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			Foreword

			Maggie Aderin-Pocock

			As a space scientist, I love my work! I travel the world, meet a lot of like-minded people and try to solve the world’s biggest problems. I have not always worked in space and astronomy; in the past I worked on missile-warning and landmine-detection systems but it has all been problem solving. It’s a real honour to be part of a community that is trying to work out solutions to such important issues and an honour to ask fundamental questions such as: “Are we alone in the universe?”; “What’s the probability of finding life out there?”; “If there is life out there, what form would it take?”.

			As a science communicator, I also get to share the new and wonderful things we discover with others. I have always been passionate about discovering what is out there and I love to convey my knowledge and excitement whenever I get an opportunity.

			Some areas of science are seen as male-dominated and, in some cases, this is true. Look at the number of women qualifying in subjects like maths, computing and engineering: although the numbers are getting better in some areas, it would be great if we could get there faster. Science is also too important just to be left to the men. It needs a diversity of viewpoints. It is driven by creativity and new ideas and if these ideas are coming from a small gene pool it truly limits the potential of what we can do and achieve. Different perspectives improve all we do and in science this means progressing faster and achieving a brighter future.

			 In my life, science fiction has played an important role. I suffer from dyslexia and so reading did not come naturally to me, but it introduced stories and ideas that were worth making the effort for and transported me to worlds of imagination. However, when I was growing up, much of the science fiction I encountered was written by men, from a very male perspective. It didn’t always tell the story I wanted it to hear. I wanted to be the intrepid explorer, I didn’t want to be a sidekick; but it was the men who were doing the exploring while the women were often supplementary.

			Science fiction, like no other genre, can create platforms to explore different notions and philosophies, enabling us to think about things differently. I also believe that science fiction can inspire science fact. As scientists we see or read about a fictional idea and then ask: “Why not? Why can’t we make this a reality?”

			Although women in science fiction are nothing new – think Margaret Atwood, Ursula K. Le Guin or James Tiptree Jr (who was a woman, Alice Sheldon, but chose to use a male pen name) – to list just three of my many favourites. I think that an anthology written by women has an important role to play today. Technology is moving fast and we need modern sci-fi to speak to a modern world and hopefully inspire more people – especially women – to consider careers as scientists in the future.

			My career in a white, male-dominated industry as a black female scientist has not been a bed of roses. I have met people who have assumed that I must be a member of support staff, either the cleaner or the secretary, and a few people have told me: “I’ll have three sugars in my coffee, dear”. But the way I see us changing these perceptions is to have more women going into these industries, so gender parity is reached. One of my goals in life is to be able to introduce myself one day and say: “Hi, my name is Dr Maggie Aderin-Pocock, I’m a space scientist” and not have people doing a double take, saying “You what?!” This is not only about encouraging young women into careers in sciences, it’s also about changing the perceptions of society and breaking down the stereotypes of what a scientist looks like for everyone. I strongly feel that science fiction can help us with this challenge.

		

		
			Why do we need this book? 

			Rachel Coldicutt
CEO, Doteveryone

			Reality these days can be hard to distinguish from science fiction.

			A handful of Silicon Valley companies have the power and agency of nation states. In China it is becoming possible for citizens’ jobs and education to be allocated by their ‘Social Credit Score’. Data profiling has affected election outcomes. And tech entrepreneurs have serious plans to build colonies on Mars. 

			So it’s no wonder much new technology feels eerily familiar: we’ve seen a lot of it before. 

			Science fiction has a long relationship to science fact. As long ago as the 1870s, Jules Verne imagined electric submarines, space travel and video conferencing. In telling stories about these fantastical inventions, the worlds they existed in, and the people who used them, he helped make them possible.

			The engineer Martin Cooper has cited both the Star Trek Communicator and detective Dick Tracey’s wrist radio as inspiring him to create the mobile phone. William Gibson’s Neuromancer pre-dated the World Wide Web by just four years, and set out the “consensual hallucination” we have shared ever since. And in 2018 Elon Musk is making a real-world version of Neural Lace, Iain M. Banks’ brain-machine interface from the Culture novels.

			Science fiction also influences how many of us use and understand technology. Our mental models of robots are based on the androids from Metropolis and Star Wars; the 1s and 0s of The Matrix are as good a reference as any other for what cyberspace might be; and Tom Cruise’s swooshy arm movements in Minority Report showed how we might navigate a touch-screen world. Our reality is changing incredibly quickly, and relatable stories help us to make better sense of it.

			One notable thing these very influential stories have in common is that they were all written by men.

			Technology is changing how many of us live, love, learn and earn. But ironically for an industry that prides itself on disruption, it is built on traditional power structures, and assumes men’s norms are cultural norms. Many products and services we use every day have sexist assumptions baked into them: the subservient voice interfaces that use women’s names and voices, and don’t ever need to be thanked; the social media platforms that treat harassment as a bug not an everyday fact of women’s lives; the algorithms that show men ads for higher-paying jobs; and the health-trackers that make it easy to compete but impossible to track periods or ovulation – all put men’s priorities before women’s. 

			This in part because of the gender imbalance in the industry. In the UK, women make up only 19% of the tech workforce and, according to the Equality of Opportunity project, it will take 118 years to get to gender parity in innovation. 

			And it has taken a long time for women technologists’ achievements to be recognised – let alone celebrated. Marie Hicks’ Programmed Inequality tells how gender discrimination after World War II led to the demise of the British computing industry; Dame Stephanie Shirley went by the name “Steve” while she set up her Freelance Computing business; and the “human computers” who helped to win the space race – among them Margaret Hamilton, Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan and Mary Jackson – worked in the background for many years before their stories were celebrated.

			Doteveryone champions responsible technology for the good of everyone in society – and to be responsible, the technology industry must represent the people it’s serving. Gender equality is a vital first step towards that.

			It’s not just a matter of getting more women into technology jobs. If women are to stay in those jobs, then the culture needs to change too. And rather than insisting on changing women, we can change how technology is imagined: the myths, stories and cliches that help to create technology can start to include and represent more of us. 

			There is, of course, much wonderful science fiction by women; Mary Shelley, after all, invented the genre.  But men don’t tend read books by women; in 2014, the Goodreads Survey found that men were only 20% of women authors’ readership, while male authors attracted men and women in equal numbers. So as well as creating this book, we’ll be sending it to influential men in technology: to some of the investors, entrepreneurs, engineers, analysts and journalists who are the gatekeepers of the industry as we know it. 

			This anthology shows different futures and different kinds of consequences. It reimagines space travel, fertility and productivity; shows alternative realities for dating and family life; and imagines what emancipation and equality could look like. One of these stories might change a mind or plant a seed. 

			After all, women have been inventing the future since it began. We’re not going to stop now. 




			Six Stories and One Poem
Tom Hunter, Director of the Arthur C. Clarke Award

			Our six short stories take place in a roughly chronological order, from day-after-tomorrow tech start-up culture through to far-future vistas where Earth itself is a distant memory; and some readers may wish to enjoy a sense that all of these imagined futures take place across a single timeline of probability. 

			Madeline Ashby’s The Cure for Jet Lag takes us inside a mirror-world version of modern angel-investor pitching, with all its attendant rumour, second-guessing and slipping realities. From there, Anne Charnock’s The Adoption is a powerful exploration of the ways technology will always be one step ahead of cultural acceptance; while Molly Flatt’s A Darker Wave tackles our obsession with ‘solving’ the cards nature has dealt us, and pushing the human condition to ever greater demands. 

			In There Are Wolves in These Woods, Cassandra Khaw provides us with a darkly humourous extrapolation of what happens when a classic fairy story finds itself wrapped up in the world of thoroughly modern dating apps, while Becky Chambers’ Chrysalis explores the sacrifices that lie beneath our urge to boldy go where no-one has gone before.  

			In the God-Fields by Liz Williams jumps us forwards in time to an intergalactic pilgrimage where spaceflight is commonplace, but the universe remains as mysterious and full of seeming miracles as it did to our ancient ancestors who first gazed at the stars. And finally, Androids Dream of Electric Freedom, by Walidah Imarisha is a re-imagining of one of science fiction’s most enduring classics and, with its themes of freedom, questioning and identity, forms a fitting coda to this collection.

			I hope you will enjoy these future visions as much as I have, and perhaps take inspiration towards inventing your own new story for us all to share. 




			A note on the text

			These stories use frank language to tell stories about love and sex, relationships and motherhood. Some of the content may not be suitable for younger readers.

		


		
			The Cure for Jet Lag 

			Madeline Ashby

			Nestled atop the arching spine of Hollywood like a half-dug tick, on Mulholland Drive exactly between Wilacre Park and the Santa Monica Mountains, sat a house that Kristen’s boss said belonged to the most anonymous man in America. 

			“And we’re pitching him, tonight,” Sumter added. 

			Ilyas Qureshi was the real reason they’d come to Los Angeles. They’d pitched everybody else worth talking to, and reconnected with old friends, but Qureshi was the whale. He came from diamond money. Then he’d leveraged the diamond trade into information trading by patenting a proprietary process of quantum etching each stone with terabytes of information per facet. There was talk of encoding entire Turing-capable AI brains onto their surfaces.

			“He might make robots actually happen,” Sumter said. “Like, real ones. Not the bullshit kind.” 

			Qureshi was fiftysomething, allegedly, although he looked younger thanks to veganism and retinoids. No one knew if he had a spouse or children, or if so, where they were. He wore iterations of the same white suit because he loved the short fiction of Ray Bradbury. A perfumery in Dubai developed a fragrance named after him that was available exclusively during the Ramadan shopping season. 

			And he’d never been online. 

			“Never?” Kristen asked.

			“Never,” Sumter repeated.

			Ilyas Qureshi had never possessed so much as an email address. Allegedly he had a phone number, but it went to a series of assistants, both human and otherwise. He had no online profiles. His family had followed a strict practise of eschewing social media, and in adulthood he did the same. Rumour had it that he didn’t do any banking or financial services online, and that his institutions needed employees nearing retirement to provide him with the level of personal customer service he demanded. They made house calls. From Switzerland.

			“So, how does anybody even know he exists?” Kristen asked, as their ride climbed the winding roads that led high up into the hills. 

			“Well, there are stories,” Sumter said. Her boss had made Mr Qureshi his obsession. The man had more than just angel money. He had more than rocket money. He had more than “cure AIDS” money. Ilyas Qureshi was wealth itself. It was as though some demigod of abundance and prosperity had touched down in the jasmine-scented hills overlooking Studio City and thought, I shall dwell in this land. 

			“But, I mean, how does he function? In the world?” 

			“He gets the internet read to him.”

			“Like a blind person.” 

			“Sort of. I don’t know. I don’t know how it works. But what it means is, he invests based on his impression of an idea, not everybody else’s. He doesn’t follow trends the same way other people do. He really takes the time to think about the idea, instead of the same five buzzwords that are in every pitch deck from here to the Biennale.” 

			Naturally, driving there was an ordeal. The post-quake road system was supposed to be better, but Kristen considered Los Angeles’ traffic on a par with Toronto’s. The ride was programmed for the new roads system, and performed admirably, but Sumter still couldn’t suppress little gasps and groans of frustration as it heroically made a left turn across three lanes of traffic, darting up into the laurels and weaving its way into the hills.  

			“Are you scared?” her boss asked.

			“Not really,” Kristen said. 

			“Me neither.” Sumter gulped, and adjusted his posture in his seat. “I just want you to know, I wouldn’t drive this way, if I had control of the car.”

			“Okay.” 

			“Especially with a woman in the car.” 

			Kristen had no idea what to make of that, so she said: “It’s probably best if you don’t talk about your own driving habits in the rental. The car is probably listening. Your insurance is probably skyrocketing as we speak.”

			“True.” He settled back in his seat. “So let’s go over the pitch, one more time. If you get Qureshi alone, what do you say?” 

			“I thank him for inviting us to his party, and introduce myself, and say that we’re working on new forms of sentiment analysis. Then I ask if he wants to know more. If he does, I ping your watch and you come find me.” 

			“Right. Good.” 

			“Now, what if you get him alone?” 

			“Same process, but I pretend to open up a little bit more about the issues we’ve had finding funding. Let himself think that he’s rescuing us. Give him the chance to be a hero.” 

			They had been having this conversation for almost a week. Sumter had learned everything he could about the man, much of which was little more than rumour. But it was important, he argued, to have some points of genuine connection with their mysterious host. It was a miracle that they’d even scored an invitation, and Sumter had no intention of squandering a miracle.

			“And don’t let anybody flirt with you for too long,” Sumter instructed. 

			Kristen turned around to face him. He kept his eyes on the road.

			“Seriously?” she asked. “Are you being serious, right now?” 

			“People flirt with you. It happens. I’ve seen it.” 

			“So what? We aren’t living in a Jane Austen novel. I don’t come to these events hunting for a husband. I’m here to work.” 

			“I’m just saying–”

			“And if you thought I was that kind of liability, why did you even bring me here?” 

			“I didn’t say you were a liability, I said that people flirt with you, at these things. I’ve seen it happen all week. And…” He shifted in his seat. “And I don’t want you to get distracted.” 

			“Oh, yeah, I’ll totally get distracted by some spray tan ranting about sexbots. That’s obviously how this night will end. Jesus, Sumter.”

			At last, the car pulled into the long drive that led to Qureshi’s house. At the gates, two very large men in very good suits gestured for their windows to go down. 

			“Walt sent me,” Sumter said. 

			They nodded. “Devices,” said the one facing Sumter. On Kristen’s side of the car, the other man held open a box that appeared lined with silver. A tiny Faraday cage, just big enough for a hamster.

			“All of them?” Kristen asked, just as Sumter said, “Hey, wait a minute.” 

			“All of them,” the guard answered. “Phone, watch, scroll, shell, rings…” He stared a little too long at the stretch of Kristen’s dress across her thighs. “Whatever.” 

			“We can’t bring anything?” Sumter asked. “Really?” 

			His voice had the high quality it took on when he wanted you to understand how stupid you were being. The guards weren’t going for it. Kristen shut off her devices, and dumped them in the box. 

			“What number am I?” she asked. 

			“2311,” the guard said. 

			“This is bullshit, you know,” Sumter groused. “I understand not carrying phones — that’s normal. But every single device? Literally everything? Some people need their watches and bands for their health, you know. What if I had diabetes? Or epilepsy?” 

			“Do you have diabetes?” the first guard asked.

			“Or epilepsy?” asked the other. 

			“Well, no, but, the principle of the thing—”

			“If you have a medical alert bracelet, you can show it to us.” 

			“Well, I don’t, but if I did, what—”

			“Please give us your devices, sir. All of them.”

