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Run, Heloisa
David McGillveray
“You know the way, Heloisa.”
They laughed as they threw her out of
the back of the van. She sprawled in the
dirt, spat dust and was up and running
before the van screeched away, sprinting
across the abandoned football field. A few
shots rang out from somewhere but they
were half-hearted, fired into the air. Just
boys showing off.
She vaulted the low wall where graffiti
covered
the
faded
remnants
of
advertisements for liquor and tobacco and
disappeared into the lowest level of the
favela. The slums grew up the mountain
like an infection, a jumble of terraces and
multi-coloured hovels piled on top of one
another. She glanced at the summit. It was
wreathed in low morning cloud like a cutprice Olympus.

She tore between makeshift homes
built from corrugated iron and crumbling
concrete, stolen plastic sheeting and
whatever the people could find to build
with. Jungles of satellite dishes and aerials,
power cables, solar panels and knots of
fibre optics covered the rooftops. She
splashed through filthy water in the street
where open drains had overflowed,
struggled up near vertical steps cut into
the hillside.
Always upward. The only chance to
live was to climb; those were the rules.
Already, her breath burned in her chest.
She smelled sewage and chemicals and
somewhere, something burning. Fire could
spread quickly here, especially now there
was no one to put it out.
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It was strange to be back in this place.
Even more bizarre now this part of the
favela, usually so full of people, where
families lived ten to a room and lived their
whole lives in these tiny streets were all
gone, cleared out for the day’s
entertainment by the gang's soldiers.
Silence replaced the sounds of laughter
and despair and every emotion inbetween.
And the music. Where was the music? It
used to pump from every doorway, sound
systems and radios and voices and drums
making a million rhythms. All she could
hear now was the pounding of her boots
and her heart.
They hadn’t fed her since they
abducted her off the street in Leblon the
day before and after minutes of breakneck
progress she began to feel light-headed.
She paused in the shadows on the high
side of the street she found herself in,
looking around wildly for signs her
hunters had found her already. Satisfied,
she peered through a filthy plastic sheet
that served for a window in the nearest
shack. In its single room she could see
mattresses pushed up against one wall, a
small stove, a battered table.
Heloisa breathed out slowly. She was
in luck. On a narrow worktop lay a knife
next to half a brown apple and some
bananas abandoned when the family was
ordered out. She pushed through the
plasterboard door and pushed one of the
bananas hungrily into her mouth, slurping
water from a jug she found.
She whirled at a tiny noise behind her,
snatching up the knife and dropping into a
crouch. She squinted in the dim light
inside the shack until she made out the
shape of a young boy hiding under the
room’s only table. His face peeped out
from the blanket he had wrapped himself
in.

Heloisa relaxed and slipped the knife
into her belt. The boy looked no older than
eleven, a cap of black hair brushed down
over his forehead above big brown eyes
and good cheeckbones. She whispered,
“What are you doing here? They were
meant to have cleared the whole place.”
The boy stared at her for a long
moment before managing to speak. “DDare,” he squeaked at last.
“A dare?” she said through the last of
the banana. “That’s very stupid. You know
if the dogs find you here they’ll tear you
apart.”
His eyes opened even wider.
She wagged a finger. “It’s true,” she
said, then, “Shhhh!”
She went to listen at the open door,
holding out a hand behind her to silence
the boy. From along the narrow street
outside she could hear the hum of a drone.
She pushed the door closed as quietly as
she could and sank down behind it. The
humming got louder as the machine
approached, working its way through the
slum looking for her.
Heloisa watched the boy, who had
frozen in fear. A handsome boy, she
thought. You couldn’t usually trust those,
but he kept still until the drone passed.
When she was sure it had gone, she said,
“What’s your name?”
“Lucas.”
“You should get out of here now,
Lucas. We’re not far from neutral territory.
You’ve a good chance if you don’t waste
time.”
He crawled out from under the table,
staring at her all the while. He paused in
the doorway, uncertain, fingers curled
around the edge of the thin door.
“It’s gone,” Heloisa told him. “At least
you can tell your dumbass friends you met
the runner today.”
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“Will you die?” he asked.
She grimaced. “I’ll let you know in
about an hour. Now go on, go.”
The door scraped open and he was
gone. Thoughtfully, Heloisa picked up the
blanket he had hidden in and took it with
her as she darted out once more.
If she could just get ahead of that
machine. She climbed through several
more tiers, squeezing through narrow
spaces between the makeshift buildings
and, twice, straight through people’s
empty homes. In every piece of cover she
stopped to listen for the whine of drones.
After some minutes she heard it again,
down at the far end of a street, moving
away from her. Its operator was guiding it
methodically though each narrow street in
its search, swinging back and forth along
successive terraces up the mountain.
She smiled grimly to herself. Not too
smart. She imagined some teenager in a
smoke-filled room, half-stoned with a VR
rig over his face, tongue stuck in the corner
of his mouth, fingers twitching in the air
before him.
She ran between more houses, climbing
further to get in front of where she
expected the drone to pass. Then she
clambered up on to a flat roof and waited,
pulling the blanket over her body in case
there were other observers further up.
Minutes ticked by. Involuntarily, she
twisted the family ring on her left hand
round and round her middle finger as the
tension built before she realised what she
was doing and snatched her other hand
away.
Had she guessed wrong? Was she
wasting time when
e could be getting further up the
course?
Then she heard the familiar hum again,
approaching slowly from her left. She

