the surviving medical professionals, into the mission to make life as it once was. She could waddle among other pregnant people and turn her fingers to the task of retwisting the electrical wires The Unknown had unspun. She could return home in eight months with a baby and try, alone, to raise it to be a different human than its father.

      Her back hurts. Exhaustion fills her limbs, fermenting into pain. The musty popcorn smell of the carpet makes her stomach churn. Will his shadow never leave me? she wonders. This, until the birth pains, and then what?
      

      Her limp hand, moving idly, brushes the algae that waves from the walls. Knowing strikes her like lightning. She sits up and tears algae out by the handful, stuffing it into her mouth. She has never been hungrier for anything, even though she hates the heavy marine taste of it, the way it compacts into claggy mush in her mouth. When she is full, she sleeps on the bed they once shared, twining with the sheets.

      In the morning, she is woken by deep pangs in her abdomen, a griping pain that presses downwards, ejecting thick, sweet-smelling blood. She sweats from the pain, cries out to the empty neighborhood. By nightfall, his shadow has left her body.

      Lighter than she has been in years, she sits on the back porch and watches the fish stream out of the house, into the night. She knows they won’t come back. The crickets, which sing new, impossible songs, provide a night-long symphony for their departure, and finish at dawn with a perfect cadence, closing from the five to the one.

      

      He’d never thought much about the end of the world before it happened, and so was taken aback at the realization, in the months following the Unknown, that the apocalypse was forcing him into a transient lifestyle. Before, stability had been key to getting his hormones. Now, he must follow the supply wherever he can find it if he wants to live as himself.

      He’s formed a routine. He stays in some country town, some derelict suburb, until his seller says they’re running low. He finds a car that still works (many of them had their insides transformed into paper, noodles of dry clay, or other such nonsense, and gasoline everywhere is going stale), and putters on to the next town. If the shady pill-pushers camped out at the pharmacy have nothing to offer him, on he goes, following whichever roads aren’t blocked by abandoned cars and nighttime force fields of uncanny light.

      When he finds a supplier, he settles in a house that isn’t too randomized—preferably one without corpses in it—and finds whatever work and barter he can.

      Company is slim in this lifestyle. No one trusts strangers nowadays—many are ill-intentioned, more of them are illusions. By the time he’s convinced people he’s real, it’s time to move on. Sometimes, he runs into other trans people. If it’s another trans man, he leaves, not wanting to eat away at someone else’s dwindling hormone supply.

      There had been someone once, briefly. He’d been staying in a house that had cloaked itself in feathers—perfect in the dead of winter, even if he was constantly congested. He befriended the man next door, who had a toothy smile and a squeaky laugh. They checked on each other daily, shared a few meals, then tumbled into bed together after a night of drinking and crying about all they had lost.

      The passion consumed itself within months, flames burning through eager kindling. When the hormones ran out and he announced his departure, his lover didn’t offer to come, and he didn’t ask him to.

      Now, a hundred miles from the source, he realizes what has been left in his body. Dizzy spells, appetite that roars then sours within minutes, clenching pain whenever he orgasms. He wanders around his springtime house, clutching his abdomen, telling himself it can’t be happening. But he knows—it happened before, in college, before his transition. The answer then had been a swift abortion, but no one offered those any more, not even the pill pushers.

      He languishes in the house, neglecting to find money or food or hormones. He can’t bear to be seen.

      That’s the worst symptom, the same this time as the last: his body doesn’t feel like it’s his. It’s dangling on a fishing line far below him, yet it encases him in uncooperative flesh. This hideous thing—it adheres neither to what he wants from it, nor what anyone else wants from it. He feels like he is spilling out of himself, like his skin might split from the sheer pressure of all this expectation. He longs to cut himself open, to hollow himself out.

      Whoever had previously owned this house hung a mirror in every room. Before the pregnancy, his reflection was a delight, an affirmation. Now he finds himself lingering, running a hand over his belly to check if it has swollen yet, twisting to observe how hatefully narrow his shoulders are, running his hand through his scruff to see if it’s still growing. Stop, please just stop, he begs himself, and finally, after several agonized days, he summons the courage to collect the mirrors and stack them facedown outside.

      Still, he glimpses himself in the windows at night—a twiggy elbow, which he despises, a slender hand, which he despises, a certain gesture carried from before, which he despises. He grinds his teeth, draws the curtains tighter, and sticks his nose (which he despises) in a book to forget.

      There’s a birthing colony nearby. When, hungry and sick, he struggles to sleep, he turns the possibility over in his mind. You could go there. They’ll feed you, you’ll give birth, then you’ll leave.
      

      But it’s not so simple, is it? The potential outcomes are as diverse and frightening as they were before the world ended. What if they turn him away, as doctors so often used to, insisting they weren’t equipped to handle an oddity such as himself? What if they accept him, but with judgment edging every word, shaming him for getting pregnant while on T? What if they swaddle him in pink and call him a woman, detain him with obligation, imprisoning him in his old body?

      The answer comes to him in a dream: Death, with robe and scythe, drifts through a darkened forest, touching certain objects with its long fingers. It leaves him with a kiss on his forehead, soft as a moth’s wing.

      He wakes in the night and stumbles through the trees behind his house, carving a path with his flashlight. He plucks the gibberish pages that sprout from the branches in place of leaves, he finds a glass eyeball growing like an acorn, he unearths a ruby necklace from between the roots of a tree.

      In his house, he wears the necklace and spreads the pages around him according to some instinctual order. He rolls the eyeball between his hands, and thus spends the rest of the night in a trance.

      The bleeding comes by morning. He cries tears of relief. Already his body feels like his again.

      When it’s done, he leaves the mess and finds another town, where the ruby necklace becomes his next round of hormones. He feels no regret.

      

      Every night, she must lie on her back in bed and tilt her head to the left. The muscles in her neck, her shoulders, down to her thoracic spine, feel stiff and sticky, like lacquered twine. They creak as they relax, releasing their grip on her vertebrae, which grind and snap as they settle into place. The key is to breathe in deep, stretch slightly and slowly but without trying too hard. When the muscles feel overextended she tilts her head to the right, breathing deep, stretching without straining, until her body quits its creaking.

      Then she can roll on her side and try to sleep.

      This, at least, is exactly as it has been since before The Unknown. Whatever it did to everyone and everything else, it didn’t explain or erase her body’s hatred for itself, it didn’t unwind the tension in her muscles. But, of course, it turned their comfiest couch to stone.

      As she tries to sleep, listening to her husband’s peaceful breathing, her hip aching where it presses into the mattress, she thinks that people like her aren’t supposed to survive apocalypses. In movies and shows they’re the first to be devoured by zombies, to be swallowed by the waves, to take a bullet to the chest—always in a self-sacrificing way to show the disabled character was good, that their death wasn’t for nothing. But those stories are now so much tangled tape, so much shattered plastic, and she’s still here, tired as ever.

      Her husband does what she views as the hard work: back-breaking labor at the co-op, scavenging in abandoned buildings, fashioning devices to generate electricity.

      She stays home and tries to transform their backyard into something productive, like a medieval wife with a kitchen garden. Not the life she imagined when she graduated from college, but the one pain and circumstance have forced on her.

      This is hard labor to her: pulling weeds, lugging around buckets of rainwater, poring over a gardening book from the 1950s. An hour or two and she’s a delirious, quivering mess, lying in bed and waiting for her nerves to stop screaming.

      All this, and the garden yields so little. Cabbage worms whittle the Brassicas to twigs. The peppers wilt in the heat before she can revive them. The peas grow heartily, then one day their leaves become seashells and drop to the ground. Her husband compliments the few tomatoes she manages to harvest, which don’t count for lunch, barely even a snack.

      She cannot grow what she wants in the earth, so why does her body grow something so unwanted? It’s like an infection, turning her stomach to acid, her breasts to bloated balloons, her nerves to clogged drains. She caught it in the awkward gap between birth control—which cannot be found anywhere now—and condoms. She denies it until she no longer can, until her husband comes home with a pregnancy test unearthed from the ruins of a pharmacy. The second line is all too clear.

      The women at the birthing center are apple-cheeked and smiling as they twist the ultrasound wand inside her and point out the clump of cells clinging to her uterus. Their faces fall when she tells them she doesn’t want it. “We don’t do that here,” they say. “No one does it anywhere.”

      She tells them she cannot possibly bear or care for a child. They explain her other options. Of course. Every baby is precious, more precious than the last scrap of her functionality. She has never in her life wanted a baby, but others must have their opinions. Before, people implied in conversation that one such as she should never reproduce. Now they insist that, regardless of her wishes, she must.

      Her husband drives her home, or tries to. The car he repaired breaks down and they have to walk the last mile home. Every step jolts pain into her hips, her spine, her shoulders. She bursts into tears when they reach their front door, and her husband holds her, saying, “We’ll find a way.”

      He asks around, and from a friend of a friend of a friend, receives a jam jar half-full of sparkling silver dust. This worked for someone else, he is told.

      There is a moment, about nine hours after she’s inserted a fingerful of the dust into her vagina, when she can feel that the embryo is gone. Its baleful influence no longer weighs on her body. She feels as light as a feather, exploding with joy as her husband pours warm water over her, washing the blood from between her legs. Since nothing can be wasted, they water the garden with the blood-tinged water, and an abundant crop of tomatoes grows.

      She doesn’t think of it often as the months tumble by, except to realize, always with relief, If I hadn’t had the abortion, I would be seven months pregnant now. I would have a newborn now. I would be dealing with a toddler now.
      

      One day, a whisper reaches them from a friend of a friend of a friend. She passes the jar of sparkling dust along, to help someone else reclaim their body.

      

      Calls and cries pierce the night, carrying across the overgrown fields to the lone figure sitting on the porch of a ramshackle farmhouse. What creature made this hoot or that wail? Is it something that is the same as it was before, or something that was altered? They roll the mug between their palms and stare into the inscrutable night. They grew up in the city. They don’t know what any of these sounds are, but the mystery drives a furrow of feeling into their heart. Why did they wait until the world ended to move to the country?

      They finish their tea, grimacing at each bitter sip, and retreat to the house which once belonged to someone else, but which now belongs to them. The waiting begins. Will the cures they researched work? If so, when? Rue, rosemary, pennyroyal, an overdose of vitamin C tablets, swallowed down for several days in a row.

      If it doesn’t work, they’ll keep trying—from drinking cow’s milk from the teat to the knitting needles and coat hanger if that’s what it comes to. They came here to be alone, not to live with the seed of the stranger who passed through some weeks ago.

      Their meeting and union was an experimental affair, performed at night with far less clarity than this particular ritual. Two people trying to find themselves in each other, to discover, after the collapse of society, what sex means to them. Not much, it turns out, except one got knocked up and the other went onto his next adventure, carrying his conclusions close to his chest.

      
         Finding yourself isn’t always comfortable, they think, sitting at the kitchen table. It sure isn’t now. They think they feel something. Tingling? Pressure? They can’t be sure.

      They fall into a trance, watching the moonlight pass over the phalanxes of cans lining the kitchen shelves. Shadows shrink and lengthen. The moonbeam highlights one label, then another—tomatoes, beans, peaches, mushrooms—fruiting bodies never destined to bear offspring.

      Once upon a time, they would say, “I don’t want to bring another child into this fucked up world,” a cliché that sounded more meaningful, more excusable, than the truth. The world seems better to them now, with its whimsy, the animal and human faces that pass through the wallpaper, the enormous fungi that thrust spongy spires into the sky only to wilt the next day. Now there is peace and silence, and the hubbub and arguing from before the apocalypse has faded to the back of their brain. They are alone with the calls from animals in the night, dangerous or not, novel or familiar, saying, “I am here, but not too close.”

      What is it really, now that the need for excuses has sloughed away? A thousand reasons: a tick in the childhood trauma box, the dysphoria box, the sheer lack of interest box, et cetera. All amounting to, “I simply do not want to.” Why wouldn’t that have been acceptable before? Why is it less acceptable now?

      “I don’t want to,” they whisper, and that pure truth floats on the air. Sweat gathers on their brow. The warm night starts to feel hot. They smile. Without any other signs, they know the tea is working. Another self-concept to peel away, so they can become more themself. No other reason is needed.

   
      
         ‘We Will See’, L.F. Howard
      

      The bar on the ninth level had one of the best views on the station. Most of the rest of them, at least the ones I could afford, were interior-facing with a few liquid crystal displays showing island sunsets or late-night views of Old Earth. But we were a long way from those places, and most of us Humans had never seen them firsthand anyway. This bar had a portal to the outside—it allowed us to watch the blackness, sprinkled with some distant lights. Staring into space, literally and figuratively, made me feel better. I felt like a part of the actual universe. And if I didn’t sit there and look every so often, I felt trapped. Claustrophobic. Like everything became less and less real.

      The crew either loved or hated that bar, with its glimpse into vastness, and it was a long walk from most of our quarters. So it tended to be less crowded, frequented by a few crew members who wanted a quiet outing with friends, a date night, or a solo evening to decompress. I worked a ten-day week, like most of the people on the station, with five days off in between. Every fifth shift, we got off early, so I was usually there at the end of work that day, sitting alone in one of the little tables for two that faced the windows. I needed the quiet and stillness after my shifts, which were often filled by blaring sirens and working side-by-side with the never-ending supply of trainees I was assigned.

      Most of our crew, and the regulars of the bar, were Humans, but we had a few Apontis, the first highly intelligent species we stumbled across. They were compatible humanoids with something like hands, but their pale skin and bald, earless heads looked slightly patterned, like the vestiges of scales. Most of the other creatures we’d run across were more animal-like; friend or food was a very real, ongoing debate. One planet was supposedly full of sentient clouds. Those didn’t do Humans much good—they were neither communicative nor edible—so we ignored them.

      The Apontis were good workers, less violent than Humans and slightly more technologically sophisticated. They had improved most of the systems in our power matrix, which they operated, and the Humans maintained them. My last assignment had been a Human-only crew, so I’d looked forward to learning more about them when I transferred here. But I’d been disappointed so far—we got along during our shifts, but our groups mostly ignored each other off-the-clock.

      A few weeks ago, I’d noticed a solo Aponti sitting at a table on the other end of the bar. We both sat quietly, staring out the portal and nursing a cheap adult beverage. My drink of choice was usually a dark, synthetic alcohol, slightly sweet and bitter, with the one allotted ice cube that was as much of a treat as the drink itself. Their drink was something derived from algae, sort of a grey-green thick liquid, like sludge. I’ve never been able to pronounce it or been tempted to taste it. I was distracted most of that evening, watching them out of the corner of my eye, wondering what thoughts roamed through their scaly head.

