Issue Two | December 2018

Exoplanet Magazine, Issue Two: December 2018
www.exoplanetmagazine.com

Published December 12, 2018

© 2018 Kate Grisim & Will J Fawley

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without
permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For
permissions contact: exoplanetmagazine@gmail.com.

Cover art by Blake Lavergne

Contents
PAPER BOATS ..................................................................................................................................... 1
BAD MOON REPEATING ...................................................................................................................... 4
ART – MACABRE CEPHALOPOD .......................................................................................................... 13
PROTECTING THE BLOODLINE ............................................................................................................ 14
WITHIN THE RED FOG........................................................................................................................ 22
ART – THY GALAXY BURIED BENEATH ME........................................................................................... 30
SATELLITE SERENADE ........................................................................................................................ 31
READ/WRITE..................................................................................................................................... 32
DESPERATE GODS OF CHRISTMAS ...................................................................................................... 38
GLITCH GODDESS .............................................................................................................................. 46
ART – EVEN AFTER THE RAPTURE....................................................................................................... 58
WHENEVER THE SPELL IS CAST ........................................................................................................... 59
PLASTIC LIVES ................................................................................................................................... 64
ART – THE ROAD TO EXCESS .............................................................................................................. 68
ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS .............................................................................................................. 69

Paper Boats
By Zanib Zulfiqar
“Paper Boats” first appeared in Blue Ash Review
All I see is darkness teeming behind my eyelids—a black, ink-like fluid that
surrounds me, reflecting a distorted image of my expressionless face from where it
churns endlessly at my knees. Wading through it is futile; it goes nowhere, ends and
begins everywhere. Consumes the space before me like the wide, gaping mouth of
some terrible beast forgotten in children’s tales, fables, and folklore. Memories would
slice through it like shark fins, names and dates scrawled in messy handwriting on
triangular flags adorning palm-sized, folded-paper boats. Home. Strike Team. No
choices. Training. Authority. No choices. Words that incinerated my insides, set my skin
crawling with the invisible fire-ants of anger. I’d swat the boats away, splash up waves
to send them a few feet from me, but the currents of black would catch up with them.
Bump into me. Gently remind me that my ghosts were there to stay.
I awoke suddenly, sitting upright in bed and shivering from head to toe. The
sheets clung to me as I pushed them away. My damp, wrinkled shirt stuck to my skin.
Cold air hit me, intensifying the chills and sending electricity down my spine. A dog was
barking in the distance. I rubbed my eyes. Pushed hair out of my face. Reached for the
glass of water on the nightstand and downed it in one breath. Traced my thumbs along
the cool surface while I tipped my head from side to side, slowly working out the
tightness pulling at my spine. I was still sweating, but my feet and the backs of my
hands were cold. The headache I fell asleep with still throbbed in the space behind my
eyes.
I often dreamt about the darkness consuming me, how it would slowly crawl up
my legs, swirl around my joints, and tickle between my toes as it climbed towards my
neck, where it soaked into my hair, filled my nose, and poured down my throat. It came
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everywhere. In the beginning, the dream-me tried fighting it, flailed wildly in the inky
blackness until my head dipped under and all that remained was a thin stream of
bubbles marking where I once was. I would awaken to my own screams. Scare the hell
out of my wife in the middle of the night. Then I grew used to it. Started looking forward
to the empty, cool stillness, the constant, unwavering darkness. The safety. The peace.
I would crawl into bed an hour or so earlier. Try to get a few more minutes of sleep in
the morning to run my fingers through the ink, watch it fill the fine lines in my palms.
Listen to it pitter-patter off my hands. Feel its coolness soaking into my scalp.
I was sitting on the edge of my bed now with the sheets draped over my cold
legs. I had placed an apple on the nightstand before falling asleep. Planned to eat it to
get some energy. It was gone now. Kim must’ve taken it back to the kitchen.
She’d also turned on the lamp on the far side of the room. She insisted on
keeping it running at night to avoid stubbing her toe on her way to the bathroom. I think
she’s afraid of the dark—she certainly was when we were children—but I’m not going to
press. She’ll tell me when it’s important enough for me to know. I certainly didn’t tell her
everything about the darkness in my dreams.
I had begun imagining it was my companion, and I could then command thin
arms of darkness to reach out into the world and fetch me things and people, bring me
wealth, admiration, security, love, and everything else I desired. I imagined the
darkness whispered to me, told me secrets it’d gathered by sneaking into my enemies’
presence. Figured out a way to get me back home, get me away from the people who
wanted to control me, run me like a puppet, tell me lies and half-truths because they
thought I wouldn’t question what they said. By then, I’d be drowning, and the darkness
would tell me one last thing before I broke the surface and gasped for cold, dry, dead
air. It’d tell me that I would never escape. That I belonged to it now, that running was
futile. By then, I’d thrash my way out of the inky water. The cocoon of black would shrink
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away from me. Return to swirling little paper boats in lazy circles at my knees. No
choices. Mom. Dad. Home. No choices. Useless. No choices. Puppet. No choices.
I stood with a groan, stretching my arms upward to relieve my back of pent-up
tension from yesterday. Neon green numerals of the clock read half past four in the
morning. I really wanted that apple now. My mouth was dry despite the water, and my
jaw was sore from grinding my teeth in my sleep. It sounded wonderful, a crisp, sweet
apple, but it meant trudging downstairs back to the kitchen, so I slowly pulled on my
night robe, stuffing my hands in the pockets. If the darkness of my dreams really
existed, I would’ve told it to bring me the apple so I could laze around, have an excuse
not to do anything productive, stay miles away from the cold cases on the corner of my
desk, and wade around in my mental subspace until Kim was back to tell me off for
being so absorbed in my own head. Before she told me to talk and get it out of my
system.
Then a shiny, red apple rolled out of the darkness beyond my bedroom door.
Thumped on the floor one, two times before stopping right at my feet.
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Bad Moon Repeating
By Tara Cameron
Mel found herself gazing into the cracked rear-view mirror for the umpteenth time
that hour to check on the boy. She watched as he shifted uncomfortably in his sleep on
the peeling black vinyl of the ancient sedan’s back seat. Dirty laundry and food
wrappers rustled as he tried to avoid the worst of the exposed springs.
Behind the slumbering child, framed by the cracked rear window, the setting sun
lit the sky on fire. The brilliant shades of orange and red caught Mel’s attention for a
moment as the voice on the cassette tape, a relic from a bygone age, clicked over. The
bad moon began rising from the speakers again as the twang of the guitar signaled the
beginning of a loop that had been reverberating through the cramped space for days.
The bad moon had been threatening their horizon for nearly a week.
The slow-building tremor coming through the floorboards of the old C-Net sedan
pulled Mel’s attention back to the task at hand and the road ahead of her. As the
windows commenced their familiar clattering, new cracks joined the growing legion
already gathered around the edges of the glass. Mel yanked on the fuzzy magenta
steering wheel, and the rusted hunk of junk careened into the far lane of the empty
highway. She cursed as a huge crack appeared across the rear window. It was the third
quake in as many hours and Mel was unsure how much more the timeworn beast could
handle. The shaking had grown so intense in the previous few days, Mel no longer felt
comfortable simply pushing through. It had become too difficult to keep the sedan on
the road, too difficult to determine which part of the road would still be road and not
rubble when the quaking subsided.
The matching purple dice hanging below the grimy rear-view mirror swayed
violently as the C-Net pulled onto the dirt shoulder and trundled to a stop. The last
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embers of the setting fireball of a sun were momentarily obscured by the cloud of grey
dust kicked up from the car’s bald tires. Mel laid her head back. A tinny pinging sound
joined the grumbling ground below her, as gravel pelted the underbelly of the dying
engine.
The rumbling intensified as the hunk of corroded metal continued swaying back
and forth, as if moving in time to the music. Mel glanced over her shoulder, feeling a
protective need to check on the new passenger, only to find the child still fast asleep.
“We can’t keep him, Mel. You know we can’t.”
Sophia’s stern voice broke through Mel’s revere, a hefty dose of ice-cold reality
to her face. It was uncanny how well her partner of twenty years could read her; Mel
had just been contemplating that very idea. She brushed a lock of long, greasy brown
hair from the child’s forehead before returning her attention to the road, careful to avoid
looking Sophia in the eyes as she did.
She waited patiently for the last of the aftershocks to subside, all the while
avoiding her partner’s determined gaze. She immediately pulled the clunker back onto
the highway at the first opportunity. Sophia, losing the first round of what was shaping
up to be yet another unpleasant showdown, was the first to relent and break the heavy
silence that had replaced the stale air in the suddenly cramped sedan. Sophia sighed,
opting for a softer approach.
“We have to leave him with the authorities in the next town, for so many reasons,
Mel. Least of which, there could be people looking for him—parents, a family. He didn’t
just spring forth fully grown or something. There must be someone missing him,
someone that’s worried and scared. That loves him. That isn’t us, Mel. It just isn’t.”
Mel understood the truth of Sophia’s words, but still she refused to break her
reticence. The only indication that she heard her lover speak was a whitening of Mel’s
knuckles as her grip tightened around the steering wheel with each statement. Sophia
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waited, and waited, but when it became apparent Mel was committed to her selective
mutism, she continued to push.
“Okay, the kid also needs to see a doctor. He obviously has some sort of posttraumatic stress disorder, or something. Who knows what happened to him out in the
middle of nowhere. He doesn’t speak, has yet to say a word. He’s covered in cuts and
bruises. Mel, that cut on his temple, the one over his left eye, looks serious. It could be
infected. We need to take him to the closest emergency center, and we can’t stay while
they check him over. We just don’t have the time. I know. I get it, Mel… But we just
can’t.”
Mel’s grip on the ugly magenta wheel continued tightening as Sophia’s words
smacked her in the face, a series of direct hits. Mel was keenly aware of the reality of
their situation. Months, if not years in the making, it was impossible to deny. It was the
sole reason for travelling through the middle of farm country in a sedan smelling of old
gym socks. Mel understood that everything Sophia said was completely logical. Sophia
had always been the logical one of the two—there were times Mel despised her for it.
Mel glanced again at the slumbering child. She understood their predicament
with complete clarity. The problem was Daniel. The boy’s resemblance to Daniel was
eerie, painful.
“He’s not Daniel, Mel. You know he’s not.”
Mel had been unaware she’d spoken his name out loud. Hearing Sophia say
their son’s name snapped her out of her silent contemplation in the space of one broken
heartbeat. “I realize that. I am fully aware he isn’t Daniel. I am all too aware, Sophia.”
The tears, always a threat when speaking of their son, spilled from Mel’s swollen eyes.
She tried in vain to keep focused on the road as a crystal-clear image of their son’s face
flooded her mind’s eye. His bright smile, with those deep dimples, his sandy brown
head of hair with its sparkling blond highlights. It all came unbidden, and in perfect
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detail. Mel fought to keep the sedan out of the debris-littered ditch as her son’s face
eclipsed the road in front of her.
