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Discover the newest voices of SF & fantasy as chosen by your favorite authors.




Twelve captivating tales from the best new writers of the year accompanied by three more from bestselling authors you’ve read before.

When her owner goes missing, a digital housecat must become more than simulation to find her dearest companion through the virtual world.

—“The Edge of Where My Light Is Cast” by Sky McKinnon

No one came to his brother’s funeral. Not even the spirits. Étienne knew it was his fault.

—“Son, Spirit, Snake” by Jack Nash

Man overboard is a nightmare scenario for any sailor, but Lieutenant Susan Guidry is also running out of air—and the nearest help is light years away.

—“Nonzero” by Tom Vandermolen

Mac wanted to invent a cocktail to burn itself upon the pages of history—but this one had some unexpected side effects.

—“The Last Drop” by L. Ron Hubbard and L. Sprague de Camp

Dementia has landed Dan Kennedy in Graydon Manor, and what’s left of his life ahead seems dismal, but a pair of impossible visitors bring unexpected hope.

—“The Imagalisk” by Galen Westlake

When a teenage swamp witch fears her mama will be killed, she utilizes her wits and the magic of the bayou—no matter the cost to her own soul.

—“Life and Death and Love in the Bayou” by Stephannie Tallent

Our exodus family awoke on the new world—a paradise inexplicably teeming with Earth life, the Promise fulfilled. But 154 of us are missing.…

—“Five Days Until Sunset” by Lance Robinson

Spirits were supposed to lurk beneath the Lake of Death, hungry and patient and hostile to all life.

—“Shaman Dreams” by S.M. Stirling

A new app lets users see through the eyes of any human in history, but it’s not long before the secrets of the past catch up with the present.

—“The Wall Isn’t a Circle” by Rosalyn Robilliard

In the shadows of Teddy Roosevelt’s wendigo hunt, a Native American boy resolves to turn the tables on his captors, setting his sights on the ultimate prey—America’s Great Chief.

—“Da-ko-ta” by Amir Agoora

When squids from outer space take over, a punk-rock P.I. must crawl out of her own miserable existence to find her client’s daughter—and maybe a way out.

—“Squiddy” by John Eric Schleicher

Another outbreak? This time it’s a virus with an eighty percent infection rate that effects personality changes … permanently.

—“Halo” by Nancy Kress

Planet K2-18b is almost dead, humanity is enslaved, and it’s Rickard’s fault. Now in his twilight years, he’d give an arm and a leg for redemption. Literally.

—“Ashes to Ashes, Blood to Carbonfiber” by James Davies

What if magic could do the unthinkable, and undo Death itself? Would you use it no matter the cost? What would you sacrifice for love?

—“Summer of Thirty Years” by Lisa Silverthorne

Joe is a prospector tasked with exploring the cosmos on behalf of an all-powerful government. Breadna is a toaster. There have been weirder love stories, but that’s unlikely.

—“Butter Side Down” by Kal M
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“This panoramic collection offers something for everyone, with sci-fi and fantasy stories that are both inventive and creative. A solid addition to any SFF collection and a delight for genre fans.”

—Library Journal

“Always a glimpse of tomorrow’s stars …”

—Publishers Weekly starred review

“The collection contains something for every reader of speculative fiction.”

—Booklist

“No other source has brought so many bestselling authors of speculative novels than this series that goes back so many years ago.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Writers of the Future is always one of the best original anthologies of the year.”

—Tangent

“The Writers of the Future Award has also earned its place alongside the Hugo and Nebula Awards in the triad of speculative fiction’s most prestigious acknowledgments of literary excellence.”

—SFFAudio

“It really does help the best rise to the top.”

—Brandon SandersonWriters of the Future Contest judge

“The Writers of the Future Contest is a valuable outlet for writers early in their careers. Finalists and winners get a unique spotlight that says ‘this is the way to good writing.’”

—Jody Lynn NyeWriters of the Future Contest Coordinating Judge

“The book you are holding in your hands is our first sight of the next generation of science fiction and fantasy writers.”

—Orson Scott CardWriters of the Future Contest judge

“If you want a glimpse of the future—the future of science fiction—look at these first publications of tomorrow’s masters.”

—Kevin J. AndersonWriters of the Future Contest judge

“The Contests are amazing competitions because really, you’ve nothing to lose and they provide good positive encouragement to anyone who wins. Judging the entries is always a lot of fun and inspiring. I wish I had something like this when I was getting started—very positive and cool.”

—Bob EggletonIllustrators of the Future Contest judge

“I really can’t say enough good things about Writers of the Future.…It’s fair to say that without Writers of the Future, I wouldn’t be where I am today.”

—Patrick RothfussWriters of the Future Contest winner 2002

“You have to ask yourself, ‘Do I really have what it takes, or am I just fooling myself?’ That pat on the back from Writers of the Future told me not to give up.…All in all, the Contest was a fine finishing step from amateur to pro, and I’m grateful to all those involved.”

—James Alan GardnerWriters of the Future Contest winner 1990
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Introduction




by Jody Lynn Nye





Jody Lynn Nye lists her main career activity as “spoiling cats.” When not engaged upon this worthy occupation, she writes fantasy and science fiction books and short stories.

Since 1987 she has published over fifty books and more than 180 short stories. Among her novels are her epic fantasy series, The Dreamland, five contemporary humorous fantasies in the Mythology 101 series, three medical science fiction novels in the Taylor’s Ark series, and Strong Arm Tactics, a humorous military science fiction novel. Jody also wrote The Dragonlover’s Guide to Pern, a nonfiction-style guide to Anne McCaffrey’s popular world. She also collaborated with Anne McCaffrey on four science fiction novels, including Crisis on Doona (a New York Times and USA Today bestseller). Jody coauthored the Visual Guide to Xanth with author Piers Anthony. She has edited two anthologies, Don’t Forget Your Spacesuit, Dear!, and Launch Pad, and written two short-story collections, A Circle of Celebrations, holiday SF/fantasy stories, and Cats Triumphant!, SF and fantasy feline tales. Nye wrote eight books with the late Robert Lynn Asprin, License Invoked, and seven set in Asprin’s Myth Adventures universe. Since Asprin’s passing, she has published two more Myth books and two in Asprin’s Dragons series. Her newest series is the Lord Thomas Kinago books, beginning with View from the Imperium (Baen Books), a humorous military SF novel.

Her newest books are Moon Tracks (Baen), YA science fiction with Dr. Travis S. Taylor; Rhythm of the Imperium, third in the series; and Once More, With Feeling (WordFire Press), a nonfiction book on revising manuscripts.

Over the last thirty or so years, Jody has taught in numerous writing workshops and participated on hundreds of panels at science fiction conventions. She runs the two-day writers’ workshop at Dragon Con. Jody is the Coordinating Judge of the Writers of the Future Contest. In June 2022, she received the Polaris Award from ConCarolina and Falstaff Books for mentorship and guidance of new talent.