      They were so different from us. This was true for most of the other species we’d found, but there was a fundamental difference that made them stand out even from some very weird creatures around the charted systems—they’re a neutral sex, neither male or female, for most of their lives. At some point in adulthood, a mysterious reproductive cycle kicks in, picks a partner for them, and turns them temporarily into opposing sexes for mating. They wait for their biology to make their decisions for them and they go with it. The phrase they use for their neutral time is “ooperch sahgla,” which roughly translates into “we will see.” There was supposedly a lot of societal baggage around who cycles first, because… of course there was. And then after their reproductive cycle ends, with or without a child, they change back to neutral.

      I’d been watching the Apontis since I’d started here, and their consistent focus on their tasks amazed me. They didn’t seem to have anything comparable to the constant pressure-cooker of Human’s societal expectations, with our small talk, arbitrary rules, and battles over the pecking order. They must save an incredible amount of energy by not having to go through Human-style courtship and sex rituals. Even with all of the advances we’d made over the years, the limited number of eligible bedpartners on a space station and the basic needs of Human biology led to constant competition and distraction. For years, I had watched, like a spectator at a sporting event, the scrum of young crew members waiting to pounce every time we got a transfer or a new group of trainees.

      For the next few early days, the solo Aponti was at the bar when I arrived. Maybe they’d been assigned to the same shift I had. We sat at our respective tables staring at the stars, night after night, two beings alone, tired and a little buzzed from the drinks, until finally I diverted from the path to my normal seat, one hand open, palm up, in an approximation of their normal greeting. I couldn’t quite manage their normal gesture of two palms up while holding my drink.

      “Che horg,” I tried. “I’m sorry, but my Apontish is terrible.”

      Two rounded, black eyes looked up at me. They looked vaguely like pictures I’d seen of shark’s eyes. Much like fish, they didn’t blink, something about the pressures of the fluids.

      Holding that gaze made my eyes water a little. “Che horga,” they finally said. “My English is not too good.”

      “Would you mind if I join you?”

      An eight-fingered hand waved towards the empty chair, their flexible joints making a rippling motion quite impossible for a human. I resisted the urge to shake hands—they didn’t engage in casual touching, so shaking hands was not acceptable as a greeting. Instead, I bowed my head slightly as I sat. “I’m Asten. Nice to meet you.”

      Their head bowed in response. “Varni. I speak Ghenald, but it seems easier for Humans to refer to us as Apontis from Aponti who speak Apontish.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “Yeah, sorry about that. We should really be Earthlings from Earth who speak Earthish.”

      Varni patted their chest, a signal to show that they thought something was funny. “No apologies needed. We decided that arguing about the name of the language seemed like a—how do you say—like one too many fights?”

      “‘Pick your battles,’ I think. Maybe also ‘we won the battle but not the war.’”

      “Yes, you Humans seem to fight for very much of your Time.”

      “That pretty much describes our whole history.” I wondered if I could redeem us a little in their eyes, so I added. “Not all of us are like that, you know.”

      Varni nodded for a moment—a gesture that was the same in both of our cultures—and then turned towards the portal. “It is good that we will have a drink together, I think,” they said quietly.

      We sat together for the rest of that evening, looking at the stars, and sipping our drinks. But somehow I felt closer to Varni than I had to anyone in a long time.

      

      I tried to ignore the trainee assigned to me this ten-day. She hadn’t been very interested or trainable, and I was beginning to consider how best to sabotage any chance she had of being assigned to my section. My specialty was the air purifiers—the most important equipment on the station.

      Most of the Humans tended to compete for what they viewed as the prestige assignments—the navigation or communication systems. People seemed to think that those jobs were more important than the work by the maintenance crew, so we usually got paid less and got the second choice of trainees. But they were wrong. Those systems were key to not getting lost or sucked towards an unexpected gravitational field, but none of that would make a difference if we ran out of breathable air. Hopefully, the trainee would rotate out of this section before I spent too much time fixing her work. Or she just killed us all.

      As I pulled out the rat’s nest in the wiring some prior tech had left, I wondered if Varni would want me to join them at their table on our next early day. Should I just sit down? Should I offer to get them one of those green sludgy-things? We each had separate tabs at the bar when we last spoke, so I didn’t have to figure out what the rules are for buying rounds. What are acceptable bar manners for a night out with an Aponti?

      “Aaagh!” I winced, as I jerked my finger back. A small, white spark and a puff of smoke came off the coil. Crap, I forgot to unplug the backup battery. I needed to focus more on what I was doing and less on Apontish etiquette.

      “What’d you do?” the trainee asked, finally showing interest.

      “I missed a step in my process. Can you take a look at the checklist and tell me which one?”

      She looked down at the pad in her hand, moving her finger across different screens. “Are we in the breakdown phase?”

      I suppressed a sigh. “No. We don’t even go through the breakdown phase on a control check.”

      “Then I have no idea.”

      “Should I tell you?” I enunciated each word to let her know I was not pleased.

      “Um… I’m trying to get moved to Comms. Can you help me get transferred?”

      
         Thank Time, I thought, mimicking the Aponti blessing. We’ll all live to see another few ten-days. “Yes,” I answered quickly, running back through my own mental checklist for the control check to make sure I hadn’t missed anything else. Humans, with our constant drive to be somewhere better, aren’t often satisfied with where we’re at. She and I both suffered from that a bit today.

      

      I lay in my bunk for the next few nights thinking about how the Apontish culture was starting to intertwine with ours. I’d even started to buy into their religion. They revered the concept of Time, which made a lot of sense to me. It was universal and inclusive—every creature discovered so far had a life cycle of birth, efforts at reproduction, and death. It was hard to argue about the significance of Time in our lives. We all worshipped it anyway with our clocks, days off, and shifts.

      When the Apontis joined the crew, the Humans in charge of the station made some compromises about the work schedule to show respect to their faith, calendar, and the length of their planet’s days. Everyone changed to ten-day work weeks, with five days off in-between. Each hour was a little longer than sixty minutes. The schedule made sense to me—there weren’t exactly “days” in space anyway, and no other inhabited planet discovered yet had a twenty-four hour schedule. It took me some Time to adjust when I transferred here, but having five days off is a game-changer. Humans needed more breaks during their shifts than the Apontis did, but they were nice about it.

      I wondered if I could ask Varni about their beliefs over drinks soon. In any case, religion was a safer topic than my curiosity about the Apontish reproductive cycle. I rolled over in my bunk, trying to bring my mind back to a blank whenever an image of the bar flashed through it, like I’d tried to do in the meditation class I’d attended on my last assignment. And equally unsuccessfully. I finally drifted off to sleep.

      

      A warning siren went off within moments of reporting for work, and I raced to that level. Most of my shift was spent crawling through ducts looking for the problem. After a stressful few hours, I confirmed it was a false alarm caused by a stripped wire.

      By the end of my shift, I was a sweaty mess. Some hair from the top of my head got caught when I crawled through a low junction, so I might have a small bald spot for a while. There was a visible handprint on my pants where I wiped some grease on my thigh. I diverted to my cabin for a few minutes. My shower reservation wasn’t until tomorrow, but I could tidy up with some dry shampoo and a wetcloth. I didn’t want to show up to the ninth level bar looking like I’d just crawled out of a hole. Which I basically had.

      I walked to the bar a little faster than usual, wondering again what I would find. I understood, at some rational level, that I’d gotten a little overly interested in someone I’d barely spoken to. A little later than usual, I reached out to the handle to pull the door open and paused. This was the moment of truth.

      I stepped in, my eyes immediately moving towards Varni’s table. There they sat, two drinks in front of them. One dark beverage with a single ice cube and one greenish sludge. My heart skittered a little as I walked towards the table. I resisted the urge again to reach out in a normal Human greeting to shake hands or pat them on the shoulder.

      “Che horg,” Varni said as I sat down.

      “Che horga,” I returned.

      Varni lifted their glass and held it up, honoring me with the Human tradition of a clinking toast.

      “Atwa Khem-ed.” Hopefully, I got close to the traditional blessing to Time.

      They turned their head away, shoulders moving back and forth with their gesture for laughter. I waited, my glass awkwardly hovering.

      “Ootwa Khem-ed.” They enunciated the words carefully as they reached out to clink. “What you said is more ‘dirty Time.’” Varni’s shoulders still shook a little, and they tapped their chest with a hand to signal something that was funny but not offensive.

      “Oh, no.” I muttered as I tapped my own chest, shaking my head. So much for showing off. We both drank.

      “I’m sorry. I really did try—” I said at the same time Varni said, “You’re closer than—”

      Varni’s people didn’t exactly smile—thus the chest tapping—but I could tell they were amused again. Laughing with me, not at me, I hoped.

      “The old-fashioned Human toast is often just ‘cheers,’ which means something between ‘hello’ and ‘drink up,’” I finally managed.

      “That is better for you. Next Time, we say ‘cheers.’”

      We both sat quietly while we sipped our drinks, watching the stars, and then agreed to have drinks again during our five-day off.

      

      At our next meet-up, I got there before Varni did and made my first real effort at pronouncing their drink. The Human bartender raised his eyebrows. “For my friend,” I answered, gesturing vaguely towards our usual table.

      “You know Humans can’t drink that, right? It’ll make you sick to your stomach.”

      “Yeah, and I’m not tempted.”

      “Don’t give your friend any of yours, either.”

      “Got it.” I looked down at my drink he’d placed on the bar. Two ice cubes. I wasn’t sure of the significance of that minor broken rule.

      As I walked to the table, a drink in each hand, Varni stormed through the door, flinging it open. They walked up to me and reached for their sludge. They were shaking slightly, a signal for anger or irritation. “This is a bad day. What is the saying to drink to better luck?”

      We sat down as I tried to think of one. “Um…I think ‘may the wind always be at your back.’”

      “And that means what?”

      “The wind?” I couldn’t think of the Apontish word.

      “No, the wind is the air moving fast.”

      “It means we’re hoping that the wind will make our trip easier by pushing us to where we want to go.”

      “Good. And you will say it today?” They raised their drink.

      Repeating the old toast, I clinked, drank, and set my glass down. I raised both palms in the gesture that could mean either a greeting or “I’m listening.”

      “A Human and an Aponti were hurt today on engine work. The Human started a fire and both burned a little and breathed the—” They waved their hand around in front of their face.

      “Smoke?”

      “Yes, bad smoke. I’m assigned to the Aponti’s shift until they come back—second shift.”

      “Were they hurt badly?” Selfishly, I added, “Will it be long?”

      “I do not know.” I wasn’t sure if that was Varni’s answer to both questions or just the last. Maybe both.

      “Well, we can meet during our next five-day.”

      They nodded. “Yes. That would be good to me, but my five-day… It will be changing also. But maybe it will not stay that way for a long Time.”

      Oh. Oh. “Well, I can meet you on one of my breaks on first shift. We could eat together.”

      “Humans do not like to look at our food.”

      “I don’t like that mud that you drink either.”

      They patted their chest. “It is better than the poison you drink. Ours is healthy and makes us relaxed and happy. Yours makes you sick if you have too much.”

      “Yours makes us sick if we drink even a little.”

      They moved a few times from side to side. “You are a funny Human, and I wish to meet you here for drinks again soon instead of changing shifts.”

      “We should stay for another drink and toast again to exactly that.”

      “Eebena.” It meant something like ‘very much yes.’

      

      We managed to take a lot of meal breaks together for the next few ten-days as the injured crew members healed. The electrical smoke seemed equally bad for Human and Apontish respiratory systems.

      During that time, we drew a lot of curious glances. Varni was absolutely right—Humans did not want to look at their food. Like their drinks, it was mostly greyish ooze, with the addition of some slime and chunks. The stuff of Human nightmares or very bad prison food. As curious as I had been about Apontish customs, even I had never been able to bring myself to study their food too closely. A further complicating factor during mealtimes was that they tended to react poorly to our meat substitute. Even though animal products were almost never served on the station, they hadn’t evolved to eat meat. The very concept of meat or a meat substitute was disturbing, much like cannibalism would be to us.

      And that is one reason why, although there wasn’t anything prohibiting us from intermixing, almost all of us stayed with our own species on separate sides of the cafeteria. Any exceptions were usually the result of an ongoing emergency that required a working meal break to discuss a fix. An Aponti and Human tolerating watching the other eat voluntarily was an oddity, which, of course, led to some gossip.

      “Your people look at us a lot,” Varni commented during a meal together.

      “Your people want to, but they’re too polite.”

      “They are looking. Remember that we have a bigger field of vision than Humans. You have to swing your eyes and head around like a menchegto.” Varni wiggled their head from side to side.

      I smiled as I recognized their movements as a non-verbal signal for humor. “That’s like our mouse, isn’t it? A little prey animal?”

      “Yes, the bottom of the food chain, as you say, for the predators of our world. It is always in danger.”

      “What’s the phrase you told me about? To make a joke that a friend is being a jerk when they think they’re being funny?”

      “Tranonti bar.”

      “Tranonti bar, eebena.” I patted my chest. That was becoming enough of a habit I had to remember not to do it around my section workers.

      

      Varni messaged me through the private Comms before the next meal we’d planned together to say they couldn’t meet, but they would see me at the bar after my next early shift. The Apontis didn’t casually message each other, preferring to have conversations in person. Theirs was a culture and language more dependent on body language, almost like a Human sign language, so their tradition was that the written language should only convey reports and facts. I had to resist the urge to send messages to Varni with stray thoughts or questions, but I managed to save them up for our next talk. Maybe Varni was going to return to their first shift assignment.

      When I got to the bar, Varni was waiting for me at our table without drinks. They rocked a little in their chair, something I’d learned was a display of anxiety, but I’d never seen that in Varni.

      I pulled out the closest chair and sat down. “What’s wrong?” I asked quietly.

      “I reserved a view room. Will you come with me?”

      I’d gotten used to the eye-watering feel of looking into their expressionless eyes, so we stared at each other for a few moments. “Yeah,” I nodded uncertainly. “Of course I will.” I shivered a little. This wasn’t about a change in their shift.

      We walked without speaking through the maze of corridors to the next set of portals, and I tried not to worry. A few portals had been enclosed as meeting rooms or for private use. Varni pulled two of the chairs out from the table and turned them to face the portal but angled them a little towards each other. Alright, I thought. Now I worry.
      