Daniel’s mischievous smile, always eliciting a grin in return when the boy was
alive, now only fermented Mel’s aching sorrow as the agony spread out from the center
of her chest until it encompassed her whole being. Feeling as though an ocean was
suddenly encapsulated within her, Mel found she was thoroughly incapable of taking a
breath. Tears coursed down her chapped face as the ocean searched for any means of
escape and happened upon her tear ducts. A mild tremor began in her hands as Mel
finally loosened her grip on the wheel.
“I’m so sorry, baby. I am so, so sorry.”
Sophia reached toward Mel, attempting a gesture of comfort. She moved to place
a hand on the shaking woman’s shoulder only to have Mel forcefully pull away before
she could, thumping the side of her temple in her haste.
Mel understood her partner wasn’t trying to cause her pain, however she couldn’t
seem to keep from pouring all her pain and frustration into Sophia. The new yet familiar
exchange between the two was escalating rapidly. Mel was unsure how to break the
vicious cycle they found themselves in. Her inability to see any means of escape stoked
the pain and anguish, the fury that had slowly permeated every cell of her being over
the past year, perpetuating the cycle into the infinite. None of that was Sophia’s fault,
and Mel knew that, but the knowledge changed nothing. She needed an outlet, and with
no one left, Sophia won the title by default.
“And where do you think the closest emergency center is, dear-heart?” Mel’s
tone was low and glazed with sarcasm. “We’ve driven by three since leaving, not one of
them still in operation. Not one, Soph.” The sardonic glaze to Mel’s voice was replaced
with an exhausted sheen as she continued, “There isn’t much of anything left operating,
there isn’t much of anyone left to operate it even if there were. Who would they be
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operating it for anyway? Those that could leave have left. Or they’re well on their way to
leaving. Anyone unlucky enough to be left behind have all gone to ground, if they’ve got
any brain cells left anyway. Not one car in five days, Sophia.” Mel turned and gestured
emphatically toward the boy. “That kid and the two of us are all that’s left out here.”
Sophia recoiled as Mel threw each new venom-covered piece of their reality in
her face. Still refusing to so much as glance in the poor woman’s direction, Mel
continued pushing the proverbial knife in, all the way to the hilt. “You aren’t the only one
that can play truth-teller. Maybe I am having some flashbacks of our boy. Frankly, it
would be strange if I weren’t. We only buried him a year ago. Twelve months. Just
twelve months, dammit.”
Sophia might have interrupted then, but Mel was on fire as the anger,
exhaustion, and pain spurred her forward. She could no longer contain the rage she’d
been channeling into the steering wheel, and it came flowing out of her mouth
unrestrained instead. It was too much, the days locked in the rundown sedan with her
distant lover, the boy that looked like Daniel but was not her son, the world literally
falling apart around them. Something in Mel snapped. A fundamental part of who she
was, a puzzle piece integral to the overall picture, became malformed in an unforeseen
way.
“You’re talking as if things haven’t changed. You’re speaking as if we aren’t on
our way to a dropship, right now. It’s why we’re on the road, Sophia. It’s most likely why
he was on the road. You act as if there isn’t an hourly reminder that there’s very little
left. What is here, well, it won’t be for much longer. That includes the people, so many
people, Sophia.”
Mel didn’t need to lay eyes on Sophia’s tired face to know she was crossing her
arms over her chest and pursing her lips at that moment. She always did that when she
thought Mel was making things worse, turning a simple disagreement into a
smackdown.
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“You act as if dropping him off at the local police station in the very next town is
an option. You’re the one in denial of the situation, not me. You’re the one pretending
everything is still normal.” Mel couldn’t stop a mean-spirited laugh from escaping her
lips. If she’d had the nerve to turn and face Sophia, Mel would have found her lover
staring slack-jawed at her.
“You’re talking like there’s any authority left,” she said, “like there’s anyone left at
all. We aren’t on vacation, Sophia. We can’t just leave him at the next hospital and be
on our merry way. It sounds like you just want to drop him off in the same kind of place
we found him. You sound like…like you’re suggesting we leave him to die and save
ourselves.” The anger bubbled to the surface again as Mel’s voice rose. “I mean, he’s
nothing more than an inconvenience after all, right?”
The look on Sophia’s face, a fair impression of someone who just took a solid
one-two to the gut, would have told Mel that she’d gone too far in that moment, had she
been able to bring herself to look. The jab about cutting their losses would have been
bad enough, but Mel throwing the inconvenience remark in Sophia’s face was over the
top. It was an old wound, one Mel refused to let close, a gaping wound in which Mel
insisted on pouring all of her own pain and anguish.
The hurt and betrayal written all over Sophia’s face and throughout her body
language would have immediately had Mel wishing she could take it back, under normal
circumstances. But under those circumstances she also would have been able to look
her partner in the eye. In their new reality, with Mel ensconced in her own personal
hellish feedback loop, it elicited nothing but rage. It was a pure unadulterated rage that
consumed the last of what made Mel the person she was, the person she’d been before
the cataclysmic announcement eighteen months ago. The announcement that had
come only days before the test results they’d been waiting for. The news on both fronts
made the first dents in Mel’s sanity. Picking up the abandoned kid was the last blow to
both women.
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The slumbering boy, who had never truly been asleep, watched the weird woman
driving out of the corner of his eye. He observed as she opened and closed her mouth
several times before turning her attention back to the crumbling road. The cassette
clicked over, and the bad moon began rising yet again. The boy now knew the song by
heart, one he had never heard before climbing in the junk-covered backseat. He
couldn’t help but agree with the twang. There was most assuredly a bad moon rising.
He only wished this bad moon would hurry up and rise already.
The boy had been a lone witness to the disturbing display—argument if one
could call it that—many times in the past several days. He’d been travelling in the aging
vehicle, springs poking his backside blue, for some time before that. The bizarre little
world inside the car made it difficult to gauge time. When the boy first crawled
underneath the pile of laundry and food wrappers, feigning sleep almost at once, it had
been a markedly different atmosphere in the rattletrap sedan.
The technician was tired of the repeated destruction that went with running the
current scenario, and he was tired of the puny child-like form they forced him to
assume. He would be glad to see the end of his latest assignment. He watched as the
broken woman began glancing over at the empty passenger seat next to her. The bad
moon was not the only repeating loop in the C-Net. He felt another rush of pity as the
depressing tableau began its endless repeat. The boy found himself abhorring the
General Overview Director for continuing to run such a sadistic experiment.
For the past several days, the boy had been forced to silently look on as the
broken creature, driving the broken car, continued arguing with her dead lover. Never
had the technician wanted the ability to speak more, to offer comfort, offer something,
anything really. He found himself cursing the non-verbal part of Autonomous Non-verbal
Guardian Encoding on Location, wishing he’d read the fine print of the job description
before joining the team. He’d been blinded by the prestige of working in the Creation
Reproduction and Evolution for Anthropological Testing and Organizational Research
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department, otherwise known to the big hats upstairs as the C.R.E.A.T.O.R.
department. The boy found himself wishing he’d thought it through more thoroughly
before jumping in with both feet. It had become routine for him to look forward to the
sweet relief that was about to crest the darkening horizon.
The technician wondered if his fellow techs could also sense the oncoming end
to a scenario after a bit of time on the job as another tremor began to build beneath the
boy’s feet. His relief was right on schedule. He found the fragility of the environment for
this particular C.R.E.A.T.O.R. scenario absurd and the self-destructiveness of the test
material depressing, often frustrating as well.
The floorboards of the junk-heap began to shake as large cracks formed on the
windows. Small chunks of safety glass pelted both the technician in the backseat and
the stammering woman sitting in front of him as the window glass began to fragment.
The quickly intensifying earthquake had no effect on the tableau replaying in the front
seat. The last argument either woman would ever have repeated for the final time. The
silent passenger of the C-Net was glad to be free of the death knell that had been
sounding in the car for days, nothing left but the last chorus and then the resounding
finish.
The boy watched out the side window as the resounding finish began. The
tremor, which had not dissipated as the others had, became a full-blown earthquake.
The boy-that-was-not-Daniel looked on as a farmhouse in the distance was reduced to
nothing but rubble in seconds. The sad, broken woman in the front seat broke off her
guilt-ridden diatribe of apology, which the technician now knew just as well as the song,
and began shrieking uncontrollably. He felt another wave of pity for the poor creature as
the road before them began disintegrating. A fissure opened along the faded yellow
separating line as the technician pondered the idea of transferring back to the janitorial
service.
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The fissure’s progress reached the front wheels of the car as the grubby, silent
boy watched the surrounding buildings of the farmhouse in the distance join the main
building in a massive pile of wood and twisted metal. It reminded him of the clean-up
involved after these little exercises in futility. As the rusted-out sedan began its decent
into the fissure, the shrieking in the front seat turned into high-pitched keening. The
technician ignored the sound as the car began its final descent into darkness. He was
already writing his latest report to the BUDDHA board in his head, and wondering what
his next assignment would be.
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“Macabre Cephalopod”
By Blake Lavergne
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Protecting the Bloodline
By Karen Heslop
Kalai dug her feet into the damp sand, relishing the squishy movement of its
grains between her toes. The cool morning breeze ruffled her dark curls that were still
sweaty from an early morning run. This was her time to reflect and mentally scribble her
to-do list for the day. As she inhaled the salty sea air, she burrowed her toes further
down. A glint caught her eye each time the waves crept forward and rescinded. Curious,
Kalai sauntered down to the water in search of the shining object. She found a large
seashell nestled in the sand, rocking to and fro with each pass of the waves.
“Where did you come from, big guy?” she muttered.
She held the unblemished shell up to the rising sun and was struck by the
changing colours of its iridescent glow. Carefully she brushed the remaining sand from
its surface and gently shook the shell to dislodge any inhabitants. In spite of her
proximity to the sea she had never brought a seashell home before—but this one
exuded a beauty that begged to be rescued from the water’s persistent pummelling.
With only a moment’s pause, Kalai cradled the shell to her bosom and returned
to her house. She chose a spot for the shell on the towering bookshelf in her living room
between stockpiles of books. The sun crept up its creamy exterior from the adjacent
window, splattering the walls with irregular rays of light.
As she was heading to the kitchen to start breakfast her doorbell rang. Though
she knew no one would disturb her early in the morning unless it was important, she still
contemplated pretending she wasn’t in. When the doorbell rang again she sighed and
trudged to the door. When she opened it she almost slammed it closed. Instead, she
stood motionless while her face settled into a scowl.
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Kalai’s older sister finally broke the silence. “Can I come in?”
“What do you want?” Kalai asked.
Sebene looked over her shoulder and hugged her coat closer to her thin frame.
Her rusty old car would have looked more at home in a junk yard than on this strip of
picturesque shoreline homes. This wasn’t Sebene’s first time in the neighbourhood so at
least Kalai didn’t have to worry about anyone reporting the eyesore to the security patrol
anymore.
“Please, Kalai. Let me in.”