tensed her body as it came into view,
moving at shoulder-height, looking like
some killer robot’s disembodied head
swinging to look in windows and open
doors. Fans whirred at each of its four
corners and someone had painted a
shark’s mouth over its chipped yellow
paint job. A jury-rigged machine pistol
was slung beneath its body.
Heloisa waited until the machine was
almost directly below her. She whipped
the blanket from her body, held it out in
front of her like a matador’s cape and then
jumped on top of the drone, smothering it.
She crashed to the ground, the drone
muttering and bucking for a moment
under her weight before expiring. She got
up, rubbing at bruised ribs and a cut above
one eye. Pulling back the blanket, she
detached the machine pistol from the
drone’s corpse and checked it over.
Cradling it like something precious, she
moved off.
In the distance she could hear the
baying of the dogs as they were released.
They’d have a rough location from where
the drone had ceased transmission. She
had known it was inevitable, but she felt
the knot of fear that had been with her all
day screw still tighter. She had seen what
those things could do, how fast they could
move.
She held the pistol ready in front of her
as she continued towards her goal. Built
near the top of the mountain was the
bosses’ compound, lording it over the
favela, a fortified hacienda. The life the
gand’s leaders lived there was so far away
from the life of the people below it was as
if they were a different species. Heloisa
thought that the bosses up there had
forgotten that the favela had given birth to
them all. But the lords in their castle
sometimes, it was rumoured, granted
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forgiveness to those strong, brave or lucky
enough to make it to the top of the run.
The run was a sport the bosses reserved
for those that had particularly displeased
them, those that had broken the complex
web of unwritten codes that governed
their part of the city. It was the fate of
those who betrayed, stole from or
questioned the dominance of the cartel to
die in the squalid streets of the slum, blood
leaking into the mud, debased and torn
apart by beasts. It was Heloisa’s fury that
kept her resolute. What were her crimes?
She very much wanted to ask.
Steeling along in the shadow of
tumbledown concrete houses lining a
street no wider than her outstretched
arms, Heloisa froze in mid step. Something
made her look up.
There, on a roof opposite, crouched an
enormous mastiff, unnaturally silent. It’s
huge skull was misshapen, distorted by
lumps of embedded circuitry that glinted
in the sunlight. Sad, intelligent eyes
regarded her with interest as slaver
dripped from its curled black lips. In the
moment it leapt, Heloise thought:
Clever dog, to copy my trick.
What do augmented canines dream of?
I don’t have time to bring the gun up.
She moved just quick enough for the
mastiff to miss her throat. Instead, its jaws
bit deep into her right shoulder as its bulk
bore her to the ground. The machine pistol
was knocked away. She could feel the
weight and heat of its body. She tried to
scream but the breath had been crushed
out of her and it came out as a sort of
agonized whimper. The mastiff was
snarling, clawing at her ribcage with its
forepaws, tearing her skin.
Frantic, Heloisa reached with her free
left arm. Her hand found the hilt of the
kitchen knife she had taken from Lucas’

place. She brought it round and stabbed it
into the dog’s side and its jaws loosened
slightly as it grunted in surprise. Pain
seered through her shoulder and through
the whole of her. She stabbed again and
levered the blade in the dog’s body, feeling
it scrape against bone. She pulled it out
and stabbed again. The mastiff went for
her throat but she managed to push it
away. It’s carrion breath was on her face.
She felt their blood mingling in the space
between their skins, hot and sticky. She
stabbed again. Again. Again. The life was
draining out of it. Was it draining out of
her? Her vision went red and then
returned. She stabbed again.
An indeterminate time later she heaved
the dog’s corpse from on top of her. It
slumped in the mud, its body longer than
hers. Her blood was on its jaws and its
blood had soaked her shirt and jeans
through. She pushed herself to a sitting
position, gasping in agony.
She couldn’t coutenance examining her
shoulder. It seemed to be made entirely
from pain. Her right arm hung from it,
useless.
She knew she couldn’t stop, though.
The mastiff would have signaled her
position like the drone before it. Even now,
she could hear its fellows in the distance.
She found the machine pistol and limped
on. The favela was dreamlike around her,
drifting in and out of reality. It hurt just to
breathe. She thought she could hear
singing.
Voices, up ahead.
Heloisa came back to herself. The pain
had dulled to a high constant she could
just about try to ignore. She glanced
around and was surprised to find herself
nearer the summit than she had thought.
Edging along a blue-painted brick wall
she saw two men standing in the empty
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street, heavily armed and heavily tattooed,
a pair of junkyard pistoleros. Both were
staring and stabbing at their phones,
conducting an argument entirely without
eye contact.
“The hound got her. She’s dead
already.”
“Signal died though, didn’t it? Boss
won’t like it if we’re sloppy.”
“You’re sloppy. Like your fucking
mother.”
“Hey, fuck you Rikki. Call the others
and let’s go check.”
Rikki kissed his teeth and looked up to
light a cigarette. Heloisa knew he had seen
her before he did. She turned and ran.
Shouts behind her.
She slid round a corner in a slew of
trash and scrambled up a steep incline
between chicken wire fences. She emerged
into the next street up right on top of
another pair of gunmen.
The anger that had been smouldering
since she was taken suddenly flared in her.
She felt it detonate inside her exhausted
body like the purest coke and ignite a sort
of liberating hopelessness. She didn’t stop.
She brought the machine pistol up and
sprayed bullets. The two men dived or fell
away before her, she didn’t care which.
Heloisa pounded down the street. She
could see the concrete wall of the
compound ahead, a firebreak of no man’s
land between the uppermost dwellings of
the favela and the place where the king of
the slums lived. The skin on her back
crawled, waiting for a bullet, but it never
came.
There was a gate up ahead. She
thought she was screaming, the guards
knew she was coming. They released
another mastiff as long as a jaguar. She
killed it as it jumped at her. On to the gate.
The men that had been there had melted

away. Through. A lawn and a circular pool
and a huge hacienda with balconies and
columns and statues and all manner of
ostentatious shit.
A figure in a cream suit stood on the
patio beside the pool. It opened its arms in
welcome.
“Fucker!” she screamed. She ran
towards him, roaring, bringing up the gun.
Something swooped down and struck
her on the back of the head, knocking her
down. Heavy footsteps were all around
now, arms lifting her, pulling the gun
away, holding her. They walked her
towards the man on the patio, legs heavy
beneath her. The drone buzzed away.
“You made it!” he exclaimed like she
was arriving at a dinner party. “Not many
get this far, but then we made it easy just
for you.”
She was set before him, pushed down
on her knees. It was a curious relief, the
anger draining from her. His hair was
grown long, greased and tied back behind
his head. Tanned skin and clipped facial
hair on a face handsome enough never to
be trusted. A hawk exploded from the
collar of his white shirt, tattooed up his
neck. Brown eyes that shone with the
supposed warmth of his personality. Oh,
how he had used those to charm the
people!
He held out a hand to her. On his
middle finger was a family ring that
matched hers. A hawk again, black on
gold. “Hello, sister. Look at you! You’re
quite a sight.”
“Heitor,” she spat. “I have not been
having fun and I am very angry with you.”
He laughed, a sound she had heard
through her life. Always first to laugh,
Heitor, and last. “I’m sorry. I needed to
make a show. You know how it is in the
favela.”
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“I won’t ask why. It’s sad you’re so
predictable.”
He shrugged and said, “It hasn’t been
working for me for a while now. There
can’t be two heads of the family, Heloisa.
Just one boss, one mestre. I can’t run the
business if I’m arguing with my little sister
all the time. It makes me look feeble.”
“I’ve always thought you might come
to see it like that. But I hoped you
wouldn’t.” She held his eyes and reached
out her hand. “What about this? Father
gave them to us both, equally.”
He took her hand in his, the two rings
together. The vanity of his manicured nails
disgusted her. “I’ll be uniting them. That’s
probably what he really wanted, don’t you
think?”
She saw him lift his eyes to the waiting
men who stood at a discrete distance,
waiting for his signal. She moved the
knuckles of her ring finger in the way she
had painstakingly taught herself. A tiny
needle sprang from the side of the ring.
She twisted her hand, still held in her
brother’s and pricked his skin. He looked
back down at her, surpised.
“It’ll work on you as quickly as it
would on me. I had it prepared in case I
ever needed it. It’s tailored to our DNA,
brother, a gift to stay within the family. It
was always meant for one of us, on a day
like today.”