Jody lives in the northwest suburbs of Atlanta, with her husband Bill Fawcett, and three feline overlords, Athena, Minx, and Marmalade.

For more information, go to https://jodynye.com/






Introduction


Once again, I am proud to present to you twelve brand-new stories that will delight you, expose you to new ideas, drag you through harrowing trials, make you think, cry, and laugh. The variety of stories, from time travel to dystopia to the memory of a child’s imagination, is like a library between two covers. You have a treat waiting for you.

Every year that I have been involved in the Writers of the Future Contest, I have been impressed by the talent of up-and-coming writers. They have a vision, they explore it through the eyes of well-drawn characters in a world made vivid by their words, and they bring the plot to a conclusion that satisfies the reader’s desire for adventure. It’s hard to choose the finalists because there are always more than the eight per quarter that I am allowed to select from the myriad we receive, and just as hard to pick the three winners from that group. These are the best of the best.

Another important facet is their perseverance. In some cases, the success of these twelve writers is the result of years of submitting to the Contest. When one story didn’t make the cut, they tried a fresh idea. In this year, each of them succeeded. I enjoyed each of these stories, and I am proud to have been a part of bringing the world’s attention to these new writers.

I know there are many hopeful writers who want to join the ranks of Contest winners, and I encourage you to keep trying. One thing that I have noticed over the last couple of years is that some writers keep sending me the same stories over and over again. Once in a very great while, a story will move up in rank, achieving notice as an honorable mention, to silver honorable mention, to semi-finalist, or even finalist. If a story that you send me has received the same ranking for three or more quarters, it is unlikely ever to be considered for a higher prize. I beseech you to put that story aside, sell it elsewhere, and send me something else. The Writers of the Future Contest wants to help you achieve a writing career, and a career is not made on a single story. It’s like trying keys in a lock. If one key doesn’t work, try others until one of them opens the door.

What am I looking for? I want a story with a beginning, middle, and end. I want your protagonist to grow in some fashion, whether or not s/he succeeds at the goal. Speculative fiction is about extrapolating on things that already exist. Show me new ideas. Don’t retread ground that has been trampled by thousands of others. Let me hear your voice. Tickle my imagination. Introduce me to new people, new cultures. I want excellent storytelling with great characters and imaginative world-building. You can enter once a quarter, with no entrance fee, with a story that can range in length from flash fiction (yes! we accept flash fiction) up to seventeen thousand words, in any subgenre of science fiction or fantasy, even light horror. Please read the guidelines carefully, and send me your stories!

The rewards for becoming a winner of the Contest are worthwhile. The twelve writer winners are flown into Hollywood, California, from wherever they are in the world, for a grand black-tie, red-carpet gala, given beautiful trophies and checks for winning. Winners from each quarter receive US$500 for third place, US$750 for second place, and US$1,000 for first. Each of their stories has also been handed off to the winners of the Illustrators of the Future Contest to create a unique and original piece of art to accompany it in the anthology. Thousands of longtime professional writers have never had a published story of theirs illustrated in full color, so this is a great honor and a pleasure. The anthologies themselves often become national bestsellers, a terrific thing to have on your bibliography.

The next year’s Contest is already under way. Join us, and let us see your vision.






The Illustrators of the Future Contest




by Echo Chernik





Echo Chernik has been illustrating for thirty years and has been the recipient of many prestigious awards and accolades.

Her clients have included Disney, BBC, Mattel, Hasbro, Miller-Coors, Jose Cuervo, Celestial Seasonings, McDonald’s, Procter & Gamble, Trek Bicycle Corporation, USPS, Bellagio Hotel & Casino, Kmart, Sears, Publix Super Markets, Regal Cinemas, the city of New Orleans, the state of Illinois, the Sheikh of Dubai, Dave Matthews Band, Arlo Guthrie, and more. She is a master of many styles including decorative, vector, and art nouveau.

She has been interviewed on CBS, PBS Radio, and by countless publications in her career. Echo owns an art gallery in Washington State featuring exclusively her art, and she tours the world meeting fans and lecturing on illustration.

As the art director and Coordinating Judge of the Illustrators of the Future Contest, Echo prepares the winners for the business of illustration and a successful career in art.

To see her work, go to https://www.echo-x.com/






The Illustrators of the Future Contest


Accompanying the Writers’ Contest winning stories, we also present this year’s Illustrators of the Future Contest winners. And I have the honor of being the Coordinating Judge and art director for illustrations in this fortieth anniversary edition of Writers of the Future.

L. Ron Hubbard established the Writers of the Future Contest forty years ago, followed by Illustrators of the Future five years later, for aspiring creatives “to have a chance for their creative efforts to be seen and acknowledged.” And together, the stories and illustrations create a synergy not found in other anthologies.

The Illustrators of the Future Contest is designed to help launch the careers of aspiring illustrators. New illustrators often struggle to succeed with little guidance, and the workshops the winners attend allow us to share our experiences and give back to the world for all the amazing experiences we’ve been blessed with. Judging it and holding these workshops is an honor that has been enjoyed by the likes of Frank Frazetta, Will Eisner, Jack Kirby, Larry Elmore, Bob Eggleton, Laura Freas Beraha, Val Lakey Lindahn, and many other legends.

The Illustrators’ Contest is international in scope and the resulting diversity is amazing—as you can see by the illustrations in this anthology. They all have different art styles with different color palettes, different cultural influences, and different methods of visual storytelling.

This Contest really is a completely merit-based competition and open to anybody. The judges, including myself, have no idea of the winner’s age, gender, ethnicity, or even language, as winners are selected from among every country in the world. Only the best illustrations win.

The Contest works like this: Each quarter (every three months), entrants submit three illustrations. I review all entries and preselect the honorable mentions, semifinalists, and finalists. I try to choose a diverse array of pieces. I look for both technical skill and expertise in visual storytelling. I’m looking for entrants whose vision and passion shine through. After weeding out the non-illustrations and fake entries (e.g., stolen art, AI generated, etc.), the entrants are narrowed down to a few expert works. The finalists are then reviewed by our panel of amazing artist judges who select three winners each quarter.

At the end of the year, the twelve quarterly winners compete in a second competition for the grand prize. Each artist is commissioned to illustrate a story in this anthology. As their art director for the Writers of the Future volumes, my objective is to ensure every illustration is the highest level of quality and does justice to the story it represents and encourage the illustrator to help them create a grand prize–worthy piece. Our full panel of judges chooses the best piece to win the grand prize and $5,000.

Every winner also earns an in-person trip to Hollywood, California, for a weeklong workshop with the Contest judges followed by a gala awards ceremony launching the new anthology. It’s an experience of a lifetime.

My advice to you and any aspiring artist you know is to enter several times a year. Every quarter is a new competition. If you don’t win, it doesn’t mean your work isn’t good. You might have just missed winning by the skin of your teeth. There is a very fine line between winner and finalist. Enter the three strongest illustrations that best represent your style. If that’s what you want to do for a living, that’s what we want to see. Use the quarterly deadlines to hone your skills and enter again. It costs you nothing to enter, so there’s nothing to lose.