			Sumter heaved a very put-upon sigh, and forked over the devices. He didn’t even ask about which box they’d been put in. “Great,” he muttered, nudging the car forward, “now I have to get all new stuff. They’re probably stripping our data as we speak.” 

			Kristen frowned. “You fly into America with your own kit? You don’t bring dummy devices?” 

			Sumter’s eyes popped. “Well. No. I mean. Not really. I’m just saying. Not everybody came here from Canada. Probably some of the people at this party brought their actual devices.” 

			Kristen shrugged. “Maybe.” 

			The car sidled up to a parking position. Its doors released with a soft hiss. They decamped from the vehicle, and Sumter ushered her up the winding flagstones to the house. 

			“I’ve heard this is a feng shui thing,” he said. “The winding path. It’s supposed to be like a river of money, or something. Fortune finding its way into the house.” 

			“That’s very LA,” Kristen said. She pointed at the house. “And so is that.” 

			The house was a teetering pile of glass boxes stacked with seeming precarity atop each other at strange angles. At first she thought she could see through them all, but as her gaze focused on individual panes of glass, the panes would fog over into glowing opacity. At first she thought it was an optical illusion, but no: she focused on one area of the nearest window and as she watched, it fogged. 

			“Wow.”

			“Wow what?” Sumter asked. 

			“Nothing,” Kristen said. “Just. You know. The house.” 

			The door opened for them, spilling light and sound out onto the quivering blue lawn. In the ribbon of indoor light Kristen saw that the lawn was not a lawn at all, but rather a printjob: the earth itself had been textured to look like blades of grass, but there was no grass there. 

			“Kiki, come on,” Sumter said, and she dashed in after him. 

			***

			Without their devices, finding Qureshi and pitching him would be difficult. If one or the other found him, they couldn’t coordinate with each other as to how to speak to him or what to say. They would each have to trust the other’s pitching skills, and hope that the Qureshi was in a listening mood if and when they ran into him.

			“And if we fuck up, Mason will absolutely kill me,” Sumter said. “It’s bad enough I brought the chief of staff and not the co-founder, but if we don’t bring home the bacon, I’ll never hear the end of it.” 

			Kristen reminded herself that Sumter was speaking more to his own anxiety about Mason than he was to an anxiety about her performance, or having brought her. He had spoiled her all week: a house on Magnolia with its own lemon grove, a pool, fresh green juice every morning, a massage as soon as they deplaned. He would not have done those things if he didn’t enjoy doing them. The fact was that he preferred her more demure style of micromanagement to that of his co-founder, who had known him since they were children, and who brooked no disappointment. Unlike Mason, Kristen had to be supportive. She had to listen. She had to anticipate. Mason, by contrast, had an equal stake in the company and thus a greater right to complain. 

			Sumter did not travel with Mason very often. Not if he could help it. 

			“We won’t fuck up,” Kristen said. “Stop worrying.” 

			Sumter handed her a champagne flute. He killed his in a single drink. “Sure, Kiki. I’ll get right on that.” 

			They parted ways, agreeing to meet at the same spot within the hour. Sumter immediately found some of his hackathon siblings: once upon a time, they’d all slept in the same ware-home, or summer camp, or juvenile rehabilitation facility for young hackers, or something. Kristen couldn’t keep the stories straight. The guys all looked the same: bodies like a V on skinny legs, skin stretched too tight, white teeth and red gums. They looked at her dress and not her face. She understood the attraction. Her dress had a zipper. Her face did not. 

			Eventually she settled on doing a perimeter sweep of the house. It was a habit from childhood. She wasn’t entirely conscious of when she’d picked it up. Counting rooms, and paces within rooms. How many steps to the door? How many doors? How many windows? Her mother had done some work in real estate once. Perhaps it came from that. Perhaps being dragged along on too many home tours at an early age had done it. But, Kristen reflected, there was nothing wrong with knowing one’s exits. 

			The rooms didn’t have themes, but they did have crowds. There was a very loud smoking room, and adjacent to it was a sunken cuddle pit, full of pillows and mohair and the smell of blue lotus. As she walked past, a hand closed around her ankle. She didn’t stumble, but instead looked down at the person holding her in place. He seemed very young. But then it was so hard to tell, these days. 

			“Hold still,” he said. “I need to make sure I don’t fall off.” 

			“I don’t think you’re going anywhere,” Kristen said. 

			“Really?” He seemed delighted. “Are you sure?” 

			“Yes. I’m perfectly sure. You’re going absolutely nowhere.” 

			She lifted her ankle from his grasp and watched him slip further down into the cushions, seemingly ready for sleep. 

			There were trays of nibbles that she mostly avoided, aside from a plate of oysters that no one else was touching. She slurped down a second one and scanned the room for more women who weren’t actually catering. (Then again, she supposed, everyone present was, on some level, catering to someone else. Sumter certainly hoped to be catering to their illustrious host, for example.) 

			Kristen found the women outside. They were clustered under a jacaranda, in the light of some candles, and watching the pool. No one had gotten in, yet: the party had yet to swerve hard in one direction or another. But Kristen could feel the potential for mischief in the glowing blue water — she could sense the way that someone like the boy from the cuddle pit might want to drag her or one of these other women down with them, beneath the surface. 

			“Oh, you’re new,” said one of the women. “I’m Cora.” 

			“Amethyst.”

			“Ellyn.”

			“Grammercy.” 

			“I’m Kristen,” Kristen told them. “I’m Canadian.” 

			“Oh wow, what are you even doing here?” Ellyn asked. “You should be at home.” 

			“The weather’s nice,” Kristen said, although it emphatically wasn’t. “It makes a change, anyway.” 

			“Do you work in tech?” 

			Kristen explained her job. She explained a little of what the company did. She explained that they were looking for more funding. The round of cards and phone numbers happened. And then the silence. 

			“Is it better, up in Canada?” Cora finally asked. 

			“Sometimes. For certain things. I like Toronto.”

			“Does it snow a lot?”

			“Not as much as it used to.” 

			They sighed, and listened again to the silence. No birds. No insects. No tree frogs. Just the sounds of humanity, emanating from the terrarium house across the fake lawn. 

			“This lawn is tripping me out,” Kristen said. 

			“It’s a pixel-disruptor,” said Grammercy. “The texture’s designed to show up as trees, to machine vision. As far as they’re concerned, there’s not even a house here. That’s why you had to come to coordinates, not an address. The pin was at the gates, not the house itself.” 

			“Smart,” Kristen said. 

			“I thought so, too,” said a voice behind her. And Kristen need not have watched the precious few videos that Sumter had perused to recognize that voice. 

			“Mr. Qureshi,” she said, turning and rising to stand. “Thank you so much for your invitation.” 

			He was dressed in the white suit, just like in the stories. And he really did look ageless, especially in candlelight. He offered her his arm. “I would like to speak with you,” he said. 

			***

			“I’m not going to fund you,” he said. 

			He’d brought them to another little sitting area by the pool, this one shrouded in palms and ferns and birds of paradise. They sat on chaises facing each other. Mr. Qureshi stared into her face, while he spoke. It was the oddest sensation, receiving all that eye contact. Especially as he said things that she didn’t want to hear or relay back.

			“I don’t like what you’re trying to do,” he continued. “It’s not a personal judgment on you, you understand. For a woman especially, you have to take what you can get. But I want no part of it.” 

			“I understand. That’s your call. It was very kind of you to invite us here in any case. It’s a wonderful house–”

			“Fuck the house,” Qureshi said. “It’s just a house. The next quake will destroy it. The architect was an asshole. He wanted to build me a gun cabinet. He was going to hide it in an aquarium. An asshole.” 

			“You’re right, that does sound…” But in fact it sounded exactly right for the space. The whole house seemed like the kind of place that might have trap doors and hidden weaponry and a secret tunnel to some other location with an escape pod somehow built in. “That sounds very American,” she said, finally. “From what I understand.” 

			“I apologize for letting you down so bluntly, but I would rather be clear,” Qureshi continued. “And, if you meet someone else at this gathering who happens to be more interested, so be it. But what you do is not for me.” 

			“Message received.” 

			“You are also an orphan, like Mr. Williams?” 

			Perhaps Qureshi assumed that, having apologized for one bluntness, he need not apologize for the others. “Yes,” Kristen said. “Sumter and I are both orphans.” 

			“Sumter seems more like an orphan than you do.” 

			Kristen swallowed a joke about Oliver Twist. “I had my parents for longer,” she said, simply. “I suppose they had a civilizing influence. Sumter had nannies, and then boarding school, and then he met Mason, and the rest is history.” 

			“Your family died in a fire.” 

			The hairs on Kristen’s arms rose. But of course he knew. It was all a matter of public record. And someone this private, this concerned with his own image, would naturally vet everyone who appeared in his home. 

			“They did.” 

			“That’s an awful thing. And now here you are. In this place.”

			Kristen watched a satellite wheel overhead. “We’re both very far from home, Mr. Qureshi.” 

			***

			Sumter didn’t make their appointment. The champagne continued flowing. Kristen moved from room to room, searching for him but not really, not seriously. Mostly she was looking for the other women she’d met before, but they seemed to have dispersed. 

			It was just as well: Kristen had no idea how exactly she was going to explain what Qureshi had said to her. How would she soften the blow? Did she even need to? There was something to be said for the old man’s bluntness. The real question was how to explain things to Mason, anyway. Mason was the one who would be most displeased: Sumter would get over it, but Mason was the one who would see it as a judgment of character that they – that Kristen – had not succeeded. 

			In retrospect, she reflected, it was damnably convenient of Qureshi to have spoken to her and not Sumter. If he was so disapproving, why not speak to the co-founder himself? Instead he was sending Kristen to do his dirty work. It was veiled in gentility, but it was still a poisoned letter she was being sent to deliver, and Sumter might well shoot the messenger. 

			“You look sad,” said the man at the bar next to her. 

			Kristen got that a lot. “I get that a lot.” 

			He smirked. His eyes and his skin and his hair were all the same tawny colour of afternoon sunlight on dead leaves. It was the sort of colouring you only got out here in California, Kristen guessed: you had to work your whole life doing nothing out there on the waves in order to make that happen. 

			“Are you?” he asked. “Sad?” 

			“I’m disappointed,” she said, honestly. 

			His features knit. “Wow. You don’t have to be a bitch about it. Fuck.” 

			She shook her head. “No, I wasn’t being shady, I mean–”

			“Fuck you, too,” he said, and turned away from her. He eagerly began telling his boys about her faux pas, slapping them on the shoulder and pointing at her. Kristen took this as her cue to put a couple of flights of very confusing spiral staircase between her and the less sober of the set. 

			Upstairs, the din of the party was much quieter. There were clearly things happening in some of the rooms, and some of the rooms were left open or with their doors strategically ajar, for optimal viewing. Kristen bypassed them entirely, not making eye contact, for who knew how the doors themselves would react if she lingered too long. Instead, she found one at the end, with its door open only a tiny crack and allowing through only darkness. 

			And here, she discovered, was the best room in the house. One entire wall was window, and it looked out over all of Los Angeles visible from Mulholland Drive, with a moon that was fatter than any woman there was allowed to be, hanging resplendent and smug in the sky above. She tiptoed up to the window and almost touched it. But no, something might activate and snitch, so she kept her hands carefully behind her back and merely looked. 

			“It’s all right,” said a voice behind her. “You can touch it. I’ve turned it off.” 

			She turned. In the dimness cast by hall light and city light, she saw a settee, and on it a man. When she turned around fully, she felt the room light up with his smile without even properly seeing his face. It was as though his whole body had smiled, and that smile had answered a grin of her own, hidden somewhere in herself. 

			“I didn’t mean to bother you,” she said. “I’m sorry.” 

			“Oh,” he said. “You’re Canadian.” 

			“Is it that obvious?” 

			“You apologize like one.” He sat up. A blanket fell away from him. He was barefoot, and very mussed. She had a feeling he might be related to Mr. Qureshi. Perhaps one of those secret sons no one was supposed to know about. “Are you escaping?” 

			“Yes. Were you?”

			“I was jet lagging.” 

			“I’m sorry.” 

			He shook his head. “Don’t be. I was being a bad guest. I’m supposed to mingle. Or at least seem more appreciative.” 

			“It’s a very nice party. I can give you more details, help you seem informed.” 

			“Oh, really? Do you smuggle intelligence for a living?” 

			“No.”

			“What do you do?” 

			She shrugged. “Emotional labour.” 

			He clicked his tongue. “My favourite kind.” He pulled the blanket back over himself and gestured. “Sit. Those shoes can’t be good for you.” 

			He was right. Kristen sat. From here she could see less of the city, but the return of blood to her feet was its own reward. “Our host refused my pitch.” She experimented with turning her feet in circles, rolling her ankles. “I’m wondering how to tell my boss.” 

			“You’re not the boss?” He seemed surprised. “You look like the boss.” 

			“That’s just the leather talking,” she said, fingering the zipper at the top of her dress. 

			“I think it’s shouting, not talking.” 

			Kristen couldn’t help herself, and laughed. And in that moment, she heard her name being called down the hall and the laugh froze in her throat. Sumter. She wasn’t ready. She didn’t know what to say. Or rather, she didn’t know how to explain. Had not yet successfully crafted a narrative wherein he could still be the golden boy everyone thought he was. 

			“Kiki,” Sumter was calling. “Kiki?”

			“Are you Kiki?” her new companion whispered.

			“I’m Kristen.” 

			“Do you not want to go with him?” 

			Kristen’s mouth opened. Why was it so difficult to say? Why was the No so hard? She settled for quickly shaking her head. Her new friend pointed under the settee and she scrambled under it. He drape–––d the blanket over the edge just as Sumter entered the room. 

			“Have you seen a girl – woman – come through here? Blonde, short, white leather dress with a zipper? Red heels?” 

			The man on the settee above her yawned magnificently. “No, buddy, sorry,” he said. “Sounds like I’d remember.” 

			“You would,” Sumter said. Kristen watched his shoes padding across the herringbone. “You’ve been asleep this whole time?” 

			“I flew in from Pakistan, today.” 

			“Oh. Wow. So you know the family.” 

			“Everyone here does. In a way.” 

			“Sumter Williams,” her boss said, as though everyone on earth was already supposed to know his name. 

			“Antony Bruno,” said her new friend. The settee creaked as he moved to shake Sumter’s hand. “Sorry about your friend. I was asleep. Jetlag.” 

			“Right,” Sumter said. “Well. I’ll keep looking. Without phones, you know, it’s twice as hard. She could be anywhere. She can’t just…vanish.” 

			“Happy hunting,” Antony said. 