      Varni sat and resumed rocking, watching the stars, which looked the same here as from the bar. I waited, glancing between Varni and the view.

      “Something has happened,” Varni finally said, not looking away from the portal. I raised my hands, palms up, to tell them I was listening. I knew they could see me without turning from the view.

      “I could not join you for the meal a few days ago because I was sick,” they continued.

      That was… concerning. “Oh.” I wasn’t sure what to say. “Are you… better now?”

      “I went to our healer yesterday. They believe my Dah
         Khem-ed has started.”

      The New Time—Varni’s change into a reproductive state had begun. I stared, my mind filling with so many questions I couldn’t decide on one. This was unheard of away from their planet.

      Varni shifted in their chair to face me directly, still rocking slightly. “There must be someone around us, someone to bond to, when the Dah Khem-ed starts. The healer thinks…”

      I waited for them to finish that sentence for what seemed like an unreasonably long time, as my breath shuddered. “What?” I finally prompted.

      “They think it might be you.”

      All I could hear for a moment was the blood pounding in my ears. There was no hint in anything I’d ever read that this was remotely possible, even on Aponti. It had never happened. It couldn’t happen with our biology, with our… I stood up and walked to the portal, resting my forehead on it, and focusing on slowing my breathing and heart rate. Shut up, I thought. Get yourself under control. It happened.
      

      “Gheela,” Varni whispered from behind me. I’m sorry.
      

      I couldn’t look at them yet, but I shook my head. “Don’t apologize. You have nothing to apologize for. How…” I trailed off, searching for the right phrase.

      “The healer has no idea how it started. I’ve never had a cycle before. I left Aponti almost before I could have one. And the start of it—we don’t even know exactly why it happens during normal times. Probably some combination of Time and being near to someone who has the right biological… what is the word?”

      “Need?”

      “No, like you fit together.”

      “Compatibility.”

      I turned around and sat down next to them. “Are we… biologically compatible?”

      “Not in any way the healer knows.”

      I looked down at the eight-fingered hand closest to me, the non-Human hand that could bend backwards, like it was double-jointed, pale and rough. I realized I had never touched it. “If you were a Human, I’d reach over to hold your hand.” I rubbed my sweating palm on my work pants. “Maybe I need that… a little.”

      Varni reached over and wrapped their hand around the back of mine, their long fingers completely encircling my hand. It felt cooler than a Human’s, their skin textured and a little firmer. We both turned towards the portal for a few minutes, sending gentle squeezes back and forth through our hands.

      
         What do we do? I turned my head slightly to glance at Varni. I knew they could see me watching. We sat, the only sounds in the room our own breathing and the distant hum of the air system. I was terrified but… of what? We were in unchartered territory medically and socially. I had no real idea of what would happen during Varni’s change. Neither of us knew what exactly would—or could—happen between us.

      “You are not angry with me?” they asked, finally pulling me out of my whirling thoughts.

      I shook my head and held tight to their fingers. “No,” I whispered. My mind replayed images of the last few ten-days—Varni learning old Human toasts, me learning to tolerate watching Varni eat slime, Varni storming in the bar in a panic when their shift changed. We had gotten so close so quickly, and one overriding question surfaced. “Do you know when this started?” I asked.

      “That’s another thing we don’t understand. My cycle probably started at least four ten-days ago. About the first time we ever spoke. Maybe even a little earlier.”

      ‘We will see’—ooperch sahgla—was their phrase for the non-gendered portions of their lives. I remembered my curiosity about Varni across the bar and my feeling of connection when we sat together the first night. Now I understood that expression of patiently waiting and… hope.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m pretty sure it did.”

      

      The doctors and healers on board did a good job of respecting our privacy. They quietly arranged for a period of leave from our sections and for larger quarters in an underused area. There was no way to stop the gossip, but we’d gotten used to that. We didn’t turn too many heads when we ate together. A little blood work and some medical testing once in a while was a small price to pay.

      Varni shifted somewhat more slowly than the healer said was usual. We knew there were even odds about what gender their body would settle on, but, of course, I wasn’t going to change. The Apontis who realized what was happening seemed to accept it because their whole culture was based around accepting that their change is driven by their nature and biology. Even more importantly for us, they believed that anything could happen over the course of Time, so the direction of Varni’s change with their Human mate didn’t matter much to them. And none of the Humans other than medical staff seemed to have caught on.

      Certain of Varni’s parts gradually changed, externally and internally. Even though their culture didn’t allow them to touch much casually, that wasn’t the case now that their cycle was further along.

      An Aponti’s skin carried ancient memories of scales that flexed in arousal. Partners essentially attached to each other during mating. With a Human involved, pointy bits posed a problem. We had to get creative, but we managed.

      We lay in bed one evening after a visit to our bar and to the view room, Varni’s earhole pressed against my chest, listening to my heart—they didn’t have an organ that was quite that loud. It was exactly eight ten-weeks from the first night we had spoken. Apontis had a slightly different concept of an “anniversary” than we did. Humans were more fixated on the first time something happened; Apontis revered the passage of Time itself. Regardless, we both enjoyed the excuse for a special evening together.

      I finally worked up the courage to ask something that had been on my mind. “What happens to us after your cycle ends?”

      Varni sat up a little, leaning over me, dark eyes inspecting my expression. “Do you mean will we still be together like this?”

      I nodded, too worried about the answer to speak.

      “Time changes everything. I will not be the same, and you are changing too in a Human way.”

      Varni hadn’t quite managed to adapt to my way of kissing, so just nuzzled into my neck, inhaling my scent.

      “And?” I prompted.

      “And we change together. As long as Time allows us.”

      I reached out with my hand, caressing the most beautiful, bald, scaley head.

      “Eebena,” I agreed, smiling. Very much yes.
      

      Wiggling a little from side to side, Varni answered, “Eebena,” and then laid back down on my chest to listen some more.

   
      
         ‘Prata Neptunia’, S.J. Ladds
      

      
         by Brooke Nila—21st June 2065
      

      So, turns out the C.I.A. have been reading my e-mails.

      (Not cool.)

      In order for you to get the whole picture, I must start at the the beginning—the very beginning.

      I was sixteen when the International Ocean Centre for Marine Research, colloquially known as the IOC, was floated out into the middle of the Pacific. In fact, I watched it cast off during a maths lesson; my phone hidden under my desk, the same eyes a space-obsessed child might have watched the moon landing with back in 1969. I must have rewatched its launch almost a hundred times in the following weeks. Over breakfast, during lunch, at the dinner table, when someone was having a rather dull conversation in my vicinity. YouTube eventually grew so bored of me that it gave up on suggesting other videos and left the IOC’s maiden voyage at the very top of my feed.

      It was not something I would soon forget.

      I took biology, chemistry, sociology and English at college to prepare for a marine biology degree that I hoped to turn into a doctorate. But I was twenty-one, on a placement year with ORCA, when the IOC cut off all contact with the government agencies that had funded it, and the media seemed to forget it had ever existed. And I was twenty-three, fresh off a journalism course and setting up my own ecojournalism platform, when the IOC was declared a terrorist organisation by the very people who had greenlit its formation.

      It took less than five years for the researchers of what they deemed Prata Neptunia, Latin for Neptune’s meadow, to realise that the true terrorists were the industries and capitalists destroying the oceans for profit. And instead of rolling over and giving up in the face of an insurmountable Goliath, David picked up his slingshot and stones and got to work.

      David Askwith, senior researcher and project manager of the IOC, was a man whose poster I had on my wall all through university. I wish I could say this was simply a turn of phrase, but my nerdiness unfortunately knows no bounds. I had ripped a picture of him out of an issue of the National Geographic and taped it to my wall, security deposit be damned. Truth be told, I had the entire crew of Prata Neptunia up in my room. Kaimana and Ariel and Alandra. All their glossy faces staring down at me as I studied, and watched Attenborough documentaries, and fell asleep to dream of one day meeting them somehow.

      It would be three long years before that dream came true.

      Three years of visiting protected ocean sites like the Channel Islands and Papahānaumokuākea. Three years of attending protests against overfishing and deforestation and poaching. Three years of getting arrested alongside Greenpeace and Extinction Rebellion at demonstrations. Three painstaking years of sending email after email after email to every address related to the IOC and Prata Neptunia I could find until one bright, sunny day in April of this year when my phone pinged.

      I was in line at the local eco store with an emergency loo roll I’d had to run down the road for and a paper bag full of chocolate covered macadamia nuts that had been a bit of an impulse grab on my way to the till. My phone vibrated in my pocket, and long since having given up on hearing from the IOC, I checked the notification with the indifference of someone about to swipe away a text from their broadband provider about this month’s bill.

      But there, splashed across my screensaver of a blue whale—which I’d yet to see with my own eyes—was Ariel Fontaine’s email address, Ariel Fontaine’s “Dear Brooke”, Ariel Fontaine’s thanks for my determination and enthusiasm. I fumbled to open my email, almost spilling the macadamia nuts everywhere, and scanned it with hungry eyes.

      Today, I could recite that message to you word for word from memory alone. That day all I could remember were the words “we will permit you a visit in June”.

      I abandoned my loo roll, a decision I would come to regret two hours later, and sprinted back home to my laptop; this was not an email you sent from your mobile phone, that much I knew.

      It was, in actuality, not an email you sent at all apparently. For three days after this, there was a knock at my door, and a man in a sleek black suit on the other side. He was a stern-faced guy, sandy hair slicked back with enough gel it could have constituted the world’s smallest oil spill, dark weaselly eyes and a prominent vein pulsing on his left temple.

      “Brooke Nila?” His accent threw me off. American, somewhere Southern maybe, no clue. I was a little distracted by the scent coming off him, that musky mildewy sort of smell that clothes got after being screwed up in the back of a drawer for too long.

      “Who’s asking?” Not my finest moment, but it’s only so often I get to feel like the protagonist of an action movie.

      “Agent Farlane, C.I.A.” He flashed me his badge. “May I come in?”

      “My parents said I should never let strange men into my flat.”

      “And my bosses say I should stop asking for permission.”

      “Dangerous precedent to set.”

      He heaved a sigh.

      “I need to talk to you about your involvement in the vandalism of a logging facility in the Amazon earlier this year.”

      Shit.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You must have the wrong person.” I smiled sweetly and went to close the door, but Farlane’s big hand slammed against the wood.

      “That might have been convincing if you hadn’t posted an article about it.” He handed me a printed version of said article, slightly crumpled from being in his pocket, and raised an eyebrow. “Now, you can let me in and hear what I have to say, or I can give the police your address and all the evidence they need to lock you up.”

      Shoulders slumping, I held the door open for him. He had a perfunctory look around the place, and I became cripplingly aware of how long it had been since I’d last cleaned up. But I would not let him see my discomfort, so I leant in the open doorway with my arms folded over my chest and an expression of guarded indifference on my face.

      “You were careful not to implicate yourself or give any details of your accomplices, I’ll give you that. But not careful enough. We caught one of your friends sabotaging a logging truck last month, and they gave us names in return for a reduced sentence. Piecing together the rest of your articles, we have enough to put you away for a very long time, Ms. Nila.”

      
         Fuck.
      

      “Unless you’re willing to cooperate.” Here he gave me plenty of time to object. To sacrifice myself for the cause. “Alright then. We have reason to believe you’ve been in contact with the IOC.”

      Shitfuck.

      “We have further reason to believe you’ll be visiting them in June.”

      “You’re reading my fucking emails.”

      “You’re corresponding with known terrorists. We have to read your fucking emails.” He rubbed at the furrow of his brow with his knuckle and took a deep breath. “If you do not want to go to jail for the rest of your life, you will wear a wire to the IOC.”

      “No. No way.”

      “I know you’re obsessed with them and have been since you were sixteen or whatever, so you probably feel some misplaced loyalty towards them, but you have no idea why they were classified as terrorists.”

      “That’s what I was going to find out.”

      “And you will. But you will bring us back evidence of their terrorism—”

      “Wait.” I shook my head. “You don’t have evidence of their terrorism?”

      “That’s not what I said—”

      “It’s what you implied.”

      “Just do what I say,” he snapped, pinching the bridge of his nose. “We’ll be in touch when you hear back from Dr. Fontaine.”

      He brushed past me, making sure to knock his shoulder into mine, and I slammed the door shut behind him, locking it and sliding the deadbolt across.

      My communication with Dr. Fontaine was sparse at best. She sent no receipt of my response, perhaps put off by the sheer intensity of my passion, in fact she did not reply at all. By the time June rolled around, I was sure they had changed their minds and figured I was a bullet best to dodge.

      My communication with Agent Farlane, on the other hand, was far too thorough. A varied mix of thinly veiled threats, bald-faced insults and coddling promises. The CIA, much to my dismay, had not changed their minds.

      Ten days before Ariel’s suggested date, I received an email with a time, place, dock and ship. Three minutes after that, I received an email with a coffeeshop near to the dock and a time half an hour before Dr. Fontaine’s. I packed my bags immediately.

      My journey began at a shitty little American-themed diner with a cup of burnt coffee and a stack of waffles on the C.I.A.’s dime.

      “I’m going to need your bra,” Farlane said as he sat down.

      “Buy me breakfast first.”

      “Fine.”

      Remember, folks, it’s as easy as that.

      I went to the bathroom after ordering my food and wriggled out of my sports bra, hitting my elbow on the cubicle wall no less than six times—for which I would be claiming compensation—and took it back to the table, tossing it at Farlane’s face. He picked it up as if I’d thrown him a pair of used period pants and slid a small black tube into the lining before handing it back to me.

      “Go put it back on.”

      “What’s the magic word?” I trilled. If a CIA agent got to make me undress in a diner bathroom, I sure as hell got to piss him off a little.

      “Please.”

      When I came back, dirty, corrupted, guilt-ridden sports bra on, our food had arrived. Farlane was delicately dipping carefully sliced sections of his pancakes into his coffee. It was somehow both the most human and most alien he’d ever looked.

      “Do not take that off until you are back in this diner with me.”

      “But what happens if I meet a sexier C.I.A. agent?”

      “If you do not hand that device back to me in two weeks’ time, you will be locked away for the rest of your life.”

      And thus, my journey to the IOC began, Farlane’s breath forever at the back of my neck.