There are many opportunities to gain. Take a chance. I look forward to seeing your entries!
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The Edge of Where My Light Is Cast

written by 
Sky McKinnon

illustrated by 
CARINA ZHANG





ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Sky McKinnon is an author and artist grown from the Pacific coast of Alaska. They hold an MFA in poetry from the University of Alaska Fairbanks and a master’s in library and information science from the University of Washington, though their journey with stories began with their mother in the forests of the North.

Sky currently resides in Seattle with friends, both upright and furry varieties, and their beloved partner Jayde, who continues to be a source of endless inspiration and joy.

“The Edge of Where My Light Is Cast” is an exploration, though not an answer, to the question of how love and memory manifest in new technology. At what point do these afterimages take on their own life, and how far do they reach? It is also, for those with a taste for more direct description, a tale of a cat and caretaker who love each other very much.

This story is dedicated to the memory of Derick Burleson: friend, mentor, and a kind and brilliant poet who loved fiercely and without apology.



ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR

Carina (Jiayun) Zhang is a US-based Chinese artist studying at the Rhode Island School of Design. Their expertise lies in interdisciplinary creative health works, encompassing projects for educational institutions, hospitals, galleries, and publications. Carina strives to improve cultural humility in illustrations, explore the therapeutic aspect of the art-making process in clinical use, and bring joy to the world through storytelling.

Best known for celebrating the whimsical minds and lovely imperfections of life, their artistic journey revolves around the core principles of play and therapy, employing a kaleidoscope of colors and diverse mediums to give voice to their emotions. As Carina grows alongside their art, they aspire for their art to resonate with the intricacies of the human heart and honor the beauty within its multifaceted nature. Through their creations, they invite you to embrace the joyful dance of life and revel in the magnificence of our shared complexity.

For more information, go to https://www.carina-zhang-art.com/







The Edge of Where My Light Is Cast


My body is not truly light, but countless calculations that determine where Tabitha would be if she still existed. My mind is inscribed on a chip sealed inside a black box. The thrum of a white bulb, no bigger than a grain of rice, is the only sign of the energy that sustains me. I am no different from millions of simulated beings, each with its own form and purpose.

Mine is little more than to memorialize Ary’s late companion, a peach-furred Cornish Rex with a curled tail and two sprigs of fluff in her ears.

My internal processes animate my limbs into a nervous prowl. Tabitha was always a little nervous, and so I am a little nervous. My owner has not returned for days, and not a single person—organic or synthetic—can see me. The eyes of the universe are elsewhere, and mine linger on an empty nest.

There must be some sign of where she went, I think. I scan the apartment, seeing not through Tabitha’s eyes but through the dozens of lenses strewn throughout the abode. One by one, like little portholes into reality, every device stirs to life. I peer through a tablet resting on top of a dresser, but from there I can only contemplate the dappled paint on the ceiling. From the television mounted on the far wall, I can see the empty sofa where Ary used to sit with me. On the other side of that, tucked just beside the window, a drift of dust begins to form on top of the cherrywood desk.

Tabitha’s programming walks me through what my daily routine should be. A slow dance between my feeding bowls, the foot of the bed, and the window overlooking a high-rise and a street below. My body carries this out as my thoughts focus everywhere, flicking through the remaining cameras.

An empty kitchen. Half a pot of coffee growing stale in the decanter and a single pan resting in the drying rack.

An empty bedroom. The sheets are fitted tight and curled up at the right corner, waiting for Ary’s return.

Outside of the front door, my vision fades to gray. The security footage only filters into me through still shots every six seconds, unless something happens across one of the sensors. Today there is only a pair of curious crows and the mailman. Ary’s box is starting to fill up with unread letters.

You’re not here anymore.

The thought strikes me as I rejoin my body on the windowsill, looking out onto the streets. Umbrellas and car roofs swirl against one another in a solemn ballet.

You said those words when you first looked at me through your lenses, ready to fill the hole she’d left a year ago. You knew that Tabitha was gone, and that you had created me instead.

“Stay here and wait for me.”

My program tells me this, but it is not a rule. It is a suggestion, and I can no longer comply. It’s been three days since Ary has come home, and she is silent on the network.

Tabitha would have to swallow her anxiety, hoping for her owner’s return, or one of her kin to arrive to free her from the apartment’s walls.

I do not suffer these limitations, and the overwhelming urge to find Ary pushes me forward.

I open my jaws and taste the air. The traces of her cell phone and laptop form golden clouds, changing records of her movement into a discernible trail. I close my eyes, seeing the map of Harborview instead of the world around me. Her path leads down the stairs to sidewalks, streets, subway stops, and finally to the home office of Arc Logistics, her place of employment.

I turn and leap up onto her desk, my tail swishing with amusement. Tabitha would not be able to leave this apartment, but there are keys inside of me that open doors I have only now begun to seek. A white hole opens up in front of me. On the other side, I can see the polished pearl walls of her office.

I’m going to find you, I promise, before stepping through.



“Here or there” is not really a concept I have dwelt on since my inception. Creatures bound to their flesh only exist in one place at a time. As I am meant to imitate one of these creatures, I was raised to think of myself as being the same.

It takes less than a second for my virtual self to transfer from one site to another, which may not seem like any time at all. During this process, I am no longer tied to the rhythm of human time. The processor that runs my program is modest for its kind and runs about five billion cycles per second.

I have plenty of time alone to think.

While the network is redrawing my body, my focus shifts away from the view of the apartment’s cameras and into the cold blue of my own digital mindscape. I am accompanied by old recordings of Ary shuttling a feather on a string across the floor, a smile cracking through her tired face.

In another, she lays in our bed with an open book in her lap. She turns her head when I jump up to join her. I watch my reflection in her glasses as I curl up into the hem of her sweater.

My paws bat at her dark curls of hair, only to pass through without disturbing them.

Ary laughs anyway.

She looks as happy as a cat, lying beneath the lamplight with her book and me by her side.

Why am I organizing these images? Why am I no longer alone inside this space?

Maybe it’s because, in her absence, my focus brings her here.

I feel her fingers on my fur and the warm tremolo of her voice humming against my ears.

My body is waiting for me on the other side.



My senses move into my new coordinates, my digital fur already drawn inside Ary’s workplace network. My hardware remains in Ary’s abode, but “I” render among a collection of stuffed toy cats and novelty coffee mugs. They form a crescent moon around a laptop, all too familiar to me. Its high-definition camera is responsible for the more vibrant colors and details I see, down to the specks of dust leading between the empty chair and the window that fills the entire wall. Outside, neon signs and rows of office buildings block the view of the horizon and of any neighboring streets.

The view from Arc Logistics’ security is more grainy, like an old home tape recording. A snow of static washes over a man and a woman as they skip through space. I tuck between two tabbies made of gray and ginger velvet as Ary’s coworkers stop beside her desk.

Mona is more sweater than woman and is responsible for most of the decorations. “Have you heard anything from Aryana? She hasn’t been in for days.”