His jaw worked but words couldn’t
come. He turned pale and then flushed a
peculiar shade of deep purple.
Heloisa pulled her hand away from his
and watched as he sank to his knees
opposite her. They knelt like that together,
facing one another for a moment. He
shook as if vibrated by an intense fury,
choking noises coming from his throat.
The life lingered in those beautiful brown
eyes for longer than the chemists had told
her it would, but then he toppled and fell.
Heloisa reached out and pulled the
family ring from her brother’s clawed
fingers. She slipped it on to her hand next
to the one that was already there and
struggled to her feet. She turned to the
waiting men, their faces immobile with
shock.
“Like he said, one family, one city, one
mestre.”
She felt like she could see all of Rio
from up here. Below lay New Rocinha, but
it was much as it ever was. Just like all the
old Rocinhas, ready to be remade.

David McGillveray was born in Edinburgh
but now lives and works in London. After a
long break from writing, lockdown provided
the impetus to start up again and this story is
one of the results. His work has previously
appeared in Futurismic, Neo-Opsis,
Kaleidotrope and others.
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The Coffee Shop Crowd
J. L. Royce
Jada walked in, assailed by the welcome
smell of espresso, eager to get to work.
The net is a beast, always hungry, never
satisfied…
Most people were head down with
their gear, crouched in rows at the lines of
smallish tables. Jada searched and found
an empty spot—a premium corner.
Hustling over, she claimed the chair with
her draped jacket (not her bag) and
stepped over to the counter.
Jada ordered her requisite skinny latte,
waving her mobile at the register: the price
of admission to this informal office. There
was a backlog of orders from the busy
drive-through. As she waited, Jada’s eyes
wandered the room, noticing some
familiar faces. She wondered how many of

the surrounding screens contained halfwritten blog posts and other piece work.
Or (Jada reminded herself) unwritten
and overdue—like her own.
First order of business: topic. Jada
accepted her drink with thanks to the
barista and made her way back to her coat,
considering the problem. She was
disappointed to find someone infringing
on her space.
He’d sat down on the very next chair
when he could have simply left a spot.
Jada eased past him into the corner as he
opened a convertible and fumbled out
earbuds.
“’Scuse me,” she mumbled. He blinked
at her as she sat on her coat and laid out
her bag.
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She settled down, glancing over: No
drink.
“They don’t like it if you don’t buy
anything.” Immediately she regretted the
remark, sounding so priggish.
He grinned. “Put yours down between
us, huh? They won’t know who to kick
out.”
It wasn’t an unpleasant smile, but not a
particularly promising one, either. He
turned back to his screen. The ensuing
silence hung between them like bad breath
on a date.
Resigned to her task, Jada’s eyes
casually moved from seat to seat: open
screens, buds in place, and (the lucky few)
charging cables filling power outlets. She
prepared to follow the ritual, assume the
position, but the familiarity of it all
brought her up short.
What were they all doing? Jada counted
eight—no, ten—sets of eyes on screens.
She paused, the screen of her convertible
half-raised.
Topic.
Careful not to make any obvious
movement, Jada cast her eyes upon the
intruder next to her. What was he doing?
His screen was angled slightly towards
her: there was a video playing, a street
scene. Not a document, or a spreadsheet,
or even an email: nothing useful. The
news? Even porn would give her a better
lead-in.
Jada yawned, stretched: always a good
conversation starter, with guys.
“Well, I guess I should start working,”
she suggested. “What about you? Just
waiting for someone?”
He ignored her, concentrating on his
screen. Jada observed that there were
several still pictures—people—displayed,
along with a UI and text. The phone lying

next to him purred, startling her. Its owner
sat up, hitting Pause on the screen.
“Yes!”
Pulling the buds out of his ears, he
tossed them on the table, picked up his
phone, and stood. Almost as an
afterthought, he looked at her.
“Did you say something?”
“Nothing important. Just wondered
what you were working on.”
“Oh…well, I just earned a premium
drink—” he waved the phone excitedly
“—so there’s that. I’m gonna go order.”
He grinned again. “Wouldn’t want to
get tossed out.”
Without answering her question, he
stepped around her (choosing to place his
crotch, rather than his ass, in her face) and
made for the register.
“Yeah—I’ll explain in a minute.”
As he happily engaged the barista, Jada
took the opportunity to examine his screen
more closely.
The video was paused: amateurlooking, handheld, a street scene—perhaps
a protest, or a riot. The three faces
displayed were all Middle Eastern males,
dark-haired, with similar features. A timer
was counting down—expiration?—and
she pondered a footer that told her little:
PROJECT ASTREA – User: Chas – Owner:
private.
Alerted by a movement in her
periphery, Jada glanced over as its owner
stepped up for his drink. She quickly
opened her screen and frowned in
concentration at the authoring portal of
her customer’s site.
“Getting a lot done?” He sipped a tall
iced drink, waiting for her to move so he
could slide by. Jada transferred her cup
from between their screens and scissored
her legs together so he could pass.
“Not really. You?”
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He waved the drink, then set it down.
“Well, I’m a writer, but I was just doing
some piecework…in between projects.
Turking for the man…”
He settled in, adjusting the tilt of the
screen.
“Yeah?” She prompted.
“Pays, a little.” He turned the screen
towards her. “Here.”
“You watch a video and look for the
faces shown. Simple, right? Except, you
have to listen to word lists while you
watch, and try to remember them.”
“Sounds hard…Chas.”
His eyes widened with a glimmer of
uncertainty—fear?—until she pointed at
his cup, where the barista’s label was
blurring from condensation.
“See?”
A look of relief softened his face.
“Yeah, that’s me.”
“My name’s Jada.” She held up her
beverage as if to validate her claim.
Chas laughed. “Kind of eerie, isn’t it?
Our cups know who we are.”
“So does the barista, and her register,
and the store app… Do you write fiction?”
His shrug was answer enough. “Want
to see this? I have to restart anyway before
the time runs out, or I lose points.”
Chas touched the Reset icon, the screen
blanked, and new choices were displayed.
He put in his earbuds.
“Just follow along, this time.” Jada
nodded, and Chas hit Start.
The video was a protest, a street scene
of chaos, smoke, and running people. Jada
glanced at the faces, and back to the video.
“It’s some sort of AI training—facial
feature analysis, maybe? As soon as you
recognize a face, you tap it—” Chas
touched the second face in the list “—and
keep going.” He was speaking a little too
loud, but no one seemed to notice.