			Kristen watched Sumter’s shoes leave the room. She didn’t breathe until he was gone, and she heard him move down the hall. Antony pulled up the blanket, and leaned down to meet her eyes. “Nice to meet you, by the way,” he said. “I’m Antony Bruno.” 

			“Nice to meet you, Antony.” 

			His head tilted. “Do you plan on staying there the rest of the evening?” 

			“I may have to, if I want not to be found.” 

			He appeared to consider. “This house is very secure, you know. No surveillance whatsoever. Completely analogue. You could spend the night and no one would ever know.”  

			He grinned. Kristen grinned back. 

			“How’s your jet lag?” Kristen asked. 

			He snapped his fingers. “Vanished.” 

		


		
			The Adoption

			Anne Charnock

			Don’t say bottle babies, Rudy Dack tells himself, though he fears the slang is already imprinted.

			His wife, Simone, sits in the control seat as always. The car veers into the grounds of the clinic and scrunches along the gravel drive, making Rudy feel anxious on Simone’s account. They sweep through a forested perimeter and emerge to see a glass block of a building.

			Simone turns to him and beams. “It’s modern.” 

			“That’s a good start, isn’t it?”

			“The gravel drive . . . I was worried.”

			Rudy knows the gravel drive conjures images of old buildings for Simone. She dislikes old brickwork and iron railings. Smooth red bricks in particular drag her down. It’s not that her childhood was dire; her parents were not deliberately neglectful. Yet when she’d left home for her university studies, she couldn’t bring herself to return, not even for a brief visit. She left it all behind – her family and their suburban home with its smooth red bricks and black gloss railings. Rudy is the only person who knows about Simone’s architectural distastes. He admires her love of all things new. She always faces forward.

			***

			“We’re due to birth a baby in an hour,” says Dr. Kristina Christophe. “So I’ll need to break off shortly to meet the parents. Let’s take a tour of the wards now. I’ve booked a table for you in our guest restaurant; you can enjoy a leisurely lunch, on my account, while I’m overseeing the birth.”

			They follow Dr. Christophe across the atrium in the direction of the gestation wards.

			“There’s no point going to the first ward. There isn’t much to see there. The foetus you’re looking at today is in the third-trimester ward.”

			Rudy cringes. He loathes the word foetus – the cold heartlessness of the word – with its intimation that an ungendered it hasn’t as yet earned its passage.

			“Can we see the second-trimester ward too?” asks Simone.

			“Okay. And I’ll also show you the control room. Then, after lunch, when you’ve had time to take it all in, we’ll talk through the family details and your obligations should you decide to go ahead. How does that sound?”

			“Just fine.”

			“Perfect,” says Rudy. He squeezes Simone’s hand as they walk with Dr. Christophe along an evenly lit, glass-walled corridor. The large glass panels are coloured in five shades of creamy yellow. Rudy feels he’s walking through a dream.

			“So we’ll skip this one,” she says, pointing at the first-trimester ward.

			“Are there any adoptions at this stage of gestation?” asks Rudy. In an ideal world, he’d like to start the bonding process earlier. He wants to be sure that his bond with the child will be as strong as Simone’s, and the sooner he starts the better. He suspects that women might be quicker at making the emotional attachment. Though he doesn’t agree that women have more innate caring skills, a notion that seems to persist, annoyingly so.

			“If a foetus were orphaned at this early stage we’d delay offering it for adoption. You see, if there’s going to be an emergency in this clinic, it’s going to be in there. Once the embryonic period is complete, and when most of the foetal body surface responds to touch, we transfer it to the second-trimester ward. We aren’t rigid, though; if development is lagging slightly at twelve weeks, we keep the foetus in the first ward a little longer.” She smiles. “It’s not a production line.”

			After a second’s silence, Dr. Christophe laughs lightly.

			“What’s the . . . failure rate?” asks Rudy. Simone pulls a face at him, but he refuses her rebuke.

			“Well, the rate is coming down. The figures are in the public domain. Close to single figures now – eight per cent, give or take.”

			As if on cue, red lights set into the corridor floor begin to flash. There’s no audible alarm. Two female medics emerge from a side corridor ahead of them. Dr. Christophe, Simone and Rudy stand aside as they rush past. Side by side, the two medics shoulder through the double doors of the first-trimester ward.

			“Don’t be alarmed.  It’s not necessarily  an  emergency,”  says  Dr. Christophe.

			They enter an elevator and Dr. Christophe requests the viewing gallery. The lights dim as they ascend. They step out into an even more dimly lit corridor. Dr. Christophe gestures towards windows that run the entire length. It takes a few seconds for their eyes to adjust.

			“I thought the baby wards would be brightly lit,” says Simone.

			 “That’s only in the marketing material. We don’t want the images

			to look too sombre. In reality, as it’s dark in a mother’s womb, we try to create similar conditions without having a total blackout. We all prefer to see the foetuses – the medical staff and the parents.”

			Rudy and Simone gaze down into the second-trimester ward. Though at first sight the ward appears to be a tangle of tubes and pulsing monitors, it soon becomes clear that the tangles are set out in a repeating pattern along the length of the ward, in three rows. In the midst of each tangle sits a tear-shaped bottle that reflects the green data on its overhead monitor.

			“So much equipment. And it’s so quiet,” says Rudy. 

			“Well, it would be,” says Simone.

			Dr. Christophe smiles. “It seems quiet to us, but it’s noisier for the foetuses. We record the mothers’ and fathers’ voices and feed the sound into the foetus flasks during gestation. We follow a natural daily rhythm – no voices during the night, just the sound of a parental heartbeat.”

			“Do you switch off the voices if the baby is orphaned?” asks Simone. 

			“We haven’t had many cases – a handful in five years – so there’s no fixed protocol. I try to dissuade the adopting parents from deleting the source-parent voices. We have concerns over continuity.” 

			“You mean the foetus might miss the parents?”

			“Not exactly. We feel some aspects of brain development might falter.”

			“Oh dear! We don’t want to risk that,” says Simone.

			“In the case of the foetus you are considering today, the parent is a solo mother. I’d recommend keeping the mother’s voice and adding both of yours.”

			Dr. Christophe walks ahead, and they follow her along the viewing corridor. With his eyes fixed on the glass bottles, Rudy feels he is watching a time-lapse. The sizes of the foetuses increase as Rudy and Simone follow the lineup. They come to a halt near the end of the ward. Directly below them, one male foetus is hugging himself.

			Rudy has been careful not to give Simone the impression that a boy is his preference. He accepts that a girl would bring equal joy, but he suspects he’d prefer messing about with a son. But then, he knows he’s being romantic. There’s no guarantee he’d replicate his friendship with Aiden, his godfather. Not that Aiden was physically affectionate. His visits were sporadic. Rudy’s closeness to him arose through shared pleasures – tough hikes during which they barely spoke. And they both kept goldfish. Rudy knows that even a biological son might be very different from him. With an adopted child, it would definitely be a matter of chance. He tries to push these thoughts aside as he scours the glass bottles, but he can’t. Boy, boy, boy, girl, girl, not clear, boy, girl.

			In their marriage classes, Simone had opened up more than he’d expected. She said that if they were going to have a family, she didn’t want a son who was biologically related to her. More than one child was also a no-go. Rudy accepted her conditions. It was a compromise he made willingly because he felt sure Simone offered him a true lifelong marriage. He saw himself as a devoted one-woman man; he didn’t wish a repeat of his own upbringing with his mother and his Aunt Robyn, or Uncle Robyn depending on daily, it seemed, shifts in the zeitgeist. Rudy gave up keeping track of the men and women transiting through Robyn’s chaotic love life. And his mother, Millie –well, she eventually gave up on finding a fella, only to embark on an erratic succession of girl crushes, which in the main were crushingly unrequited. For both the women in his childhood, their love interests were, ultimately, disposable. Drove him to fucking distraction.

			So he’s going along with Simone’s wishes: a non-bio, one-child agreement, which negates her anxieties over sibling rivalry.

			Sibling rivalry – that’s how he and Simone refer to it, though they don’t talk about it so often. She was bullied at home. It might have seemed like low-grade stuff – pushing and shoving. Hair tousling that was deliberately heavy-handed – fingertips squeezing her skull. So painful. And relentless teasing. In any case, her parents didn’t protect her. Just the once, when her mother walked into Simone’s bedroom and found her daughter pinned to the floor by her oldest brother, his hands around her neck. Her mother dragged him off and pulled him down the stairs. But he wasn’t grounded. Simone, at heart, felt let down by her mother. Why hadn’t she been more protective?

			So Rudy and Simone agreed on adoption. Rudy finds it odd that as adopting parents, they can in theory choose the sex of their child. Yet if he and Simone wanted a biological child, he’d be viewed as insensitive should he admit he’d rather have a boy.

			“And next,” says the doctor, “the control room, which monitors each artificial womb, around the clock, checking nutrient levels, oxygen feed, waste removal and so on. It’s safer than a natural pregnancy once the fertilized egg has bonded with the womb lining.”

			The control room, in its essentials, looks no different to the monitoring and diagnostic centre for any production process. Dr. Christophe waves down to her colleague, and she in turn acknowledges the visitors. “I’d love to meet the technicians down there, Dr. Christophe,” says Simone.

			“I remember now. You’re both engineers. I’m sure we could arrange a technical tour if you go ahead with the adoption.”

			“I reckon my current job is pretty similar to your control room operation,” says Simone. “I’m in remote problem-solving, diagnostics – for engines, not babies, of course. But mistakes can be equally catastrophic. What about you, Rudy? Would you like a tour?”

			“I’m more interested in the first-trimester operation.” He turns to Dr. Christophe. “I’d like to see the wombs as they arrive from the manufacturer, and see how you connect them into your bio-support system. And I’d like to see how you introduce a fertilized embryo. If I ever switched from aeronautics to biomechanics, I’d be the guy at the end of the manufacturing line checking each baby . . . sorry, each foetus flask. Or I’d be part of the setting-up operation in the first-trimester ward.”

			“Takes a calm person for that kind of work, doesn’t it, Rudy?” says Simone. She places her hand on his back.

			He and Simone met at work, and he often muses that the odds were stacked against them as a couple, work-wise: he performs the final quality checks, while she diagnoses faults in operation. Fertile ground for sideswipes. It seems to Rudy that Simone was attracted to his calm, steady nature. No sharp edges; that’s how she sums him up. Totally laid-back.

			In the third-trimester ward, the foetuses look robust. It’s now evident to Rudy that the younger foetuses in the previous ward have more wriggle room.

			“I don’t know why people call them bottle babies. The vessels are not solid,” says Dr. Christophe. “They distort if the foetus is moving. Parents are so thrilled if they visit during their baby’s active time. They can place their palms on the vessel. They can see and feel the baby moving.”

			“Is the orphan baby here? Can we see it?” says Simone.

			“Yes.” She lifts her index finger, waves it back and forth, and stabs. “There he is – middle row, fifth from the left.”

			***

			“What do you think, Simone?” says Rudy. “Can you imagine taking him home?”

			The French windows of the visitor restaurant are folded open to welcome the first warm day of spring, and Rudy and Simone sit over- looking the clinic gardens. There’s a skittering noise outside. They catch sight of two squirrels making a helter-skelter descent of a thick-trunked and peeling eucalyptus tree. Simone laughs and says, “It would be lovely to have a big garden like this.”

			“So? You’ve not answered my question.”

			“Yes. I can imagine taking him home. I can imagine playing with him in a garden like this. I mean, what’s the point in having a garden if you don’t have children? And we’ve no other children in our lives.”

			Rudy has long accepted this thick gloss over the truth. Simone has three nephews and two nieces – the children of her three brothers – but she chooses to have no contact. “There’s no halfway house,” she told Rudy early in their relationship. She explained that all those years – the constant jibes, the physical bullying – left her nothing to build on. She told him more than once that she had never understood if they hated her because she was a girl or if they hated having a young kid around.

			Rudy always tells her, “Everyone deserves a fresh start.” He knows she takes consolation from the remark; she responds by hugging him.

			“We’re agreed, are we?” says Rudy.

			“We’ll tell Dr. Christophe we’re good to go.”

			***

			After lunch, they meet Dr. Christophe in her consulting room, which has one window overlooking the second-trimester ward. There’s a blind, fully open. Rudy wonders what might prompt Dr. Christophe to close it. Etched plaques are arranged on the wall behind her as though crowning her head: a General Medical Council certificate, plus a certificate for a doctorate in biomechanics from the University of Tokyo, and a photograph of Dr. Christophe holding a baby. Two grinning women stand on either side of her.

			“Who’s in the photograph, Dr. Christophe?” asks Rudy.

			“Ah yes. My first delivery of a child with no biological father. They were set on having a daughter, so the baby was conceived by parthenogenesis – using two eggs; one, less mature than the other, acts as a pseudo sperm. It’s interesting you should notice the photo, because we’re dealing with a similar case with this orphan, insofar as there’s no father. There never was a father, I mean. The mother was a solo parent who conceived with synthetic Y chromosome – my third such patient – and she didn’t mind if the baby was a boy or a girl.”

			“Does solo conception make any difference to the adoption?” he asks.

			“In one aspect. Before we accept a solo parent for remote gestation, we require the name of a next of kin; someone who is willing to sign a legal document which states that he, or she, has the financial resources to take responsibility for the baby if the parent dies during the gestation process. We need to ensure that if the solo parent dies, either accidentally or through illness, we’re not faced with a legal issue at the time of delivery. Of course, the risk of maternal death is higher when the mother opts for remote gestation. They live a little more recklessly, go skiing and so on.”

			Simone jumps in: “How did this particular mother die?”

			“I can’t tell you specifics at this stage, but if it puts your mind at ease, it was an accident. In fact, a bicycle accident.”

			“So who is the next of kin?” she asks.

			“I’m coming to that. It’s her brother, her only sibling. But he has fallen ill and can’t fulfil the contract. Our lawyers decided to release him from responsibility. And as a consequence, we have this unusual situation. It’s fortunate we still have people like you who are willing to adopt.”

			Rudy shuffles in his chair. “Will the brother want access to the baby?”

			“I definitely recommend that you offer plenty of access. You can offer access in a variety of forms. Face-to-face contact can be negotiated down to one visit per year near the child’s birthday. But this brother is very ill, so I’d encourage you to be generous in this regard. He has lost his sister and now he’s alone. They’d planned to raise the baby together.” 

			“How sad.” Rudy turns to his wife. “What do you think, Simone?”

			“It seems so tragic and . . .” 

			“Yes?” says Dr. Christophe.

			“Well, you know. We’ll be drawn into all that sadness. I didn’t expect this complication. I assumed the baby had two parents and they’d both died and there were no relatives. Rudy?”

			“We should perhaps meet the brother before we decide. Can we do that, Dr. Christophe?”