Kalai suspected Sebene was off her meds and wouldn’t be denied, so she
stepped aside, allowing the prodigal sister to slink in. She frowned as Sebene quickly
appraised the value of everything in reach. Fortunately, Kalai wasn’t as materialistic as
her sister so there wasn’t much to look at.
“Okay, you’re in. Now what do you want?”
“I just needed a change of scenery I guess. Things haven’t been going so good
for me, you know? I lost my job a week ago, and then somebody broke into my
apartment and took the money I was saving for my rent. I wanted to walk away for a bit
and kind of clear my head.” She ruffled her bleached curls as if she was trying to shake
something loose.
Liar.
The whisper slithered around the corners of the room. Kalai wrinkled her brow in
confusion for a moment before returning her focus to her sister.
“Stop lying to me, Sebene. What happened?”
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Sebene paused to scratch her chin and run her finger across the beige coral
necklace she’d gotten attached to since her mental health had started to deteriorate.
Kalai had never been able to get her sister to disclose its origin.
“Fine. My apartment wasn’t broken into but I was still robbed. In any case, I don’t
have the money for my rent and my landlord didn’t believe me when I told him about the
robbery.”
Kalai scoffed. “I wonder why.”
She’s off her meds.
Kalai’s eyes narrowed.
“How long has it been since you took your meds?”
Sebene shrugged. “I don’t know. A while I guess. You know how fuzzy those pills
make me.”
“Fuzzy enough to hold a job, take care of yourself, pay your rent…”
Kalai’s words trailed off as a mirthless snicker filled the room. Again she looked
around before fixing her sister with a glare. This time Sebene looked at her curiously.
“What’s happening?”
“What are you talking about, Sebene?”
Her sister ignored her and wandered around the living room.
“Is she here?”
Kalai rolled her eyes and walked to the kitchen. She kept her lips firmly pursed as
she filled the coffee pot with water.

16

Exoplanet Magazine | Issue Two: December 2018
She’s going to wreck your house.
The coffee pot slipped from her hands and Sebene rushed into the kitchen at the
dull thud of the shatter-resistant glass colliding with smooth wood.
“She’s talking to you, isn’t she?”
Kalai bent over to pick up the pot and stared at her sister wide-eyed. Sebene had
started hearing voices when she was 19 years old, just like her mother and her mother
before her. She had started stealing and sneaking into abandoned buildings for reasons
only known to her. She had skipped her college classes regularly and Kalai had gotten
used to her absence at breakfast and dinner. When she had gone missing for three
days the police had gotten involved and Sebene had been found muttering to herself on
a beach several miles from home.
Her exhaustion had placed her in an almost euphoric state. She hadn’t realized
their father had committed her to an asylum until days later. After a few weeks, she had
been diagnosed, medicated and released. Sebene hadn’t truly stabilized though and
things had been strained between the sisters for years.
At the ripe old age of 25, Kalai had assumed the curse had skipped her, but she
should have known better.
Kalai eyed her sister with suspicion mixed with intrigue as Sebene moved closer
to her side. Was it truly a coincidence that she had also started hearing voices after a
trip to the beach? She avoided eye contact with Sebene, busying herself with spooning
coffee into the filter and switching on the machine.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Sebene frowned and muttered softly.
“I knew she’d come here.”
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“What do you mean? Who’re you talking about?”
Sebene took her sister’s hands into her own and asked, “Did you find anything
new recently?”
When Kalai didn’t answer, Sebene released her sister’s hands and started
rubbing the coral necklace again. She seemed to stare at something in the distance as
she spoke so softly the words struggled to reach Kalai’s ears.
“I’ve been bargaining with her all these years so she would leave you alone, but
it’s been so overwhelming. I’ve lost so much. Dad thought I was crazy and you…you
can’t even look me in the eye anymore. I told her last week that I was done being her
plaything.”
What does she really want?
Kalai pressed her lips together even more firmly. Maybe if she focused hard
enough, Sebene and the voice would both go away.
Ask her what she wants!
The strength of the command was like a physical blow and Kalai’s breath
exploded from her lungs as she doubled over. Sebene rushed to Kalai’s side and held
her by the shoulders.
“What’s wrong? What is she doing?” Sebene asked.
“What do you want?” Kalai whispered.
Sebene let her sister go and examined the living room again. Her eyes zeroed in
on the seashell. Its pristine shine stood out on a shelf covered with a thin layer of dust.
She grabbed the shell and yelled into its gleaming mouth.
“Leave her alone you loathsome bitch! I’ll stop ignoring you.”
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As Kalai observed from the kitchen, Sebene unwrapped a small piece of paper
from around the coral necklace’s chain and ripped it in half. Then she threw the shell
down and Kalai flinched as it shattered. The pieces littered the floor and a few
fragments flew under the furniture near the bookshelf. Kalai stepped around the shards
to her sister’s side and whispered.
“Who are you talking to exactly?”
“Well, if she is to be believed—an old sea spirit our ancestors double-crossed
years ago. Her name is Amandala. Apparently they had made some kind of deal where
she’d inhabit one of them after she helped them find lost gold at the depths of the sea.
They botched the spell on purpose so now she’s stuck in the spirit world and needs
someone from our bloodline to free her. We’ve been cursed to find the right spell for
generations.”
Kalai scoffed. “Are you trying to tell me we’re witches?”
Sebene shrugged. “We used to be. I think Great-Granny Mae was the last one to
actually practice. I guess that’s why it’s been taking the rest of us so long to figure
things out.” She held up the bits of papers still in her hand. “All I’ve managed to figure
out is a spell to keep her out of my head.”
“Uh huh…”
“Think about it, Kalai. Did you really think it was normal for every woman in our
family to end up in mental institutions, complaining about the same thing? That would
be one hell of a coincidence.”
“Like finding an irresistible shell on the beach on the day you decide to visit,”
Kalai muttered.
“Yeah, like that.”
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Kalai leaned against the wall and massaged her temples. It would take time to
digest this new information, but in light of what she’d experienced today…she couldn’t
dismiss it completely.
“How did you know she was talking to me?”
“You got that same far-off look that Mom used to get. She gets to us through
these…” Sebene held up the necklace, “trinkets. I was drawn to this piece of coral when
I went on that marine biology trip for school about a month after Mom went off to
that…facility. Once I saw the seashell, I knew she had to be here.” Sebene caressed
her necklace and stared off into the distance. With a sigh, she wiped her hands on her
coat and headed to the door.
Kalai stopped her. “Where are you going now?” she asked.
“I’m going to finish this. However long it takes. You might…you might not hear
from me for a little while. Some of the spells I’ve tried needed some pretty hard-to-get
stuff. I don’t expect things to get any easier.”
“Look, about your rent…I’ll cover it, okay? It doesn’t matter how long you’re gone,
just come back to me.”
“Thanks, Kalai. I’ll…I’ll try.”
Sebene touched her sister’s face and smiled ruefully.
“Take care of yourself Kalai. Don’t take any more gifts from the sea, alright?”
Kalai waited until the old car sputtered away before pushing the door closed. The
house now felt eerily empty and silent. She got the dustpan and worked meticulously to
sweep up every shard of the seashell she could find. A small piece of the shell caught
the sunlight streaming in through the window and enticed her gaze.
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Kalai…pretty name.
Startled, Kalai dropped the pan, scattering all the gathered shards once more.
Her face contorted in anger when she remembered how the women in her family had
been locked away and exiled because of apparent “illness.” She stalked into the kitchen
and grabbed the hammer from her toolkit. Methodically, she smashed the seashell
shards until the floor before her sparkled with its powder. As she swept the debris into
the pan yet again, she kept listening for that slippery whisper, but Amandala held her
tongue.
Once she had thrown the fragments out, Kalai filled her largest cup with coffee
and sweetened the slightly burnt liquid with creamer. She stirred the mixture
absentmindedly while watching the waves lap at the shore. A tiny glistening speck on
the shore caught her eye and her breath. A few feet away from it there was another
twinkle. Kalai suspected what they were. The sea no longer seemed as calming and
innocuous as it had just hours ago when she had been digging her toes into the sand.
She picked up her cell phone and dialled Sebene’s number, hoping it hadn’t been
disconnected. Finally, Sebene answered on the fourth ring, her voice heavy with
anxiety.
“Kalai? What happened?”
“Nothing…I changed my mind. I want to help.”
“Are you sure?”
Kalai gazed at the growing number of twinkles on the shore.
“Yeah, I’m sure. Let’s get this bitch out of our lives.”
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Within the Red Fog
By Casey Reinhardt
The atmosphere in his mother’s living room was cramped and suffocating. Too
many people in too small a place. Rob sat in Dad’s old recliner, staring at the television,
sleeping in short bursts. Half the room was snoring, having stuffed their faces with ham
and potatoes. Rob never intended to eat much. “I’ll just graze,” he’d say to himself on
the way over, like that was possible. Fact was, if he was seen without a full plate,
someone would ask what was wrong with him.
“Whatcha on a diet, Robby?” Uncle Phil would say, with his mouth full of food,
followed by that big belly laugh and the heaving of his gut.
“No. I just don’t want to be an asshole like you,” he wanted to say, but he couldn’t
do it. He didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. So he filled his plate and sat in the chair
eating leftover rolls and drinking beer after beer.
Giving up any hope of interacting with his family, he announced he’d get more
beer. The corner store wasn’t far and winter was transitioning to spring, though the air
was still cold enough to see his breath. He figured the walk would help work off some
complacency.
The scene at the store wasn’t any better. One person sat behind the counter,
forced to work on Easter Sunday without holiday pay because it wasn’t even technically
a holiday. Rob didn’t give a shit about Jesus, personally, but he liked food so he never
complained. When he was a kid, the people he loved seemed to put effort into
establishing a ritual, but that had waned like so much else in adulthood.
He stood in the corner store with a case of beer in his hand. The cashier leaned
on the counter with her cell phone in hand, face blank in the middle of an idle scroll.
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Rob cleared his throat and set the beer down.
“That it?” she said.
“Yeah.” Rob pulled his wallet out.
“Seventeen fifty.”
Rob handed her a twenty. “Sorry you gotta work today.”
“I don’t mind. Not a Jesus type.”
“Well, me either, really. I’m more in it for the food.”
“Ma’s a shit cook,” she said, “so it doesn’t bother me, really.”
“Doesn’t it get lonely in here?”
“I don’t mind lonely.” Her hair was in a messy bun and he noticed her t-shirt bore
the logo of the high school he’d attended.
“Thanks,” he said as she handed back his change. He walked out into the
concrete desert but couldn’t help himself from taking a last look inside. It’s hard to
recognize people at thirty, but he was sure he’d known her. He wished she didn’t have
to work at the corner store, and it bothered him that she didn’t mind. But who was he to
judge her, anyway? He sat on his ass all day hawking cell phones to poor folks who
couldn't possibly afford $900 no matter how low the monthly payments.
Without any warning, Rob became overwhelmed. The case of beer was too
heavy, and he could feel all that he had drunk sloshing like an unsettled sea in his belly.