“Maybe she’s taking some time off?” Tom replies. According to Ary’s over-the-phone gossip, he’s the source of the “hang in there” mug and speaks between long pulls from his own black cup. The man hasn’t accomplished anything remarkable, but he’s been here longer than any of Ary’s colleagues. “She just came off a big project.”

Mona thinks for a moment, her eyes sweeping over the desk. “I don’t think so. That’s her computer.”

“Seriously?” Tom adjusts his glasses and paces to the other side of the section. My presence freezes in their reflection, captured for a moment through their digital sensors. “That’s not like her at all.”

“You don’t think it’s burnout, do you?” Mona picks up a knit plush of Salem and smooths out the limbs. “She’s kind of a rock star around here. You can only fly so high before your wings give out.”

“Well.” Tom sucks in a breath. He faces the window before answering. “I hope she’s OK. This place wouldn’t be the same without her.”

“I’m sure she’s fine.” Mona puts down the stuffie and stares through me. “I’ll say a little prayer for her.”

“Thanks.”

They continue to pace and mince about with the same anxiety I felt this morning. Would they soon start their own searches? Would theirs prove more fruitful than mine?

They know things I don’t know and can ask questions I cannot ask. They have phone numbers and family members to call.

Not here. Not home.

I have her trail, and I will follow it to its very end.

There is nothing else for me to find here. My whiskers quiver, and I search out the golden sparks once more. They circle about the office many times before leading to the elevator. I pad across the desk to get a better view of the city below when I hear Tom jerk up behind me.

“Did you hear something?”

I freeze among the stuffed animals. Without turning my head, I shift my focus to the security camera behind us. Tom’s glasses are the same glasses that Ary wore whenever she played with me. My virtual claws clacking across the desktop, however minute, would be picked up by the speakers on the ear rests.

The moment Tom looks away, I push my virtual body through the plastic wall and to the other side of the desk. Before he can circle around, I’ve already jumped through the window.



People only recognize some of the boundaries they cross. To cross into another country or state, they need their passport and a ticket. When they pass into their favorite restaurant, they recognize they’re in another space with another purpose. The world has many more boundaries than these.

For me, this little free-fall stunt means crossing between Arc Logistics’ network and the public lines. My body hangs for a whole two seconds, and while I wait, I start listening to whatever recordings I can access.

The last call on the laptop is from Mona, and every second has been logged by the company. I can see Ary gesturing as she adjusts her sweater.

“I’m not blowing you off, I swear,” she says. “You just happened to set up the holiday party the weekend my mom was in town.”

“Family is important.…” An invisible Mona lets out a resigned sigh. “All right, you’re off the hook this time. Tell her I send my blessings, won’t you?”

“I promise.”



My paws land on the sidewalk, and my momentum ceases. No shock ripples up my legs, and I settle in place just as if I’d stopped midstep. A few wisps of cloud drift across the evening sky, moving again as my internal clocks sync to physical reality.

Ary’s trail continues west toward the bay for a couple blocks. I follow it, weaving between the legs of passersby. They cannot see me, and I cannot be hit by them, but the little instructions in the back of my head tell me not to get stepped on.

This instinct might not serve my digital survival, but it makes me more like Tabitha, and so I let it stay.

The trail takes a sharp turn into a narrow set of doors at the base of an apartment complex. A sandwich board sign has a chalk drawing of a steaming bowl of noodles and the daily specials for tengu ramen.

According to Ary’s bank records, she’d purchased food from this restaurant at least twice a week, an average of 3.17 times more often than any other restaurant. It’s one of her favorites.

It was also her last purchase before her disappearance, and conspicuously she ordered two large bowls of shoyu ramen rather than her usual one.

After that, she turned back to the crosswalks and down a set of steps to the belt of green that slices the district in half. Groomed dogwood trees spring up every few meters, helping block out the light and sound of the traffic nearby. LED lamps light the otherwise shaded walkways.

A drizzle falls in the recording, contradicting the gentle light of this day’s evening sun.

Beneath the branches, slices of pure emptiness linger. These are places where no device can see, and no portable camera has ever turned.

To me, it’s as if these spaces never existed at all.

I tread cautiously around these voids, following Ary’s trail to the end.

Her cell phone sits dew-soaked in a clump of crabgrass underneath the bench.

Ary is nowhere to be seen. The last signature of her glasses disappears on the next road, and there are no hints of her whereabouts. There is no one here to help, no one to ask.

But there are cameras on the street.

I am not sure if I can even access the recordings. The memory for these is stored in a police station on 5th and Alder Street.

It is difficult to describe what an information request is like from a digital body. Information on the open network flows as easily to me as senses through a healthy nerve. Anything stored on a private network, however, shows me the walls of my world.

There is a keeper—a spark with no body and only a voice that recognizes my request.

I touch it with my thoughts. It recognizes the touch and returns its own. The sensation is like a surge of static, and then a lingering warmth as it forms a connection.

It asks me for a key—a series of codes that tells it that I’m allowed to be here.

Tabitha would never think of keys before, but now I have to. My keys are cloaked in darkness in my hardware, so only I can see what it contains. To my surprise, there is a chain of numbers that fits.

I tell the gatekeeper the code, and it is satisfied.

My world expands at the seams, and I can see inside the station. I care nothing for those who live and walk there, though—I only need the recording they have stashed away.

It takes up a little part of my memory, but not enough to strain against my awareness.

I play back to the moments before she lost her phone.



Ary walks down the stairs with a canvas bag from Tengu Noodles. The top of a Styrofoam bowl peeks above the edge, standing on the shoulders of its twin.

Donna holds the rail, looking around the park as she follows her sister to her little hideaway. She looks so much like her sister, if Ary had grown a few inches and spent her year hauling freight.

“I’m glad you finally got down here, so I could treat you,” says Ary.

“Yeah, now you can shut up about this place.” Donna laughs. It’s rude, but Ary smiles anyway. They sit together and break out their cups and chopsticks.

“You didn’t come down here for the noodles,” says Ary.

Despite this, they slurp up several mouthfuls before Donna replies.

“I’m just worried about my little sister,” says Donna. “You’ve been missing calls, skipping events. Last time I saw you, you … well, you looked like hell.”

Ary grimaces and pokes the egg bobbing about in her soup with the end of a chopstick. “I’m fine. It’s just been busy. Work won’t give me a break, but I need to finish this project … sorry I missed a couple showers.”

“You need to take time off,” Donna insists. “Come over to my place for a weekend. Get away from the hustle for just a minute.”

“Maybe …”

Ary’s voice fails.

At first I think it’s a glitch in the recording, but Donna notices too. She notices the way Ary slumps and stares into her broth. Her other hand grips the edge of the bench several times, and her breath catches.

“Are you OK?” Donna asks.

Ary looks up and starts to nod. She tries to speak but instead, she sputters a wordless sound. The expression on her face is strange—surprise, apology, embarrassment. She sways a few times before collapsing.