      It was not a simple one. Almost a week I spent hopping from ship to ship, from wildlife boat tour to ferry, from dinghy to motorboat, from skiff to the floating colony of Prata Neptunia. Words cannot describe what it felt like watching that manmade landmass crest over the horizon. Whatever emotion that bobbing colony evoked in me, I’m just grateful for the sea spray that disguised my tears.

      The IOC had been inspired by the Great pacific Garbage Patch, that island of plastic refuse we had so carelessly created in our magnificent oceans. The IOC, however, was a much more beautiful—and purposeful—feat of human ingenuity. Made from almost entirely recycled plastic, and the longest steel anchor on the planet, Neptunia looked like a gathering of bubbles in your bath. Like an aquatic Eden Project. From the programme literature, I knew it to be a hectare of plastic land with individual pods for the researchers, multiple laboratories, a communal hall and a dock.

      In reality, it had grown an acre at least, more slapdash pods erected on the outskirts and tethered to the island with both chain and rope for safety. The crew had been busy since their excommunication from land, and their family had almost certainly grown during their self-imposed exile.

      It was Ariel Fontaine who came to fetch me from the skiff in a green two-person kayak. Her red hair and purple bikini made her look every bit her Disney namesake, but her sunglasses had an air of The Terminator about them.

      “Brooke Nila?” she called out, laying her paddle over her lap. I was so starstruck all I could do was nod. An arched, unruly eyebrow poked out from above her shades. “I’m gonna need the password, landlubber.”

      “Oh! Right, yes, of course, sorry!” It was the arch of her other eyebrow that made me realise I still had not given the password. “Atlantìs nêsos.”

      “D’accord.” She tossed me the spare paddle sticking out of the boat, and I almost toppled right into the water trying to catch it. “Hope you’re ready to paddle against the Pacific current.”

      “Uhhh…”

      As someone who hadn’t been to the gym since my uni’s free tester day for freshers, I’m more than a little ashamed to admit I gawked at Dr Fontaine’s biceps like a frat boy’s first time in Hooter’s. But those biceps gave me the courage I needed to sling my backpack over my shoulder and climb down into the kayak; I alone might have been swept away by the waves, but with Ariel’s paddle accompanying me, I figured we’d manage a slow trek towards the ocean hamlet.

      And right I was. It took us fifteen minutes to get back to the IOC, after the five minutes it had taken Ariel to get to our skiff. She assured me it was all in the direction of the current, but I felt about as ill-prepared as a whale on their first trip to the beach. And a beached whale I resembled as I heaved myself onto the ebbing and swaying platform of the Neptunia’s docks. Ariel disembarked like a dolphin leaping from the water and stood over me with a wrinkled nose.

      “Did you bring it?”

      Of all the times for my brain to first work without delay in the company of one of my idols, it makes sense that it was upon mention of the one very strange request I had been given in Ariel’s email. I unhooked my drawstring bag from my pack and handed it over to her, feeling immediately lighter for it. Ariel peeked inside at the bountiful supply of suncream I had swept off a superstore’s shelf—and almost bankrupted myself for. She beamed as brilliantly as the sun above.

      “Welcome aboard.” She offered me a hand and tugged me to my feet.

      I was no stranger to sea travel, even dicey sea travel, but I could not fathom how Ariel was managing to walk. Imagine, if you will, how it feels to walk on a bouncy castle, combine it with the rocking of the sea and the sinking sensation of quicksand and you will almost be stumbling right alongside me.

      Of course, it would be remiss of me to leave it at that. To fulfil my role as journalist, I must paint the rest of the picture for you. The dazzling blue of the ocean and the blinding reflection of the sun off the waves. The slosh of the water and the creak of the plastic in the wind. The musk of salt and fish heavy on the tongue and a crisp clean air that could only come from a place so untouched by human greed. All of this overcame me as Ariel led me through the colony.

      People stopped to stare as we passed. It is hard to explain the welcoming hostility that I was greeted with on Prata Neptunia. It was not a personal slight, but the suspicion any closed community might greet an outsider with. And though an inherent awkwardness gripped me, I did not feel uncomfortable, or not in the way you might expect. For even from my first wobbly steps aboard the plastic island, I could tell their close-knit borders were to keep hatred and cruelty from getting in. It was only the little plastic tube in my bra strap that provoked any discomfort in me.

      Ariel paid them—nor my incompetent, bumbling walk—any mind. I, however, took it all in greedily, counting shaved heads until I was certain Ariel must be the only Neptunian with hair past her shoulders. And though their clothes were all made of waterproof fabric, everyone else was a lot more covered up than Ariel too. In shorts and t-shirts at the very least, if not full wetsuit-like outfits complete with hats that strapped beneath their chins to keep them from flying away on the strong ocean gusts.

      I felt woefully overdressed in my zip-away cargo pants and cotton shirt plastered with ocean wildlife, but that tee had gotten me through no-end of sea voyages unscathed. I could not bear to part with it. And, naively, I had thought it might endear me to a crew of marine biologists and the like.

      Our first stop was what would be my quarters. I had expected one of the hastily attached pods I had noticed upon my arrival for my lack of status aboard the IOC, but, to my surprise, I was given a pod right in the centre of the colony. Perhaps it was for safety, both mine and the colony’s, to keep a close eye on me so I might not be plucked away by the wind or leak coordinates to a government agency. Both were equally as likely, I suppose. Perhaps it was just that Ariel did not think I would have made it to one of the exterior quarters with my shoddy sea legs.

      It was a simple pod. A plastic hemisphere lined with some black material that blocked out both light and heat and provided me with a bit of privacy. Though they had the look of a greenhouse, the pods were quite pleasantly temperate and only smelt the slightest bit like the inside of a plastic bag. There was a blow-up mattress, desk and desk chair attached to the floor to keep from shifting, a solar-powered lantern hanging from the ceiling and a single outlet for electronics. I dumped my bag on the bed, grabbed my non-government-issued tape recorder and headed back out to Ariel.

      She all but dragged me over to one of the laboratories, the straps of the suncream bag wound tightly around her freckled hands. Inside, two people awaited our arrival, and my heart leapt at the sight of them. They did not even have to turn for me to recognise them. I’d seen enough of their backs in documentary B-roll to know Doctors David Askwith and Kaimana Akau, the senior researchers of the IOC.

      David’s decade at sea had aged him beyond his years. The last picture of him to exist in the media was a lightly sunburnt bald-headed David waving and smiling tight-lipped at a passing photographer. He had been fifty-eight in that picture. Now, sixty-three and thoroughly grizzled by the unrelenting sun, he was wrinkled and leather-skinned, but still as young in his grey-blue eyes as he was in his university graduate photo. His hesitant smile made me sweat.

      Kaimana was five years older than her last picture, waving right beside David on the edge of Neptunia, but she didn’t seem to have aged a day since then. In fact, the only changes were the numerous tattoos she’d added to her collection. What had once been a few bands on her wrists had transformed into entire sleeves, her right arm covered in turtles woven together in a complex pattern, and her left all shark teeth. There had been a new addition to her calf that I’d noticed when her back was turned, a swirling stingray that I would never overcome my tongue-tied, starstruck nature enough to ask her about.

      Suddenly, stood in front of my two idols, the recording device in my bra sat heavy as a rock.

      “Brooke, I presume.” David stepped forward to shake my hand, and I held my breath in hopes that he wouldn’t notice the slight tremble to it.

      “Y-yes, Dr Askwith.” To my unrelenting horror, my mouth did not stop there. “I am a huge, huge, huge fan. I have been for years. You’re actually what got me into marine biology. Well, not exactly. I was already obsessed. You’re just what made me decide to make a career of it. Not that I have. Journalism and all. But, um… Sorry.” I hung my head to hide the flush of my cheeks. “What I mean is: it is the greatest honour of my life that you have allowed me to write about your life on Prata Neptunia.”

      Benevolent beings that they were, nobody in that room laughed.

      “From what Ariel tells me, your passion and persistence are a force to be reckoned with.” The flush on my cheeks deepened, and David politely pretended not to notice. “We need more people like that behind our cause and, truth be told, we’ve been trying to find a writer of some sorts to document what we’re doing here. We were going to keep it internal, but Ariel told us of your emails.”

      The woman in question shot me a thumbs up before dumping the suncream unceremoniously onto a nearby lab table.

      “We read your work,” Kaimana interjected. I tried to quiet the steady chanting of they read my work, they read my work, the crew of the IOC read my fucking work! in my head, so I could hear the rest of what she had to say. “The way you write… You have a command of language that you can tell comes from a background of academic papers but without being inaccessible. You bring a personal, humorous touch to clinical and complex ideas.” The Kaimana Akau is analysing my writing style—what the actual fuck. (Excuse my fangirling, I was going to edit it out, but Ariel insisted I keep it in). “We felt your voice and values would do our story the most justice.”

      “Dr. Akau, I cannot tell you how much that means to me.” I may as well have fallen to my knees and started kissing her aqua socks. “I’ve read all of your papers at least ten times each. My dissertation supervisor scolded me for reading your work over his recommendations that were actually on-topic, but I couldn’t stop. I mean, my flatmates held a jokey intervention because I was skipping nights out when you dropped a new paper.”

      The smile that crested on Kaimana’s face was worth every drop of humiliation burning my cheeks.

      “I look forward to hearing more about that when I show you around.”

      I’m not sure how long I malfunctioned here, but it was long enough that David had to stifle a laugh in his elbow.

      “I’ll be your onsite guide. You’ll be accompanied by someone else for any excursions off the island we deem appropriate for you to go on.”

      Excursions, Dr Akau my guide, and a professional obligation to pick her brains? Whatever the conditions of the ocean around us, I knew these next few days would be the highlight of my life.

      “I can’t wait.”

      I’ll spare you the details of the rest of that day as I tried—and failed—to find my sea legs. David asked that dinner that night be off the record, and though I broke that vow long before I’d made it, I refuse to publish our conversation in this article. Not in the least because it spares me the second-hand embarrassment from some of my interactions with the crew. And for journalistic integrity and whatnot.

      

      DAY ONE

      Kaimana roused me bright and early and, upon seeing the lingering exhaustion from my journey, took me to the docks. She didn’t utter a word until we were stood at the edge of one of the plastic jetties.

      “Jump.”

      I blinked.

      “Sorry?”

      “The water will wake you up. We do it all the time.”

      Not wanting to live up to my reputation as an outsider any more than I already had, I jumped in with only the briefest of thoughts of the recording device in my bra.

      (If they hadn’t given me a waterproof mic to record an ocean colony, that was on them.)

      The water was so cold my cannonball turned into the foetal position the moment I was swallowed up. Actually, that’s too nice a turn of phrase for how it felt to disappear into the chilly, bottomless waters of the Pacific. I was wrenched beneath its surface as if a great icy kraken had reached up from the depths of the ocean floor and curled a tentacle around my ankle.

      Some animal instinct long dormant in me awoke and had me kicking for the surface. I breached with a gulping, spluttering gasp, arms flailing for anything to hold onto. Saltwater had found its way into my eyes despite how tightly I’d squeezed them shut during my plunge, and I could see no more than a big blur of blue all around me. The salt had burnt through my nostrils all the way to the back of my throat too, and the pain of it on top of the shock and blindness must have made me look even more pathetic than I possibly could have imagined.

      So pathetic I must have looked that Kaimana threw me a life ring. Or, at least, that’s what I thought it to be as it splashed into the water beside me and I grabbed a hold of it like the lifeline it was. She reeled me in and hauled me back onto Prata Neptunia where I lay coughing and squirming like a fish on the deck of a trawler.

      When I finally managed to peel my sore eyes open, Kaimana stood over me with poorly supressed amusement dancing behind her blank expression. She helped me sit up, draping a thick towel over my shoulders that I clutched onto like a child would their favourite blankie.

      “Here.” She handed me a bottle of water. “Wash the salt from your mouth.”

      I swilled my mouth out with half the bottle, spitting it out into the ocean with an apology to any passing fish, then drained the rest in three big pulls.

      “Well,” I coughed. “I’m definitely awake.”

      “That’s the spirit.” She clapped me on the shoulder and pulled me to my feet. “You’ll warm with the work in no time. It’s a hot one today too. You’ll be missing the chill come noon.”

      “I highly doubt that,” I said. Or, I would have had my teeth not been chattering almost out of my skull.

      My first job aboard the IOC was to help with the harvest.

      The Neptunia gardens were a thing to behold. Around 300 square feet of fertilised soil overflowing with various fruits and vegetables. The world’s biggest raised planter. (Don’t factcheck me on that.) Potatoes, tomatoes, green beans, peas, chillies, bell peppers, onions, corn, courgettes, cauliflower. Strawberries, raspberries, blackcurrants, and even a few orange trees. A floating allotment. An orchard on the ocean.

      The unseasonably warm spring we’d had this year meant most of the fruit and veg were ripe for the picking, so Dr Akau handed me a basket and took me over to the other harvesters gathered at the edge of the gardens. Our preliminary introductions, however, were interrupted by a familiar face.

      Short mop of curly brown hair, those big brown eyes and that doleful expression that proclaimed ‘butter wouldn’t melt in my mouth’ even as they were being arrested for ecoterrorism.

      Blue Campbell.

      The last I’d seen of them had been in my brief stint with the Root Defenders when we’d torched a logging facility before it started on the last few remaining trees of the Amazon—I wondered briefly if the person Farlane had questioned had given Blue’s name to the C.I.A. too. Most of the Root Defenders had eyed me with a superior indifference, assuming I was there only to observe and write, but Blue could see the truth of my presence; I was there to help. They invited me into the fold, and we became fast friends.

      Blue was my go-to contact for years until one day they vanished off the face of the earth. I’d assumed they must have been arrested on a more serious charge than usual, undergoing incarceration rather than being subject to bail, but I hadn’t been able to find any new blemishes on their records no matter how much I searched. Now, their disappearance made sense. Of course they’d fled to Prata Neptunia.

      “Babbling Brooke!” Blue crowed, throwing their arms around me with such force my unseaworthy legs didn’t stand a chance.

      We went toppling to the floor and bounced off the plastic with a groaning squeak.

      “Sorry.” I winced as Blue peeled themself off me. “I can barely support my own weight.”

      “Yeah, it takes a hot minute to get used to.” Their appeasing humility was undermined by the infuriatingly easy plank they were in over my prone and aching body.