Jada kept glancing back and forth, as
the video panned the milling crowd. It
wasn’t at all easy, with the jittery camera,
the smoke, and the squirming auto-focus.
Another face replaced the target. Jada
blinked, staring.
“I think I recognize that one.” She
tapped Chas on the shoulder for his
attention and repeated her observation.
“Doesn’t matter,” he muttered. “Just
whether it’s in the scene.”
Uniforms—police, or soldiers—surged
into the frame, wielding batons and using
their shields to push back the civilians.
Jada noticed the familiar face, holding a
stone which he hurled at the helmeted
head of an officer. She pointed.
“I’m sure I know him.”
“Nice catch! You may have a talent.”
He poked the face, scoring a point.
Jada slipped out her phone, and
leaning over, snapped a picture of the
portrait on the screen.
“Hey! You’re not supposed to record
the work.” Chas frowned at her, then
returned to his task.
Jada passed the picture to a search
engine. A moment later, the result was
back.
She interrupted Chas again. “This
doesn’t make sense.”
With an irritated glance, he pulled out
a bud.
Jada waved her phone in front of him.
“There—he’s an Egyptian peace activist.”
“So?”
“Look at these stories. He’s not the
rock-throwing type. And that scene was in
Damascus, not Egypt. Where do they get
these videos?”
Chas shook his head. “What does it
matter? I got the points, didn’t I?” He
finished the task and paused the
application.
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“You don’t have a problem with this,
do you? Training AI? Worried about the
Singularity?”
Jada smirked. “Of course not. AI is just
marketing sizzle for the cloud platforms.”
“Huh.” He considered her. “Want to
try?”
“Sure, I guess.” Jada pulled her chair a
little closer. “If it’s not against the rules…”
Chas offered her the bud he had just
removed. Jada took it, somewhat
reluctantly.
“No ear infection.”
Research. The topic was starting to gel.
She smiled back and inserted it (still
warm: shudder).
“Ready?”
Jada nodded, and Chas once again reset
and started.
The next video revealed a street at
night, from overhead. The monochrome
glare of night vision mode suggested a
surveillance camera. A pair of figures
drifted along, laughing and chatting.
The audio was unrelated: a woman’s
voice, reading a list of words: place names,
interspersed with obscure English words.
Jada struggled to concentrate on them.
Vocabulary improvement.
Chas was muttering in frustration. “I
can’t tell…”
The video blinked. The perspective
shifted to a hotel lobby, well lit, another
fixed camera looking down from high on a
wall. Massive revolving doors rotated
slowly, disgorging the laughing couple.
“Bingo.” Chas poked the woman in the
scene.
The murmuring in Jada’s ear suddenly
caught her attention.
…perihelion…cunnilingus…sententious…
great fucks…broken…paraphilia…
She pulled the bud from her ear.

“And… got you.” Chas touched a man
in the video.
Jada waited until the screen blanked;
but when she spoke, Chas shushed her
with a wave.
“Wait, we still have to do the word
lists.”
A text box popped up, and he began
reading, tapping the words he recognized.
“Yeah—well,
that’s
the
project,
anyway. I can get bonus points if I sign
you up.” He stretched, noticed her. “Are
you okay?”
“I thought you said it was place
names,” Jada objected. “Where are the rest
of the words I heard?”
“What other words?”
Jada
licked
her
lips.
“Like—
cunnilingus?”
He peered at the screen, pointing.
“How about…Cuyahoga?”
“Great fucks?”
“Grand Forks?”
They continued back and forth, Jada’s
frustration growing until she threw up her
hands.
Chas tried to placate her. “It isn’t
easy…maybe you just weren’t listening
closely enough.”
“Or maybe the words were different in
the left and right buds!”
Chas had a puzzled expression. “Why
would they do that?”
“I dunno. It’s your gig.”
His screen blinked. Yet another video
opened, paused. It showed a hotel room,
empty, a king-sized bed visible: three
pillows wide.
Chas looked at her. “Want to try
another one?”
She pointed at the small objects dotting
the pillows. “What’s that…chocolates?
Hey, I think I recognize this place.”
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The factory-produced art, the bold
color patterns of the wallpaper on several
surfaces, all looked familiar to Jada.
“All hotel rooms look the same; some
are just more same than others.”
Chas’s finger hovered over the Start
button. “Well?”
“What the hell…” Jada picked up the
earbud, considered it, but returned it to
Chas. “No audio, thanks anyway.”
Her companion grinned and started the
next test.
A timestamp burned into the image
indicated it was early evening, some
months back. Waiting for the action to
begin, Jada wondered what she’d been
doing that night.
“That was the weekend I went to
Toledo for a wedding!”
Chas gave an irritated wave. The
couple from the previous video came into
view, entering the room. He helped her
out of her overcoat, and removing his
own, tossed them onto a side chair.
“I shared a room like this with a
bridesmaid,” Jada whispered. “She
complained about being booked into a
room with only one bed. Turns out she
hooked up with some guy at the reception
and didn’t show up again until the next
morning…”
Whether Chas heard her was unclear.
The couple undressing each other had
fixated him. Fresh faces were cycling on
the side of the screen, and Chas scored the
man. The woman, facing away from the
camera, hadn’t shown up yet.
The target pictures switched again—
and Jada was looking at a photo of herself.
“Hey!” Chas glanced over at Jada, did a
comical double-take, and returned his
attention to the screen. “Why are you
posted here? And we already identified
the woman—”

The connecting door to an adjacent
room was ajar. It swung open, and a third
figure appeared, shadowed. She was
dressed—barely—in lace and hosiery. The
couple beckoned to her.
Chas’ finger hovered over the targets—
including Jada—offered on the screen.
The woman in the video stepped out of
the doorway. “That’s not me!” Jada hissed.
The figure passed through the cone of
light cast by a hanging fixture: Jada.
“It can’t be me!”
Chas, staring at the scene, paid no
attention to her. He moved his finger over
Jada’s smiling face on the screen. With his
other hand, he absently picked up his
beverage and sipped it.
“That’s not my…body—and I never
dress like that, okay?”
Abruptly, he straightened in his chair
and snapped the screen closed.
“Fine. I’ll take your word for it. But if
it’s not you, how did you end up in the
video?”
“Well, it’s a fake—a well-done fake.”
Jada nodded to herself. “Certainly bodyfakes are a thing.”
“Are you a celebrity?” His tone was
doubtful. “These fakes still take a lot of
work. And what are the chances that
somebody would make a video featuring
you, and it becomes part of the project—
when you’re not—and it just happens to
appear when you come in…”
Chas trailed off. Jada followed his gaze
as it wandered the room. Several people
staring at her looked away when noticed.
A few more pointed phones in their
direction.
Jada jumped out of her chair, nearly
spilling her coffee, and rushed over to the
nearest observer. She flipped the woman’s
screen around.
“Hey! I was just—”
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It was the Astrea site, but a different
video: a protest on a New York street, Jada
throwing a bag of blood, striking a welldressed woman.
Jada turned to the next member of the
crowd: another screen, another video—a
party scene. The target faces changed, and
Jada was looking at her picture again.
“Play it!” Jada demanded. The woman
touched Start.
It was a dimly lit handheld video:
moving through a party, through a hall, to
an open bedroom door. Inside, a cluster of
drunken revelers surrounded a bed where
a woman lay, legs spread, a man kneeling
between them. When the woman lowered
the liquor bottle she had been drinking
from, Jada realized it was her face, leering
at the camera.
She stumbled away, to another screen:
a home security feed, Jada removing
packages from a doorstep and running
away.
There was a touch on her arm: Chas.
Jada flinched.
“Come on, come back to the table.” He
looked pained.
Numb, Jada followed him. Chas urged
her to sit down with him and bent close.
“I swear, I didn’t realize it would recruit
you—I’ve heard it hardly ever does, and
never has from me.” His voice was a
pleading whisper. “You have to believe
me…”
Chas picked up his screen. “I can fix
this. I’ll send you the access code—” Her
convertible chimed, and she turned it over.
Welcome to Project Astrea, Jada! Terms
and Conditions of Use:…
“Why would I do this?” Jada
demanded. “Help it create a world of
lies?”