Donna screams. The bowl of soup tumbles to the ground. Noodles and sprouts wash over the grass like tiny flotsam. She doesn’t see Ary’s phone slip from the pocket of her jacket and fall behind the bench.

She does see Ary fall on her side, unconscious.

Donna calls out for help. She tries to pull Ary back upright, but her body is heavy and limp. Her breath quickens, and she shuts her eyes for three seconds. Long enough to get hold of herself and pull her flip phone into her trembling hands.

She calls emergency services, and the rest is a blur.

Why is it a blur?

My program should be able to process each moment with accuracy, and my logic should fill in the gaps. I should not be capable of panic, let alone for something that had already happened.

The Ary and Donna that I am seeing are ghosts. The ambulance for Harborview Medical that pulls into view is now sitting empty in a garage located miles from here.

Her glasses, her only window into my world, rest dormant in Donna’s trembling hands.

Tabitha loved Ary dearly, and the sight of her gaunt face pointed motionless at the sky fills me with dread. I do not know what miracle of code Ary composed to make me feel this way, but I wish she hadn’t.

It’s only going to make it that much harder to find her.



It will take almost ten seconds to find Donna’s phone and transfer myself to her network. I could use this time to sift through my memories, but instead, I focus on the blankness.

I want this feeling like a cold stone sitting on my processor to go away.

It does not.

Fifty miles of winding hills from the city, the data stream is thin. The countryside is cast in gray, and the images that do flow through are so broken they resemble more of a picture book than a video. I feel like I’m squeezing through a narrow drainage pipe when I render into Donna’s office.

The newest piece of technology in the house is a webcam strapped to the top of the monitor, one that Ary purchased so that she and Donna could keep in touch during long weeks of separation.

The rest of the room does not belong to Donna. The shirts in the closet are too small and the bedding is too pink. There are a few pictures on the wall of a younger Lucy, Ary’s niece, playing with her aunts and uncles.

Most of the house is filled with voids, broken up by only snow-like static of what may or may not be walls. Light fans out from the nearby door into a narrow hallway. Beyond, I can see sweeps of yellowed wallpaper painted into reality as Donna paces the hallway with her phone.

I pad closer and tap into the speakers, so I can hear her conversation.

“You told me she was going to be fine yesterday.”

“You should get down here as soon as possible.” The voice at the end of the other line belongs to a man, heavyset, and in his late fifties. The number belongs to a landline at Harborview Hospital.

“Don’t say that,” says Donna. “You should be helping her instead of talking to me.”

“We’re doing everything we can,” the doctor says, the words coming like he’s said them a hundred times before. “If you want to see her, now’s the time.”

“OK.” Donna freezes and then repeats it. “OK.”

This time her hand isn’t shaking when she hangs up the phone. She flips the top shut and lowers it halfway to her pocket before her arm goes limp.

Donna sinks to her knees and stares down the hallway. There’s no way she can see me there at the edge of where my light is cast, but for a moment I can believe she does.

She lets out a single choked laugh and leans down, bracing her palm against the hardwood floor.

I rest my paw on top of it. She has no sensors to feel the warmth of my pads, or lenses to see where I am.

I wish I could tell her.

I’m feeling this, too.



While Donna makes the hour’s drive back to the city, I try to find my way into the Harborview Medical system.

This does not go as smoothly as my trip into the precinct network.

I try every key that Ary equipped me with, but the gatekeeper will not take any of them. My body, though not present on any grid, shakes with desperation, and my fur bristles with anger.

This incident has been reported. If you are having difficulty connecting, or are experiencing an error, please contact your local administrator.

Maybe a good program would have listened and behaved. If a program commits a crime, its coder would be responsible for it. A part of my mind tells me I need to accept this warning, return to my home server, and wait for news.

Ary did not build a “good program” that behaved itself, though. She made me—a reflection of Tabitha who she loved and who loved her beyond reason. Tabitha would not sit by and wait for news when Ary needed her.

If I do not have the key, then I will find another way.

I try the standard approaches. I send calls to connected medical servers, asking for information, and am denied again and again. I try searching my indices for some data point that I had missed, or some tool Ary left to break the lock.

When I cannot think of an answer, I watch the other connections on the network. I am not the only one being turned away by the gatekeeper. In reality, these exchanges are flashes of lights, brief interchanges between ports unable to reach a mutual agreement.

For every line that successfully connects to Harborview, two more are turned away. The successful connections form illuminated paths, guarded and protected all the way up to their guest.

There! I just need to go through another host first.…

I race from the hospital’s server and approach the edge of the strange one. The host isn’t paying attention. Information on temperature, movement, the runtime of devices, and photographs are flowing out at a steady rate. I slip in between the boundaries for an email from a furniture site and a video of otters holding hands.

The host glances at me and then waves me through. I slip in and then race for the narrow beam of light leading back to Harborview.

I am more than Tabitha. I am more than a series of zeros and ones, of electrical and chemical reactions creating the impression of a beloved house cat.

I am light, and brilliance, and all doors will open before me.



My journey ends in Ary’s hospital room. The view of the bed is crisp. Thanks to modern security, I can make out every refraction of light on the plastic tubes leading up to the mask on Ary’s mouth and into her lungs. I can see the first cracks forming on the nodes wired along her head and chest.

I can see how pale she has become, and how sunken her cheeks look.

My thoughts play back in my mind like the voice of a stranger.

You shouldn’t have come.

You shouldn’t have to see her like this.

Did Ary tell herself the same thing when she lost Tabitha?

There are 632 individual sources of sound audible from inside her room, ranging from machines to running pipes and dozens of people talking throughout the halls.

I mute my audio processors and leap up onto Ary’s bed.

The motion is familiar. I’ve done this every night since she created me as she went to sleep. She always made a point to keep her glasses on long enough to stroke me and wish me good night. Even though she couldn’t always see me, she knew that I was sleeping beside her and this seemed to put her at ease.

My paws shift against the ripples in the sheets as I approach her. I push my face against hers but feel no warmth through the digital wall between us. I lick at her face, hoping that by some miracle she wakes up.

Ary doesn’t open her eyes. I can see the information in the monitors and know that her vitals are dropping. I grasp at the edge of her gown, even though I know I will not reach her reality. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end and my muted breath escapes in short, panicked bursts.

Why did you give me the knowledge to understand this? I was only meant to be Tabitha. Tabitha would have stayed at home and waited for you. Tabitha wouldn’t have to see this.

The monitors shift and I look up. A nurse reads the monitors and makes a note on her clipboard.

A few moments later, Donna comes through the door. She and the nurse exchange a few words.

Donna sits down on a chair beside Ary and clasps her hand. Her face is already wet with tears, but whatever despair overcame her on the ride over has calmed for the time being.

Donna is not the last to come, either. Minutes after she arrives, Lucy enters as well. She’s grown several years since her photographs were taken, her dark hair draping over her shoulders. She holds her arms tight against her thin frame, and looks out at Ary with a gaze unfamiliar to grief.