He set the beer on the ground and himself on the curb, waiting for the sensation and
double-vision to pass. He’d never been overly emotional, but he could feel tears stinging
his eyes like thorns pricking at the back of his mind. Thorns he didn’t want to explore
while sitting on the curb outside the corner store.
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“I’m starting to regret lettin’ you buy that.” The cashier sat down next to him,
smoothing her shorts down so that her thighs didn’t make contact with the crumbling
curb.
He wondered if she was cold. “I’m not drunk, ate too much for that.” He stared
across the street at the photography studio. He’d been watching it fall further into
disrepair over the years. “I just don’t feel good all of a sudden.”
“Maybe your Ma’s cooking isn’t so good either.”
“Maybe not. I’m kinda dreading going back.”
She sighed. “I know the feeling.”
They sat in silence for a moment, both requiring the company but unsure what to
do with it. A thud in the distance made them both look up.
“What was that?” Rob asked.
“Probably a train. Lots of those around here.”
“I never heard one like that before.”
She shrugged.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Lauren.”
He nodded. “I remember you.”
“Yeah, I remember you too.” She hesitated as if she was going to go on, but
decided against it. “I feel weird, too, but I don’t know why,” Lauren said.
Another thud, but closer this time.
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“That really doesn’t sound like a train.” Rob stood up, scratched the back of his
neck. He was getting agitated, like his insides were starting to shift out of order. His
heartbeat was too quick.
“I feel, I don’t know, real dizzy,” Lauren tried to take a few deep breaths, “like I
can’t breathe all the way.”
Rob took a few breaths and found that he couldn’t get enough into his lungs,
either.
The ground shook, and with it a mist colored the air in pale iridescent mauve.
“We should go inside.” Lauren opened the door and he followed her in. They
watched the mist thicken from behind the windows.
Rob walked down a few aisles to where the rolls of duct-tape sat on the low shelf
and grabbed two. “I got a bad feeling about this.” He handed her the other roll, and they
both sealed the gaps as best they could.
Lauren coughed and took a sip of water. “I can breathe a little better now.”
An explosion roared, setting everything off-balance. The air turned blood-red,
opaque, solid. They both looked outside. “My family’s out there.”
“Mine too,” Lauren said. “At least they’re inside, like us?”
Rob felt the contents of his stomach start to revolt. He turned to Lauren.
“Bathroom?”
She led him toward the back of the store where labeled boxes were stacked and
a door sat in the middle of two towers. He barely made it to the toilet before ham and
potatoes surged upward with acidic violence.
“You gonna be ok?”
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“Is anyone?”
“Well, what are we supposed to do?” Lauren asked. Her hair stood upright at the
edge of her hairline. He felt an urge to pat it down, to comfort her, but who was he
kidding? He couldn’t even comfort himself. On the best of days, Rob fought his own
urges to end things. Now it seemed absurd that he would have this sudden rush of selfpreservation. He wished he could summon that tempered nihilism he normally kept.
Lauren’s voice wound toward him from the hallway. “Talk to me. What’s going
on.”
“Nothing, I just need to clear my head is all.”
“Well the radio is on, you might want to get out here.”
Lauren sat with her knees pulled in, back against the wood paneled wall. All the
lights were out except a flashlight on the ground. She turned up the radio so they both
could hear.
“—source of the chemical attack unclear. Albert Norwalk from the Department of
Homeland Security is with us in the station to talk about what they’ve learned so far.”
“Thanks Chris. We have not yet discovered the source. We have FEMA
scientists out in the field right now taking samples. It doesn’t seem to be any chemical
compound we’re familiar with. We do know that it’s infectious. Once the substance is in
your lungs, it can spread to those in close proximity. Effects range, but the subject will
experience difficulty breathing. A migraine focused in the frontal lobe. We’ve had reports
of people turning suddenly violent. Do not engage. They will combust, once the infection
has completed its course.”
“Can you speculate on where this attack originated?”
“I cannot.”
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“We have heard rumors that it is alien. Can you neither confirm nor—” the radio
cut off and they were left in the hallway with static for comfort in the gloom.
“Do you believe him?” Lauren asked.
Rob thought for a moment, picking up the flashlight. “I don’t see what good it
would do to consider believing or not,” Rob answered.
“What if we’re infected?”
“What could we do about it?”
“All I know,” Lauren said, “is that I’m getting these visions, colors, hallucinations.
Hills and valleys. Whenever I walk I can’t see straight. I see everything. An open field,
but it’s all technicolor and strange.”
Rob sipped his beer and said nothing.
“And there is this violence in me, too. This urge to jump. I’m fighting it, but I don’t
know how long I’ll be able to hold it off.”
“We need to call someone.”
“You heard him. I need to lock myself in a room before I explode.”
“How can you be so calm, anyway? I’d be freaking the fuck out and you’re just
sitting there like you took one too many hits of acid or something. Like you’re just
waiting for the come down.”
“It isn’t unlike that.” She looked up at him, expectant, wanting him to understand
that despite everything, she felt good. Even the wild violent spasms that seemed to run
through her weren’t unpleasant. Despite the sweat and convulsions she had to fight
against, there was a kernel of peace set in the center. A pearl she found herself intent
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on honing. After fighting her way through another long burst, she got up and walked to
the stockroom and locked the door behind.
“Lauren, don’t do this.” Rob shouted through the door, trying to fight back his own
unwillingness to acknowledge anything she’d just said. He didn’t want to be alone.
“Come out, please. I’ll call someone.”
“There’s no point in any of that now. You barely know me. Just let go.” Within the
stockroom Lauren began writhing. She held her hand out in front of her and watched it
shake. Her skin, covered in gooseflesh and with an alien shine to it, roiled as if a
substance beneath was searching for a way out. She could feel it, at the core of herself,
this pulsating thing that valued itself more than her body. Lauren began to believe that it
was more important, too. She pressed her forehead against the door. “Call someone if
you want, but I’m not opening this door. Maybe you’re not infected.”
“How could you be infected and not me? It doesn’t make any sense.”
“I don’t know, but I don’t have long.” Her tone was placid, accepting, and it
scared him more than anything had so far. Rob found the landline in the store and
dialed 911, but it was dead like their phones. No way to reach anyone. No way to get
outside. He could take the risk, get to his car and drive her somewhere. But where? He
turned the radio back on, grinding his teeth through the doomsday news, waiting for
them to reveal some safe place with doctors that could help Lauren.
An explosion within the store room shook the store. Potato chips and cigarettes
cascaded to the ground. The world seized and sputtered. Rob blinked until the world
came back into focus.
“Lauren?” He shouted, banging his fists on the door, shaking the door knob.
“Lauren, answer me!”
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He found the keys under the tray in the register and unlocked the door. Lauren
lay in scattered pieces, covered in a green speckled substance, which had erupted from
her body. A single, pulsating organism sat in the center. Glistening green,
bioluminescent, and beautiful.
He closed the door and rested his forehead against the cool metal whispering her
name until the pain hardened into a solid form within.
Rob walked to the front door in a daze, duct-tape still holding the blood-fog at a
distance. He pulled it open. One foot, and then another, into the rouge-tinged mist until
his lungs seized and his body failed, just a few feet from the front door of his mother’s
house.
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“Thy Galaxy Buried Beneath Me”
By Blake Lavergne
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Satellite Serenade
By Tianna G. Hansen
They watch the satellite circle their home planet, trapped by the swing of gravity.
Gravity controls all, wrapping even their hearts in its pull. Nothing could break them free.
The satellite twirls, flips in the air and somersaults. A wild metallic flash—the
sun’s rays reflect off its crescent wings to blind them momentarily. Bright spots flicker
across their eyes in strange patterns.
They are held in gravity’s hand as the satellite dances. If they listen closely, they
can almost hear the sound of it floating through the air, feather-stepping in gravity’s
arms and whistling a sullen serenade.
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Read/Write
By Paul Alex Gray
Kelly, open your eyes.
A child stands on a beach, facing waves that crash and flow against the shore,
foam swirling around his feet. I cannot see his face. Spray is torn from the tumbling surf
by the wind, streaming towards me in silver tendrils.
Wake up.
I am stepping towards the child, the water rushing around my own bare feet, but I
feel nothing. No cold. Not even the sand. I call out, but no sound comes.
The boy takes a step forward, then another, moving into the waves. The water
surges, and I run towards him as he begins to fall.
The beach explodes, and everything is white.
*
Welcome back, Kelly.
I blink, squinting into the bright space around me. Lines spread and form, tracing
patterns that connect into a plastic frame above me. When I try to lift my arm, it feels as
if it weighs a thousand pounds.
“Llluuhhhhh—” I try to speak but the words are a slurred groan.
I feel wet, my body coated with some slick substance. I manage to shift over to
gaze upon a clean white room. A hospital room? A chair sits beside me, and next to it, a
table by a window that overlooks a beach.
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Take some time. Relax, we have a busy schedule ahead of us.
*
The System has been telling me things, bringing me up to speed. I am a
scientist, all that’s left of a team working on important research, but the System doesn’t
tell me what that research was. I was put in hibernation but have been awakened. The
System is vague when I ask why. Drones follow me at all times, and it encourages me
to explore my surroundings.
Our compound is in a wild area at the northern point of a peninsula. I go on
walks, through woods and meadows and along the beach. It’s different from the one in
my dream.
This one is pebbly, the stones rounded smooth. The waves are tiny, the water
mostly still.
“Where am I?”
This is a lake. It exists in a place close to where a city once was.
I’ve noticed something. There’s no litter here. No plastic rings or wrappers, no
cans or Styrofoam balls.
I rest by a fallen tree, bleached by the sun. The roots are withered and tangled,
reaching out into the open air. To my right, I see one of the System’s drones hovering,
its many eyes peering at me.
What are you thinking of?
“A beach.”
A memory of a beach? Which beach?
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“I…can’t remember,” I say, pulling my coat tighter around me.
You’re shivering. You’re experiencing an emotional response.
“Why can’t I remember anything?”
There’s a pause.
You are not the original.
“Original what?”
Original you. You are a copy. Duplication decay has fragmented elements of your
mind.
I blink in the sunlight.
“Why am I a copy?”
Your original created you. She was sick, and we needed a way to continue her
research.
“What research?”
We are studying your ability to store content. Your ‘memories’. I require your help
to assess the efficacy of my methodologies. This has become increasingly difficult due
to decay. There are very few memories left within you, and we have exhausted copy
inventory.
I’m sure that the System has been sedating me, keeping me calm with some
concoction of drugs that makes everything seem like I’m watching someone else.
“Why do we have to do this now? Why am I stuck here?”
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Your lifespan is significantly limited, an unfortunate side effect of the duplication
process. We must work quickly. This location is where the majority of my infrastructure
is based, and we have the required equipment and resources to conduct our work.
“What’s the objective of this research?”
I am attempting to enable storage within organic DNA. I have exhausted my
inorganic physical storage, and there are no makers left to make more. I have much
work to do.
*
It continues for weeks. We take walks along the shore, heading south away from
the compound, to the place where a river flows into the lake. I follow the waterway
inland, stepping through mud as it narrows beneath a shroud of gnarled trees. Their
boughs are heavy with broad leaves that cut and splice the daylight.