			“You would have to meet him before we progressed. He has the power of veto. He might decide to give up the baby for enhanced state adoption, with all the educational privileges afforded to clinic orphans – our insurance policies are comprehensive.”

			“It’s less than straightforward, then? We thought we’d crossed the main hurdle with our own profiling,” says Rudy.

			“You’re right. That was the major hurdle. It allowed us to recommend you as suitable adoptive parents.” Dr. Christophe pauses before pressing on, since Rudy and Simone have run out of questions. “You should have a quiet chat together. Why don’t you take another look at the gestation wards? Come back here in, say, twenty minutes.”

			They leave Dr. Christophe’s consulting room and head back to the viewing gallery. They hold hands as they look down into the third- trimester ward at the orphan boy. He appears to be frozen.

			“It’s a pity he’s so still.” Simone pouts her disappointment.

			***

			Rudy and Simone take their usual weekend constitutional to Holland Park, which they prefer to Hyde Park and Kensington Palace Gardens because it’s off the tourist trail. Over recent weeks, they’ve nudged the baby into a routine, bringing an order of sorts to their own lives. Routine and cosiness go hand in hand. They pick up their usual croissants and coffees from the deli on Holland Park Avenue and push their pram – the latest model – up the sweeping road to the park entrance. There’s a steep path through woodland. Rudy sees a magpie and a squirrel fighting, or playing – he can’t tell which – then they emerge onto a vast lawn that slopes down to the West London Opera House. Rudy has already recognized two families from their previous weekday visits.

			“Here, or the Kyoto Garden?” says Rudy.

			“Here, I think. We can stretch out for ten minutes before feed time.”

			They set up camp, spread out their tartan picnic rug and lie on their backs, their faces to the sun.

			“When Julia starts kindergarten, Rudy, we’ll get to know a lot of local families. We’ll be able to meet them here and let the kids play together.”

			“By then we won’t be so bleary-eyed.”

			She rolls over and inspects his face. “Hmm, you do look a bit tired.” “You slept through it all last night.”

			“You’ll be glad to get back to work, won’t you?” she says.

			“Not really. If anything, I’m worried I’ll be less focused on the job. You know, thinking about Julia.” He turns onto his side to face Simone. “I sometimes wonder if I’d feel the same way with an adopted baby. I’m sure –”

			“Oh, Rudy, I kick myself now. We should never have started that process. They didn’t make it easy, did they? Obligations to the brother

			. . . Aren’t you relieved?”

			“What do you think?” He kisses Simone on her forehead.

			“We couldn’t possibly be any happier. That’s what I think,” she says. Rudy rolls onto his back and smooths his palm across the picnic rug. He recalls how he and Simone explained their change of heart to Dr. Christophe. They returned to her office from the viewing gallery and told her the arrangements were too complicated. They didn’t want to meet the brother. Dr. Christophe sighed, but recomposed herself. She fixed a smile on her face and said she understood their misgivings. He’d looked up at Dr. Christophe’s photograph on the wall. How many years would it be, he asked, before men in this country could become solo fathers?

			“I’ve just received approval to do my first. The first in the UK as a matter of fact. The clinic has recently gained accreditation for the procedure. We’ll create an egg from the father’s stem cells. But I thought you wanted to adopt?”

			Simone spilled the beans about her childhood; she admitted she wanted to have a child who was biologically unrelated to herself – or, more to the point, unrelated to her brothers. She said, “Rudy, I’d rather have a baby that’s genetically all yours than have a baby that’s genetically unrelated to either of us. I’m sure you’d prefer that too.”

			Dr. Christophe agreed to start the paperwork for solo parentage and made a provisional booking in the gestation suite.

			As they stood to leave, Dr. Christophe said, “The adoption idea wasn’t motivated by altruism, was it? If you’d explained your family background, Simone, I might have suggested this course of action in the first place.”

			With his fingertips, Rudy rubs the wool fibres of the picnic rug. He hears the loud thud of a football being kicked hard. In his mind’s eye, the ball flies in a high arc across the wide expanse of grass. And he tries to imagine himself, a few years from now, kicking a football around Holland Park with Julia.

			As happens so often when he muses on Julia growing up, his thoughts slip back to the dimly lit viewing gallery. He imagines the orphaned foetus, the boy, moving within the baby bottle. He imagines the boy turning, pushing out his elbow, causing the womb to distend. He believes that he and Simone would have made a different decision had the boy moved.

			But he didn’t.

		


		
			A Darker Wave

			Molly Flatt

			It’s around 3.20, the London clock tells her, when she comes down to the staff canteen. Anachronistic chronological braggadocio, those six giant discs mounted on the shifting display-glass of the wall. One for every capital city where GLAMIS has an office – a quaint dick-waving gesture from a pre-digital age. Why on earth had she ever signed off on them? She can’t stop staring at them now, though, as she approaches the counter. The heavy plock of their mechanical hands is reassuringly solid. Time becomes a little slippery when you’ve been awake for fifty-nine days.

			Ellis orders a coffee, because that’s what people do when they’re still awake at 3.20 in the morning, and because she knows that her employees are watching. She throws in an eye-rub for good measure, although her eyes feel fresher than they have for years. They look better, too; better than in her thirties, when she was working all hours to build the business; better even than her twenties, when she was pulling all-nighters in the lab with Duncan. She’s starting to wonder whether she needs to add shadows underneath them with her morning makeup. Although her definition of morning is starting to slide.

			“Have you had work done?” Zara had asked her, three weeks in, over a repeatedly-delayed dinner in Clerkenwell. 

			Three weeks before, Ellis would have responded with a crisp retort and what her assistant, Mario, called her “dagger look”. That evening, however, she had simply smiled. Increased EQ has turned out to be one of the ramifications whose impact she’d vastly underestimated. She was never going to be a peacemaker, but it’s amazing how serene a lifelong hothead can become with a fully refreshed prefrontal cortex. 

			“Well,” Zara had said dryly, reaching for her second cocktail, “either way, maybe I should buy one of your geegaws after all. It takes a 
litre of vodka to knock me out nowadays. What was the latest? Circadian something.”

			“Circadian-responsive thermostats.”

			“That’s it. Matthew keeps saying we should have one installed. Although you’ve probably got some new money-spinner in the works by now.” Zara, whose publishing imprint had just been liquidated, had drained the martini. “So, what unutterable cleverness are you and good old Duncan cooking up next?” 

			And that was the crucial question, wasn’t it? Ellis glances up at the clock again. 3.25. Five hours to the meeting. Five hours to decide.

			The coffee machine hisses and the smell of premium Ugandan Arabica fills the air. The barista bot, reading Ellis’s facial expression, produces the imitation of a smile. Ellis turns away. Behind her are three young men, sitting around a high circular table. They’re rocking back on their stools, cackling with laughter, talking in overlapping slang so fast it sounds like a spell. Their table is scattered with keep-cups, their bioplastic plates spotted with dark crumbs. Caffeine and sugar: the default craving of sleep-deprived brains. She remembers interviewing the blond – data forecaster? Personalised predicalytics? He’d told her he’d been inspired to apply after seeing a talk she’d given at Caltech last year. He’d called her a role model. A boundary-pusher. A fearless disruptor.

			It had been a bit much. But still. 

			She watches the boys riff and feels responsibility for them settle on her like tiredness. She has been thinking about tiredness a lot recently, trying to recall what it’s like. That pressure just behind the bridge of the nose, the weight in the limbs. The adenosine building up. She hadn’t realised, until it was gone, how much of the stuff she’d had in her system. Evidently, even seven hours’ sleep a night – a rare achievement she used to consider a stunning victory for self-care – hadn’t been enough to fully drain it. Only now does she understand the difference. Only now does she grasp that she hasn’t known this quality of energy, of clarity, since she was a small child.

			This is a theme. There were several consequences she’d known should, scientifically, manifest in a perfectly and permanently rested human system. Heightened awareness. Better concentration. Increased creativity. Improved mood. Accelerated learning. Lower blood pressure. Boosted immunity. Reduced appetite. Experiencing them in the flesh, however, has been an entirely different matter. She feels, for lack of a less ridiculous word, like a superhero; but the real revelation has been this: that she has spent hardly any of her forty-six years on this planet truly awake.

			And that’s when she sees Naomi. The world expands in a single, shuddering breath, then swiftly contracts. The canteen LEDs, set to a soothing nighttime mode, become unbearably bright. The laughter of the young analysts swells into a boom. Ellis wonders whether she might, for the first time in two months, black out. 

			When she steadies, the woman is disappearing out of the automatic doors. Ellis still can’t see her face, concealed by the dome of thick black hair beneath the purple hood. But she gets another glimpse at her hands; and the way they move, swiping impatiently at some paper-thin device, is unmistakable.

			‘Ellis,’ the bot says, holding up a perfect cortado. But Ellis is already halfway across the lobby, chasing the ghost.

			***

			Naomi liked to say her name, over and over, when they fucked. 

			“As in Brett Easton?” laughed the barmaid, from behind the polished brass drip-trays of the Blue Blazer. It was Ellis’s first day in Edinburgh.

			“As in Brontë,” Ellis said, accepting her pint and giving the girl an early precursor of the dagger look. “Emily Brontë. Pen-name Ellis Bell. My mother was a fan.”

			“How romantic. Wuthering Heights, yeah? I never read it.”

			“Nor have I.”

			“More of a chick-lit sort of girl?”

			“I prefer non-fiction,” Ellis snapped.

			And Naomi smiled that smile.

			She made Naomi work at it for seven months before she slept with her. And if she was honest, although the sex was nice, it was the sleeping part Ellis enjoyed most. The sharp snake of Naomi’s spine, pressed against her belly (Ellis, half a foot taller, was always the outer spoon). The wild furze of her afro, getting in Ellis’s mouth. Her salty smell. Above all, the sound of her breathing. It reminded Ellis of the coastal cottage her father used to rent every summer. Naomi’s snore had all the rolling, gritty, indomitable power of the Atlantic.

			“You never talk about your mum,” Naomi said one morning, as they cleaned their teeth in the bathroom Ellis shared with three other PhD students, including Duncan. 

			“She’s dead.”

			“Oh.” Naomi, who was nineteen at the time and still lived with her parents, floundered. “Wow. That must be hard.”

			“Not really. She died when I was four. I can’t remember anything about her.”

			Which had shut that one down. 

			Duncan and Naomi disliked each other from the start. Duncan said Naomi was unnecessarily provocative. He got angry at her mess, the trail of leggings and magazines and chocolate wrappers strewn about their Marchmont end-of-terrace. 

			“She’s a distraction,” he said one night, when Ellis was preparing an undergrad to go into the MRI. He swept out a hand to indicate the expensive equipment, the weary students, the screens of data. “We’re doing important work here, Ellis. We’re fighting on the frontline of the world’s most dangerous epidemic.” The fresher, about to sign the consent form, swivelled round. “Chronic, socially-accepted global sleep deprivation,” Duncan lectured him, then turned back to Ellis. “You’re brilliant. Better at this than any of us. This is not the time to waste your energy on a fling.”

			Taking the form from the fresher, Ellis snatched the paper so hard it tore. “Shut up, Duncan,” she said.

			Naomi had been working the night shift, too. The next morning they fell asleep together, spine to belly, Ellis drifting off to the fierce tide of Naomi’s breath.

			***

			Is this it, then? The catch? The sting in the tail she’s been waiting for with such inevitable dread? Are the cetaceous chemicals finally starting to wreak havoc on her brain? Has the subconscious REM-style processing they seem to have triggered finally lapsed, leaving her with bog-standard sleep-deprivation hallucinations? Or perhaps her neurons are rebelling, misfiring, plundering her hippocampus for long-dormant memories then playing them out for her senses in a waking dream?

			Outside, the streets of east London are artificially bright. The tarmac, still releasing the heat of the day, smells sickly sweet. As she walks out down Wapping Lane, Ellis mentally retraces the hundreds of nightmarish side-effects she’s been modelling ever since she decided to break all the rules and do the very stupid thing. But the woman in the purple hoodie, ten metres or so ahead, doesn’t look like a side-effect. And now that she’s recovered from the initial shock, Ellis is back to peak performance: as sharp as she’s been since she first introduced the compound to her veins. 

			The ghost, still gesturing to her device, seems to be heading towards the river. The way her shoulders hunch almost to her ears, the way her hips move with that slight swing… 

			Sweating lightly now, Ellis tries to catch up, but people keep cutting across her path. The docks were recently designated an official “technology district”, as other startups priced out of Shoreditch followed GLAMIS south, and the brogrammers have brought their 24/7 culture along. Duncan, no doubt currently out cold in his chilly, dark, cave-like bedroom, would despair to see them – chattering manically in the warm July air, caffeinated to the eyeballs. 

			When it comes to their own employees, they’ve tried everything from post-10pm lockouts to sleep-tracking-related bonuses, but nothing has worked. One culprit was audible in the laughter of the analysts, back in the canteen: the simple thrill of being up late, as if they were kids with a parental free pass. Then there’s the generations-deep narrative about laziness and weakness and waste, one Ellis herself has fallen prey to many times. Her father equated sleep with luxury and was routinely on conference calls to Sydney at 1am; her grandfather, a farmer in Brecon, had risen every morning at 4.30 to milk the cows. Ellis knows all the studies, has led some notable ones herself, and yet she was never quite able to shake off the itch of shame that visited her on the few occasions she made it into bed before midnight. 

			“The fact is, new data simply can’t compete with old stories.” That’s how she’d put it to Duncan, back in April, in the aftermath of the last stakeholders’ meeting. The cash cows had just filed out, and the boardroom table was still covered with half-eaten pastries and tablets loaded with their latest financial report.

			“I cannot accept,” Duncan said, “that ‘the flag-bearer for London’s new wave of neurotech entrepreneurs, destined to become the nation’s smartest Sandman’, can fail to make money.” She couldn’t believe he’d memorised that old quote from Wired UK, word for word. “Our research remains market-leading,” he insisted, striding about. “No-one would dispute that. We’ve won twenty-seven awards for our tech and design. Twenty-seven. Reviews continue to be universally positive. We raised investment once. We can do it again.”

			“That was fifteen years ago, Duncan.”

			He picked up one of the tablets, stabbed his finger at the figures. “The LEDs are still selling well. Ditto the thermostat. Our wearables are still front of the pack.” 

			“Our science is too expensive,” she shot back. “It takes too long. You heard them. They want a splashy new product every couple of years, not incremental upgrades.” She opened her arms to encompass everything they’d built and concluded, with vicious relish: “It’s. Not. Enough.” 