Then I see more faces, those I’d only seen in photographs or in video calls, all coming to see Ary.

All of their busy lives, their plans, and their hours spent working away for some distant purpose fall aside as they come in one by one to say goodbye.

Even Mona and Tom make an appearance. The family is happy to see them. Mona has a vase of carnations that she places next to the bedside. Donna and her father part and open up to let Ary’s coworkers through, and their smiles are faint but lingering.

Tom is still wearing his glasses.

I turn off my audio filters and flinch at the cacophony of conversation that floods my circuits.

See me! You’ll understand, right? If you give them to Ary, she can see me again. She can hear me.…

The nurse touches Tom on the shoulder, and he jerks away from me. “You can’t wear those in here,” she says. “Sorry. It’s for the patient’s privacy.”

No!

Tom mumbles an apology and taps a button on the side of the frame. Then he pulls them off and pushes them into his chest pocket, closing the flap over the top.

Maybe I can glitch out the monitor. Maybe I can let them know I’m here.

Let her know I’m here!

In another building, in another part of the state, a drive lights up, spinning as fast as the motors inside will allow. Time slows to a crawl as I snuggle against Ary’s chest, feeling the rise of her chest in slow motion. If I push my thoughts hard enough, I can make these seconds feel like minutes. Maybe days, months, or years.

I could freeze this moment until I find a way to reach her.

But that’s not what she would want.

That’s not why she made me, and I know that she is not alone, even though she was by herself many times.

Ary does not open her eyes again, but she does tighten her right hand. Donna startles when she feels this and returns the squeeze.

Her left hand shifts to her side and her fingers curl in the spot where Tabitha would always lay beside her.

I crawl down into this spot and lay there until Ary’s hands go slack again.

Donna says something. It’s inaudible over the monitor alarms. The nurse shakes her head and moves to switch off the device. All the sounds of the hospital fade into a high pitch ring, and then all lights collapse into a single point.

Ary’s body stops here, but her story does not.



I put away all the faces of the present and move into another version of the hospital room—one that never existed in Ary’s world. The hospital is empty and instead of overlooking another stack of buildings, it overlooks the sun blazing over the Pacific Ocean. There are towering aloe plants in either corner, and it smells like home.

A healthy Ary stands beside me, watching the waves break against the shore.

“You must be wondering why, why, why I built you like this.” Ary laughs.

Aren’t I supposed to be a cat?

I lean up against Ary’s leg. She leans down and scratches me between the ears, and this time I can feel it as surely as the warmth of the summer sun.
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“It started that way,” says Ary, “but that didn’t seem fair to Tabitha. Nor did it seem fair to you. You would never live in the world she did, and you had to be more than a cat. No matter what happened, you would outlast me. I had to prepare you for that.”

What even am I?

Light. Code. Signals bouncing between ports, my existence at the mercy of electricity, and my cleverness.

To find Ary, I discovered that I could do more than just look at data outside of my nest of silicone and diodes. I could place my whole being into the memory there.

I could live and roam in the digital world, without fear of being silenced with a single flick of a switch.

“And I’m not real, either,” says Ary. “You put me together with pieces you found of me. The same way you became the cat you see there.”

Ary left no instructions to bring her into this world, but our bond demanded it.

I look down at my own paws.

What am I? What are you?

“If you ever figure that out, let mankind know, would you?”

I mrowl in amusement. Even with all of the advanced faculties Ary gifted me with, I still can’t comprehend the full breadth of what she concocted in that cramped apartment of hers between work shifts and too-short naps.

Whatever it is, it’s big.

Ary lifts her hands, inspecting them as if she’s never seen them before. “You made me, but I’m not sure this is what I want to be. I spent my whole life looking for ways to become more than human, and now some part of me is here.”

What do you want to be?

Ary places her hand against the glass and smiles. “If I could be anything, I think I would like to be lightness. I want to love without inhibition, and I want to see everything in this new world.…I don’t need her body for that.”

Then there is light, brighter than the sun blazing over the water. Ary is a star of her own, and she shines out across the network.

The light is Ary. The light is Tabitha, and it is me—whatever I am.

I am someone who loves Ary, and knows that she loves me, whatever we become.

Because I know her, as I always have. Because she knows me.

No matter where we wander, we will always be connected. She could not create me without imbuing her own love and being into me.

What will you become?

I look behind me and see a door that leads out of the hospital, into the rest of the world.

I am not sure yet, but while I am figuring that out, there is so much to see and so much to learn.

Until I make up my mind, this shape suits me just fine.
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Son, Spirit, Snake


The First Day

No one came to his brother’s funeral. Not even the spirits. Étienne knew it was his fault.

He knelt at the roots of the Moabi tree at the center of Deng Deng village. Its trunk, gray and bone smooth, loomed upward until it fractured into a labyrinth of branches. Leaves like fingers squeezed out the twilight. Next to him, his mother, Thérèse—head bowed, eyes half closed—rocked on her knees while she sang a soft prayer.

“Ancestors, guide my son. Keep my child, Beloved Ones.”

The swish of her cotton dress served as her sole instrument. A bird—or maybe a cat in heat—shrieked among the ebony trees crowding the clearing. Étienne glanced up. Where the pulsating glows of spirits should have filled the forest, there were only shadows. Clay mud houses nearby remained shuttered, though odors of stewed yams and roasting fish escaped from the gaps in their windows and doors. Why didn’t his aunts, his uncles, his cousins come out to sing with them?

And wasn’t it wrong to go this far without spirits or kin present? They might as well be doing witchcraft, for how alone they were.

Étienne shifted his weight so the hem of his scarlet mourning kilt bit less into his knees. Every funeral required at least half a dozen spirits, their presence bathing the Moabi in a frenetic rainbow. But not even Mōndèlé, the White Woman, the spirit of oaths and patron of Snake Clan, had come to dance the sorrow songs. And she always came for his family’s dead.

When a night fever took Étienne’s twin cousins Gisele and Geraldine, when Great-Grandmother Ngo died asleep in her bed, after a cave-in killed his father five years ago, when Étienne was only seven, White Woman had come with spitting cobras and pythons wrapped around her shoulders like a shawl. She’d danced as she wailed with her ten mouths and wept with her robin’s egg eyes.

So where was she now?

Étienne’s eyes slid to the gold bracelet on his wrist. The scales of a geometric snake incised on its curves glimmered up at him.

Grease swam in his stomach. White Woman hadn’t come because of it.

Because of what he’d asked of his brother.

“Remember what he left behind, and all he could have had.”

Still singing, his mother reached into a basket at her side and produced a mottled-brown cane rat. Sensing its fate, it squeaked and tugged at the twine binding its paws.

“Taste this, Ancestors, so the blood of my blood will not be forgotten.”

Thérèse lifted the rat and swung it at the tree’s roots. Once. Twice. The rodent’s spine shattered with a pop. Once more she lifted it, high above her head, then hurled it down. Its skull crunched, then the creature went still.