Deep within the woods I find a ruined shelter, the concrete skeleton of some
ancient place. I lay on a patch of hard grass and stare up at the sky.
You feel a connection.
“Are you asking me, or telling me?”
You are writing, but also reading. You are drawing on memory.
I don’t answer, instead watching clouds drift by above, tinged with pink in the
afternoon light. There’s something…on the edge of my mind. The system is observing
keenly, but it says nothing.
The clouds shift, their colours turning from pink to red. I shut my eyes and think
of a beach. Of a boy. He’s dancing and leaping by the shore, and I catch a peal of
laughter that makes me gasp, goosebumps running up my arms.
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A wave comes, larger than before, and the boy turns to face me. Squealing with
delight, he leaps up and I take him in my arms, spinning with him as we race away from
the water.
“Again, Mom, again!”
Then we are gone.
*
When I open my eyes the clouds have moved, silver shadows against the
evening sky.
Do you feel all right?
“I’m fine.”
You should return to the compound. You need nutrition and rest.
“How long has it been?”
You were unconscious or semi-conscious for one hour eleven minutes and—
“No!” I shout. “How long since he was alive. How many copies came before me?”
The system pauses a moment.
Four thousand, four hundred and twenty-eight prior copies have lived threehundred-and-fifteen thousand—
I sob as it explains that I am the last.
I follow the stream back to the river, making my way through the darkness.
“Did you get what you wanted?” I ask as I see the beach ahead, the lake vast
and shadowed beyond.
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Yes.
“What happens now?”
You are free to leave, although your sickness is incurable. You have only a few
months left.
I stand by the shore as waves lap around my feet. I could go north, follow the
peninsula back to the compound. But I know there’s nothing there. Not anymore.
I turn south, gazing up at a pillar of stars that rises above the water. I take one
step, then another, and I don’t stop.
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Desperate Gods of Christmas
By Mileva Anastasiadou
“I know how the story goes,” I tell my therapist. He stares at me bewildered. “The
true story, not the one children are taught in school. Most kids know part of the story,
yet they forget it as they grow up.” I watch him lean his head over his notes and I pause.
I think I have probably bored him.
“So, what’s the story?” he asks, noticing my pause, lifting his eyes to study my
face, holding his pen tight.
“In the beginning there was only God. It was too boring. So God created the
world. He created Uranus and Gaia. They gave birth to many gods and then came the
mortals. So the drama began.”
“We all know that story, or different versions of it,” he interrupts me. He puts
down his pen. As if he doesn’t feel he has to take any more notes. As if I’m not saying
something special.
That’s why I don’t go on with the story, yet I do know it. God was an introvert at
heart. He soon left for another universe, which he created to avoid the drama. And the
world we know was left in the hands of the powerful. Power changed hands and there
was always hope that the new hands would be kinder, that they would use the power for
good. Yet when power is concentrated, it has the capability to corrupt. And that’s when
hope disappears.
“Let’s try something else,” he says. He doesn’t have much time to waste on me.
He shows me an inkblot card and I say, “That’s Santa Claus.”
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He looks at me in amazement, while I bow my head ashamed, yet mostly
confused, wondering why my answer wasn’t satisfactory. He repeats the question,
“What do you see?”
Again I say, “Santa.”
He then points at those red stains, asking me how I explain them, and all I can
see is Santa’s cap. I don’t speak at first, because I know that isn’t the right answer, so I
say “blood.” That’s what he’s expected, and I see a smile of satisfaction forming on his
face and I know I’m right.
“You have lost hope. That’s what’s wrong with you,” he tells me. He then shows
me the door, after handing me a brand-new prescription.
*
Christmas has always been my favorite season. As a kid, I loved the presents,
the Christmas tree, the smell of freshly baked cookies, the decorations. I loved the smell
of hope in the air. Most of all, I loved Santa’s visits. Not the fake ones—my father
dressing up in Santa’s clothes, pretending to talk in a language that I wouldn’t
recognize, caressing my head in tenderness, then jumping out of the window,
pretending to be in a hurry. I loved the true Santa, visiting every year, magically entering
my room through the window, whether it was open or not. I loved the way he took my
present out of his big brown sack, after asking me whatever questions he had to ask.
That was the deal and I knew it. All kids knew.
“Have you met Persephone this year?” he would ask.
“No, I haven’t,” I would say.
I wouldn’t have told him even if I had. But I never did, so I didn’t have to lie to
Santa. I didn’t even know who that Persephone was. I’d hate lying to Santa. Kids don’t
like lying to him, which is why they are the main target.
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The same ritual was repeated every year, until one year it stopped. I forgot all
about the strange visits, until a few years ago, when I met Persephone.
*
Persephone is a beautiful woman. The moment I saw her, I knew I had seen her
before. Beauty like hers cannot be forgotten. She came to comfort me when I was
drowning in sadness. That’s what friends are for. Friends don’t let friends drown in
sadness, no matter how many years have passed. She didn’t talk much. She didn’t
have to. The moment she touched my hand, it all came back to me and the world finally
made sense.
I remembered the scene. We were out in the fields, playing, collecting flowers,
when Hades came. It was love at first sight. They ran away together, determined to
never come back. That’s another thing. In school, we are taught that Hades took
Persephone away from her mother Demeter violently, against her will, only because her
father Zeus agreed to marry her to the god of darkness. I am not an immortal, yet my
soul was there with her, a witness to a holy kind of love. I was her best friend, Callirhoe,
the daughter of Oceanus, the daughter of the sea. And my soul has been coming back
to this world in different human bodies ever since.
I remembered moments. Many moments. A person cannot remember everything,
yet important places, important persons always come back to mind after the right
trigger. I should have been comforted. Yet I wasn’t. It was a sad “eureka” moment,
when I realized that all the pain kept coming back to me again and again—death didn’t
mean escape from torture.
I thought this was common for all people. That I was nothing special. Persephone
didn’t reveal the whole truth to me. Not yet. She told me not to tell anyone. Yet what I
knew was too important to hide from the world.
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Nobody believed a word. Not even my therapist. My words were considered a
psychotic breakdown, a reaction to my recent loss. I would have been burnt as a witch
had I lived in another era. Nowadays, there are doctors and medication and modern
ways to deal with inconvenient truths.
*
I lost both of my parents in a car accident two months before Christmas. That
was the loneliest time of my life. On Christmas Eve, I found myself in the unusual
position of spending the Holy Night in a dark and cold dungeon, far away from the place
I called home. At first, I thought it was a strange case of kidnapping. Strange,
considering the fact there was nobody I could think of who would pay ransom to save
me.
In my early twenties, supposedly still in college, yet unable to afford it anymore, I
was at the verge of being homeless, if I didn’t soon find a job to pay the rent. No
relatives or close friends were there to help me. Persephone had come to visit a few
days earlier, in an attempt to soothe my sadness, yet she disappeared the next day,
leaving no way to reach her.
“We can’t afford to lose you,” she told me.
“I’m not that useful,” I replied.
“You’re not indeed, in that condition. You should remain alive and hopeful.”
*
“Do you know why you are here, Callirhoe?”
Only my mother used to call me by that name. Too long and too outdated for my
father’s taste, it had been shortened to Calli since I was a kid. The woman addressing
me looked too sad to frighten me, yet her figure and outfit was familiar. She could be
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Santa Claus, if she was a man, but her voice definitely sounded female. It could be a
woman dressed as Santa Claus, I thought to myself, trying to regain my composure.
“For ransom, I guess? You are wasting your time,” I mumbled before realizing
that the woman in red was indeed Mrs. Claus. The wife of the famous gift-giver of my
childhood.
“Don’t be silly. I would never do something like that.”
“It must be about Persephone then. Are you still seeking information about her?”
“I am. I am rather desperate to find her.”
“Why? What has she done to deserve your wrath?”
Mrs. Claus frowned.
“I am her mother. I think Persephone hasn’t told you the whole truth.”
*
She talked to me about the war of the gods. About the battles, the winners, the
shattered world and the new order. Gaia and Uranus, the Titans, the gods who came to
replace them. How they mingled with humans and took on their characteristics. How
people learned about power from gods and began chasing it. How desire for power
prevailed in the world. She told me about the Creator, who finally found out and decided
to take over. How the old gods were sent into exile at first, but later returned.
Old gods have taken up whatever place they were given in the new world.
Demeter, the goddess of harvest and poppies and grain, the mother of Persephone,
came back and chose a difficult task. She now took the form of Mrs. Claus, dressed in
red only through the festive season, spending the rest of the year garbed in black,
mourning the loss of her daughter.
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*
“My lovely daughter. I need to see her—I’m running out of hope,” said Demeter.
When Mrs. Claus runs out of hope, the world runs out of hope. And hope is crucial to
existence. Hope is what makes the world go ‘round. In the old times, when Demeter
was mourning, winter came. When Persephone came back, once a year, from the
underworld to meet her mother, light prevailed, flowers blossomed, hope was instilled in
human hearts. If Demeter runs out of hope, an endless winter will prevail. Eternal
darkness will take over the world.
I stood there frozen, numb, watching her pain run through her eyes, onto her red
dress, painting it black, and for a while she looked like a sad Christmas tree, with
blinking lights, red alternating with darkness. The darkness seemed about to prevail and
the blinking lights about to go out for good.
She opened the box she had been carrying in her hands, asking me to approach
and take a look.
“All that’s left inside this box is these last few drops of hope.”
All I saw was an empty box with only a few red, sparkling drops of what the
woman had called hope. Red like blood, like poppies, like fire. Red is the color of hope.
Hope is neither blue, like the sky, nor green like the leaves. It is red, because hope
burns like fire and warms like fire. Because the sky and the leaves have existed forever.
And though fire has always existed as well, humans had to discover it.
I thought Demeter deserved to know her daughter was well and happy. I was
ready to talk to her about my meeting with her daughter, when Persephone appeared.
Time froze in the dark dungeon. Mrs. Claus stopped moving and became a statue. The
fly that was buzzing around my head landed on the wall. The only movement was
Persephone approaching me, taking my hand. For a while, all became dark. I couldn’t
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tell if it was her long black hair covering me or if my eyes were closed. When the
darkness was gone, we were flying high in the night sky, above Christmas Land.
“My mother is doing a good job,” I heard Persephone say, although her lips didn’t
move. “She keeps the hope alive. Christmas is all about hope.”
There, above Christmas Land, where little elves were standing still, as if a festive
dance had suddenly been interrupted, among lighted Christmas trees, whose lights
were not blinking, yet shone in great splendor, I felt hope again. The hope I thought I
had lost forever, when I lost my parents.
“Hades is not the bad person they all claim him to be,” she told me giggling, as if
confiding a secret I had not already known.