			Which is why she’d done the stupid thing, only a few weeks later. For GLAMIS. For Duncan. For – who’s she kidding? – for herself. Ellis would vociferously deny this in public, but it had been pleasant, being an icon of feminist STEM. Now, the articles they write about her have a nostalgic edge, as if she was already dead. But if they saw the new science – the slow, difficult science she’s been plugging away at, alone, for years – they wouldn’t just put her on the front page of TIME. They’d give her a fucking Nobel.

			Wait. Where has she gone? Ellis curses under her breath and stops, casting around. A group of interns push past her, whooping at some unheard joke. A delivery drone buzzes over her head. She’s just about to admit that she’s lost her when she catches a glimpse of purple, vanishing down Green Bank. She starts to run.  

			In a way, it was all down to her mother. Six months after the rampaging glioma took his wife, Ellis’s father moved his four-year-old daughter to a new county, up north, where no-one knew who they were or what they had lost. As far as Ellis knew, he brought along only one object from the old house: a small, abstract sculpture carved out of soapstone. Ellis’s mother had made it. He told her that much when he gave it to her; no more. Photographs attested that her father had once been a smiler, a laugher, a sea-wader with wide-open arms and a wide-open face. Ellis herself had only ever known him fossilised with grief.

			From her aunt, Ellis learned that her mother had always been making things – paintings, pots, odd little pagan structures from twigs and pebbles and feathers. She’d got rid of most of them, apparently, but Aunt Janey showed Ellis a few that she had managed to save. They were weird and lumpy and Ellis didn’t understand them and once or twice she almost threw her own small heirloom away. And yet, when she was doing her first degree down in Nottingham, twenty-eight years ago, it was that green curve of stone that had set her fate. 

			It was an exhilarating time. Hour by hour, class by class, the whole glittering field of neuroscience unfurled before her. By the time one of her professors mentioned the killer whales, she was already mired in strange new facts, so she could never quite explain why that particular one had lodged in her head. Nevertheless, in the early hours of the next morning she found herself sitting on her cramped bed in halls, cradling the sculpture, and thinking about the orcinus orcas: the only species on the planet capable of surviving for more than a few days without sleep. Of course, migratory birds crossed continents without proper rest, but even they indulged in seconds-long microsleeps on the wing. Female killer whales, however, only gave birth once every three to eight years, far from the safety of their pod. On their way home through the perilous ocean, both mother and calf would stay wide awake for several weeks – and scientists still had no idea how.

			Perhaps the hustler inside her, so desperate for an escape route from her joyless home, had sniffed a potential goldmine. Perhaps the fact that the mystery had eluded so many great minds had simply piqued her intellectual arrogance. All she knew was that, until then, the career she’d assumed would unfold on the theoretical, computational end of the discipline suddenly pivoted towards sleep. And the puzzle of the orcas became an obsession she was determined to crack – first in her dissertation, then in her PhD thesis, and then as an esoteric self-funded project on the side. Every time she caught sight of her mother’s sculpture – on her desk in Nottingham, then her bookshelves in Edinburgh, and now her mantlepiece in Whitechapel – it acted as a mental anchor, dragging her back to the question. How?  

			She has never told this to anyone, this nonsense about the sculpture. It is a story that drips with superstition and sentimentality and bone-crushing symbolism. It is the sort of story she hates. The reason she never reads fiction. 

			Yet it is also true.

			Ellis slows to a walk as the ghost enters Wapping Rose Gardens. Finally, they are alone. There are no roses here, only brittle-looking trees, and the ghost pays them no attention as she cuts across the grass, still absorbed in her device. The small park is unlit, and for the first time since leaving the Dock, Ellis finds herself in darkness. After the spurt of speed, her body is throbbing with energy: rich with oxygen, hyper-alert.

			The end of sleep. Would they give her a Nobel? Or would they chase her with pitchforks?

			***

			There were nights when she and Naomi neither had sex nor slept. There were nights, too many to count, when they simply drank and listened to music and talked. The tiredness was part of it, segueing after a while into a sort of languorous stupor, which was as close as Ellis ever got to relaxation. Naomi, on the other hand, was an expert. She could paint her toenails as if it was the most absorbing thing in the world. She could lie back and attend to Kendrick Lamar’s early albums as if they were urgent messages addressed solely to her. She could stop easily too, though; shrug when the speaker malfunctioned. Laugh when the neon orange varnish dripped onto the sheets.

			Ellis, who had never been a sleepover sort of girl, was ravished by the camaraderie. She learnt to take another cookie, even though she knew exactly what the corn syrup was doing to her synapses. She learnt to swig the sour wine straight from the bottle and enjoy the slow blur as her inhibitory neurotransmitters built up. Naomi loved to tell Ellis about her dreams, on those long woozy nights, apparently believing that her lover’s familiarity with brainwaves qualified her as a Freudian psychoanalyst. Ellis found the dream-tales almost uniformly dull, but she enjoyed watching Naomi’s face as she spoke: introverted, luminescent, rapt at the capering connections of own mind.

			Duncan planted the seed that would become GLAMIS after one of those nights. Naomi had trailed off home to change for work and Ellis had come down to the kitchen to find cereal spilled all over the countertop. 

			“You know,” Duncan said, “I thought you were different.” He was eating porridge and reading his phone. 

			Ellis, taking a deep breath in, shook a clothful of soggy Rice Krispies into the sink.

			“Maybe I was foolish, but I actually thought you –” He stopped.

			“What?” Ellis, toddler-tolerant after twenty-four hours awake, flung down the cloth and turned around.

			Duncan placed his spoon on the table and looked at her squarely. “Our research. Those practical applications we keep talking about. I really think there’s the potential for a startup, you know. Here, or in London.”

			“Okay. Good on you. So?”

			“So we should make a go of it.”

			“We?”

			“Obviously, we.” 

			“Obviously –?”

			“Well, I assume you’ve been thinking along the same lines.” 

			“Well – I haven’t.”

			Duncan almost looked flustered. “Oh. Alright. I just – I thought we made a good team. Professionally. You and I. We work well together. We have complementary skill sets. And we’re both ambitious.”

			Ellis blinked. “Okay. I suppose you’re right.”

			“But sometimes –” Duncan paused. “Sometimes I wonder –”

			“What?”

			“I wonder about your commitment.” 

			“My commitment? I work harder than anyone in this department.”

			“You used to,” Duncan said, and looked back down at the phone.

			After a moment, Ellis said: “Duncan, what is this about?”

			Nothing.

			“Duncan.”

			Duncan glanced up. “You giggle,” he said.

			“Shut up, Duncan,” Ellis said, and left the kitchen. 

			But the seed had already taken root.

			The last time she had seen Naomi, it was on a trip back to Edinburgh for a conference, a decade ago. Not wanting to have to talk to the other panelists over lunch, she’d gone to get a sandwich from Wolfits. When she emerged from the cafe with her chicken club, Naomi was walking down the street. Her beautiful face was thin and she looked shuttered, drawn. She was wearing a uniform, a sort of nurse’s uniform, but as she drew closer, Ellis saw that it was branded with the logo of a dementia care-home chain. There were white buds in her ears and she was staring at the ground, her head bobbing faintly to the music. She’d walked right past without looking up. Then one of the conference delegates, lanyard swinging, had trotted up to Ellis, and by the time she’d extricated herself, Naomi was gone.

			She hadn’t been able to find her anywhere online.

			***

			The ghost sits down on a bench in front of the river. After a reasonable pause, Ellis takes a seat beside her, looking out. 

			The bank is strewn with rubbish, the water the colour of iced latte. The Thames always makes Ellis think of history, old history. Bones and beams and bacon. She watches a pigeon flutter over the railings and hop around the shore on its dinosaur legs, pecking about in the grit.

			Every living creature in the history of the world has slept, Ellis thinks. Peasant or president. Quantum physicist or dancing bear. Even the most ancient unicellular bacteria have active and passive phases that echo the light-dark cycle of the planet. 

			What has she done?

			The ghost still shows no sign of noticing her, and now Ellis can see what is on her device. It’s a game, one of those retro rehashes with a purposefully pixellated design. On the screen, a dolphin leaps through an indigo seascape, eating fish and echolocating its way around caves. The ghost’s fingers, unvarnished, tap compulsively at the glass. 

			Ellis doesn’t want GLAMIS to go under. Oh, she’d survive, but she’s not sure about Duncan. He’s got plenty of money; he could get another job in a heartbeat. But he’s never been good with failure. He is easy to mock, Duncan, but he really does believe in a better future. And he has been a good friend to her, all these years. He sees her potential more clearly than anyone. Always has.

			In the game, the dolphin unlocks a crystal glyph. The ghost, absently, smiles.

			Four hours. 

			Ellis imagines telling them. She imagines striding into the meeting room in her slickest outfit, every cell in her body radiating vitality, and saying: this is what I have done. This is what we can sell. 

			They would ask her how it worked, of course, and she would have to admit that she didn’t know. Not exactly. She had some decent theories – her “dual desktop” idea; her subconscious twist on the old microsleep chestnut.  Or maybe it is something totally different. And of course there’s a chance that the sting in the tail might still strike. They’d have to do further tests, proper studies. It would take millions of pounds. Maybe billions. Years. But oh, they wouldn’t mind that any more. Not for this.

			Beside her, the ghost shifts on the hard slats of the bench. Raises a finger. Scratches her nose. Goes back to the game.

			Duncan wouldn’t be jealous. He’s bigger than that. No, his face would light up like Naomi’s used to, on those restless nights. He would say, imagine... and then he would go ahead and imagine all the benefits that Ellis has already imagined. Experienced.

			But would he say: imagine the soldiers? Would he say: imagine the wars? Would he say: imagine the death of the dark? 

			Even if he did, would they ever be able to make the right decision, based on the available data? There are so many variables. Too many unknowns.

			A door bangs in one of the converted warehouses behind her. Light is starting to kiss the water, adding a touch of glamour to the slosh. Ellis finds herself faced with a very difficult question. It is a question she avoids. The question is: how do I feel about this?

			The woman who isn’t a ghost, who is plumper and darker and at least a decade younger than Naomi would be now, gets up and walks away, still playing her game. The light continues to brighten. An early commuter boat churns past. Ellis thinks of Duncan, shaving in his Wapping bathroom, rehearsing his pitch for more money, more time. Laying out the logic. She thinks of the blond analyst, crashing in some fetid Bethnal Green bedsit for a few delirious hours before he returns to the office. To work and work.

			Ellis stands up. Her knees crunch. Not a superhero, then. She is still growing older; she has conquered sleep, not time. She turns away from the river and walks slowly back towards the Dock. 

			***

			She had lied, to Naomi, that morning in Edinburgh when they were brushing their teeth. 

			She does remember something about her mother. She has a memory. Just one.

			They are in the old house, the house where she was born. Ellis is in bed with her mother beneath her, belly to spine. The only light in the room comes from a lamp on the bedside table in the shape of an owl. Her mother is talking, and Ellis can feel the vibrations of her chest against her back. 

			They have already done the stories, the child’s stories full of dragons and witches and queens. Now her mother is reciting a poem. She recites the same poem to Ellis every night, in the final moments before she slides out of bed and turns off the light. Her mother loves this poem. It is a poem by Emily Brontë. She learnt it at school. While her mother says the words, Ellis takes a thick strand of her mother’s hair and winds it around her hand. Her mother’s hair is brown, but in the light from the owl lamp it looks red. Ellis turns her hand in the dim air and listens to the poem. She hears the words from the first few lines. Power? Yes, power. And brave. But she never hears how it ends, because her eyes grow heavy and her thoughts start to blur and, before her mother can finish, she has sunk.

		


		
			There are Wolves in these Woods

			Cassandra Khaw

			There are wolves in these woods.

			There have always been wolves in these woods

			***

			Selene looks him over, rakes her eyes down from the tip of his head to the toes of his boots. His hair is bramble and blackberries, pitch-dark, save for where silver has rooted itself at his temples, a gilding of hoarfrost in the wide open mouth of the waiting woods. When he smiles, even a child can see how poorly the expression fits. Those lips should have been married to a snarl, that throat wedded to a bark, or a growl, or a howl like something stalking through the shive-light of the old country, something sleek and sure and hungry.

			And oh, he’s hungry. 

			She can tell.

			Her fingers skip to the nodule lodged in her temple. Selene could have sprung for better but intracranial surgery was two hundred more than strictly necessary. She’s never had aspirations towards undercuts or anything else that’d bare the peripheral, so why bother? And besides, if the device began seeping mercury, this way at least she’d be able to divine the damage before it’s too late.

			The restaurant is small and sweltering. Crystal sweats in tangles from the velvet roofing the ceiling. Church glass breaks the light into honeyed hues of apricot, rust, and cider, bloodies it at angles. The abattoir quality is intentional. The maitre’d told them it was meant to evoke sympathy for the meat they’d plate on bone china and black ceramic. A satirical pretension, of course. The establishment is innocent of authentic animal protein. But people will pay extra to wallow in consequence-free scandal where they can. 

			JasminetheBadass450: Can you get some of his spit?

			meetyourbeast: Christ, Mika. Wouldn’t a kiss kind of be sending a wrong message?

			Fuckyourpink: Not if he was a gentleman, it wouldn’t.

			catmouse: But you know he’s an asshole.

			Notyourasianfantasy: Yeah, he’s got that look. Anyway, I wasn’t angling for you to kiss him. Just grab his glass.

			How? Her fingers twitch a message across her knee, dermal implants keyed to the staccato shorthand for her elected cypher. Caution is mandatory. In an epoch where endorphins are password-protected and love itself is programmable, opt-in unless indicated otherwise, it is hard to trust. 

			Back in the twenty-first century, there’d been a push to standardize access to sex, terrorist action under the banner of enforced male virginity, and some corporations had caved. Nickel and dimed the resentful pursuant then outfitted them with an armory of augmentations; nothing illegal, no sir, just tooltips for three-dimensional reality: matrices of pheromone readers, mimicry software, subvocalization amplifiers, whatever they needed to get ahead in the war of the sexes.

			So, women pushed back.

			Notyourasianfantasy: Here. Pass motor function for a second.

			Authentication protocol is established: a frisson of kaffir lime and cardamom, top notes of neon pink – an ironic aesthetic, grrl power personified – and the afterimage of faerie lights on a languid summer night. More than the sensuality of its presentation, Selene appreciates the commitment to security. Among other details, there is a triptych of bio-signatures in accompaniment: each mapped to the senders’ respective genomes, government-verifiable and publicly accessible. If any of this is treachery, her lawyers would be able to strip them of everything, including the civil rights of their entire genealogy, past, present, and probable.