      “Fuck off.” I pushed them off me and, ignoring their laugh, struggled to my feet. Blue had to catch me in a stumble, their own feet already planted in a stance I couldn’t quite make sense of, and I tried turning it into what I hoped look like a purposeful hug. “And fuck you for vanishing on me.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t really have a choice.” Something pained twisted their expression. “I wanted to tell you, but…” I wondered if my emails weren’t the only ones being read by the C.I.A.-C.U.N.T.S. “Guess my message in a bottle didn’t reach you.” A lopsided smile, and Blue was linking my arm and dragging me into the vegetable patch.

      We caught up whilst plucking tomatoes from vines and unearthing potatoes, but, much like dinner the previous night, I struck this from my records. Not at Blue’s request but out of courtesy to a dear friend.

      Kaimana afforded us the same privacy until our harvest was all but done.

      “Thank you for your help,” she said as I laid my last basket down in front of one of our runners who would cart the haul off to the kitchen in the communal hall.

      “No, thank you. My work is always ten times better when I’m able to fully immerse myself in what I’m writing about.” I unfolded myself from the stooped position I’d locked myself into during picking and stretched until at least four of my vertebrae cracked in gratitude. Kaimana grimaced. “And these gardens are one of the most beautiful I’ve ever seen. I mean, I saw pictures during your first few years here, but they were never this… impressive.”

      It seemed too simple a word to capture the sheer grandeur of the gardens, but I was at a loss for anything more fitting.

      “If you think this is impressive,” Kaimana said with a grin, “wait ’til you see our second garden.”

      She was walking away before I could even think to question her. I knew better than to lag behind—how long would it take me to catch up when I could only walk the way a toddler could?—so I staggered after her like a drunk trying to get to the pub before lock-in. She led me to another dock-like structure, ribs of inflated plastic stretching out across the ocean.

      At first, I thought she was going to ask me to jump into the water again and, with the sweat I’d worked up under the unrelenting sun, I wasn’t all that opposed to a second dip—especially now that I knew what to expect. However, a flash of something in the water caught my eye. I couldn’t make it out for a long moment, the light reflected off the waves near-blinding, but the combination of a squint and a well-timed cloud revealed an entirely different colony just beneath the surface of the water.

      Phytoplankton. A whole farm of it. And now I knew what to look for, I could see it stretching almost as far as the horizon. At least three hectares of phytoplankton growing around the IOC. The implications of this garden were even more impressive than the vegetable garden’s appearance, hell, existence.

      Phytoplankton produce over half the world’s oxygen, an estimated fifty to eighty-five per cent, and absorb about forty percent of the world’s carbon dioxide. They are our greatest allies in the fight against pollution. Not to mention their role as bottom of the food chain. Phytoplankton are the main source of nutrition for the tiniest minnow all the way to the largest humpback whale.

      “Oh, my God.”

      “The world may have turned their backs on us,” Dr Akau said, “but we have not turned our back on them.” She levelled me with a single look, the fate of an entire planet in the depths of her brown eyes. “We do this for humanity secondarily; I want to make that clear. A lot of humans don’t deserve what we’re doing here, but we do not believe in punishing the many for the few. But, first and foremost, we do this for Papatūānuku, Mother Earth, or whatever you may call her.”

      A couple of scientists I recognised from the IOC’s personnel page on the website, Doctors Dosela and Hoarau, were unfurling a giant sheet of the black material lining every personal pod. They walked it over the plankton, each on an opposite rib of plastic. Kaimana explained that this was to protect it from the intense solar radiation forecasted for that day, left uncovered the plankton could fall victim to photodegradation which they liked to avoid at all costs the way one might protect their plants from slugs.

      To you, a field of green sludge in the ocean might sound unremarkable. Disgusting. Maybe even counterproductive. You could be forgiven for thinking so, but this was a feat of biological engineering the likes of which had never been seen before. The densest forest of phytoplankton anywhere in the world. An all-natural air purification factory. A veritable banquet for marine life to feast on.

      So awestruck by it I was that Kaimana took me back to my pod under the guise of giving me the rest of the day to start writing.

      I’ll admit I got precious little done that evening. Mainly I searched through my downloads folder for the PDF version of Dr Akau’s paper on how phytoplankton would save the world. This was the first thing I’d read at university that had changed my brain’s chemistry. Such was its impact on me that I ran to a tattoo parlour the very next day and got a phytoplankton cell inked onto the inside of my right wrist. And the closing line of her conclusion was permanently etched into my brain:

      
         If something so microscopic can do so much good simply by working as one, imagine what humanity could do together.
      

      

      DAY TWO

      To my surprise, it was not Dr Akau who came to wake me that morning but Dr Askwith—who insisted upon me calling him David, much to my delight. Backlit by the sun and wearing his mischievous grin, he appeared to me as if a silhouette of foreboding.

      “I heard Kaimana gave you the Neptunian baptism yesterday.”

      “It wasn’t my finest moment.” I shuddered at the thought of both my scientific heroes witnessing such a pathetic version of myself.

      “All the more reason to be sorry I missed it. We are most ourselves when we surface from the water. Be it pool, lake, sea or ocean.” David had not yet given me the greenlight to turn on my tape recorder, but this was a sentiment I would not forget any time soon.

      We headed to the docks once I was dressed for the day and, there, we were met by Marlin Fisk. A middle-aged man with dark skin, kind eyes and a stooped posture that suggested he’d spent most of his life bent double over the railing of a boat.

      David introduced us, and Marlin shook my hand with a smile before drifting over to the stern of the boat. I figured either my harvesting skills were of a height they deemed invaluable—doubtful—or my awe at the plankton fields had left Kaimana with the notion that I was here for the right reasons. Why else would they be taking me on an excursion on only my second full day on Prata Neptunia?

      (Maybe, just maybe, they were shipping me off back to land already, unwilling to wait the few days it would take to arrange external transport.)

      (It’s not like I didn’t deserve it.)

      Marlin took us out about a mile or so from the colony before dropping anchor. For a long moment, we simply rocked on the waves, the gentle lap of the water against the hull of the boat the only sound. Then Marlin unearthed a cast net from under a sheet of tarp.

      “We’re fishing?” I balked, wishing I could suck the words right back in.

      Marlin raised an eyebrow at David.

      David just sighed.

      “Get your tape recorder out.” I did so silently. “To save the ocean we do not need to be anti-fishing but anti-industry. It is not the act of fishing that destroys entire underwater eco-systems. Fish have sustained communities all over the world for centuries without problem. It was only the industrialisation of the process that caused havoc. The ever-increasing consumerism of a capitalist society that demands more fish at a faster pace and a better price. Conscious fishermen with nets cause no more damage than a child accidentally standing on an anthill.”

      “I’m a fifth-generation fisherman,” Marlin said, slinging the net over his shoulder. “My family have relied on fishing to feed their families for over a century. We fish what we can eat and a little more to sell. Specific species decided by the tides. Any others we put back. We do that here.”

      Without another word, he spun and tossed the net in an effortless arc over the ocean. It landed with a neat little splash and vanished into the water.

      “Is this the main way your family would fish?” I asked in the stillness that followed.

      “No, no. We use traps, spears, hook-and-line. It is always better to use things that allow for specificity.”

      “Quality over quantity,” David agreed.

      “Exactly. But traps and spears are not so good in such deep waters, so we use the net.” He turned to look at me over his shoulder. “Help me pull it up.”

      I sprung up from beside David and grabbed a hold of the lead line, as I would later discover it to be called. Together, we dragged the net up and over the side of the boat, dropping it to the deck. It was not the haul I expected. A handful of fish wiggled around in the net, most of which Marlin and David made me put back into the water.

      “What’s the biggest fish you’ve ever caught out here?” I asked.

      “Black Marlin.”

      “Is that what you were named for?”

      “No. Named after an old film. Finding Nemo. My mother wanted me to be a good father.”

      “Do you have any kids?”

      “No. My husband died a few years after we were married. We never got around to it.”

      As a journalist it is imperative you steel yourself against questions with uncomfortable answers, but this is something I have never been able to do. Not because of the discomfort but because of a deep well of empathy that has pained me since I was a child. The loss of Marlin’s husband burrowed deep into my chest despite never knowing him, despite only knowing Marlin for the hour we’d been aboard this little dinghy. It was clear that his grief was what had driven Marlin to Prata Neptunia even if I was unaware of the exact circumstances that led him here. Too chastened by his last answer, I couldn’t bring myself to ask.

      Instead, I let Marlin teach me how to throw a cast net. Or, well, he tried. But whatever embarrassment I felt over my incompetence with the intricacies of when to let go of the line was quelled by the booming laughter Marlin let out every time I almost spun myself over the side of the boat.

      We returned to Neptunia with the high noon sun beating down on the backs of our necks, all of us salted like an over seasoned cod from the chippy by sweat and seawater alike. I was to help Marlin unload our catch, and he was to teach me how to prep the fish. I felt fairly confident that this was something I could do without humiliating myself as my food preparation and nutrition teacher in high school had refused to let us cop out of our fish filleting tutorial by buying one with its guts already removed. So, whatever face I’d lost with the cast net, I’d hopefully regain in the kitchen with Marlin.

      This was not to be, however. Arms laden with fish, waddling towards the communal hall, someone in a full wetsuit came sprinting past us. I only narrowly avoided taking them out because of David’s arm shooting out to stop me.

      “New patient?” he shouted after the figure.

      “Sally brought a friend in,” they replied.

      “Sorry, Marlin. Brooke will have to help you out later.” David took the bucket of fish from my arms and set it down on the ground—it still feels strange referring to inflated plastic as ground but I’m at a loss as to what else to call it. “She should see this.”

      “No worry.” Marlin shrugged, shifting his bucket to one arm and picking mine up as if it weighed no more than a football. “I’ll be faster alone.”

      We headed in the direction of the phytoplankton farm but overshot it by at least three personal pods. Here, another dock-like structure waited with two jetties that were about ten feet apart. Something was bobbing in the water between them, four people gathered around it; Dr Akau, Blue, one of the harvesters I hadn’t got the name of yesterday and the wetsuit. As she pulled her hair back into a ponytail, I recognised her and almost passed out from the shock.

      Alandra Pascoal.

      A marine veterinarian who I’d been following since way before the IOC had even been announced. A Brazilian woman who had once given a lecture on her experience of leatherback turtle hatchings at my local university that I’d begged—see: annoyed—my parents to take me to. I’d been the youngest one there by at least a decade. Too nervous to ask a question during the Q&A portion of the evening.

      Later, I’d come to realise this was probably because I was hopelessly infatuated with Dr Pascoal, but that would not dawn on me for another five years yet when I’d watch a documentary where she stripped down to her underwear mid interview to dive into the water and save a drowning kittiwake.

      Now, at least, she had a wetsuit on.

      “Bora! Bora!” she yelled at us, waving us over.

      I hurried over to Blue’s side, falling to my knees beside them, and my breath caught in my throat.

      A green turtle.

      The biggest I’d ever seen. Of course, I’d never actually seen one with my own eyes, but I was certain she must have been one of the biggest for next to her was a smaller turtle. Not by much, still bigger than I could believe, but just that little bit smaller. And all twisted up in a plastic net. Not the kind used for fishing, but the red bag your oranges came in from the supermarket. Her head had gone through the hole someone had torn in it, and her beak had gotten caught in the tight criss-cross of the mesh, but it was the metal pinch clip digging into her neck that was the issue. The water was slowly bleeding crimson before our very eyes, and the turtle kept falling below the water.

      Alandra eased herself into the water, shooing Sally away gently, and slid a sheet of rubber under the tangled turtle. She passed the straps to the four of us on the jetties, and we heaved her up with all of our might to provide a steady platform for Alandra to work on the turtle. She grabbed a scalpel from the buoyancy belt around her waist and got to work cutting through the plastic inch by delicate inch, freeing first the turtle’s mouth, then its neck. I’m not entirely sure what she did to the wound on the turtle’s neck, Alandra’s back blocked my view, and I was too tongue tied to ask after the fact. I can only assume she stitched it up or disinfected it or both—medicine has never been my strong suit.

      The whole thing took under ten minutes, but my arms were trembling with the exertion by the end of it. Turtles are heavier than they fucking look. I had to grit my teeth about two minutes into holding onto those straps with an iron grip. It didn’t help that a wet plastic jetty doesn’t provide much traction with which to anchor yourself. I was lucky I didn’t slip into the water, taking Blue and the turtle with me.

      Not sure my already fragile ego would have survived that in front of Dr Pascoal.

      Eventually, my aching arms were spared. Alandra gave us the signal, and we lowered the turtle back into the water slowly, slowly. It dove under the waves almost instantly and disappeared from view, but Sally stuck around. She bumped her big, leathery head into Alandra’s hip. And, absently, Alandra petted Sally’s shell.

      “Good job, anjo,” she cooed.

      Though I hadn’t quite grown out of my hopeless crush on Dr Pascoal, I had never once wavered in my crippling love for these gentle, armoured giants of the deep. Sea turtles had been my favourite animal since it occurred to me to have favourite things. I couldn’t tell you how many turtle plushies I’d collected over my lifetime. Many of them remained in my parents’ house. An army of green flippers at the ready. In my pod aboard the IOC was my oldest turtle plush. I could not be parted from it for a single night.

      Turtles occupied a good sixty per cent of my heart, being conservative, and suddenly for the first time in my life there was one right in front of me. A turtle that should have been solitary but had saved another turtle and was now asking for affection from a human saviour. I couldn’t believe it. I wasn’t to miss a second. Which is why I didn’t notice Blue’s eyes on me until they were opening their mouth.

      “Alandra, could Brooke say hello to Sally?” they asked.

      The world stopped spinning.

      “Of course,” Dr Pascoal said. She met my eyes for the first time, and I thank Poseidon that I was too taken aback by Sally to pass out under Alandra’s attention. “Get in the water. Be calm. She will come to you.”

      My voice had fled.

      Blue nudged me, and I turned to them, mouth agape. They gave me an encouraging nod, and I swallowed the lump in my throat before slipping into the water. So close to a turtle, so overflowing with awe, the cold of the ocean did not touch me in any way that mattered.

      I treaded water for a long moment, almost holding my breath in fear of being rejected by the love of my childhood. Alandra stopped petting Sally, and the turtle, fed up of being ignored, drifted over to me. This time, I did hold my breath. Sally pressed her beak into my arm and looked up at me with her big, sad eyes.

      To me, turtles were the elephants of the water. Not for the size, even despite all my earlier musings, but for the eyes. There is something so human to their eyes. Like they understand much more than they should. And feel more than we could ever imagine. Like they know that there’s only one place in the world where they can come to be freed of a plastic coffin.