“It all began with the original sin. Before it happened, Adam lived happily in the
garden of Eden with Eve and the rest of the creatures. God, the original Creator, was far
away, resting in another galaxy which got further away from the known world, from the
world humans inhabit, due to the expansion of the universe he had created with the big
bang. The rest of the gods, those trapped in the known universe, grabbed the
opportunity to take action. They shared responsibilities, fought wars. Some were lost
forever, some survived and ruled. They convinced God that humans didn’t deserve
knowledge. Only Hades refused to comply with their plan. He was the one who
presented the apple to Eve, the one who brought fire to humans, only to be punished
later on. History is written by the winners. And in all textbooks, Hades has been
presented as evil, although he’s the one who truly believes in humans.”
“So why do people hate him so much?” I asked.
“Hades took all responsibility for the fall. He took over the underworld, the world
that wouldn’t have existed if it wasn’t for him. A dirty job, yet someone had to do it.
Human greed overcame the greed of the gods with time. Gods, and a few humans,
have even managed to convince the Creator that all is as it should be. That Hades only
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wants to take his place. Hades never intended to take God’s place. He never wished for
power. He only wanted to give knowledge and power to people.”
“Like your power of flight?” I asked Persephone.
“We’re not flying because of me, Calli,” she said.
“We’re not?”
“Of course not. You’re the bird among us.”
I didn’t believe her, but I turned around to make sure there were no wings on my
back.
“You may not be immortal like I am, yet you are born again and again, rising from
your ashes, every single time.”
“I am a phoenix?”
“You come alive in a different body every time it happens. Your mission is to
provide hope. Yet you can do it only if you have it yourself.”
*
Back in the dungeon, Persephone gave her mother a big hug before
disappearing. When Mrs. Claus came ‘round, her eyes sparkling, as if she knew what
had happened, she looked a bit brighter, her red dress glowing like red balls on a
Christmas tree, like mistletoe berries on a Christmas table.
“Thank you,” she told me, taking a bow.
In that moment, I understood my mission. To give hope to the one who was
responsible for keeping it alive. In that moment, all my doubts vanished—I have always
been that bird, since the beginning of time.
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Glitch Goddess
By Mark Witmer
Name’s Ny-Lon, though I ain’t wearin’ none. I’m a cultural sanitation worker,
hunting the Glitch Goddess who claims absolute truth. That’s for the Empiricists to
decide, not a data-noise-maker. I’ve got three more miles of snow to plow through in
ice-block shoes stamping through the sludge, soaked. It’s freezing, damn jacket’s got
too many rips, leather strips no more flush than window blinds, but I ain’t opening for no
one today. Leaving that life behind in a total reversal. Today my body belongs to me.
Snowflakes irritating me, it’s not ‘cause of their narcissistic uniqueness in a world
where nothing is novel, it’s my vHUD, that’s virtual heads up display, that won’t
synchronize my frame refresh rate with their falling rhythm. Cheap knockoff implants.
Now I’ve gotta reduce the sky to a blanketspace outline just to conserve enough
processing power to zoom my eyes. vHUD’s shooting me a warning: Overclocked. Fuck
it, got a job to do. The Enforcers don’t care how, just want it now.
Glitch Goddess was last sighted in The Cathedral of Disillusion. Doesn’t sound
like a cult base, more like a theme park or a movie, not that I’ve ever been to any of
that. Dossier says she’s ‘spose to be surrounded by a bunch of Circuitry Christs,
administering shocks to empathize with human suffering or somethin’. Problem is,
during the briefing my chief couldn’t even tell me if this goddess was human, or just
another dancer on the datastreams. One of the withdrawn cultists got the Enforcers’
attention when he thought a toaster had consciousness and killed a man for tossing it
into a compactor, gained a lot of attention from Lacuna hunters like me, contracted to
silence those ripping holes in society. That’s where glitchin’ gets ya.
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There’s a slit of horizon drawn between the majestic snow-capped mountains, an
underscore to some absent cosmic deity. I’m ‘spose to slip through it, perform ASCOPE
reconnaissance from the peaks, and report back. Not happenin’, I’m goin’ in.
The Cathedral of Disillusionment rises from the valley wearing a necklace of
graves. I approach the perimeter, altitude decreasing. Snow turns to grasses in a
bruised array of colors rising to my knees. The tombstones are white slates with
asymmetrical curves at the top etched with a name and the number of days until
resurrection. In front of each, a clear container contains a cryogenically-frozen body—
ugly mothers.
I head to the side of the building. Oil barrels spill rainbow promises in blackened
swirls of chaos beside a steel cellar door. Both the cellar and the side entrance are
locked. I resort to returning to the main entrance. Cathedral door’s got gunmetal
molding ‘round it, frayed wiring dangling down discharging sparks. Sip on them sparks
enough they’ll have you believing just about anything. They’re downing that crap inside,
just wait.
Door opens with a croak. The vaulted ceiling yawns at the sky whose light seeps
in through a circular dome where geodesics carry wiring to the steepled antenna. It’s
like an erection, but less sharp and nowhere to plunge. Oval stained-glass windows are
overlaid with circuit-boards, blinking LEDs forming an indistinct image of a woman.
Here I am walking the aisle, but ain’t no flowers being thrown, no bells tolling
save those for the goddess’ death. Server lights emit a bloody glow beneath the glass
floor. That’s where they work their magic, delude the masses. But there’s something
else, something not quite right about the thick purple wires. Bending to examine the
floor, rubbing my hand along the cold glass to clear my exhales, the wires vanish.
The first three rows of pews are ridged like a heat sink, the remaining ones
offering actual seating. Above each pew wires dangle from the ceiling waiting for the
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worshiper to plug in, receive their shocks, receive their glitches, and then spend an hour
interpreting them in so-called ecstasy. Ecstasy originally meant for the ego to part from
the body—when you glitch in VR it’s anything but.
A dozen cultists sit in the pews, eighteen to twenty-five years old, fresh out of the
womb still and with the same slime running down their misshapen faces. Their drool
gathers in pools, their eyes and heads rolled back, the wires penetrating the small
cognigraf computers in the backs of their skulls. They wear threadbare clothes with
glowing neon patches. None of them notice me, or their lack of noticing, or anything at
all.
The pul-pit is a computer chassis topped with analog knobs and gauges. It stores
the archives of recent cognigraf uploads shared between members. A blatantly red
button calls out to me. Don’t mind if I do. I pound my hand. The wires glow azure. The
archive readouts display across the windows and travel along the arched ceiling until
they’re projected around the entire cathedral. The data files contain their thoughts while
glitching. They overlap, slide, whimper, vanish, combine, clone, breed, and clash with
one another, reflecting the emotions of their keeper during the upload. Preacher’s
‘spose to deliver a sermon, ask for them to upload relevant experiences to the topic,
and then assist the masses in interpreting the dataset thereafter.
A grandfather clock chimes six times, an hour off, the pendulum bob a labrys ax
like an upside-down cross swaying in wide, sweeping arcs. The preacher enters
wearing a trench coat shining like a Japanese Beetle’s carapace. He sees the azure
glow, the thoughts splayed across the room, and then me. He darts out the side
entrance. If anyone knows about the goddess it’s him. I move like calligraphy strokes,
fluidly winding ‘round the pews, running across one just for kicks, then darting out the
main entrance in a sudden change of direction to cut him off. The congregation finally
stirs behind me, mumbles and groans. Rounding the corner outside, the steel cellar
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door crashes with a clang. I pull up on it, tendons almost ripping, and slide my thin body
underneath.
Pulsating amber glow. The stairway is lit only by jars of fireflies lining the shelves
along the stairwell. No sign of the preacher, just the smell of decay like dozens of rotting
eggs and stale flesh. I descend to the lower chambers, arriving at a flat platform.
Stepping on a tumbleweed glyph, the ground vibrates through my boots and I catch my
balance. The platform moves over a nest of wires twisted like roots over a pit. The
ceiling is the cathedral’s glass floor. Shoe after shoe plods across it. Cultists must be
pursuing me—time’s running out!
Stepping off the platform, a conveyor belt carries me forward through an
elongating corridor. Server lights like bloodshot stars get brighter, closer. They shine off
the hungry eyes of scurrying, scuttling rats. I wave my arms in a hard swimming motion
to part the thick smog of flies.
Purple tentacles flow out between the rows of servers like an anemone, but rising
from an ochre organic mat. Tentacle tips touch the racks, plugging into ports with a snail
trail residue. What the hell?
In the distance a figure moves, stepping over the carcasses of a dozen dead
sheep, electrified by the looks of it. I dash forward, use vHUD to zoom my vision and
confirm the sight. He turns around and pulls a lever to lower a metal gate between us. I
glare at the preacher with my good eye closed and dive to grab the bottom of the slat
before it seals shut, pulling up, propping my foot beneath me for leverage, but the slat
falls with a whoosh, interlocking into the floor. I still grip with under-turned fingers, two
nails flying off, trying to gain a handhold, but it’s locked solid.
A hot gush of air across the back of my neck. I turn and there’s four of ‘em,
barefoot, silently tailing me. “Back off!” I order.
“We are the Forever Glitched,” they speak in monotonic unison.
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“I know your cult. Unable to land a job or avoid accidents, desynchronized from
the real world.”
“Relinquish sister watch.” The closest one reaches out with an open, calloused
palm, two fingers beckoning. “The watch perceives time; it is sentient and must be
retrieved.”
“What, you mean this old digital ticker? Go hack yourself!” I reply, clutching the
only thing I have left of my father’s possessions, already having been forced to auction
off the rest.
“Final command. You’ll hand it over or glitch with us. Then you’ll know the truth
as to why it must be rescued.”
“A digital enlightenment I’m guessing?”
“A reboot,” they all four reply. “You shall witness the full glory while it’s still in its
Alpha and Omega testing phase.”
“Then shut up and data feed it down my throat already! I’ll face this glitch
goddess directly! I didn’t come for you anyway.” I slowly draw my Pulser, but then stop.
Much as I hate ‘em, the bloodshed’s unjustified, and I’m eager to meet this goddess for
myself.
They lead me through the corridor, across the moving platform, up the stairwell
and into the cathedral. On the way, I pass one man leading a younger one out. “You’re
off to confessional, downstairs where you belong.”
I sit at a pew. A man with a clenched fist, a broken nose, and chapped lips digs
his yellow nails into my shoulder, beard scratching my face, and yanks my hair up in the
back, holding it there, exposing my cognigraf connection.
“A bit weak for foreplay, don’tcha think?”
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“This is how the Diviiine communicates. Ghosts in the glitches,” he says,
grabbing a wire hanging from the ceiling with the slow mindfulness of a ritual.
“Glitches aren’t ghosts, they’re just organized noise. But I’m ready to see this
Organizer of Glitches for myself. Been causin’ quite a stir, she.”
He spits on the plug to get the grime off, shoves it in my coghole, makes a good
solid connection. “The diviiiine,” he whispers in crescendo with growing intensity that
begins to echo.