“It will leave you alone if you just help
it, watch videos, of other people…”
Jada scrolled. Her personal information
populated automatically. Around her,
more people were staring, raising phones,
taking pictures. She scrolled faster—
address, phone, email; driver’s license,
Social Security number, bank accounts,
insurance
policies;
transcripts,
publications, social media accounts;
medical history, vaccination records,
prescriptions, elective surgeries…
She touched the Accept icon.
The video disappeared from Chas’
screen. Around the room, the crowd
returned to their screens, once again
ignoring Jada.
“It’ll be all right, you’ll see.”
Chas looked at her with hollow eyes.
“Just help the Project, put in your hours,
collect your points, and it will leave you
alone.”
“It will all be fine…”
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The Paint-Over Artist
Mark Rigney
Through the gate she went, not forgetting
to duck the lowest of the pine’s
overhanging boughs. Step, step and step,
up the short flagstone walk. Hand to latch,
the door quick-tugged: inside in an instant,
but the door would not be slammed, no,
for Marta had made up her mind to be as
placid as an evening pond. No histrionics,
no tearful fidgeting, no extra noise. Even
so,
Avaun,
test-tasting
his
latest
voluminous stew, put down his ladle,
licked his lips with a wince of it-needssomething, and said, “Marta. Talk to me.”
A keenly observant man, Avaun, and
such a good husband. All the women said
so. Dutiful and strict, but fair with the
children. Marta always returned from
work to a hot meal, guaranteed. Not like
some, women whose workdays ended in

dragging their protesting, ne’er-do-well
husbands from the nearest tavern.
On this night, resistance came first for
Marta, long minutes’ worth. Pieties and
assurances, bromides. “No, no. It’s fine.
I’m fine. A beautiful day to be out and
about.”
But patient Avaun wouldn’t accept her
evasions, and time was not on his side, for
the children were due back to their edgeof-the-city cottage quite soon. Net-craft: an
after school class taught by Old Sesten.
Knots and rope: like sewing, or loomwork, but no novice adult could keep up.
No wonder Sesten loved to teach children,
all of whom hoped with bated breath that
this would be the day where their crusty
instructor would let down his guard and
tell a tale not of hooks, nets, or fishing, but
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of some grand contact on the faraway seas,
some chance encounter with the tathru.
“Tell me,” Avaun said, his voice firm,
as she flopped across two chairs, draped as
if glued there, never to shift again.
She said––such despond––“It won’t go
away.”
“What won’t go away?”
“It’s only paint. So, it really can’t do
what it’s doing.”
Perhaps he would have learned more,
but the children barged in (as even tathru
children surely did), and so his probing
ended. Marta ate sparingly, and he had to
prompt her just to lift her spoon. “New
combinations,” he said, coaxing. “A true
culinary experiment.”
“My husband. Such the revolutionary.”
Afterward she helped with the
children, yes, tousling their hair and
playing a losing round of jump-stones, but
her smiles were rote, her attention scant.
Avaun was glad when she went up early
to bed. He tucked in both girls, Nilo first,
then Thuma, and scrubbed down the
kitchen. When a tubespy swooped close
and hovered by the nearest window,
peeking in, its wings (or whatever they
were) thrumming, he slammed the
shutters on it. Not in the mood! If he
dared, he’d have downed it with his
broom. He’d seen it done, witnessed with
his own eyes the metals and who knew
what all burst into shattered smithereens,
but if he were to do the same? Leave the
tubespies be, that was official policy. He
might be jailed. Disappeared, even. At the
least, he’d be hauled before the Broman.
Tired, Avaun fell into bed––too tired,
really, to recall with any clarity his wife’s
bleak mood. His own day had been
normal enough. All was well in hearth and
home. He burrowed his face into Marta’s

hair, breathed her scent, and soon was fast
asleep.
Next morning, Marta picked up her paint
from the supply shed, prompt as always.
After making sure the lid on the pail was
tightly shut, she loaded it onto the
department’s rickety wooden handcart.
Would the wheels last another day? That
cotter pin didn’t look up to the task, but
what alternative did she have? She’d put
in the request for repair weeks ago. No
more pins, they’d said. No more wheels,
either. But not to worry, it’s just a local
shortage. Temporary.
She strapped the roller to the rails of
the cart, then added the extension rod,
extra roller heads, roller pans, mixing
sticks, and rags. The fun part then: a broad
selection of blue and violet pigments.
D’Nan had said that there’d been at least
four reports already that morning, all from
the northwest quadrant. Northwest meant
blue of one shade or another. No need for
tawny tans, no need for reds or greens––
although she often fancied changing a wall
(or even an entire house) to an unexpected
tint of her choosing. By the Broman’s three
great heads, some surely needed it!
Indeed, it was a joke around the city that if
it weren’t for Municipal Beautification and
Marta’s all too frequent layers of
patchwork paint, half the city’s houses
would have long since fallen down.
Northwest. Uphill. Dragging the cart
was slow work, heavy work, but the city
had hills, what could she do? Dig them
down to level armed with nothing but her
simmering anger (thirty years in the
making) and maybe a shovel? No. One
climbed the hills and took satisfaction that
for every ascent, there’d be an easy
downhill on the way home. Besides, the
day was bright, sunny. No need to worry
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about rain ruining her work. This would
be a good, outside day, the kind that made
her assigned duties something halfway
close to...well. Not joyful, no. Tolerable?
Her real worry ran deeper, gnawing its
way into all other thoughts: today, would
the slogans stay covered?
Her destination was a private home
facing Soldier’s Square. Was this fine
upstanding plaza more popular with
pigeons or people? Impossible to say. The
wall the vandals had chosen faced the
square dead on, which was unfortunate.
The bastards were getting bolder, no
question. Not that this would be a
complicated repaint, despite the three
upper-story windows. Every last letter of
the slogan (“Dare to Be Skeptical”) was
well below their sills.
Test batches of paint, that was next; a
swatch here, a swatch there; get it to where
a normal eye would never see the
difference.
Unless...
Stop it, she told herself, as the morning
crier made an appearance by the plaza’s
derelict, cracked fountain. There was no
“unless.”
The crier, not one she recognized,
seemed not to have memorized her news
at all. The crowd that gathered to hear
shifted like disquieted sheep, and one or
two plaza windows shut with deliberate
bangs. Marta listened with half an ear to
the jerky, unpracticed weather forecast
and the generic reports of crops and
catches, generic in that they were glowing,
simply reeking with steady, organized
optimism. The Broman loves you all, my
friends. Your servant the Broman loves
you all!
The one interesting bit––stutterstumble, hesitate-um, this crier truly was
pathetic––came at the end. A rescue at sea,