      I set my hand on her shell, and my eyes prickled with tears. It was slick and unyielding under my palm, ridged and coated in a slimy algae. Though I had never been religious, nor of any inclination that any life on our planet had been created by someone with specific ideas in their mind, I could not help but think that this shell gave the impression that someone had designed it so carefully to protect these great beasts from the dangers we might impose on them with our apathy.

      Sally slapped her fin into my upturned palm, the hand I was using to help keep myself afloat, and I could no longer hold my tears at bay. I swiped my thumb over her leathery fin achingly gently. I put all the apology I could into the action.

      “Sally is a friend,” Alandra murmured. “She’s been visiting us since IOC launched. Had a fishing hook in her fin here.” She pointed to a small pockmark on the fin that Sally had placed in my hand. “She’s showing you because she trusts you. Must have a good heart.”

      It was in that moment I wondered for the first time if I’d be able to hand over my recordings to the CIA. Consequences be damned, Prata Neptunia had to exist. If only for Sally. And for Marlin who never got a chance to find his son. And for every other sad-eyed creature in need of a tender, loving touch.

      “The ocean is perfectly capable of healing itself just so long as we step up to save it,” Alandra said. “We take out the fishhook, the nets, the trawlers. They,” she gestured at the expanse of the ocean ahead of us, “take care of the rest.”

      The people of Prata Neptunia were considered terrorists on land. In the ocean, they were superheroes.

      When Sally had finally had her fill of human affection, David escorted me to the kitchen to reconvene with Marlin.

      “Have you watched any documentaries from the start of this century?” he asked over the squeak of plastic and rubber beneath our feet.

      “A lot of them. Most of them probably. Why?”

      “You may have noticed that many of them used the same excuse when criticised for doing nothing in the face of tragedy. ‘We must let nature take its course without human interference’.” He sighed. It was a world-weary sound. The kind of noise Atlas might have made. “That may have been a valid excuse to them way back when, but now. Now, it’s an argument even the sleaziest of lawyers couldn’t uphold in court. With so much human interference in the negative, to interfere in the positive only restores the balance of the world. Nothing we do here could ever be enough to heal the world completely, but as Alandra said, nature is perfectly able of doing that itself. We’re just giving them the tools to do so.”

      

      DAY THREE

      “Knock knock!” Blue pushed into my pod before I had chance to answer.

      “I’m not decent,” I deadpanned, fully dressed at my desk.

      “I’ll say.” Blue wrinkled their nose at me. “Here.” They tossed me a wetsuit. “That should fit you. Put it on and meet me at the docks. ASAP!”

      They left my room in a whirlwind of excited energy, and I smothered a smile even with the prospect of wrestling myself into a wetsuit looming over head.

      (It was not an elegant process.)

      Twenty-seven minutes later, Blue was bullying me onto a boat for my second excursion. This was not a dinghy, but an electric bowrider built for distance sailing.

      “Where are we going?” I yelled over the roar of the engine and the wind in my ears.

      Blue tossed me a pair of diving goggles when they saw me squinting against the sun and sea spray, but I slapped my sunglasses on instead.

      “Jarvis Island!”

      I didn’t know much of Jarvis Island only that it wasn’t an island anymore. With rising sea levels, it had been swallowed up completely by 2048. But before that it had been a National Wildlife Refuge after its evacuation during World War II.

      I was glad Blue and I had had the opportunity to catch up during the harvest because the motor of our boat left little room for conversation. But it did give me the opportunity to take in the wildlife. The scenery, as magnificent as it was, left little to be described.

      Dark blue waves rolling into bright blue sky. Glittering water and drifting clouds. The shadows of migratory birds against the sky and the flashes of fish beneath the water. I was hypnotised. Enchanted so thoroughly that the engine stopping startled me half out of my skin.

      When I tore my eyes away from the seabird circling overhead, Blue was fully decked out in wetsuit, diving flippers, goggles and snorkel. I’d seen them in full thermals in the arctic, cargo shorts and a middle-class-dad-on-holiday Hawaiian shirt and even a rhino onesie, but this was somehow the most ridiculous they’d ever looked. The only reason I didn’t laugh was because they were tossing me my own pair of flippers and a snorkel.

      “Hope you can hold your breath.” They winked at me before throwing themself over the side of the boat.

      I hurried into my flippers, slapped on my goggles and dove after them.

      With my Neptunian baptism already under my belt, I knew what to expect from the water this time. And it was much more temperate around Jarvis Island that it had been at the IOC, but still. Something about being unmoored in the middle of such vast waters made the shock of it feel much colder than it was. I burst back up with a gasp, and Blue met me with a proud grin.

      “Ever seen a coral reef up close?”

      Before I could think better of it, my lips parted. Immediately an entire ocean of saltwater flooded into my mouth and left me spluttering against the tang of it. My eyes were watering, and it wasn’t the sting of the salt at the back of my throat.

      “You know I haven’t,” I rasped.

      “Yeah, I might have pulled some strings.”

      They shrugged, a motion so bashful that it caught me off-guard. Blue Campbell was a lot of things, but coy was not one of them.

      Blue Campbell was the kind of person who made your dreams come true, who got you a meet and greet with your favourite animal, who took you to the one place on the planet you’d always wanted to go.

      (Blue Campbell was the kind of person that made you feel extremely guilty about the recording device digging into your boob.)

      I didn’t care which coral reef I saw just so long as I saw one, but even though it’d been on my bucket list for almost two decades, I’d never gotten around to it. I just kind of assumed it’d happen one day. At some point. But Blue Campbell was not one for waiting around. Case in point:

      “Race you to the reef!”

      They vanished under the water like a dolphin, and, though I knew my swimming prowess was rather inferior to Blue’s, my competitive spirit possessed me to try to keep up. I was winded about fifty feet into the dash, reduced from my admittedly shabby front crawl to a rather pathetic breaststroke slash doggy paddle. Blue was trying and failing not to laugh when I finally coasted to a stop next them.

      “No wonder you’ve never seen a reef before.”

      “Fuck off.” I pushed them, flailing slightly when I almost went under the water with them.

      “Alright, fine then.” Blue raised their eyebrows at me. “You can swim back to Neptunia.”

      “No, no, no!” I grabbed onto their arm. “Just show me the reef. Please.” They schooled their features into a mask of dignified indifference. I sighed. “Pretty please with a cherry on top?”

      “Aaand?”

      “And sprinkles and raspberry syrup and a goddamn flake.”

      “Now that’s what I like to hear.” Blue shoved the snorkel into their mouth, mumbled “man, I miss ice cream” around the mouthpiece and ducked down.

      I followed suit, losing all my breath even with the snorkel.

      A kaleidoscopic city. A marine metropolis. An alien world. I am aware that coral reefs are not a foreign prospect to most. That many used to make pilgrimages to them during the holiday season, but this was before. Before global warming boiled them all to death. Now, all we have is pictures and a few remote reefs that are only maintained by the strict refusal of visitors. And these pictures are marvellous, but I cannot express to you the beauty of the reef right before your eyes. Close enough to touch and overflowing with life.

      Reds, blues, yellows. Pinks, oranges, greens. Purple and teal and magenta. Biofluorescent creatures glowing neon in the sunlight as if some giant, omniscient hand came down to highlight their favourite things. Tubes and trees, sponges and stars, discs and diploria. Brains dropped into the ocean and antlers growing from the sand. Everything looked so alien and yet so familiar. Everything could be likened to something. Even if its likeness happened to be the cross-section of a villus cell in the small intestine—or maybe my brain just works weird. And that. All of that. Only the coral.

      Clownfish, parrotfish, unicornfish. Yellowtail coris, spotted boxfish, bicolour angelfish. Triton’s trumpet, squat shrimp, ribbon eel. Seahorses and lobsters and clams. Highways teeming with creatures of all shapes and sizes. Bountiful feasts crowded with hungry customers. Natural car washes or deluxe spas run by cleaner wrasses. This was Underwater Uptown bustling with life. Maybe we need to rename the concrete jungle to the concrete reef. No jungle, to me anyway, ever looked quite so human as this.

      I couldn’t tell you how long we spent down there, but it wasn’t long enough. Given the opportunity, I’d have grown gills and made a home on an acropora hyacinthus. (Table coral: the perfect bachelorette pad.) However, my unfortunately mammalian body betrayed me. I had to come up for air, and I needed a break from the constant treading of water. My chest was tight, my arms were lead, my legs jelly. Blue took pity on me and made the swim back to the boat, bringing it in a little closer for me without disturbing the reef. They hauled me out of the water and left me to dry out in the sun starfished across the deck.

      It was a good fifteen minutes before I found it in myself to sit up. A further four before I realised we were not going back the way we came. And another two to realise Blue was uncharacteristically quiet.

      Was I being taken back to land?

      I wish I could say this was an outlandish thought, but as I thought it an island jutted up out of the horizon, and Blue killed the engines. Their shoulders slumped over the wheel.

      “I’m sorry for this next bit. I didn’t want to do it like this, but I was outvoted.”

      My heart seized in my chest.

      What had I done of such offense to be dropped off on a random island in a wetsuit and without my belongings? Had the combination of the water and the skintight wetsuit revealed the mic? Was Blue just that good at reading me?

      They dropped anchor and sat on the edge of the boat, staring down at me on the deck.

      “I wanted to show you the Jarvis reef last, but they wanted your article to have a certain urgency to it. So, here we are. This is Kiribati.” They gestured at the lump of land in front of us. “Or what’s left of it.”

      For what had once been one of the smallest countries in the world, this was taking the cake. It looked more sandbank than island. A little like the stereotypical desert island a child would draw with the one palm tree.

      “The sea levels rose, the people fled, but the reefs…” Blue clicked their tongue. “They didn’t get the evacuation memo.”

      They fell backwards into the water almost reluctantly. I hesitated. Though I had a pretty good idea of what I’d see down there, I knew for certain I was not prepared to see it with my own eyes. Especially not so soon after seeing what a reef should be. But nature, much like art, is there to make us uncomfortable sometimes. To hold up a mirror to humanity and show us the ugly truth of ourselves. So, I slipped into the water.

      If the Jarvis reef had been a bustling city, the Kiribati reef was a ghost town. Every colour of the rainbow had crusted over into a deathly white. Like a sheet had been draped over them for Halloween. Or like bones arranged in perfect precision for a museum exhibition.

      A mass graveyard.

      When we swam deeper, life had returned, but not the right kind. Algae grew everywhere. Only the smallest spots of white peeking out from behind muddy green. It looked like a shipwreck. All recognisable features lost to time and decay. Even the fish floating through there had been drained of life and colour.

      It might be easy to think that the algae would be a source of food to the marine life, but unless they could eat it faster than it could grow, the coral would be smothered and die.

      I burst above the surface and made for the boat without another word.

      

      DAY THREE

      What could I say that could encapsulate the way I was feeling? What could I say that would possibly do the reef any justice? What could I say to make it all better?

      Nothing.

      As an environmental journalist, my influence is only so much. I may feel deeply, write strongly, act ethically. But I am just one person of many. A cog in the industrial machine. A faulty one perhaps. But a cog nonetheless. I can no more remove myself from the machine—as much as I may want to—than a fish can remove itself from water. We are trapped in our doomed habitats. Heading full speed ahead for disaster.

      The only difference?

      My kind is the author of their own destruction.

      That fish has nothing to do with theirs.

      The fish adapts and overcomes. This is all it has ever known. An increasingly unfamiliar and hostile world that it must find its way in. We humans must find a way to adapt and overcome. And though the human race is all about advancement and evolution, we have never been about overcoming. We are creatures of the status quo. Comfortable in our discomfort just so long as it’s familiar. The thought of changing things is unthinkable. An oxymoron.

      Everyone wonders what if? No one stops to wonder what if we actually did?
      

      You only have to look at science-fiction to see this trend. Novel after novel of scientific advancement all with specific purposes that correspond to a certain societal issue. Orwell’s 1984 and censorship, control, authoritarianism. Atwood’s The Handmaids Tale and reproductive rights. And forgive me the more juvenile example, Disney-Pixar’s Wall-E and waste management, consumerism, reliance on artificial intelligence. When we pursue new avenues of technology inspired by sci-fi, we forget the messages behind them. Science is worthless without real intent.

      As the ever-wise Ian Malcolm said in Jurassic Park: your scientists were so preoccupied with wondering whether or not they could, they didn’t stop to think if they should. This lack of consequential consideration has ravaged our planet. Stopping to think if we should is no longer an option. We must simply stop.

      Our oceans not only need the break but deserve it. We might think that these nationless waters and their inhabitants are freer than most of us on land. This is not true. Our colonisation of the seas is one of our most brutal and yet one of our least protested. Just because marine life cannot speak for itself does not mean they do not object to what is being done to them. We must be their mouthpieces.

      This is not to say we should stop speaking out for the humans institutionally silenced in our world. And it may seem daunting to add yet another fight to our plate. But, simply put, if we do not fight for the water, there will be no human life left to fight for.

      How long before our countries start to look like reef ghost towns? Cooked by solar radiation and greenhouses gases.

      How many more countries must be swallowed up by rising sea levels? Like Kiribati and Samoa and Fiji.

      How can we possibly stop such industrial giants? How can we possibly undo all the damage we have wrought?

      The crew of the IOC would soon give me the answer to the first question. As for the latter, well, that would greet me with eight tentacles.

      After our trip to the reefs, I was desolate and inconsolable. I locked myself away in my pod and wrote for hours, right through the night and well into the next afternoon. Although, as any writers reading this may know, such a length of writing didn’t reap so many words. At the end of it, I had these two pages and a little more beside that I would later edit out.

      In between paragraphs, I would stop to grieve the reefs of Kiribati or drown in my guilt or wait for Ariel and co. to rip me from my room and ship me back to land as my visit drew to a close. Maybe they were giving me privacy to mourn. Maybe I’d earnt their trust. Maybe there were more important things to worry about than a melancholic journalist.

      Just after noon, I forced myself out of the comforting darkness of my pod and into the light. The sky had clouded over, looking grey and angry above me, and I couldn’t help thinking that it knew what I knew. After all, it watched the desolation of the water from above every day. It got a bird’s eye view of the chaos we dealt. And those clouds were formed of the very water being so methodically devastated.

      It was Dr Akau and Blue who found me glaring glumly up at the sky.