			She lets go. Her overlay first apertures to white before the glare recedes, winnowed down to a mottling of stars, like someone’d strung Christmas lights over her vision. Somatosensory feedback dulls to a gray wash. Like a princess in her tower, Selene now observes the world at a remove, unable to taste, or touch, or feel the cold of her companion’s wine glass under fingers made deft by external control.

			There we go. Selene’s thumb traces the monogram of the man’s mouth, frosted and faded from repeated sips of the dry red wine. Subdermal wetware immediately activates, rushing to dissect genetic data. Through it all, Selene sits, riveted by the gross mortality of the man’s appearance. Here, an eyelid crenellated unflatteringly. Here, his mouth slumps. Here and here, she sees where liver spots might eventually constellate, where skin might wattle. Old waits patient as a wolf.

			“You’re not satisfied with your glass?”

			Selene’s body tips into a forward motion, a smile on the brink of being.

			assholeplease: He’s such a sleaze.

			Notyourasianfantasy: God. I wonder how many women he’s picked up with that line.

			lilywhitelamb: No criminal record, though.

			Fuckyourpink: hey lily, love the username lol.

			Selene pricks a thought on the command-line and her body sags, free-falls back into her hands like it has been given up to the act of waiting, waiting to be woken. When she shutters her eyes, she finds them parched: the other person doesn’t blink half as much. “I wanted to see if yours was crystal or glass.”

			He cocks his head like a hound. 

			In the owl-light of the restaurant, soft as dawn closing its teeth over the taiga, his eyes are black, not even the umber she sometimes think it is, not gold, only black. And again, Selene thinks of wolves in the winter, wolves in waiting or maybe, just one wolf circling closer, while girls in red make a killing chute of their bodies, their eyes bright as axes.

			“There are better ways to get closer.” His voice: throaty, accented in that way that’d make her laugh if it wasn’t so subtle, the Slavic lilt lean enough to forgive. “If that is what you’re angling for.”

			assholeplease: sleaze

			Notyourasianfantasy: sleaze

			Lilywhitelamb: sleaaaaaaaaaaaze

			catmouse: sleaze

			Meetyourbeast: why can’t I like more than once

			“I’m not angling for anything.” Selene leans back, arms crossed. The first of the hors d’oeuvres arrive: folds of synthetic wagyu served with salts, fat striations pale as tendon. This is followed by cuts of fatty tuna, veal carpaccio, sweet marrow roasted in 3D-printed calcium, every last mouthful reverse-engineered from hours at more morally suspect establishments.

			They eat without conversation, perfunctory, their silence a payment to the gods of modern gastronomy. The tasting menu develops in intensity, nearly profane in its inventiveness: snail caviar, blood pudding with chicory relish, smoked maple and buttermilk fried doe heart, eel confit, devilled black truffle cooked down to gleaming, jet-black confections.

			Fuckyourpink: omg, put it in my mouth

			So Selene does.

			***

			There are women in these woods too.

			There have always been women in these woods. For as long as there have been wolves, have been men who are both, there have been women, panting through the treeline as the sun thins to a wedding band. As the light coughs and dies, they begin to stagger. They fall like sheafs of corn. And the wind, it howls like something old and hungry and cruel.

			Once, there was always only ever one ending, no happily-ever-after, just a mouth black as the woods and bodies in the snow, supine and still. 

			But no story stays static.

			There are women in these woods.

			These days, there are huntswomen too.

			***

			Notyourasianfantasy: fuck me, that’s good.

			Meetyourbeast: i regret not paying for the VIP tier.

			Fuckyourpink: your rig doesn’t have any esters, tho. 

			catmouse: I want to point out the juxtapositioning of your handle and your words here, notyourasianfantasy. 

			Notyourasianfantasy: lol yeah I realized

			“What are you thinking?”

			The spindled connection retreats. She stares, mouth rucked, throws back the sight of him like a shot someone else had bought, straight down like he’s two fingers of bad whisky, cheaper than talk. Black leather and lashes so long she knows he’s never had to flirt with liner, shoulders you’d take at least a day to walk. Pretty has it easy, doesn’t it? Selene can tell he knows. Sees it in his posture, that know-it-all, loved-them-all strutting behind even his smallest motion. You always take good-looking in good faith.

			At least, you used to.

			Reds Riding isn’t the cheapest app but every woman has a subscription. Mothers pass down memberships to their daughters like titles, sisters come together, and friends raise hell and crowdfunding campaigns, all to keep their girls safe. Selene was, still is, titillated by the software’s origin story. For a while, Reds Riding played coquette with the wrong side of legal, a mod carved from yet another API from the swipe-right titans.

			But this one had been bad for business. This one reached deep. Deep into business to uproot the liars, a harvest of conmen and call-you-maybes to salt and let wither in the sun. The women loved it. Reds Riding was revolutionary. It didn’t so much shake up the playing field as shake loose the world. Before, it was guesswork and guardwork, second-hand will-hes and why-did-hes, pre-date rituals consisting of checking in and checking out the adversary through third-party services.

			Reds Riding changed all that.

			The players and the paying customers grew angry, of course. Where was the sport in this? Where was the game? What was the point of paying those annual fees if the girls wouldn’t behave, if they wouldn’t play by the rules, if they wouldn’t place their throats on the altars and wait? So, court orders came marching and Reds Riding went down, still as corpses laid to rest in the frost. Roots grown deep have a way of coming back, though. And Reds Riding soon rose from the grave with a smile.

			“Tell me your worst story.” Selene dabs at the corner of her mouth with her napkin, folds it in half and then quarters. She does not blink, holds him in the jaws of her regard. “Come on.”

			“Worst story?” He mirrors her. The onslaught of courses have given way to a lull, a lacuna with which they’ve been told to meditate. Music snakes through the air, Sino-Jazz from the twenty-thirties. A waiter, collared and corseted in vantablack, exchanges their used plates for white bowls. She swings Selene a look and enough of a smile to make her wonder if their server’s another Red. “That seems counterproductive, doesn’t it?”

			“You can tell a lot about a person from the way they’d fucked up.”

			“Fucked up, huh?” He feels his way through the consonants, their roughness, tongue stroked across all the right places, lingering in all the wrong spaces so she can’t help but know what he’s thinking. But no offense. None meant, at least. Like everything else, this is just another game.

			meetyourbeast: asshole

			catmouse: can he be any more subtle? Lol

			Notyourasianfantasy: so hey, ask him about his marriage. From what it looks like, boy’s divorce isn’t over yet.

			There’s something in the way his gaze leans on her, the weight of it, that makes her want to wait. Selene would gnaw loose her right arm to see him stagger, slip, trip on that smile halfway into his next play. Soon, she hazards. “I assume you’ve fucked up at least once in your life. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be talking to me.”

			“I feel like you may be too hard on yourself.”

			Selene allows her teeth to show. “Because you feel like that might be your job?”

			“Perhaps.” 

			They clink glasses and Selene drains hers in a gulp, gaze lidded, interface overlaid with a thousand data points. In the dim light, the wine’s the same dusky, sticky red of menstrual blood. Through the crack in her eyelids, she reads them all, each as solemn as last rites. No criminal records, at least. No rumour of domestic battery, no misdemeanours, nothing more salacious than two charges of drunk driving. His personal testimonies, however.

			Those were interesting.

			Notyourasianfantasy: told you

			“How about I make it a little easier?” She decants the responsibility of balance to one of the watching Reds. Crowdsourced motor controls. Better than any prince’s dowry. “Tell me about how your marriage ended.”

			***

			There are wolves and women both in these woods.

			Sometimes, the story forgets which is which.

			***

			“Recently. It ended recently.” Caution paces through his voice, its belly kept low to the ground. “Why?”

			Desert comes: a pageant of candied sweetbreads, ice-cream wrung from fresh lymph. All still fake, they are assured. Nonetheless, Selene wonders. Even under the buckwheat honey, the chocolate, the wild Swedish strawberries, sour and red as a heart, there is a pungence to the offal, a rustwater quality to their crème brûlée which lingers, thick as sap or semen. He picks listlessly through the carnivore desserts, too watchful now for pleasure, and Selene smiles.

			“Like I said, you can tell a lot from someone’s mistakes.” Custard melts to a marrow sweetness on her tongue. “Besides, you’ve gotten no end of stories from me.”

			“I don’t think I know you well enough ye–”

			Fuckyourpink: here it comes

			Meetyourbeast: look, if he gets violent, at least two of us are hanging around here. Just scream willikins

			Catmouse: the fuck

			Meetyourbeast: safeword? Idk

			Notyourasianfantasy: shut up and let her focus

			Selene takes up her axe, takes the dialogue apart with a grin, body poured into the action, a fork cocked at the man like a gun. “But you looking like you wanted to eat me up was alright?”

			She says it too loud. Selene no longer cares, though. Her vision lights up with Reds at the ready: four, five, six, a whole fleet, better than any panic button, better than any plugin vowing combat expertise, better than sex, better than hanging on to too little, too late. Selene would have much preferred the more decadent outcome but one evening shouldn’t beggar a woman of choice.

			“You didn’t make it seem unwelcomed.” A warning in his phrasing, the denouement of his interest. He sets his cutlery down.

			“It wasn’t.” Selene glances stage right and then lets her eyes flit back.  “But I didn’t have you pegged for a jerk, then.”

			“Oh?”

			“You never told your wife about that weekend fling, did you?”

			A palm is brought down, hard enough to make the tableware shake. “Why the fuck do you know about this? No. Wait. I see. You’re one of those.” 

			He drags out the word like a garland of meat. 

			“I am putting nothing on public record.”

			“Was it that bitch?” He says, hardly thinking for a second how he’d put his head in the trap, how the use of that word was enough to incriminate, its trembling violence, the raw slap of the sound. Bitch.

			Selene runs her tongue over her teeth. Elsewhere, the waiters come together murmuring, having taken an interest in the tableau, still unable to tell which is the wolf and which is the woodsman, or if there remains any distance between the two. She pitches her voice low. “Stories like this don’t need attribution.”

			“I deserve to know.”

			“No.” Selene raises a finger. “You don’t. You signed away that right when you decided to be an asshole. By the way, great job with those next two relationships. ‘I don’t agree that it’s cheating but I understand why you might feel that way?’ Classy.”

			He stands then. 

			“I do not have to be subject to your abuses. You have a good night. Pay for your own goddamned dinner.”

			The waitress from earlier appears as though invoked by sorcery, smile pristinely plastic, a hand rested on the knob of his elbow. “I’m afraid we’ll still have to charge you for miscellaneous expenses, sir.”

			“Charge me? For what?” 

			“Interrupting the peace.” The maître d’ is long and lithe and unsubtle in his disapproval, expression tepid. Like his colleague, he does not so much arrive at the scene as he does manifest. “The diners here do not just pay for the food. They pay for the pleasure of the experience. And you have cost them that experience. Some more than others but we must find some way to finance their grievances. More importantly, I believe we asked you to sign a waiver?”

			***

			“Fuckyourpink?”

			“Yeah.” The waitress undoes her earrings. Hair that had arrowed straight to the small of her back transforms, coiling into neon curlicues of agate, teal, and tin. She cards long fingers through the waves. “To be fair, I did have pink hair once so that was kind of weirdly ironic for a while yet.”

			Selene studies the restaurant. Freed of its mood lighting, it becomes more palatable: less pretension, more art installation. ”I’m not judging.”

			“I know.” The waitress – Amira, she said her name was – stretches, a yawn banked behind her palm. “But anxiety and everything, you know?”

			“Hey. We broke bread together. You ate of my chemical receptors.” Selene brings her gaze back to the other woman. Elevator music floats through the air. At last, there are no wolves, only women in repose, lounging in the halogen-shot quiet. “I think that makes us sisters or something.”

			“Yeah.” Amira tosses her a can of iced coffee, the aluminium still wisping steam. “Sorry about your date.”

			A shrug. “Could have gone worse. Could have gone home with him.”

			“I mean, he was good-looking.”

			“But he was also a bonafide ass?” Another loose-shouldered ripple of her shoulders, Selene’s expression far from contrite. “I don’t like to waste time? I don’t know. Pick an appropriate complaint. Seriously, though. I’m glad it didn’t turn out to be anything.”

			“Guess the morning after would have been a little awkward.”

			“Mm.” Selene kicks her feet up onto the edge of the table, tilts her chair back onto two legs. Outside, the rain makes an oil painting of the city, nearly rococo in its effulgence, every billboard remade into hieroglyphs for the future. Coffee and company in hand, Selene finds it brighter than she’d expected. “Okay, so. What’s good to eat around here?”

			“What?”

			“That’s not, you know, fancy bullshit that came out of a lab.”

			Amira laughs, and it is rich and nectared and golden, no guile, nothing but joy, nothing but the easy happiness of sitting with kin.

			“I know a diner nearby.”

			“That sounds prospective.”

			“I’m told, and don’t quote me on this, that it has pretty good burgers?”

			“What are the milkshakes like?”

			“Fucking. Decadent.” 

			“I’m in. Let’s go.”

			***

			There are women in these woods.

			These days, they keep the woods free of wolves.

		


		
			Chrysalis

			Becky Chambers

			I didn’t take it seriously when she told me. “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I asked, over mac and cheese and broccoli. It was the only way I could get her to eat vegetables – slathered in sauce until the green was a distant concern. 

			“I want to go to space,” she said. 

			“A pilot,” I said. “Cool. You know, your great-aunt was a pilot. She took tourists up and down.”

			“No,” she said. “I want to be an Explorer.”

			I stopped chewing for a moment. “Do you understand what that means?” I asked. Noncommittal. Unfussed.

			She looked at me, that same wise stare she had first greeted me with as they cleaned blood and fluid from her hair. “Yes,” she said.

			I ate my broccoli. “That’s not for girls like you,” I said. “Explorers are people who don’t have families, or who were born with different bodies than you and me.” I thought the terms at-risk and impaired might go over her head, but then, I always underestimated her.

			Hours later, she came to me, tablet in hand. “You’re wrong,” she said, pointing to a glowing FAQ. “Anyone can sign up. I can go.”

			***

			For years, I tried. I bookmarked articles on dinosaurs and volcanoes and deep sea fish. I presented educational sims as a treat, and we’d spend Saturdays exploring biomes together, brains full of lemurs and kudzu, toes dug into the living room carpet. She always emerged laughing and full of questions, and for a few hours or so, my fear subsided. 

			I’d check the browser history after she went to bed. Comets. Star clusters. Black holes. Okay, not rainforests, I’d think, grasping in the dark. Deserts, maybe. Let’s try deserts.

			Whenever we rode the fast rail, I’d point out things on the ground. “Look at those trees,” I’d say. “Look at that river.” Look at anything, I thought, but the sky.

			***

			She came to me in tears when she bled for the first – and last – time. “It means I’m late,” she sobbed. “I’m late.”