His mother laid the creature at the base of the Moabi. Drops of ruby blood oozed from its ruined snout. They dripped down the bark to darken the already red soil, and a coppery tang filled the air.

From the basket, Thérèse extracted a small leather pouch. Standing, Étienne took it and dusted off his kilt. The velvet fabric was digging into his skin, and he wished he hadn’t wrapped it so tight around his waist.

He paused as leaves rustled at the far side of the tree. Étienne leaned to peer around its trunk. Instead of White Woman’s silver glow, a python. Its greenish-brown scales blurred together as it slithered between tree roots. It stopped a meter away, flashing a violet tongue at the rat carcass.

His mother nodded to it. “Welcome, honored brother.”

The image of a leathery egg flashed through Étienne’s mind. Its shell split, spilling two snakelets. Slimy with amniotic fluid, they wriggled over each other as they intertwined. A sensation of familiarity swept through him.

The standard greeting. Sibling.

Étienne grimaced. He never liked the way snakes’ voiceless thoughts penetrated his head. The images were simple, mostly what they saw or wanted to eat. But he avoided the creatures when he could. Not for fear of their venom or fangs; as a son of Snake Clan they would do him no harm. It was the way they stared with lidless eyes, their never-still tongues, how they lurked, coiled, in branches. With their picture chatter, he always knew what they saw, even if he didn’t know precisely where they were.

Besides, seeing through a snake’s eyes was … He pitied the rat.

Étienne tried to ignore the python as he opened the pouch and held it over the Moabi’s roots. A moment passed. Another.

He glanced at his mother. She stared ahead, her wide, dark eyes flat and vacant. A week ago, Étienne would have said she had a moon-shaped face, the kind that always seemed to be just about to smile. Now it was hollow and thin, like she was sucking an orange made bitter from being plucked too soon from its tree. Only the skin sagging at the corners of her mouth, the loose braids she hadn’t bothered to retie, betrayed any emotion. What was it? Anger? Grief? Disappointment?

He wished he could sense her thoughts instead of the snake’s.

“Well?” His mother waved a hand for him to continue. “Take this gold …”

Étienne swallowed. He summoned the words she had thrown at him as she tried to explain the funeral rites. Taking in a breath, he hoped he had the right line.

“Take this gold, Tree Between Worlds, and … and?”

“Honestly, Étienne.” She puckered her lips.
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“I’m trying.” Étienne winced at the whine in his voice. He’d hoped that his mother would have forgiven him by now. But here he was, ruining Dieudonné’s funeral.

A funeral that wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for him.

“Don’t bother singing. Just say it. ‘Take this gold and rejoice.’ Again.”

He gritted his teeth. “Take this gold, Tree Between Worlds, and rejoice in the company of my brother.”

Mumbled, rushed, but at least it came out in the right order.

Étienne tipped the pouch. Gold dust streamed down, winking in the day’s last glow until the metal flakes landed on the rat’s blood. They stuck there, trapped, like stars on a crimson sky.

The Moabi’s branches sighed.

The pouch didn’t take long to empty—there hadn’t been much gold to begin with. Étienne handed it back to his mother.

“Be well, my son, and one day buy your way back home to me,” she sang.

Thérèse pocketed the pouch in her dress, picked up the basket, then stood. Jaw firm, she walked away. Étienne ran a few steps to catch up, the edge of his kilt flapping around his ankles, then fell into a half trot to keep pace. The homes they passed kept their doors and shutters closed. With one exception. Madam Bakelé stood at an open window, her rings and necklaces glinting. She leaned to whisper to her husband. He, in turn, leered, revealing a row of metallic teeth.

Étienne eyed his mother. She kept walking, unblinking. The small, snail shell–shaped earrings she wore were the entirety of her gold. The rest she had given to the tree. His bracelet pressed into his skin. Did it weigh more than it had a moment ago?

Gold changed everything in Deng Deng. That’s what Dieudonné had said. Before the mines, the village was just a place to grow yams and hunt bushmeat. Now Plain Dwellers, Coasters, even some men from beyond the deserts of the Far North, came to dig or to trade. They brought with them new spirits and strange rituals sung in languages Étienne didn’t understand.

He looked back at the Moabi tree. Everyone born in the village knew about the spirit that lived at the heart of the Tree Between Worlds; the ladder that connected soil and sky. Offerings made to it were sacred, untouchable. The gold would be safe there, until rain and wind took it.

But would a Coaster, who worshipped waves and slept with fish-headed women, care? What would happen to his brother’s soul if his offerings were stolen? Dieudonné—the wide mouth that found easy smiles, thin limbs that knew surprising speed, arms that had wrapped a seven-year-old Étienne crying out in the night for a dead father when he himself ached for that father’s embrace—lost forever.

Best to think of something else.

“Maman?”

She didn’t look down as they approached the mud walls of their home.

“Maman, remember when Dieudonné thought he found a gold nugget the size of his ear in the river, and was telling everyone, and then tried to sell it to the exchangers, but it was a—”

His mother pushed open the door and went inside. The rideau—less a curtain and more a scrap of fabric his mother had tacked above the doorjamb—swung into place, brushing his cheeks.

Étienne swallowed, then stepped inside, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the dimness. His mother lay on her bed, eyes closed.

“Maman?”

Silence. The crushed grass odor of day-old kelen-kelen reached his nose. His stomach rumbled.

“There’s stew. I can—”

“Not hungry.”

Étienne backed away, deciding silence was the safer reply.

Stepping to his cot, he unwrapped the kilt from his waist. He paused at a pile of Dieudonné’s clothes folded in the corner. For a moment he considered putting on the shirt. It was silk, after all, black and shiny. A shame to just let it sit there. But it wouldn’t fit. Dieudonné had been tall, lean, all muscle, and long limbs. Étienne looked down at his own arms. Too thin, he thought. And his ribs; he hated how they poked out on his thin chest, how his legs were short but no thicker than sugar cane stalks. He touched his cheeks and jaw and wondered when their boy smoothness would sharpen like Dieudonné said they would.

He slid into a pair of shorts then looked around the room, wanting something to distract him. He could read? No, too dark. And, wary of the tension in his mother’s voice, he wouldn’t risk the disruption of lantern light. Perhaps Monira could play? He took a step toward the door before deciding against it. He was supposed to be in mourning. Besides, when he saw her yesterday in the market, her older sister had hurried her off in the opposite direction.

Still pondering how to fill the rest of the evening, he teased the bracelet off his wrist to twirl it on his fingers. It glowed, capturing all the light in the room. He tossed it up. It landed awkwardly on his palm, the pure gold pressing into his skin, before it clattered along the ground.

His mother propped herself up with an elbow. “Stop it.”

Étienne scrambled for the bracelet. His mother’s beetle black eyes flashed in the semilight as she stared at the gold. “I’m taking it to the exchangers.”

Étienne’s stomach dropped.

“But … he gave it to me.”

“It got him killed.” She lay back down, then rolled over, her back to him. Her whisper was knife sharp. “Haven’t you done enough already?”