      “It’s a difficult thing to experience,” Kaimana said, forgoing trivial greetings for which I was grateful. “To know what we are doing to the world and to see it are two very different things. To see the wreckage in photos and to see it with your own eyes, it is incomparable. To swim in the waters with the little life that remains…”

      “It’s enough to radicalise someone,” I finished for her.

      It was the only end to that sentence I could think of. Damn whatever conclusions Agent Farlane drew from it.

      Blue and Kaimana shared a look that I was not to be let in on.

      Dr Akau led me away from Blue, towards one of the outermost laboratories of the IOC.

      “When we were branded as a terrorist organisation, I think lots of people assumed we’d given up our research to dedicate ourselves to terror—whatever that may look like. I wouldn’t blame them for thinking that. I mean, what else were they told? The information fed to you out there on land was minimal by design to prevent anyone from forming a real opinion on what we were doing.” As we ducked into the lab, Dr Akau lowered her voice. “Our research never stopped. We just stopped giving it to the world. Not for some ego trip but to protect what we were finding, which is why I ask you not to publish any specifics we show to you in here.”

      “You have my word,” I whispered back.

      “Then, I will show you our greatest asset.”

      In the middle of the laboratory was a gap in the floor about three square feet that looked down into the bottomless ocean. The water was almost entirely pitch black and seemed to have its own gravitational pull. Dr Akau knelt beside it and gestured for me to join her on the opposite side. We were there for a while. Long enough that my knees started to ache with being folded under the rest of my body for so long. But I would have waited forever when the first shadowy tentacle unfurled from the deep.

      “This is Liten Kraken, our lead researcher at the IOC.” Dr Akau held out her hand, and the tentacle curled itself around her pinkie. She smiled the way a mother smiles at her baby. “We wouldn’t know half as much as we do if it weren’t for him.”

      Tentacle by tentacle, he revealed himself to us. A jet-black octopus with glittering silver spots all over his body that made him look like the night sky.

      “Aloha, Liten,” Kaimana murmured. “What have you brought for me today?” With his final two tentacles, Liten placed an amphipod and a rock on the lab floor. “Every specimen we have from the Hadal zone comes from Liten.”

      It was then that I noticed how he looked a little like he was melting. Similar to the blobfish, without the immense pressure of the hadopelagic region, Liten lost a lot of his structural integrity.

      “Mahalo, sweetheart,” she said, picking the gifts up with her free hand. “Would you grab me a tray?”

      I shuffled over to one of the lab tables and retrieved a metal tray into which she placed the specimens. She then plucked a small fish I recognised from my trip with Marlin and David from a nearby bucket. A brightly coloured little thing I hadn’t thought safe for human consumption, but David had told me not to release back into the sea. As Kaimana offered it to Liten, I began to understand why.

      “Epipelagic fish are like a delicacy to him. The same way we might go to Asia to sample authentic sushi, he comes up here to get blue and gold snappers.”

      Liten sucked the fish down into the water, but I could not make out him eating it in the darkness. And before long, his tentacles were withdrawing back down into the ocean.

      Kaimana whispered a goodbye and looked at me for the first time since Liten had appeared.

      “He can’t stay up here for very long, and almost everything in the Hadal zone is a scavenger of some sort, so he’s not used to catching his own food. Instead, he struck a deal with us. We’re still not even sure how he found us. Our hypothesis is that his territory was disturbed, possibly by pollution or a predator.”

      I could embellish here. Make up some witty remark or astute observation. But in the interest of journalistic integrity, I shan’t lie.

      I was fucking speechless.

      

      DAY FOUR

      Blue burst into my pod at 5:45 AM Hawaii-Aleutian Standard Time. I’d been deep in a dream about a Ratatouille situation where Liten hid inside my wetsuit and helped my diving, so waking in a plastic dome to a harried figure looming over me was a bit disorienting. Blue dropped an armful of clothes onto me.

      “Get to the docks in ten minutes.”

      They were gone before they’d finished speaking.

      I pulled on my clothes as quickly as I could with my still-uneasy legs. Blue had given me my waterproof cargo pants, my sweat-wicking tank and my black waterproof jacket. Whatever we were doing today required me to be protected and discreet. My stomach churned.

      At the dock, Blue waved me onto the bowrider they’d taken me to the reef in. It was filled with a handful of vaguely familiar Neptunians, all dressed in the same sleek black outfits I was. Anyone with hair had it either slicked back into a bun or tucked into a beanie. There was a grim determination to the air around that boat. The kind of resolve you can only find in people with recklessly good hearts.

      Blue took me to the back of the boat once we’d set off, eyes flickering between mine as if searching for my answer to a question I hadn’t even been asked.

      “Ready to find out why Prata Neptunia is classed as a terrorist state?”

      I blinked, still half-asleep. I guess terrorism is an early bird’s game. No wonder I’d only made it onto any government watchlists this past year.

      “Anything I should know?” I asked, more than a little alarmed.

      I’d hoped, however naively, that I’d be excluded from anything that could class as evidence of their terrorism. That they’d hide it from the outsider. Clearly, I’d done too good a job of ingratiating myself.

      “Follow my lead, stick close to me, you’ll be alright.” They shot me a salt-speckled grin. “Not like you’re a stranger to a bit of vandalism, right?”

      My hand fell to the recording device in my bra. Still there.

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      Blue took my hand and gave it a squeeze, mistaking my paranoia for anxiety. Don’t get me wrong, there was plenty of anxiety too, but it was the thought of Agent Farlane’s chiding eyes haunting me then, not whatever awaited us out there on the water.

      “I know, just… What are we actually doing?”

      “Got word of a bottom trawler close by.” Blue shook their head. “Have you seen what they do?”

      I had. I’d been fourteen when I’d first watched a documentary about the ocean that included the horrors of the bottom trawler fisheries. The image of those fish trying to outrun the weighted nets, the silt dredged up and habitats destroyed, the panic of the creatures caught against the wire. I’d cried so much I gave myself a headache.

      Imagine, if you will, going for a walk with a friend through a beautiful field of wildflowers. Catching up on what happened at work and who you saw at the shops. Stopping to smell the primroses. A relaxing day at the end of a busy week.

      Then, imagine a line of military tanks appearing over the horizon, plundering over the field towards you at a blistering place. Crushing every flower, snail, bunny under its path until finally they reach you and your friend. The tanks are moving at such a pace that you get caught against their fronts like bugs on the windshield of a car. You do not know what will happen to you when the tanks finally stop. You only know that it will not be good. Now, imagine that happening all across the globe multiple times a day. All the fields ruined. All the wildlife killed. All the people trapped.

      (It happens in some places. This thought exercises is not as hypothetical as it should be.)

      This is the trawling industry.

      Suddenly, Agent Farlane’s eyes vanished from my mind. He didn’t scare me half as much as these bottom-feeding bottom trawlers scared their prey. And, really, what was a bit of light terrorism on the high seas?

      When we came within range of the trawler, I saw real terrorism. No amount of documentaries can prepare you for how gargantuan those beasts are. Forget David and Goliath. In our little motorboat, we were the tooth of the t-rex, the flea on the elephant’s back, the krill in the whale’s mouth. Never had I been so glad for my sweat-wicking tank.

      Four hundred and fifty feet long, roughly a thirty-four-story building on the ocean. A thirty-four-story fish factory. One and a half football fields of fish stunning, killing, cleaning, filleting, freezing. A gargantuan hunk of rusted metal pumping out smoke into the sky and waste into the sea. The ocean’s version of those grey-brown nuclear plant chimneys: an environmental eyesore, polluting the view as well as the world. A giant mast to support the net, sticking out sideways at least fifty feet either side.

      What the fuck were seven people on a bowrider going to do to this?

      “Right.” Blue stood up and raised their voice to be heard over mini motor and sailing factory alike. “We go in, we cut the nets, we get back out. You know the drill. No messing around. Do it well and do it fast.” Their eyes found me. “And look out for Brooke.”

      There were murmurs of assent and shifty glances sent my way and then we were upon the trawler, bouncing violently on its wake. Seasickness was never anything I had to worry about, but it found me that day. I had to white knuckle the boat railing just to stop myself hurling into the water. The thick, cloying scent of smoke and fish guts wasn’t much help.

      As we pulled up alongside the boat, the noise of the net hoists whirring added itself to the cacophonous chorus. Looking up, the net crisscrossed against the bright blue sky like prison bars, I felt as if I was getting an insight into my future.

      “Shit, let’s go!” Blue shouted.

      I will be keeping all of the participants of this event anonymous apart from Blue and myself, so I will be referring to them by names of sharks because I think that’s cool.

      Hammerhead, a dark-skinned woman with cropped hair and onyx stretcher tunnel earrings, pulled out a length of cord with a grappling hook tied to the end. People stepped back to give her room to swing it around a few times before she hurled it up at the beam looming over us. With a neat little ting! the hook bounced off the metal and came hurtling back down towards us. It landed with a splash in the water just to our left.

      “Fuck,” Hammerhead hissed.

      “Hurry up, hurry up!” This was Thresher, a wiry girl with a platinum blonde pixie cut and big cartoonish eyes.

      “Do you want to do it?”

      Hammerhead reeled the hook back in and tried again. The second throw was much better than the first. A decent length of rope wrapping itself around the beam before the hook lodged itself in a groove on the metal. Hammerhead gave it three solid tugs before stepping aside for Shortfin and Mako.

      Shortfin was tiny, four foot two at the absolute max but her biceps were bigger than mine—not that there’s much competition there anyway. Mako was only slightly taller, couldn’t have been five feet, and had the kind of stocky build that came from hard work. Shortfin hauled herself up the rope first, a rope ladder strapped to her back, Mako following shortly after. They scampered up the ropes as if it was second nature and inch wormed their way across the beam. They were barely halfway across when the fishermen started shouting.

      Down by the roaring engines, we couldn’t make out any words, just raised voices. But Shortfin and Mako didn’t stop their tightrope walk. Nor did the nets stop their slow crawl off the deck and out to sea.

      Thresher scooped up a rucksack from under the boat’s bench and rifled around in it for a few moments before zipping it back up and slinging it over her shoulder. She buckled it around her chest and waist and tilted her head back to watch Shortfin and Mako begin their descent to deck. Mako stopped halfway, hunkering down in a little square of metal that kept him steady, and pulled out a gun, shouting something at the fishermen as Shortfin disappeared from view.

      My heart was in my throat. As if my very own internal Liten had plucked it from my chest and brought it up, up, up.

      A rope ladder flung itself over the side of the ship and billowed down to us like Rapunzel’s hair. Thresher was on it before it had stopped bouncing around, possibly before Shortfin had even finished tying the knots. Hammerhead was close on her heels, a backpack of their own on their shoulders.

      “I’ll keep her steady,” Cookiecutter said from the bowrider’s controls. He reminded me a little of Marlin. The same warmth and sadness in his eyes, but he was much younger and fair-skinned and rougher around the edges.

      “You ready?” Blue asked me. I must have hesitated for a second too long because they were glancing at Cookiecutter. “You can stay on the boat if you want.”

      “No.” I shook my head vehemently. Bad idea. My nausea returned with a vengeance, bile burning at the back of my tongue. “I’m coming.”

      “Okay.” Blue sighed, gave me one last searching look and leapt onto the ladder.

      I followed close behind, always leaving a rung between us so Blue’s feet didn’t catch me in the chin as we climbed.

      When I finally tumbled over the trawler’s railing, I couldn’t figure out what to look at first. Shortfin had joined Mako on the mast with a gun of her own, the two of them like our guardian eagles, beady eyes trained on the frozen fishermen, ready to swoop. Hammerhead and Thresher were working on the far cable with a motorised cable cutter. The nets had paused in their ascent, great industrial butterfly wings for the trawler.

      Blue dragged me over to the closest cable and pulled out our very own cable cutter. I held it steady whilst they got to work on sawing through the braided metal, millimetre by agonising millimetre.

      The ship lurched to the left as Hammerhead and Thresher’s wire gave way. The net collapsed back onto the deck with a groan, and Shortfin scampered across the beam to attach something to the winch.

      “Okay, Brooke, let go,” Blue gritted out.

      I dropped the wire like it had burnt me. A millisecond later and it might have as the cable snapped, hissing up into the air and through the winch. Our net fell over one or two of the fishermen who had been rushing to catch Shortfin and Mako when they’d pulled their guns. The sight of them writhing in the nets was immensely satisfying to me. A taste of their own medicine. I had to swallow a laugh. Thresher didn’t bother, cackling so hard she bent double at the waist.

      “Back down we go,” Blue sing-songed, needling me over to the rope ladder.

      I swung one leg over the railing, looked down at the frothing seas below me and was hit by a wave of vertigo so crippling that Blue had to grab my arm to keep me from falling into the wake and getting sucked under the water never to resurface.

      “Hey.” Blue grabbed my face. “Just take it one rung at a time, babbling Brooke.”

      I nodded, took a deep breath and got myself onto the ladder, descending rung by rung. Around halfway down those goddamn rungs had grown slick from the sea spray, and I gave up on them the third time my grip slipped. I used the rough rope of the frame for handholds instead and made it into the boat.

      “Welcome to the Prata Pirates,” Cookiecutter said, throwing a grin over his shoulder.

      I threw up.

      Blue dropped down to the deck just as I was wiping my mouth on the back of my hand and rinsing it off in the ocean. They shot me an apologetic look, wrinkling their nose.

      “Forgot about your heights thing.”

      I waved them off, finding comfort in looking up at where I’d come from, at what I’d overcome.

      Thresher was a quarter of the way down, Shortfin almost at the grappling hook line, and Mako at the top of the mast. Hammerhead was straddling the side of the boat when one of the fishermen hauled her off by her waist.

      Thresher was launching herself back up the ladder in an instant, Blue was cursing up a storm, I was rather uselessly gaping like a fish out of water. Mako simply turned around, slipping his gun back into his belt and taking out a red pistol. He shot a flare into the pile of nets, the polyethylene lighting up in a flash, and calmly resumed his climb.

      Hammerhead hurled herself down the ladder, and Thresher only started moving again when Hammerhead was out of grabbing range of any handsy fishermen.

      Shortfin slipped down the grappling hook line like it was the snake in this game of snakes and ladders, landing on the deck with a huff.

      “Not bad, newbie.” She landed a punch to the meat of my arm, and it took everything in me not to wince at the force of it. “Not that you did much really.”