a tathru ship adrift and foundering in the
wake of a storm. Salvage operations had
commenced overnight, for the Bromans
were merciful, as always. The tathru
survivors will be held on the islands, on
the outermost islands, rocks and gulls,
gulls and rocks. Have no fear, good
citizens! No Broman would ever endanger
you by bringing them ashore. And as for
our people engaged in the operation, stay
calm (stumble hesitate): there will be no
contamination. All those involved will be
secluded (for their own good), processed
with care, and (um) rehabilitated. They’ll
be good as new in weeks if not days, of
that you may be sure. Of that you may be
sure!
Marta’s third try at a match proved to
be the winner. Satisfied with the smudge
of color now drying to flat, pale blue on
the pebbly, plastered wall, she set about
mixing a larger batch in the best of her
four roller pans. Done in a flash! She was
good at her work, ten years in the trade,
like it or not. Ready and steady with the
roller, her favorite piece of equipment. Not
slapdash like the cart, no. The roller even
had cambered grips made of molded
leather, sized precisely not just for any
three fingers and thumb, but for her
particular three fingers and thumb. A gift,
five years back, from Avaun’s father. “You
cannot choose your work,” he’d said, “but
you can choose to do it well.”
No need for the extension rod, this was
ground-floor stuff. Dip and trundle, roll
off the excess, and up to the wall. Drips
allowed, you can’t help it with paint, and
the cobble will gobble, as D’Nan always
said. After a hard rain or two, only the
most egregious spills would show. But
Marta never spilled, as D’Nan well knew.
No gobbling cobble for her. The paving
stones beneath the walls where she
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worked always retained their original
color.
She was done before she knew it, and
out
came
the
househusbands
to
congratulate her on her quick response,
her
steady
hand,
her
excellent
coordination of color. Was she really the
only paint-over artist in the whole city?
Well, wasn’t that something. Municipal
Beautification! Terrific department, terrific.
If we don’t have the best Broman in the
nation, I’d like to know who does.
But to all those many compliments––
pack up, pack up, on to the next crime
scene––Marta
managed
only
halfintelligible murmurs. She didn’t dare stick
around––and why should she? “A
seedling stared at never grows,” her
father’s saying, had been inherited and
adapted by Avaun to, “The noonday sun
never sets.” She’d once started to ask if he
really believed that, but even framing the
question seemed disingenuous, hostile,
and she’d let it lie. He enjoyed saying it;
perhaps that was all that mattered.
Off to her second wall of the morning, a
temple of all things. Just how bold could
this latest generation of vandals be? Bold
as sharks, it seemed, for here was another
statement entire, “Throw Down Our
Walls!” Marta sighed and got to work.
Walls. She worked on walls, she worked
for walls. Throw them down? Never. As if
anyone could. Coastlines were what her
nation had, not walls. The sea was their
bulwark against the rest of the world.
Only at the isthmus was there an actual
wall, somewhere high up on those
legendary bare-rock peaks. Aesor’s Teeth:
even the name held people at bay. She’d
seen the mountains, of course, but only at
a great distance, and she’d certainly never
seen the wall; too many travel restrictions
for that. Easier to stay home, or at least not

hanker for destinations too far east, too
close to the rest of the mainland. Ten miles
now, wasn’t that the mandatory noapproach zone? And was it only one wall,
or was it two? Avaun claimed he’d heard
(from a friend of a friend of a friend) that
now there were three. Which was baffling.
Why did the tathru want to get in so
badly? To steal ore from the mines? Mount
raids for slaves? Invade for the sake of
better cropland?
As she squinted at her first test mix of
color––got it, first try!––she wondered if
the walls on Aesor’s Teeth were ever hit by
vandals. Likely not. Slogans were meant to
be read, and up in those heights, who’d be
around to see?
It took until lunch to finish at the
temple, and then she sat in the shade by a
trickling, algae-smeared aqueduct and ate
what Avaun had packed for her. The pear
was especially good. Afterward, although
she’d promised herself that she wouldn’t,
she headed back to Soldier’s Square,
leaving her cart behind. Unburdened, it
was a quick walk, and she arrived in
minutes, keeping her eyes downcast until
she had a full view of the repainted wall,
and then––damn.
The red lettering was already pushing
through, the scarlet beneath turning her
careful blue wall-work a dull, angry
purple. She felt her fists clench. How was
it doing that? What was going on?
A crowd had gathered, of course. A
small crowd, but large enough. Pointing,
whispering, wondering. Men and women
both. They hadn’t seen her, not yet––she’d
taken precautions and entered the plaza at
its far side––but they might at any
moment. They’d be angry, thinking she’d
done shoddy work. Except she hadn’t.
Unless––was it possible that D’Nan, whom
she’d always thought a fair, compassionate
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supervisor, was setting her up to fail?
Providing her with sub-par paint? No.
That was ludicrous. Supplies didn’t come
from D’Nan, they came through
Purchasing.
A
tidy,
anonymous
interaction. Surely Purchasing could have
nothing against her; they likely didn’t
know her name.
A voice at her shoulder made her jump
like a skittish cat. “Remarkable, isn’t it?”
said a conspiratorial tenor, the kind used
to making friends easily. “It just refuses to
go away.”
Marta swung around, expecting––
what? A drunkard? A vagrant? But no,
here was a well-dressed youth hardly old
enough to claim a beard. Handsome,
though, in a careless, insouciant way. He
leaned shoulder-wise against a barrelloaded wagon, arms crossed, looking ever
so easy with the world. He wore––and she
noticed this, for it was odd in the heat––
bulky black leather gloves.
He said, with the slightest of accents,
“Your handiwork, isn’t it? I don’t mean
the text.”
Marta told him in no uncertain terms
that it wasn’t her fault, wondering all the
while, where could he be from? The
peninsula? The islands?
“No, not your fault at all,” he said. “But
even so. Trouble any way you slice it.
Wait, look, this’ll be fun. Here come the
constables to clear away the gawkers.”