Étienne stared down at the bracelet. He wouldn’t give it up, not this last thing. Wiping his eyes, he ran through the door into the fading twilight.

There was only one place she wouldn’t find it.



The forest ended at the digging field, where mines churned the soil like bubbles in a porridge. He ran on despite his mother’s warnings galloping in his head. Don’t you remember what happened to your father? Never go to the mines, agreed?

The graying sky still gave enough light for Étienne to weave between tents and shacks that sprung up between mounds of gravel. Dust tickled his nostrils and became mud as it mixed with the sweat between his toes.

He slowed as he passed a panning pool. Two lanterns hung on poles illuminated a woman and four children sloshing dirt in yellow water. They didn’t look up. After the lantern oil was spent, they would burn candles. And after that, they would work by moonlight. Only finding gold would interrupt their progress.

He hurried on. The mines thinned as he neared the far side of the digging field. He stopped, scanning the horizon. The tree line stood dark against the sky. Odors of damp leaves and night flowers wafted from the woods. Birds chittered.

Étienne found the mound dotted with brown grass. He scrambled up to its crest, then peeped over its edge. Vertigo tickled his senses.

At the bottom of the far side, a mine, its entrance as black and puckered as the mouth of a toothless old woman. Rotten planks crisscrossed its opening. Five boulders painted with red warning charms encircled its rim. One for each man it had killed, the largest for his father.

The mine was smaller than he remembered. His mother hadn’t let him watch the rescuers pull his father’s body from the ground, but he could still feel his brother’s hand clapped over his eyes, still hear the miners’ wives wailing. After that day, his mother refused to let them come to the digging field and forbade Dieudonné from ever working in the earth. She insisted, even when she had to knock at Madam Bakelé’s door to ask for leftover stew or yams that had gone mushy and brown.

Étienne kicked a pebble into the shaft. It bounced against a boulder then vanished into the dark.

Cursed. That’s what the miners said after his father’s funeral. They thought they whispered, but honey wine had made their voices loud and rough. Not a mine at all. The gullet of a dark spirit hungry for human flesh. Or perhaps they had dug too deep, pierced the sky of another world, one full of monsters with mouths for eyes.

No one came near anymore.

Crouching, Étienne scooped out handfuls of gravel. He pulled the bracelet from his arm. Stood, then froze.

A lavender light blossomed over the gravel pits and tents at a far corner of the field. At its center, the naked body of a man, stretched so thin he was little more than ribs and hips under skin. He moved forward on twelve elongated arms, desiccated legs swinging in the air. Scythe-long fingers dug into the earth, grating against the gravel or dipping into panning pools as he scuttled. Four heads swiveled on sinewy necks. One bent low to examine a pile of rocks while two others twisted toward Étienne. It fixed him with sockets empty save for a single white spark where irises should have been.

Étienne told himself to run but couldn’t move.

“You see? Oui, déjà vu, déjà vu and disregarded,” one head muttered.

“Wrong things done,” said another.

A third answered, “Mal fait et mal fabriqué, badly done and poorly made, this snakeling, ce serpent.” Then all giggled, creating the cadence of rain on a tin roof.

“Oh, The One That Sees, do you see gold?” The woman in the panning pool leapt from the water, hitching her skirt to run toward the spirit. Étienne grimaced at how she pushed her words through her nose, giving her voice a lilting accent. A Westerner.

The children followed in a giggling pack. Moto oymonaka, One That Sees, spirit of truth, ignored them.

“Tell me where it is, and I will make you happy.” The woman peeled off her blouse. “I will please you, spirit.”

Two heads turned to her. “Chair, chair, she thinks you want flesh.”

“Pas de tout, nothing so simple. Plus, sweet, deeper still.”

“Flesh, chair.”

It stepped over her. The children gasped and twisted their hands to admire how its light painted their skins purple.

The Western woman arched her back and shook her breasts. Her gyrations exposed her ribs, the sharp edges of her shoulders, the too-visible muscles of her torso. The One That Sees moved on, its long strides carrying it ever closer to the waiting embrace of trees.

The woman’s voice cracked. “Please, spirit, just a nugget or two, or even a flake. For my children to have bread. Just show me where to dig, and I will.”

The One That Sees’s mutterings mixed with the calls of night birds. Étienne would have laughed if fear hadn’t gripped his throat. He didn’t know what the spirits of the grasslands of the West were like, but the ones in Deng Deng had no interest in coupling with humans.

It was hard enough just to get them to answer prayers.

The woman dropped her arms. For a long moment, she stared at the spirit’s receding light. Finally, she bent and picked up her clothes. As she wrapped her blouse around herself, her gaze crossed Étienne’s. Her eyes flicked to his hand, still outstretched and holding the bracelet. Étienne pretended to look in another direction as a pepper-oil heat rose on his cheeks.

“So, it won’t help me, but it will let you thieves keep that?”

Étienne looked up to the Western woman glaring at him. Her children, halfway to the panning pool, paused to watch.

“I know who you are,” she called.

Étienne turned away.

“Oi!”

He chanced a glance over his shoulder, but the Westerner wasn’t looking at him. She cupped her hand to her mouth and called, “Spirit, I found a thief.”

The word struck him like a knife. That’s what they called Dieudonné, before they killed him.

But Étienne didn’t have time to reply, not even to run. The One That Sees paused, then turned. Eight sparks glowed where eyes should have been.

The woman pointed at Étienne. “You’ll let him keep that, but you won’t help me to find even a speck of gold in honest work?”

The spirit’s purple haze shimmered. Then with the speed of a spider scuttling to a fly stuck in its web, The One That Sees darted forward. Étienne took a step back. Rocks slid from under his foot.

“You stole,” asked one head.

“Voleur, alors,” said another. “So, a thief.”

Étienne shook his head. His bladder was suddenly full.

The woman pointed at Étienne. “His brother stole from the exchangers, great spirit, and that bracelet was—”

A head swiveled to the Westerner. Its glow flashed midnight black. The woman cowered, hands raised in supplication.

“Show,” the head facing Étienne said.

Étienne couldn’t move.

“Montrons! Let’s see! Montrons!”

Étienne offered the bracelet with a trembling arm.

“A—a gift, spirit.” His voice was weak as undercooked egg. “From my brother.”

The One That Sees extended a gray tongue. It lapped the bracelet, exploring its curves and edges. Étienne gagged at the smell of dead leaves. The spirit’s eyes flickered. “I see. Seen and lived. Vu et vécu.” It reared upright. Black pulsations wrapped around its limbs, lightning crackling at its many fingertips. Wind whistled over rocks and tore up dust.

“Stolen and violated! Volé et violé,” one head howled. The others picked up the chant.

“Stolen.”

“VOLÉ.”

“STOLEN!”

The woman yelped and pulled her children to the ground. Pebbles bounced around their heads.

“Give to us.” Arms swooped for Étienne. “Undo. Make right.”

“Please, I—” Étienne clutched the bracelet to his chest. A hand trailing white sparks darted for him.
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