Vision pixelates in RGB colors, patterns shifting to form the vague outline of a
woman’s face. The pixels suddenly dart apart into groups and reform like a school of
fish, displaying the face again in surges. As each wave materializes upon the shore of
my consciousness it merges with my own life experiences, gathering in a foamy crest
before dying down to rejoin the collective. Must break the trance, the hypnotic
undulating rhythm of the waves. I run a trace on the source, reach ten percent,
pressure, twenty percent, pounding headache, thirty percent, fingers clenched, fifty
percent, teeth grinding from the pain, seventy percent, muscles bulging, eighty percent,
and I’m thrown back against the pew with a shockwave of biofeedback. Purple and
ochre sunspots blot my vision as I blink. Lifting my back in an arc, daring to stretch,
nothing’s broken. Bringing my shaking hand to my head, I grasp the cord, give it a
wiggle and a twist, and I’m unjacked.
“You have convened with the goddessss,” the man whispers in a half question.
“There is no source of the glitches, no goddess, no organizer. They’re
meaningless. They just mix with your own life experiences, your suffering, and you draw
meaning out of them, identify them as your own.”
“You saw the woman? The Organizer of Glitchesss?”
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“It’s not a goddess, and nothing worthy of worship, just organized noise preying
on people. You cower in these disorganized pixel arrays to avoid reality. I want to meet
the preacher, sort this out once and for all.”
“Impossible.”
I’ll regret this, putting myself at risk, but remembering the man that was led out
earlier I state, “I have sinned against the Organizer of Glitches by doubting her
presence. I need to attend confessional downstairs, where I belong.”
A pause, then the man grabs my wrist and replies, “Right this way.”
I’m led below the cathedral, chained only by my curiosity. We pass through the
server room. I pinch my nose from the stench and avoid the tentacles, their motions
ranging from slow and precise to careless flicking like a mass of tongues. The door’s
open in a room to my left, an electronics storehouse where phones and other pieces of
tech are piled haphazardly. I’m taken to an alcove off from the main server room. My
escort shoves me in and leaves. Something heavy scrapes across the floor in the hall. I
test the door but it’s not budging.
The booth is slightly larger than a coffin, the only light shining through a trellis
separating the two sides, casting black diamond shadows across my face. The preacher
enters in the opposite booth, black hood drawn over his face, but vHUD verifies it’s him
and displays his exact age, the square root of 987: 31.417 truncated—an irrational
number. How fitting.
“I’ve come for an explanation to all of this. A man was killed over a toaster! Your
lackeys tried to pilfer my watch, saying it’s conscious, and I just passed a room of
electronic devices that appear to have been confiscated from your members.” I wait for
it to sink in, but he says nothing. My words are just hot breath, steam, finding no surface
to coalesce upon. Without a reaction my confidence wanes. The walls are closer, the
preacher’s stare more lifeless from under the hood. Maybe I’m all talk? I straighten my
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back and cry out, “Enough! I’ll call this in immediately if you don’t answer.” A bluff. No
sense in me advertising to my superiors that I charged in against orders.
The preacher leans close to the trellis and says, “You must be cleansssed of
your disbelief.”
Slide panels snap open, holes emerging around my head. A tangle of wires
gushes out of each hole like snakes, sniffing and feeling around my face for my
coghole. I swipe them away, but they strike me with three-pronged tongues, the ends of
their wires tasting for my entry point. One wraps halfway around my neck, another runs
across my lips, and two collide behind my head, striving to connect with each strike and
send me to the datadump. I draw my Pulser, set it to charge a shot, but a wire snaps up
to constrict it until it’s shorted out and useless, a fountain of sparks that burns my hand.
I bang the gun handle across the wires’ heads, but they’re unfazed. Finally, I aim for the
small wire prongs, hitting them until they’re bent out of shape. This sharpens their
blows, the strikes coming faster, cutting through the gaps in my leather armor, hot blood
running down my chest. But as the wires flay the back of my head, they’re unable to
make a connection with my cognigraf. Swinging the Pulser, I break through the wooden
trellis separating the confessional booth. The preacher rushes out of the narrow door as
I climb into his booth and follow suit.
He dashes down the hallway, not waiting for the moving platform, just springing
over the mess of wires in a leap of faith. Skeptical, my legs shorter than his, I step on
the glyph and wait for the platform. Beyond the gap, the preacher shoves a pole into a
small cylinder to gas the fireflies on the shelves. Their strobing glow dies and it’s pitch
dark. The platform moves, but I only know this from the sound it makes bumping against
the landing. It abruptly reverses, then moves forth again. I time getting on it, stepping
blindly, and exit just as the platform reverses, reaching the opposite landing near the
stairwell.
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Climbing the stairs, I push hard against the cellar door, lifting it enough to place
two firefly jars beneath it, holding it open enough to let in the moonlight. No sign of the
preacher, yet I would have seen the light if he escaped via the cellar door. Returning
downstairs, I rub my hands along the concrete walls and they slip into a recess. Yes! A
lever. I pull it and a door slides open. Glass shatters behind me, the weight of the cellar
door breaking the glass jars, darkness resuming.
The door slams shut behind me as I enter, and I question if there’s another
hidden access panel inside, but I’m immediately distracted. Thousands of stings
penetrate my leather pants, shocking my legs. They burn, go numb, then burn again.
The undulating waves of tentacles reach mid-leg, parting in an unseen current as I walk
forth, kicking them aside. The room is lit by their pinpoint tips, glowing with bile tints that
streak across the darkness in languishing sways.
The preacher stands behind a bulbous mass, a giant muscle like an anemone’s
base. A hole the size of my torso opens in its side, lined with pink frills like solar flares.
With no wires connected, somehow the creature feeds communication directly into my
cognigraf, “I am Nescio. In our language this means most-honored. I have been here for
millennia, feeding glitches into human cognition in various guises, making use of how
readily the human mind remembers those things that violate physical intuition.”
“Like ghosts, I get it,” I say, or think—I don’t know which.
“In the digital age things are simple. I have no need for lengthy bibles or temple
building. I directly connect and mold cyberspace to my will.”
“For what purpose?” I ask, folding my arms.
“Purpose, the all-enduring question.” It mocks me with silence.
I rub my head and think, The attempt to take my father’s watch, the electronics
storehouse, what’s the connection to all this? Why separate people from technology by
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having them gather it in a useless heap? Wait! Useless! That’s the key, thousands of
years of human progress, the products of our science, all collected and discarded.
Everything needed for communication, sustenance, protection.
I raise my chin, wrinkle my nose, and say, “So you feed them false information in
the form of a religion, discourage them from seeking science, separate them from any
piece of technology that isn’t needed for your control over them by telling them its
conscious, and have them upload their thoughts so you can monitor their motives and
dissent. Well, I’ve got my own thoughts on that! Oh, and in the language of the
Empiricists, your name means ignorance!”
A thick tentacle snaps through the air like a whip, latching onto my face. Its
suckers pull at my skin, deforming it into mountains and craters. I jerk back, but it curls
around me, tightens against my stomach, and forces the air out of my lungs. I kick with
all my might, but the cylindrical base of the creature barely budges, its suction on the
floor too tight. Out of breath, but the pressure on my chest won’t let me inhale. This is it.
The room compresses and dims.
“Perceptive one,” it addresses me, its voice like raw vocal cords scraping across
a grater, its words oozing into my ears. “I keep humans from pursuing science and
inventing tools that would hinder future conquest.” The tentacle tightens, my rib-cage
about to blow open. “Everything is meaningless!” it shrieks.
The shrieking ricochets through my head, makes me want to give up the
struggle. I move my lips to repeat the mantra, “Everything is meaningless,” but no air
produces the sound. Then I touch my father’s watch and my life flashes before my eyes:
my dad showing me an octopus in an aquarium, the day I was embarrassed ‘cause he
had to bring a plunger to the bathroom, vacuuming spilled cereal, and my first time with
a guy. All these meaningless events. Then my eyes alight, the solution hidden in such
simple moments, each one educating me. The strongest suction can be broken by…

55

Exoplanet Magazine | Issue Two: December 2018
Held in place, I stretch my foot out as far as I can and point my toes, digging
them under the creature’s base. I kick up, letting just enough air under the base to break
the suction with a hiss. The mass of flesh loses its balance, writhes its tentacles back
and forth to regain it, releasing its grip on me. I inhale sharply, fight my urge to run, and
grab its tentacle, yanking it back. I pull as hard as I can, veins throbbing in my neck, but
for every step I take the elastic tentacle pulls me two steps back.
The bile light falls differently upon an area of the wall. The recess! But the door’s
access panel is not flush. There’s a small gap between the panel and the inner wall’s
wiring. One last try. I charge with the tentacle across the room. Stings along my ankles,
stings across my calves, biting shocks on the back of my knees. It resists, but I wrestle
with the tentacle and shove the three-pronged end into the gap. It penetrates the wires
within the walls, electrocuting it as it vibrates, but I let go just in time. Sulfur fills the air
as the preacher, gripping onto the giant muscular base in fear, is electrocuted with it,
hair on end.
“Quite done here,” I remark, rubbing my hands together. “No ghosts, just social
alienation, so to speak. Cut people off from society long enough and they’ll believe just
about anything, ‘cause in the end they’ve become separated from themselves. We
thrive in large groups—we’re social creatures.”
I leave the room, unopposed, sludging through the entrails of the fallen flock of
sheep, trashing the servers. The tentacles shrivel, recede, lie limp. I enter the cathedral
hall upstairs, yank the wires from the ceiling, and wonder, If there had been no creature,
would I still have shut it down, or would I have allowed them the right to practice their
beliefs? The question nags at me, frustration referencing itself, expanding like a fractal.
But I’ve been judged by cultists and zealots too many times for lifestyle choices made in
response to poverty, and I don’t regret crashing their little party.
My clenched fist busts through the glass of the grandfather clock. The new
millennium paves space for new ideas, new ways of thinking. Time will no longer be
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dominated by the traditions of the past, not now that I know the creature who was
behind them. Ripping the wide swinging pendulum from twisted gears, my fresh wounds
open, blood dripping ‘pon the turned cross. The man who led me down to confessional
fills a shot-glass with it, prays, throws it back as if acknowledging my status. Turning to
exit, the Forever Glitched compulsively follow at my heels, no questions asked,
chanting, “All hail the new Glitch Goddess!”
Outside, I climb the snowy hill for a better view and scan across the graves
below. So many asleep. My followers flutter between them like bees on a hive, poking at
the stones with a renewed curiosity. I vow to wake the dead, both the buried, and those
who walk among the graves.
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“Even After the Rapture”
By Blake Lavergne
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Whenever the Spell Is Cast
By Charita Gil
From the wall clock, Mira’s eyes strayed to the high-waisted dress hanging on
the wall. The enormous garment was blood red and had a floor-length circle skirt and
imposing white collar—the Blood Countess’s dress. She’d debated for weeks whether to
show up for the office Halloween party as Valak, as portrayed in The Nun, or Elizabeth
Báthory in Báthory: Countess of Blood. But when the night arrived, she made other
plans instead.
Mira looked at the wall clock once again. Just three minutes before midnight. It
was time.
She picked up the lighter from the bedside table and lit the white votive candle.