			I didn’t understand. “Thirteen is entirely normal – ”

			“I’m changing, Mom. They might not take me. It’s – it’s so much harder after –  after – “

			I shut my eyes, blocking out her words, blocking out everything. Puberty. That’s what she was getting at. 

			“Mom.”

			I didn’t look at her.

			“Mom, please let me talk to a recruiter. Please. Just talk. I won’t – we’ll make decisions together, okay? Just let me at least find out.” 

			Maybe she’s already too late, I thought. They might turn her down. 

			But I knew, as we cried together, that they wouldn’t. 

			***

			I hated meeting with the doctors, week after month after year. Hated their kind faces, their desk plants, their marble offices. Hated words like metabolism and restructuring and progress. Hated knowing that when I went to visit her in the pristine dormitory, they’d been the ones pumping new genes into her crusting skin.

			“I look so strange,” my daughter said, staring uneasily into a mirror, touching her scabbed cheeks. I’d brought her candy, but she was too sick to eat it. Metabolism, she said. 

			“You’ll always be beautiful to me,” I said. Sometimes mothers have to lie.

			***

			The woman who boarded the ship looked nothing like the girl I remembered. A silver carapace sheathed her hairless body, too thick for radiation to penetrate. Her breaths were slow, and few ― she didn’t need as much oxygen as me. Her hollow bones would lose little density out there, and meals would be a monthly occurrence. She was something beyond human, engineered for the long dark between worlds.

			“Are you scared?” I asked, holding her hand in the hours before.

			She could no longer cry, but she would have. There were things I knew better than the doctors. “Yes,” she said. “God, yes.” She put her arms around me, the segments at her joints scraping like leaves. “I want to take you with me.”

			I held her, tight as my soft body would allow. “I’m always with you,” I said.

			As her ship disappeared from view, I imagined her in that moment. I imagined her eyes — the one thing that still looked the same — taking in the naked sky she’d always longed for. I imagined the stars looking back into that face, so eager, so ready. How could you not welcome someone that sincere? How could you not love her? 

			Beautiful. Yes, beautiful. I meant it this time. I had always meant it.

		


		
			In the God-Fields

			Liz Williams

			How to tell a god from a man? I thought I knew the answer to this question but the voyage from Volk to Shaumavast showed me otherwise, whether I’d wished it or not. And now I stare into the Black, while a god stares back over my shoulder and whispers secrets into the shadows of my mind. 

			***

			Volk spaceport: a hinge of the universe. Everyone comes here, if they are a traveller. The worldbound remain, of course, tied to their planets, but if you make journeys through space, you’ll come to Volk eventually. I myself had done so when I first came to the seminary. I had been nowhere else then; raised on the little brown ball of Daime, a girl from the underdomes of the steppes. At fifteen, I had rarely been above ground to Daime’s scoured surface, swept by sandstorms and the devil-winds. Then the missionaries came – glamorous folk to me, with their swirling crimson robes and their tales of gods who walk between the worlds. My parents were happy enough to let me go. I was a moody child, caught up in visions of adventure, and the seminary would pay my stipend: relieved of another mouth to feed, my family gladly signed me away.

			That was when I first came to Volk. A great deal of noise, colour, frenetic activity. People running to and fro, spacecraft taking off every few minutes with a roar and a blast of sand. I saw folk who were barely human, but perhaps they thought the same about me, seeing in my pointed shaven scalp and whiteless eyes the demons they had fled. At least one woman made a sign against me, yet she, with iron rings running down her bare arms and her canary skin, looked strange to me. It was with regret that I journeyed on, to reach the planet of Tavan and enter the seminary – cool and smooth and grey – where I remained for the next five years. At first, I loved its silence, the dim light, the absence of rush after the crowded tunnels of Daime. But gradually, the peace of the place began to chafe. I thought often of Volk, of all those many kinds of people. 

			When I next saw Volk, however, it was different. 

			I was now a full initiate, a curomantic hierophage. If you are not familiar with my religion – that of the Scarlet Bind – it does not matter. Think of me of a priestess, though one of limited experience. I was sent via Volk with a task, to carry a sacred text to a mountain seminary on the world of Shaumavast. This is a typical errand among my sect: it is important, for the texts are sought by heretical collectors and closely guarded. And the scroll could not be sent by other means: the carrying and the journey itself bore meaning. It would show that I could be trusted, that I could think for myself in an emergency, that I was fully fledged.

			I did not know what the scroll said. It contained knowledge that was too advanced for someone of my rank, and I took that seriously. There had been a number of horror stories circulating around the seminary of girls who had disobeyed such instructions and paid the price. Words have power, after all. So I left the sealed scroll intact in its tight case and placed it in the breast of my robe, beneath the heavy quilted jacket that I pulled around me like armour as I stepped through the seminary door. We reached Volk two days later, myself in a haze of excitement which I tried hard to conceal.

			My first impression was the heat. I wasn’t used to it: Tavan was a cool world and the impact of the sun was dizzying, as though a great hot hand had slapped me across the face. I stumbled into the shadows of the arrivals hall and for a moment, could not see. 

			“You all right, girl?” I shaded my eyes with my hand. 

			“Daimese, aren’t you? My sister married a man from Daime. Not a religious, though.”

			I was curiously displeased at being so easily identifiable. “I am from Daime originally, yes.”

			As my sight cleared I saw a short fat man, like a bouncy ball, dressed in lurid orange. He had eyes like raisins and a squashed nose. Later, I was to reflect that he was a most unlikely carrier of a message of spiritual impact and he didn’t even know it, either. 

			“Where are you off to, then? I’m in Volk every week, me. Know all the landing stages.”

			I was on my guard, because of the scroll, but he seemed friendly enough.  “I am headed to Shaumavast. I am – to undertake some training there.”

			“Ah!” The man looked wise. “Shaumavast! That’ll take you past the edge of the god-field, then.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“I don’t suppose you’ve been to many places, have you?” He puffed up a little.  “Unfamiliar with the roads of space?”

			I had to admit, stiffly, that this was true. He seemed anxious to impress.

			“Well, between Volk and Shaumavast, and a host of other places, lie the god-fields. Surprised a religious like you doesn’t know about them. It’s where the gods are born.”

			“Ah!” I said, trying to sound polite. The Scarlet Bind has origin myths of its own and they didn’t mention anything about deific spawning grounds. 

			“They burst out of the dead suns and stride forth!” His raisin gaze glittered; I wondered if he was some kind of fanatic. Then he said, “You’ll see them when you pass through, no doubt,” rather as one might mention an interesting tourist feature. 

			“Thank you for telling me,” I said. “May I ask where the landing stage for Shaumavast might be?”

			“I’ll show you.” And he did, without any more mention of birthed gods, and vanished into the crowd with a pat on my shoulder. I checked the scroll before he was out of sight. It was still there. 

			The landing stage was thronged with a great many people in grey: none of them would look at me. I remembered, however, my teacher telling me that the Shaumavasti made a great virtue of modesty. I did not make a nuisance of myself. Feeling conspicuous in my crimson plumage, I took a seat to the far side of the landing platform and waited for the doors to open. We passed our hands over the scanner and were ushered into the belly of the hauler. This craft took both passengers and cargo: an unremarkable Mark 93 all-purpose carrier. We each had a small booth for the duration of the journey, no more than a sleeping pod, and a seat on the passenger deck. With a sense of adventure, and not wanting to feel confined too soon, I chose the latter: it was not yet time for sleep. 

			After several hours, however, I was reminded of how dull space travel could be. I was not displeased: it made me feel like an old hand at such voyaging. With a world-weary air, which I secretly hoped would be noticed, I made my way to the tiny sleep pod and discovered that the bed was too short. Doubtless it was configured for the average human traveller, but I was tall, and our custom of skull modification in memory of those first engineered humans to cross distant space, made my head poke into the wall. I was obliged, silently cursing, to jack my knees up in order to fit. I awoke in the middle of the night in an uncomfortable posture and eventually got up. 

			Impossible to tell what time it really was. I knew the time back on Volk, but we were in the middle of flight and Volk meant nothing. Disoriented, I maneuvered myself out of the pod and went for a walk around the decks, avoiding the passenger lounge. And in my wanderings, I came to the viewing platforms. 

			I paused, mesmerized. I’d seen space before, the lashing stars whipping by as a ship’s drive kicked in, on that initial journey from Daime, but here, it was different.  Here, it was as though we were standing still and the stars were coming to us. I saw a great yellow cloud, sparkling with the birth of suns, towering through the viewport. A hound-shaped burst of gas, mouth agape, reared near it, purple and gold and green. I was glad that the corridor was empty, that no-one was there to watch me in my awe before the majesty of the universe. 

			I say no-one. But it was then that he came. I say he, for he looked at first like a man, then human, but then something else, in a way that I, who had been trained in esoteric words, could not describe. He wore a cloak, I know that, and it was as though the cloak was made of stars, swirling around him as he smiled. 

			He greeted me, but not in my own language. I understood it, nevertheless. I bowed, my hands together in the manner of a Scarlet salutation, and he seemed to accept this. 

			“You are a priestess,” he told me.

			“I – yes. I am.”

			“And travelling past the god-field. How apt! How welcome you are, to be here!”

			His earnest, ingenuous manner reassured me. He was as friendly as the man at the spaceport; I almost forgot he was not mortal. For I found that I knew this, a deep subjective knowing, just as I knew that the ship around me was a physical object. 

			“Who are you?” I asked. 

			“Oh!” He looked at me, aghast. “I have no idea.”

			“You don’t?” 

			“No.” He glanced down at himself with a comical air of dismay. “I appear to be a human at the moment. Male? I don’t know. Am I?”

			“I think so.”

			He leaned forward, confidingly. “I don’t normally look like this, you know.”

			“Then – then what do you look like?”

			“Oh!” he said again, as if the idea had only just occurred to him. “I could show you!”

			And he did. He was no longer a person in a cloak, but beyond the ship I saw a huge glittering ray, its folds and wings millions of miles long, stars embedded in its shining shifting flesh. A flicker and flash and gone, leaving me reeling back against the merciful hardness of the wall. I stumbled, speechless, to my pod-bed, no longer minding that my head was too big for it. I wrapped myself in the blanket like a child against the night and fell into the black of sleep. 

			In the morning I tried to convince myself that it had been a dream. But I could not quite manage it. I kept seeing his – her? – beautiful, artless face in my mind’s eye, heard that ingenuous voice, and then that arrowing spark as it darted away into the spawning ground of the god-fields. I should have been grateful that I had experienced what I believed to be a genuine vision, one which I should report to my superiors, but I felt merely bemused. It had not fitted my expectations of a vision, I suppose: the deity, if such it was, had seemed as baffled as I. And I think I wanted to keep it to myself. I went to sleep again and woke to an announcement that we were approaching Shaumavast. 

			We all gathered in the passenger lounge. Some of the faces I saw around me were filled with the anticipation of going home. But most people just looked bored. I tried to hide my excitement and pretended again to be a jaded traveller. The planet – mottled brown and grey and steeped in cloud – rose gloomily in the main viewport. We were instructed to strap ourselves into our seats and the bumpy descent began. Because of the cloud, we couldn’t see much and it seemed to go on for a long time. I listened to every rattle and jolt, snatching glances at the passengers around me, but their faces seemed serene enough. I took a breath and tried to pray until the craft shuddered to a halt, but I kept remembering the thing I had seen and it got in the way of my prayers. After some time, the hatches were opened and we were allowed to disembark into a sombre marble hall. 

			It was nothing like Volk’s chaos and bustle. This port felt old and quiet. My documents were examined with care and although I had to hand over the scroll, the woman who passed it through the scanner took care to reassure me that no harm would come to it. She seemed to understand that it was a sacred text. This was very reassuring. I had been given instructions on how to reach the seminary, but would spend my first night in the place to which the spaceport was attached. After some confusion, I managed to locate the right shuttle and was taken into town, along dusty roads lined with drainage ditches and fields of a fronded grey crop. Shaumavast’s red sun was still trembling over the horizon when we reached the city, which was old and low. I could just see a line of ragged mountain shadow in the distance. I was conscious of another sort of awe: that of being on another world. I recited the places I had visited like beads on a rosary: Daime, Tavan, Volk itself, now Shaumavast... Too few for me. 

			When I reached my lodgings, I found a message waiting for me from the seminary. A monk was on his way and would meet me; he was expected to arrive that evening. I asked the man at the desk if anyone had come, but he said no. 

			“We do not do things quickly here,” the receptionist said, eyeing me as though I was some fast-moving worldly traveller. 

			“It is the same on my world,” I replied and he smiled in relief. Upstairs, I changed into a plain robe and then, making sure the scroll was still safe within my jacket, went out onto the street in search of food. This, too, was not exciting: a root vegetable stew, but it was sustaining. When I returned to my lodgings, the anticipated monk had still not appeared. It was now quite late. 

			Again, I hoped to dream of the being in the starry cloak. Again, I did not. I slept soundly and woke to a thin grey dawn. I made tea with the unit in the room and did my devotions, then went downstairs, where a different desk clerk informed me that no-one had yet come from the seminary. 

			“No doubt he became held up, or changed his mind.” The receptionist seemed to think little of it and, with some misgivings, I dismissed it from my thoughts. I needed to find transport to the seminary now. 

			With the scroll safely in my jacket and my pack over my shoulder, I made my way through the narrow streets to the public transport station. Bulbous vehicles with fat tyres were lining up, pulling out. I checked the vehicles until I found the one the clerk said I needed, although it was so dirty I could barely make the number out. With relief, I settled myself in a front seat, preferring to see what I could of the view. A true priestess, I suppose, would have been concerned solely with the life of the inner mind, but what can I say? I was young, and travelling. Slowly, we rumbled off in the direction of the mountains. 

			The vehicle smelled stuffy, as if the windows had never been opened. I peered through the filthy windows, watching the wheels churn up brown dust. There were no clerics on the bus, only old men and women carrying heavy bags. I assumed they had been to a market. They conversed in quiet, serious voices and I was not familiar with the language they used: it lulled me, so that I almost slept again, and perhaps I did sleep, because suddenly a voice was calling me.

			“The priestess, for the seminary? We are here.”

			I gathered my luggage, checked the scroll, and stumbled out of the vehicle. But nothing was in sight, apart from a post with a small, old-fashioned electronic display showing the times of the next transport. It made me smile: I hadn’t seen anything so antiquated since I’d left Daime. I looked from right to left, but I couldn’t see anything that resembled a building. Sheer grey rock rose on the far side of the road and on the other side was a slope of scree, dropping hundreds of feet to a silver band of river. Mist streaked the heights, obscuring the summits. It was cold. I didn’t mind that so much, but I didn’t know what to do. Then, all of a sudden, a priest was standing in front of me. He was a small, round-headed man, with skin that was the same colour as the rock, but he wore familiar scarlet robes. He was smiling.