airless room, its windows shuttered to
prevent tubespies from buzzing their way
into the city’s official business.
The Broman, vexed, paced around the
hall’s many support columns, and once
she kicked out at a plinth with her huge,
bare feet. “Unacceptable,” said the lefthand head, hot-tempered and the most
canine of the three. “Can you not handle a
simple paint roller?”
On learning she’d been summoned,
Avaun had counseled patience. “Don’t be
drawn into arguments. State facts. Express
remorse if need be. Be willing, and dutiful.
It’s not your fault.”
“It’s not her fault,” said the right-hand
head, unknowingly echoing Avaun. This
one had sleepy, heavy-lidded eyes, and
spoke in a voice redolent of dusk and
dreams and ivy.
“We suspect the interference of
sorcerers,” said the middle head, the socalled Justice Head, a stern, steady-eyed
frowner. “Do you suspect the same?”
No matter Avaun’s council, Marta
hesitated. A dribble of sweat ran down her
back, another down her sternum, down
between her breasts, and of course the
Broman could see it, for like all who were
brought before the Broman, she’d been
stripped naked. No, not stripped: too
harsh, that, and unfair to the helpful
attendants who’d steered her to a
changing room. No one had touched her,
no, but they had, with firm voices––so
parental––given her to know that she must
appear in the nude. Again, she’d heard
Avaun: “You show yourself to me nearly
every day, and with the Broman, it’s
tradition. Don’t let that become the focus.
Promise?”
The Broman’s question hung in the
stale air, awaiting Marta’s answer. She
said, her voice halting and stiff, “Of

It was her first time coming before the
Broman, or at least her first time solo.
She’d stood in this same audience hall
when she came of age for work, but then
she’d been presented as one of a group: all
the young women born in her month and
year from all across the city, and the
townships beyond. Now it was just her,
her and the Broman together in this dim,
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course, Beloved Servant. Sorcery. There
can be no other explanation.”
But the left-hand head had caught her
hesitation as if it were a smell, a whiff of
criminal musk. “No,” she hissed, “she’s
got some other thought in that pretty head.
Some sort of scenario.”
“Oh, hush,” said the right-hand head,
now cocked to get a better look at Marta,
Marta shifting this way, now that. How
did one stand when naked and being
interviewed by the Broman? What was the
proper placement of the hands? Why
wasn’t this a known protocol, one taught
in every school? Oh, but she knew the
answer: you weren’t supposed to be called
before the Broman, not after your
employment day. No, not even for a
wedding, or childbirth. Bromans cared
only for your work, your potential for
diligence, your labors and your tasks.
The Justice Head spoke again. “You do
accept the reality of magic?”
“Of course, Beloved Servant.”
But she didn’t. Could the Broman sense
this? The left-hand head perhaps, with its
glittering green eyes and too-obvious
teeth. As a child, she’d believed, or
thought she’d believed, but as an adult?
No. True, she couldn’t explain how seeds
could make trees, or why the stars
wheeled in the sky, but while these things
surely were magic, yes, she had never seen
spirits, or tree-goblins. No tables floated
airborne, not in Marta’s life, and did any
house clean itself, without the help of a
man? No. Never. And so, despite herself,
despite a litany of mandatory, canonical
beliefs, she suffered daily from heretical,
crippling doubts.
The Broman shuffled her bulk across
the floor, her heavy feet slapping and
dragging at the tile beneath. Outside the
shutters, a tubespy arrived, probing to find

a way in; the thrumming was
unmistakable. Tubespies: now if those
weren’t proof of magic, what was? The
damn things weren’t alive, but the
cunning
of
their
manufacture!
Unbelievable. They could fly. Sorcery for
certain. As for the way they scrutinized
every little thing, well! It was common
knowledge, if not precisely official, that
the tubespies could see and hear––and that
the tathru, far away, could see and hear
through them. Again, magic: pure,
stinking magic. She’d told her children as
much.
“Go back to your work,” said the
Justice Head. “From all reports, our city
would be a wreck without you. Perhaps
there is a different paint we may try. Some
new mix. And We the Beloved Servant
will inquire among the Council to see if
they know of some trick, some amulet,
perhaps, that will thwart this devilry.”
“But ultimately,” said the right-hand
head, serene but with a lethal undertone,
“it is you who will be held responsible. Do
you understand?”
“Yes, Beloved Servant.”
She crossed her arms at the wrists and
let her fingers touch their opposite
shoulders. This much protocol she knew; it
was how one greeted or withdrew from
any Broman, anywhere in the land. But if
she’d had a knife right then, she might
have tried to use it––yes, plunge it bladedeep to the back of the neck!––for she’d
never been so angry. Needlessly so, of
course. The Broman had every right to
question, to investigate the situation. But
anger fed on anger, as Avaun was fond of
saying, and she all but fled for the
changing room and the safety, however
false, of her clothes.
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Bedtime at home was a shambles. Nilo and
Thuma weren’t children at all, they were
bright-eyed bundles of questions. What
was the Broman like really? Did all
Bromans look the same? Were you scared?
Was she fierce? Did she hurt you? Help
you? And I don’t understand, why were
you summoned? Are you in trouble?
She answered as best she could, and
Avaun stayed close, his steady, settling
presence a more effective balm than warm
milk or the rush of evening wind through
the pines. So many questions, so many half
answers! Was she in trouble? Most
assuredly. But not yet. Not exactly. And as
for whether the Bromans all looked alike,
she knew they all hailed from the same
family,
exceptional
for
its threeheadedness, but beyond that, she couldn’t
say. She’d only ever met the one. She tried
to use the moment to teach about
bloodlines and traits, but the girls had no
time for cogency, the considered answer.
New questions leaped from their lips,
swift as minnows. Do you go again
tomorrow? Does this mean we get a bigger
house?
Of course Avaun had questions, too,
later, questions born of wisdom and
worry, for he, too, knew fear. Long after
Marta drifted into her usual solid,
unmoving sleep, he lay staring at the
ceiling, aware that despite his best
wardings––doors,
chimneys,
every
window––and despite his care in never
letting the coals in the hearth die out, some
new presence had entered their home,
something perhaps not directly evil in its
intent, but malignant nonetheless. It might
not mean them harm, no, but did a storm
at sea have any grievance against the
unlucky sailors in its path? No. The wind
was simply wind, and some days it blew
hard.