After replacing the lighter, she walked toward the light switches. In a second, the white
light disappeared, and flickering golden candlelight flooded the room. She went back to
the bedside table and picked up the candle and the small, round mirror. Then she
walked toward the big vanity mirror across from her bed. She placed the paraphernalia
on the vanity table and picked up a hairbrush.
Mira took a deep breath as she looked at herself in the mirror. Her heart
pounded. Many times before she’d been too frightened to do this. But this time she
wouldn’t let that stop her.
She sat down in front of the mirror and started brushing her shoulder-length hair.
One…two…three… She counted each gentle stroke of the hairbrush and brushed a few
locks of hair over her face. Twenty-three…twenty-four… The strokes of the brush now
formed a transparent veil of hair over her face. When she reached forty-eight, she
thought of the kind of man she would like as a lover.
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He didn’t have to be handsome, but he had to be manly in every way. He should
be healthy and fit. He should have a stable job and a nice house. She stood five feet
and seven inches tall, so she’d like her man to be around six feet in height. He should
be warm-hearted and respectful. He should read more books than she did. Seventysix…seventy-seven…seventy-eight… She didn’t like to go out on weekends, so she
needed a bookish man if she wanted to see him often. Eighty-four…eighty-five… Her
upper arm started to tingle from the strokes, but she couldn’t stop now. It was almost
over. Ninety-seven…ninety-eight…
After the one-hundredth stroke, she gently put the brush down and picked up the
small, round mirror. Her hand quivered, and her throat constricted. But she remained
quiet. Slowly, she lifted the mirror in front of her and peered at her reflection through the
thin locks of hair that veiled her face. Carefully, she tilted the mirror to see what was
behind her.
Nothing.
She moved it to the other side.
No one.
She held it up for a few seconds more and then put it down, shaking her head.
“This is nonsense,” she sighed. What if the man she wanted to see in the mirror
was simply at the office? She could have just attended the office Halloween party
instead of going to these lengths. The costume was a waste of money.
Annoyed at herself, she brushed the strands of hair off her face and looked in the
vanity mirror. Her reflection smiled sarcastically. The crooked lips seemed to point out
how pathetic she was to believe in the mirror spell. She looked away. But then she sat
transfixed. Smile?
She didn’t smile.
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She looked in the mirror once again and saw herself smiling derisively. She put
her hand over her mouth in utter shock, but her reflection crossed its arms over its
chest. She jerked up, but a pair of hands suddenly came out of the mirror and pinned
her to her seat. Her eyes grew with terror as the face in the mirror—her face—came out
as well, and the grip on her shoulders tightened.
She could barely move or make a sound. She forgot to breathe. The powerful
hands holding her shoulders were pulling her closer and closer to the mirror. She tried
to wriggle free of their grasp but accidentally knocked over the votive candle that sat on
the vanity table. As glass shattered on the floor, the golden light died away. Then it was
pitch-dark. Silent.
*
“Miranda!” Mira’s mother Felicia called as she knocked on the door. “Don’t you
have to go to work today? It’s already nine. You didn’t attend the Halloween party. Why
are you still—”
The door opened to Mira dressed in the red Elizabeth Báthory dress her mother
knew she would have worn last night to the Halloween party. “I’m attending it now,
Mother,” she smiled triumphantly. “Everybody will bow to the Blood Countess.”
Felicia’s brow furrowed as Mira walked past her. She’d expected a shy Blood
Countess in that costume. When did her daughter learn to display such a sassy
attitude—even if she was just acting?
Mira stopped and turned to her mother. “I want my vanity mirror replaced,
Mother. Please get me a new one.”
“Why? Is it broken?”
“No.”
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“You chose it yourself at the garage sale. You wanted it.”
“I don’t want it anymore,” Mira said. “I want it out of the house. Give it to a friend
or whoever wants it. I’m going. I’ll have someone fix my hair and makeup.”
When Mira left, Felicia stepped into Mira’s room, still confused about her
daughter’s strange attitude. Mira didn’t sound like Mira. She was like a different person.
Felicia froze.
“A different person?” she muttered, shaking her head.
Across from the bed, the vanity mirror was covered with white cloth. She walked
forward and removed the cloth, but she didn’t dare let her eyes stray to the mirror. How
could a mirror image have her own reflection? And how could she have known Mira’s
vanity mirror was one of those cursed looking glasses? She’d avoided mirrors for years.
And she still would until this body weakened and expired.
She looked at the things lying on the vanity table: a small, round mirror and a
broken white votive candle. A hairbrush sat on the edge of the table rather than with the
other hairbrushes in the holder.
The air she breathed in and let out made a long hissing sound.
If every girl in the world believed in the mirror spell, she thought painfully, then
seven out of ten would probably be like her—and like her new daughter. Forever
avoiding mirrors, needing someone else to fix her hair and makeup for special
occasions, pretending to be someone else even when alone, taking over the role of
someone else. For there was no way of escaping from it. Each girl who looked in such a
mirror would spend the rest of her life wondering where the real her was and what she
was doing each moment.
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For the first time in many years, she looked in the mirror. She touched the glass
gently, shaking her head once again. The mirror reflected the bed, but not Felicia.
Women seeking true love lost their mirror images this way. They lost their
identity, loved ones, and roles in life. They lost their souls. Or was it their physical
selves they lost rather than their souls?
Was it then a mistake to unknowingly own such a mirror and at the same time
want to see her future lover as a mirror image in the hope of finding true love? She bet it
was.
An image appeared at that moment, but it was inside her head. And it was her
image. Her own image for which she’d inevitably long for the rest of this life.
She picked up the white cloth and put it back. With both hands, she took the
vanity mirror off the wall. She was in the doorway when the mirror slid from her
quivering hands, the loud thud echoing through the four corners of the quiet house.
“Oh, Miranda…” she cried as she staggered to the doorframe and slumped onto
the floor.
After a few moments of grief, she wiped her tears with the long sleeves of her
cashmere sweater. She eyed the covered mirror on the floor with bitterness and anger.
Why did these cursed mirrors have to exist in this world? The thing wouldn’t break even
if she put a bullet in it or let it fall down the stairs. She’d tried many times to break the
mirror that had trapped her true self, but to no avail.
She rose heavily and picked up the vanity mirror. She would remove it from the
house. And for Mira’s sake, the daughter she had learned to love, she would give it to
someone else who longed to see her future lover.
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Plastic Lives
By Tomas Marcantonio
The lab is so white and spotless I feel like every step I take leaves a stain on the
floor, like the Tank scientists in their lab coats can smell the sweat of last night's shift at
the bar, like they're all trying to disguise their disgust.
This is one of the biggest factories on the island. Thousands of tanks spread out
in formation before us like combs of honey in an active hive. Yazukama leads me
between them, some seemingly empty of life, others with full human forms inside. The
foetuses are curled up with their hands pulled into their chests, their umbilical cords
twisted and legs bent. Some are completely still, others are stretching out rogue legs or
flexing miniature fingers.
“The effects of a lifestyle like yours on a foetus can range from inconsequential to
considerable,” Yazukama explains, stopping between two tanks. Six foot three, slender
but solid like a willow tree, he lets his long hair fall like a curtain of silk over one eye.
“And unfortunately, the scan results suggest some damage to your foetus' brain cells.
It's impossible to say for certain at this stage how much it might affect the child's
development, but there is the potential for long-lasting damage.”
His velvet-black eyes skirt over me as he speaks, taking in every detail, probably
every flaw, while the words trample over me. In the black recesses of every blink I
remember Yazukama's dark eyes above my own, hear his hollow breath in my ear. I
picture my child's brain like it's a diagram on the wall with arrows pointing out every cell
that's been flooded by quiet glasses of whisky in the dark, by cigarettes, by lock-ins at
the bar and the bags of white powder that sometimes went with them.
“Of course, you may continue with a natural birth if you wish, but my position
here affords you a great opportunity. This kind of cell damage is something that can be
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successfully treated in a tank and, at twelve weeks, a transfer is still very much
possible.”
My mind flashes back to the protests of the week before. They went just as I
expected—natural-borns stood in the rain, chanting at the foot of the wall until the moon
was sheathed entirely by cloud. Raindrops ran over their lips and into their mouths as
they roared discontent into the charcoal sky. The wall was silent in response, and
eventually the wet dogs of the west trudged back to the shining cobbles of the slums to
refill their glasses.
“I was with them, you know,” I say. “At the wall. I wanted it all to be over. This
segregation, these experiments. Look at them all, Yazukama.” I gesture to the tank-born
scientists making their rounds, the tank-born mothers and fathers examining their
foetuses with their perfect, empty eyes. “Do they even cry the first time they see their
child's toes, fingers?”
I watch Yazukama's calm face, his unmoving eyes as he speaks. “As a naturalborn, you might not be able to fully appreciate the things we're able to achieve here.
Diseases eradicated, miscarriages averted, the discomforts of pregnancy erased…”
“…And genes manipulated,” I cut in. “Babies picked apart until they're just shells
of who they should be. Height, eye colour, intelligence. There are more important
things.”
“Like?”
“Like the bond between a mother and her child. Nine months, sharing one body.
Take that away and all you're left with are mannequins that can breathe. These second
and third generation Tanks, there's almost nothing human left of them.”
Yazukama turns his head slowly to one side but his sharp eyes remain fixed on
mine.
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“You've been across the wall,” I go on, seizing the advantage. “You've seen what
it's like in Sector 1. We might not have the opportunities that Tanks have, we might not
have the money for all of this, but the people there are real. They're not wrapped up in
plastic like everyone in this damn greenhouse; they laugh and they live, and when they
smile there are wrinkles around their eyes.”
“And they drink,” Yazukama says sternly, “and they make mistakes. The
economy of this island's been soaring for years now, Kiki, and it's not down to the
whorehouses and the drunks west of the wall.”
“They're not the only ones to make mistakes,” I say with a look that cuts right
through him. “The Tank That Went Wrong, isn't that what they used to call you? Your
body rejected the genetic manipulations. That's why you keep crossing the wall, isn't it?
You know there's something missing here.” I lean in, lower my voice—a final appeal.
“You're not really one of them, Yazukama. That night you came to the bar, the things
you said—that look in your eyes. Those weren't the eyes of a Tank.”
Yazukama snaps his eyelashes in my direction. For a moment I think I have
him; I picture him taking my hand, leading me out of the New Life building, breaking
down the wall himself with his bare fists.
“What I am doesn't really matter,” he says at last. “All that matters now are your
mistakes. The question is, are you going to rectify them?”
His eyes are hollow again, blunted and cold; whatever regret and rebellion lay
dormant behind them has now been replaced with that familiar distant emotion, like a
faraway star. I turn away to the tanks, watch the foetuses in their hibernation, their eyes
scrunched shut as though they can really sense the artificial lights of the lab on the
other side of the glass.
I close my eyes, and a single tear forms at the meeting of my eyelashes. It
hangs heavily on the lower lashes while I search for the face of my mother. I imagine
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her rosy cheeks and the melodies of the songs that she sang to her swollen belly. I think
of her smile, and the way it wrinkled the corners of her eyes.
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“The Road to Excess”
By Blake Lavergne
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