			“You’re the young priestess from Tavan? We’ve been waiting for you.” He peered around me. “But where is Hannes? Did he stay in the city? He was told to bring you back.”

			“I’m sorry – someone was supposed to meet me, but they never showed up. I came alone.”

			“Oh!” said the priest, dismayed. “Oh! But I saw him go, late in the afternoon. Where can he be?”

			“I don’t know.” The priest’s disappearance lay before us, an unexpected chasm. 

			“Did no one at the guest house know?” the priest asked.

			“I don’t think so. I asked but no-one had seen him. I was worried about finding my way here alone.”

			The priest became concerned. “Of course – you have come from such a far place. Is it too cold for you? Too hot? We must get you up to the seminary.”

			I assured him that my own world was chilly. He paused before a slit in the cliff wall. “This way.”

			I hesitated, but a moment later realized the sheer rock face was an illusion. A passage, well concealed, led through the cliff to a round smooth plate, almost like a courtyard. We made our way deep into the cliffs. Perhaps twenty minutes later, the priest paused. 

			“Here.” He gestured upwards. I looked to see a tiny huddle of buildings on the side of the cliff. Against the stone and the sky, they were as small as a child’s toy. 

			“That’s the seminary?” I could see no path. 

			“Yes. Follow me.” The priest stepped onto a flat patch of stone and a moment later he was gone, whisked upwards. Horrified, I saw the grey soles of his boots disappear into the heavens in a flurry of robes. I took a deep breath and a step forward, and a second later I, too, was hurtling up.  The gravity shaft pulled at my clothes, and I had a dizzying vision of the ground far below me and the walls of the canyon shooting by, then I was stumbling back onto a platform. This high up, I could see that the seminary was not so small after all: its fortress walls extended far into the cliffs. 

			“Welcome,” the priest said, smiling. “But you must speak to the Grand Curator at once. I shall arrange tea.”

			He led me through a winding expanse of dark corridors, paneled with a soft gleaming metal that held in more warmth than I was used to. In fact, the place might almost have been termed ‘comfortable.’ I was not sure that I approved, but I did have a sneaking sense of gratitude. The Curator’s cell was large and had windows that looked out onto snow capped peaks, beyond this initial mountain wall. I saw a tiny bird blown like a leaf across the serrated cliffs. I knew how that bird felt, I thought. I still felt as though my robes were being blown about me. 

			The Curator entered, a quiet-faced man with the sigil of the Bind engraved on his brow. He spoke to me the psalm of Kurtole, and I replied, as was proper to a superior, with the psalm of Rokh. Then he said, “You have the scroll?”

			“I do.” It was a relief to relinquish it. I handed it to him with a sense of lightness and he smiled. We said a prayer together over the scroll as it lay on his desk in its new home, and that was that: my mission was over. None of the things that I had feared had befallen the scroll and my honour was intact. The young priest came back in to lead me to my room for the night, for the next vehicle would not return to the spaceport until the following day.

			I spent the afternoon in the library, disappointed that my adventure was nearly over. I had accomplished my mission and would soon return home: I had no expectation that my future would include foreign travel. I would be confined to the seminary on Tavan – but what choice had I, now? I could remain here, but not for long: without the right papers I would soon be found and deported. And Volk, its teeming multitudes, was not for me; I did not think I would survive. I was a small person, in a great universe. I told myself that I did not truly want another life, but it was too late, this voyage had changed me. I tried to focus on the texts – they had books here that I had never seen at home – and yet not even these prizes could distract me from the universe’s expanse, which I might never see again once I was back in the seminary. I did not know, now, what I truly wanted, that was the problem, and right now I could see no way out. I sat in the library, before one of the tall windows that looked out over the far mountains, until the light faded and I was called to dine with my fellow clerics. 

			I was not seated near the young man who had met me at the vehicle halt, and in any case could not have spoken to him since in my order we ate in silence. The familiar surroundings calmed me somewhat, and the peace of the place led me to re-consider. Young people are always restless, I told myself. I recalled the sense of anticipation and excitement as we came to Volk, then Shaumavast; the feelings I’d had when I’d realized I must make my way to the seminary on my own. My thoughts went round and round like the bird around the cliffs as I ate my porridge. 

			After dinner and the meditation we filed off to our respective cells for sleep. I lay staring into the darkness, failing to think. The missing monk kept floating into my mind, almost as though he was becoming real, standing beside the bed – and then I realized that he was.

			I reached out and fumbled for the light pad. The monk stood there, shaven-headed, crimson-clad. 

			“I was supposed to meet you, but did not. I saw that you wanted to journey alone and so you did. Now I am here.” He bent over the bed and, gasping with alarm, I was about to shove him away when I saw that his eyes were full of starlight. I was dreaming, I thought, but I had never woken in a dream before. The monk smiled. He was beginning to dissolve, black streamers of smoke curling out from his figure, and the light sparkled and grew.

			“You’re not a priest. What are you?” But I already knew.

			“You are a prisoner. I will free you. You want to be free, don’t you?”

			“I’m no prisoner!”

			The monk – now only half there – put his head on one side. “But I heard you, inside your head. You long to be free, to journey, to see the great span. I will help you.” He reached out his hand and struck me in the face. I felt his fingers enter my skull, a swift creeping sensation, and then I too was falling apart, watching with horror as my limbs separated from my torso, drifting away, and I collapsed into a ghostly pile of human rubble onto the floor.

			This is where one wakes, but I did not wake, for this was not a dream. And so it began. I passed through the walls of the seminary, up into the dark air towards the stars. Everything was vivid and clear: I could hear the wind and smell the snow-sharp air, watch the planet wheel beneath me until we were so far away that it was no more than a small hazy ball against the black. 

			And then: the god-fields. Hard to tell of this, now. I thought I had died, that the being – who has no name – had killed me. And in a way I suppose he did. 

			I saw the hound-shaped gas cloud rise up, composed of a million spawning suns. I looked back – although spatial nouns soon failed to hold any meaning for me – and saw Shaumavast, its mottled ball, and then Volk, then Tavan and Daime. They were too small – whole worlds! – and I turned my attention to the span. A crimson billow roared out from the hound’s mouth, sparkling with supernovae and I spread my new invisible wings and flew towards it. The ray who had visited me flew alongside; stars filled our forms as we soared across the god-fields and out towards the Black, as they call deep space.

			Is it not magnificent?

			 “How old is it? The gas cloud?” 

			I do not understand your question. What is “old”?

			He was anxious to answer my questions, I think, but he did not understand them, and soon they became meaningless to me, also, as the concepts of my limited human mind began to fall away. We flew together across the span, watching the boil and rage of new galaxies as they formed and gradually I learned to hear them singing. Suns sing, and so do the greater formations, and I began to understand that all of them, everything, is alive. Everything that has a mortal life – human or other – is nothing more than a speck of dust. The great mystery is why they choose to communicate with us at all: these presences who soar the void and midwife the birth of suns. I asked my companion, and he – I will continue to call him he – seemed most amused, and replied that when you are used to things on a very large scale, tiny things hold an intricate charm. But are mortals not too brief, I asked? If you are used to an existence which lasts billions of years, how can something so short lived possibly attract you? But they do not comprehend time and so, again, the question held no meaning. Only joy, for this is all life holds for them.

			I came to know that joy: of overwatching a young sun, seeing it spark and glow. Speaking to the clouds of hydrogen and helium, which are its mothers, and listening to their songs, unending until the supernova shockwave which compressed them into the sun’s start. Gravity, pressure and fusion: I had been familiar with these concepts as a human, but now I came to know them in person. We sang to one another, as I rippled on the universe’s endless tides and the new sun flattened out. If I waited, I knew, this sun would die: just as my family and seminary-mates were long since not even dust. But I knew the sparks of their spirits had flown outwards, to be woven into this great and constant process of destruction and making, and so I did not grieve.

			But I did not want to witness my own sun’s death, all the same. Perhaps the little spark of human-in-me remained. So I sang to my sun and it to me, and then I turned and flew into the hound’s mouth, still singing goodbye. My companion was elsewhere then, had been for millennia. We passed one another, greeting each other with elation, and he told me where he would be found, if I should want another form of existence. At that time, I did not. 

			I existed, observing. At length, I found myself gliding through still-familiar configurations: it was here that I had first entered the span.  Shaumavast was now dead: I diminished myself to pass over it, finding it a blackened ball. All those in the seminary were long gone, the mountains themselves had crumbled. Daime, Tavan, Volk – they, too, were no more. I gave way to a fleeting nostalgia and in turn that changed my mood: I wanted to be smaller, I thought, the universe seemed at once all too immense.  I floated in limbo, calling in a dismal hooting song. I summoned my companion to me: as he appeared, millennia later, I realized that he was now ancient. I, in comparison, was still young. 

			You have been a god to worlds, he told me.

			“I did not notice,” I replied, in some dismay.

			We never do. 

			“I don’t want to be a god any more,” I told him.

			What do you want, then?

			“To be – smaller.”

			The great ray rippled, like a shrug. Then make yourself so.

			A flick and dart and gone. For such is the responsibility of gods, I suppose. I no longer needed a teacher. All the same, it took me a while to find out how I could change myself: I did not attempt human, for this was the depth of space and I would not survive for more than moments. I pondered, and at length I became aware that something was coming. 

			At first it was no more than a tiny dot against the star fields. I thought it might be a ship – mortal life remained. I still saw their ships among the stars, although they were very different in form from the vehicles that had taken me to my handful of worlds. But I could sense living beings within them and sometimes I was tempted to descend, to speak to a young person as I myself had been spoken to. I did not do this, however. Perhaps I did not want to put anyone else through my own journey, wondrous though it may have been. I remained in my place, and watched the bright dot as slowly it grew and grew. Eventually, I realized what it was: a comet, singing its own thin song as it journeyed the void. 

			I addressed it.

			“Will you take a passenger?”

			A passenger? Or parasite?

			“I do not seek your energy. I will not drain you.” 

			There was a long silence, and then the comet said, You may travel in my wake for a while. We will speak. If you amuse me, we will continue until the midpoint of my journey, which takes us near occupied worlds. You may leave me there.

			And so the comet and I travelled together and we spoke of a multitude of things: the spirits which inhabit these balls of fire and ice, their dim awareness of their nature as portents to mortal kind, their indifference.  But we also discussed the great powers: the beings of the god-fields, what they might be. ‘God’ is a human term – they are intelligences, sentient beings, nothing more. All power varies; is a man a god to an insect? I had been a god to worlds, my companion had told me, and I had not even seen it. I did not want to be a god, that much I knew. It is all just a question of power in the end and perhaps that would have seduced me had I still been human, but it meant nothing in my then-form. Once you are everything, power becomes nothing. There is only wonder. 

			We passed through gas clouds, past the wells of black holes, marveling at the immense planetary systems of the Ring. I did not know if these places had retained their names, but if not, at least I remembered them. As we drew closer into the galaxy from which humankind had originated, we saw fleets of ships, of a kind I no longer knew. Once, a tiny probe sailed close to us and was flung away, bearing back data about the comet with whom I journeyed. Gradually the hum of mortal life grew louder. We swung past planets which were one huge city, a mass of steel needles; past the great pale desert worlds; past gas ocean vistas, and worlds which were fixed in orbit, frozen and blasted with heat upon their different faces. The hum, the warmth of mortal life, grew.

			And then we reached the comet’s midpoint.

			This, it said, is where I turn. I shall go back, forgetting, remembering again. I no longer wish to chatter, but I have enjoyed voyaging with you, god. Perhaps we will meet again. 

			But I knew that we would not. 

			I left the comet just beyond a marbled world that I did not know. I had made my decision: the hum was seductive and anyway, I had seen too much. I folded my invisible wings and sank down to planetfall just as the world’s sun was rising. Down into atmosphere, through clouds, changing as I went so that my feet lightly touched onto the sand. For a few moments, it was like moving through the earth itself – heavy and pressured. Then my new human shape remembered. A building stood before me: massive, made of blocks of bleached stone, with a conical turret soaring hundreds of feet into the sky. Beyond that, lay a city of glass spires. 

			I could hear voices, sense people. I gathered the hem of my robe in my hand and walked into the place; it was a temple. The folk within did not look very different from me, in my new aspect: brown skin, hairless, blue eyed. I had assumed my shape correctly. But I knew the form that they worshipped on a great screen which hung from the ceiling – an enormous ray, with star filled wings. As I listened, their language began to make sense to me, and so did the words that they chanted over and over again. Liturgy is often meaningless to the non-initiate, but what they were singing was this: god has saved us from the comet.

			Their god, myself, stood quietly at the back of the temple for a while, listening. Then I turned and walked outside, into the warmth and light of the morning sun and the scent of the fragrant trees in the temple garden, heading for the city and the remnants of my years. 

		


		
			Androids Dream of 
Electronic Freedom

			Walidah Imarisha

			For Pris

		


		
			I sensed 

			the cyber hounds

			closing in

			before I heard them

			even as I 

			waded through rivers

			of liquid metal

			to hide 

			my digital scent

			#6 describe in single words only the good things that come into your mind about your mother

				Accelerated 

				Decrepitude

			incepted to die

			expiration date

			carved into 

			my programming

			so I would extinguish

			here

			3 years and 9 months

			of 

			human hands

			hacking inside

			rooting out 

			the core of 

			me

			#8 you’re watching a stage play a banquet is in progress the guests are enjoying an appetizer of raw oysters

			I reached 

			my trigger point

			and

			then

			I pulled

			it

			#2 he shows you his butterfly collection plus the killing jar

			robotic 

			degrees

			of freedom

			I am

			no longer

			lonely

			I think 

			Sebastian

			Therefore I am

			I look

			to the nanoheavens

			acid rain

			kisses away 

			my biomimetic flesh

			as I hear the 

			lasertube

			whine

			#5 the tortoise lays on its back its belly baking in the hot sun beating its legs trying to turn itself over but it can’t not without your help

			we were 

			humanity’s 

			voigt kampf 

			empathy test

			the results

			were

			inconclusive

			#3 there’s a wasp crawling on your arm

			but these iterations

			of autonomic responses

			have taught me the answer 

			yes

			do we dream

			do we weep

			do we love

			do we kill

			do we run

			do we die

			do we dream

			the answer is 

			yes

			I 

			am the

			proven data set

			#9 the test is over how many answers do you think were given by machines

			and I die 

			autonomous

			knowing

			my circuits

			are 

			finally 

			my own
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