      Thresher landed next and held the ladder steady for her partner. As soon as Hammerhead was on deck, Thresher pulled her into a vicious hug that Hammerhead sunk into.

      “I’m okay,” she breathed. “I’m alright.”

      Mako touched down a moment later. His feet hit the deck, and Cookiecutter hit a U-turn, heading back for Neptunia. Thresher shot Mako a nod of gratitude before bundling her partner in a blanket from under the boat’s bench. Hammerhead rolled her eyes but otherwise took the coddling graciously.

      Blue sat down beside me with a sigh.

      “You’ve got your thinking face on,” they said.

      In truth, I’m not really sure I was thinking anything before they said that. Adrenaline had wiped my mind clean. Barred the door to thoughts of any real consequence. But Blue’s words had the barricade tumbling down and all my thoughts arrived at once.

      How much life did we just save? How much life did we condemn? Prata Pirates. It must be easy to put a fire out at sea—surely. Sufficient evidence for my acquittal. Would that be sufficient? Only audio and the majority of the sabotage was silent. What will they do with it? Finally fulfilling my childhood dreams of piracy. The real kind, not the film and TV kind. Will my participation impact my deal with Farlane? I can plea rightful cause and preservation of life, right? Fuck, did I just almost die? No, you’re being dramatic. One slip and I would have drowned. For someone who loves the ocean so much, I’m far too scared of drowning. The height of the fall might have killed me before I hit the water. Captain Birdseye’s Lament.

      “Is this what you do every time?” I asked, trying to keep my voice blank. I’m not sure what emotion was shaping my words, only that it wobbled more than I’d like.

      “It’s normally a little less… destructive than that.” Blue rolled their bottom lip between their teeth, brow furrowing. “The flares are only for emergency-emergencies like if one of our own is in trouble. All things going well, we cut the nets and jam the equipment to prevent them from trawling. Nobody gets hurt. Not even the fish. It’s not the fishermen’s fault. It’s their bosses who never step foot off land to see what they’re doing to the sea. A little bit of property damage for an entire ecosystem. Ruin their profit margins. Make them think twice about killing so indiscriminately for a dollar and a dime.” Blue met my gaze, and I couldn’t tell if it was ocean or fire in their eyes. “Trawlers are oceanic weapons of mass destruction. We take those weapons, not their lives.”

      All those thoughts in my head and the loudest by far: three years studying marine life and conservation, four years of investigative journalism, five years of attending protests—peaceful or otherwise—and I’d done more for the ocean, for the planet, in ten minutes today.

      David and Kaimana were waiting for us upon our return. I assumed this was post-mission protocol. A debrief with the senior researchers. However, they took both me and Blue into a nearby pod. Blue made sense. Maybe I did too. Maybe they wanted an outsider’s perspective on it all. Or maybe it was a test, and they’d suspected my presence here all along. I wish the latter had have been irrational, but as they took Blue into the office and made me wait outside, it seemed the likeliest of all the explanations. And by the time Blue emerged, I’d managed to convince myself of my fate; an unmotorised dinghy set adrift in the Pacific.

      “Your turn,” Blue said, holding the door open for me. There was a twinkle in their pupils that I liked to think wouldn’t be there if I was being sentenced to a likely death.

      I ducked into the room with nerves fizzing behind my sternum. This must have been their office once upon a time. The two plastic desks that had been pushed together to create one, the shelves filled with books on marine biology and oceanography, the filing cabinets lining the walls, the papers strewn over every surface. A pile of waterproof laptops and high-tech comms teetered in the corner, long abandoned to avoid detection. The only digitality that remained in that room was an old ham radio and a live map screen on the wall that showed the placement of industrial fishing vessels on the seas.

      David was perched on the desk, and he offered me a smile when he noticed me lingering in the doorway. Kaimana was sat on one of the inflatable cubes that constituted a chair on the IOC, and she gestured to the free one beside her. I took my seat, swallowing thickly.

      “I won’t embellish,” she began. Dr Akau had naturally friendly eyes, but the rest of her face was unreadable in the dim light of that pod-office. “Today was a test.” Panic seized me by the throat, the mic in my bra burning against the skin of my chest. “We wanted to see how you’d react to the darker side of what we do here.”

      “And?” I croaked. My gaze bounced between them, trying to find something, anything. But David was just as impenetrable as Kaimana.

      “And…” He cocked his head to the side, shrugged, smiled. “You passed. Not with flying colours. The vomiting definitely knocks you down a grade or two. But you passed.”

      The breath I let out made me feel like little Liten up top, deflating without the pressure of the Hadal zone pressing down on him.

      “What, um, what was the test for? Can I ask?”

      “Your few days with us have shown promise.” Kaimana smiled. “Your spirit, your values, your willingness to contribute and get stuck in. Most certainly, your obvious love for the animals you have met.”

      “We think you’d be a good fit,” David finished.

      “A good fit for…?”

      “For Prata Neptunia.”

      I blinked.

      “You… you want me to stay?”

      “We’re offering you the opportunity to stay if you so wish,” Dr Akau clarified. “You’d still get to publish your piece. Even continue to document your stay with us here, but your life as you know it would be over.”

      “And unfortunately, for the security of Neptunia, you wouldn’t be able to say goodbye to anyone on land.” The twist of David’s mouth was sincerely apologetic. “We’d take you to a remote location with a Wi-Fi connection where you would publish the piece and leave your laptop—”

      “You’d be able to bring your hard drive though. We’re not monsters,” Kaimana added.

      I huffed a half-hysterical laugh. Guilt flooded through me. They were allowing me special privileges whilst my boobs hid my betrayal.

      “But your article would be the only communication you’d have with the people you care about.” David sighed. “It’s a big decision not to be made lightly, so we’re not asking for an answer now. You’ll have until tomorrow evening to make your choice and let us know.”

      “We’d love to give you more time, but the longer your laptop stays here, the more danger it poses to our operation. I hope you understand.”

      “I-I do.” I floundered for any better words. For something more profound than a stammered I do. “I—this is—I can’t believe—thank you for—” I cut myself off with a sigh. “I’ll think about it.”

      “That’s all we ask.”

      

      DAY FIVE

      Safe to say, I did not get much sleep that night.

      After a particularly raucous dinner in which Hammerhead delighted in reenacting her near-miss for us all, I retired to my pod early to write up our swashbuckling jaunt. With the help of the audio I extracted from my government-issued tape recorder, it barely took me two hours to get the whole thing down. Then I was free to think about Doctors Askwith and Akau’s offer.

      Being of sound mind and a fully-fledged adult, naturally I made a pros and cons list that I will insert below.

      PROS: really fucking cool, surrounded by my heroes, TURTLES!!!, octopi helpers, saving the ocean, avoiding prosecution.

      CONS: never seeing family/friends again, my shitty sea legs, DANGEROUS!!!, become legally classified as a terrorist—yikes.

      It is not very comprehensive, nor very eloquent, nor all that mature, but a decision like this is based on emotion just as much as it is logic. So, trust the process.

      After that, I decided I needed to sleep on it, although maybe this was more the adrenaline crash than me. But the land of dreams seemed as far from me as dry land. Instead, my brain ran wild with fantasies of becoming Dr Akau’s best friend, and Dr Pascoal’s protégé. Of becoming a pirate queen of the Pacific at Blue’s side. Of saving the world.

      I’d reverted so far back into my childhood that I was dreaming of being Aquaman again.

      And then of course, to bring myself back down to earth—or ocean—I thought of Agent Farlane. Of the deal we’d made. Of what might be waiting for me back home. The chances he backed on our deal were not zero. I was a pawn in a government game. I had no idea what would happen when I handed over the recording device. For all I knew, he’d slap a handcuff on me the moment he took it from me. And even if he didn’t arrest me then and there, even if I got away with aiding and abetting a terrorist act, what would happen when I published such an overwhelmingly positive article about the IOC?

      Surely, that would not go unpunished.

      But my answer did not find me until midafternoon the next day.

      After an uneasy sleep and a slow morning, Blue came to take me on a walk around the parts of Prata Neptunia I hadn’t seen. They took me first to their room which was not dissimilar to my own, only differentiated really by the clothes all over the floor and their watercolours on the walls.

      Blue was a brilliant artist. I’d known this since I’d seen them sketching fellow protesters at an anti-fracking rally. They’d drawn me in five minutes on a coffee cup with a biro that was running out of ink, and it remains to this day my favourite picture of myself to exist anywhere on the planet. In fact, it is the picture attached to my bio on this very website.

      But during their sketch, they had told me their true talent lay with watercolours. I’d seen one or two of their paintings over the years, and they’d been gorgeous. A lighthouse here and a stone ruin there. Impressive, of course. Beautiful for certain. But the watercolours wallpapering her pod were something else entirely. There were a few animals. Sally featured in a handful of paintings. There were some of the reefs we’d visited, both alive and dead. But most of them were simply the sea and sky as seen from Neptunia. The same view in at least a hundred different pictures, but each so vibrantly their own that they could have been compiled in a flipbook that captured the true nature of the ocean.

      I tried to express my awe to them in that moment, but as you may have noticed, I am not the best at verbalising my emotions. My form is the written word, so I hope these paragraphs waxing poetic about your artistic abilities suffice, Blue!

      It was Cookiecutter who came to fetch us, shepherding us over to the starboard side of the colony where at least half of the crew had gathered. Blue elbowed their way to the front, dragging me behind them, and we settled in to watch the horizon. Truth be told, I had no idea what I was supposed to be looking at in that moment. All I saw were the dark blue waters crawling over each other until a burst of spray climbed straight up into the air.

      I gasped, grabbing Blue’s hand to steady myself as a grey-blue island rose from the ocean. No, not an island. A blue whale. A beautiful blue whale cresting just twenty feet away from me. It had to be a sign.

      This was the first entry on my bucket list, written in the wobbly handwriting of an overenthusiastic five-year-old. I’d never managed to cross it off and not for lack of trying. I’d been on at least seven whale cruises, little day trip boats that built their craft around spotting whales, and they had always eluded me. Every whale-sighting company must have had me blacklisted from their booking systems as a jinx of some sorts. And now, here one was, rolling in the water and spraying and slapping its tail in greeting.

      “This is Martha,” Blue whispered.

      I didn’t need any more than that. Anyone who was following the IOC as closely as I had been knew about Martha. The blue whale calf that had come to the colony when it choked on a plastic bag. Dr Pascoal had fished it out of its mouth, and the whale had visited them every year since to say thank you.

      This was not a visit of gratitude, however. Not entirely anyway. For a second, smaller grey-blue island rose from the water. A calf playing with her mother. A mother playing with her calf. Martha would submerge herself and then reappear a few feet from where she’d been, and the calf would roll in sheer delight. A game of peekaboo.

      Fucking peekaboo!

      The image of it blurred in front of me as my eyes stung with tears.

      Mum, Dad, I want you to recall the way you felt when you held me for the first time. The joy, the awe, the fear, the responsibility. Everything else. I’ve never had kids of my own, nor do I wish to as you well know, but I imagine it must have been a similar feeling to what filled me at the sight of those whales. I tell you this in the hopes that it helps you understand why I made the choice that I made. Maybe one day you’ll be able to forgive me for it.

      I stayed at the edge of Neptunia long after the whales had departed. I stayed there so long even Blue left me there, realising I needed time to process what I’d seen. I stayed there until darkness fell, and then I made my way to the docks. The bowrider was tethered to the closest jetty, and I hopped into it, struggling out of my bra under my shirt.

      (At least there were no walls to bash my elbows into here.)

      It took a good few minutes to get it off, but the recording device was simple to fish out of the lining. Simpler to crush between the deck and the rubber soles of my aqua socks.

      How could I go back to my normal life after seeing what I’d seen? How could I go back to land knowing what I knew? How could I live with myself if I continued this fight from behind a keyboard rather than on the front lines?

      The ocean needs every soldier it can get. I am not the first to volunteer, nor will I be the last, but I am another crucial part of its saving.

      So are you.

   
      
         ‘The Weight of Winter’, Kaya Skovdatter
      

      There is a wound here, set deep.
                            
A tether strung between two bodies.
                            
Held taut by faces beneath frozen pools,
                            
veined in blue ice and
                            
hemmed by winter woods.
                            
Their black trunks a loose orrery
                            
of bare branches rising in anemic arc
                            
to claw at the sky;
                            
a starlit weave of portents and assays.

      Answers found in the form of the cold ghost
                            
in the cellar, body buried deep.
                            
In photo albums in the attic. Yellowing. Frayed.
                            
In family skeletons scrimshawed
                            
in wormwood ink and mantle-mounted.
                            
In the whistle of wind through cavernous barns.
                            
In the claw-click of owl talons on frozen wood;
                            
of white feathers hunkered on a hayloft ledge,
                            
a mouse caught in tattered halves,
                            
torn twixt beak and claw.
                            
In the whisper of a cat padding down creaking stairs.
                            
And in frigid floors tickling unshod feet.

      Answers in the absence of your hand
                            
on my breast. Of your cheek not nestling in after.
                            
The total absence of your heat;
                            
the air still with hoarfrost,
                            
window panes glistening silver-white.

      All the small, early morning hauntings
                            
of an empty house.
                            
Of being caught between here and not.
                            
Of fingers pressed against glass.
                            
Of the weight of being unsure
                            
which of us lies buried in the cellar,
                            
and who wanders still.
                            
Of your voice. Echoing in my head.
                            
Like an empty house. Breathing.

   
      
         ‘ship of living ghosts’, Davian Aw
      

      we breathe
                            
in small dark spaces cast upon the waves
                            
beneath an infinite sky;
                            
the compass spins. we lose ourselves
                            
in shadows taking forms we would
                            
have left behind forever
                            
in the worlds we cannot live in,
                            
that will not let us live.

      we saw
                            
our faces, once.
                            
we saw each other
                            
before the choking weight of lies
                            
before grieving sisters
                            
took each other’s
                            
deadnames to survive.

      we unmake ourselves
                            
remake the stories
                            
we tell to keep their tellers safe
                            
stories we tell
                            
to keep from screaming,
                            
stories we tell
                            
to carve out
                            
just—

      —a brevity of peace.
                            
a touch
                            
of euphoria

      even as we—
                            
fade
                            
behind our eyes,
                            
betraying flesh turning us
                            
strangers to each other,
                            
once more strangers
                            
to ourselves

      with only our names
                            
to call our own

      upon this ship of living ghosts.
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