Avaun slept at last, and the pines
outside the window quivered, restless in
the dark.
By the end of ten days, Marta no longer
made any pretense of calm. Random
vandalism she could cover over as before,
but the huge red lettering, the slogans,
they defied her. The Broman’s alternate
mix of paint was no better (and possibly
worse), and complaints became rampant.
What was Marta up to? When was the city
going to train a new paint-over artist, one
who knew her business? What would
visiting travelers think? It was a disgrace,
that’s what it was. A scandal.
She wished she could catch whoever
was marking the walls and wring her
neck. Or his, perhaps. Curfew-breakers
were the lowest of the low to start with,
and as for folk who desecrated other
people’s property, there were no words––
until now. She imagined herself coming up
behind such a one, catching her in the act,
spinning her round, shouting, grabbing
hold, alternately strangling and punching.
Blood and missing teeth, Marta on top, her
fists a hail of righteous anger. The Broman
would be pleased, the perpetrator hanged.
Marta would receive a medal––and
perhaps a work placement she would
actually enjoy.
With or without enjoyment, in work
she could still lose herself. As if sinking
into deep water as it closed, gurgling, over
her head, she could disappear into the
process and effort of erasing each fresh
slogan. But trudging home in the late
afternoons, sunbeams slanting, jubilant
gulls wheeling overhead, that was a
nightmare. Giant red lettering, painted
over only hours before, chased her home.
“Ask
The
Dangerous
Questions!”
“Freedom!” “Worldwide Union!” Even
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with her eyes fixed on the ground, she
could not escape.
Avaun chewed his knuckles, and he
grew careless in dressing the children,
prepping them for school. He blinked too
often, as if specks of dirt pricked his
pupils. When Marta came home, did he
ask after her day? No need. He knew at a
glance where things stood.
It was at an alleyway wall not far from
Old Sesten’s net-shop that the gloved man
found her again. She’d nearly finished
covering over the lettering (“Emigrate!”)
when he approached, his boots clicking on
the paving stones like tiny scuffing
hammers. He stood back, hands on hips,
surveying her work. He took off his
gloves, tucked them carefully into his belt,
and let his hands splay again, oh-sodeliberately, on his hips. She was meant to
notice. He had four fingers, five including
the thumb. Five!
“You can’t win,” he said, as if that were
a good thing.
She said nothing. Those hands, those
ugly, awful fingers. He was a tathru. He
had to be. Five fingers––she’d always
thought that was rumor, fable-telling––but
there he was, in the flesh.
The man sighed and raised one hand.
He said, waggling his fingers, “You
probably think it’s magic. But it isn’t.”
“I don’t believe in magic.”
Eyebrows up from the five-fingered
man. “Really? That’s not the usual line.”
She fixed him with a baleful stare,
leaning hard on her roller, its head in the
pan and shedding pale brown paint. “Are
you,” she said, and she was furious to find
that her voice was quaking, no more
steady than her wobble-wheeled cart, “are
you the one who’s doing this to me?”
“What if I were?”

That cheeky half-smile, she really
would knock his teeth in. He was taller,
perhaps heavier, but she’d have surprise
on her side. Conviction, too. She leaned
the roller against the wall and took a step
forward.
The tathru man splayed his hands in
front of him in a grotesque (too many
fingers!) gesture of peace. “I can tell you
how it’s done. Nothing to it, really.
Bacteria. Specially trained to eat paint.
Well, not trained. And you don’t have a
word for “bacteria,” not exactly, but think
of them as the really small things that live
inside you––well, that live inside
practically everything. So what I’m talking
about is science. Applied science. We’ve
embedded this red paint with bacteria that
eat paint of almost any other color. For
food, I mean. They digest paint. They’re
dormant when the paint’s dry, but when
you add a new coat––it’s really very
simple.”
She’d taken another step forward. He’d
taken three steps back. He said, hands still
up to ward her off, “I can demonstrate, if
you like. We’d have to do a little traveling,
but I could show you.”
“Leave us alone.”
“Can’t do that,” he said. So apologetic,
the five-fingered man. He sounded, even
through the wall of her anger, genuinely
sorry. “It’s time you people joined the rest
of the world.”
The rest of the world? The tathru? Join
them? For what? Why? Nothing he said
made the least sense.
“This is what I do,” she said, gesturing
back at the wall, her cart, everything. She
stooped to pick up a loose stone, fist-sized,
perfect for hurling or crushing a grown
man’s skull. “You show your face one
more time, and I’ll kill you.”
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No smile now. The tightness of the
alley, her sudden march toward him––he
turned and fled. She clattered after, then
leaned back to throw her stone. Running
pell-mell, he flung back one final over-theshoulder cry, “You people cannot hide out
here forever! You can’t!”
The rock sailed past his shoulder,
nearly nicked his ear. Then he was gone.
A tubespy followed her home,
whizzing around like a demented, overfed
dragonfly. She tried to swat at it, but it
kept its distance. She thought back to
when they’d first appeared, perhaps a
dozen years ago, and how she’d always
imagined them as having tiny pilots
inside, not just gears, sprockets, and
screws. Tiny pilots equipped, had such
things really existed, with ten tiny fingers.

strictures of a humanitarian rescue. That
meant there were tathru living among
them, which was bad enough, but it also
meant––no. He couldn’t face the outcome,
not even for a moment. Or could he? His
stolid mind was aflame now, and it tricked
him––minds do that, yes!––and he
imagined Marta tied to a stake in the main
square, choking on pungent oak-log
smoke as flames rose at her feet. The
whole damn city would gather to watch.
He and the girls, they’d be forced to stand
at the front. Marta screaming, twisting
against the ropes, would writhe in pain
just yards away.
No. He wouldn’t be the man who
waited for the constables to come
knocking. That would be madness.
He rose quietly and began his
preparations. This was difficult, for at first
he was of two minds: the mountains, or
the sea? Both were dangerous, but he’d
never been a fisherman, and the wind was
up, the pines were whispering. The waves
this night would be like walls. No, it
would have to be overland. Aesor’s Teeth.
For that, they’d all be needing their boots.
Boots and rucksacks. A lodestone. Luck.
Drowsing, slumbering, Marta dreamed
of olden days and bedrock gods, the kind
that never changed––or at least were not
supposed to. Now they carried messages
done in bold bright red, and those words
refused her every effort to look away. She
rolled over, restless. The slogans followed.
Around her, packing quickly, Avaun
continued his preparations. Would she
argue, when all was ready and he woke
her? She might. If so, he hoped he
wouldn’t have to carry her for long.

Avaun was not practiced at emergency
thinking. Other than sitting watch over
fevers with the girls when they’d been
little, his had been a predictable, tranquil
life, the kind that could be weighed
through pipe-smoke and slippers. He
knew himself to be industrious, but only
within the confines of the homestead, of
the roles to which he’d been born. Yet now
some covert spark had been lit within him:
a hot, burgeoning pressure, wing-like and
expanding, all born of Marta’s encounter
with the tathru. Marta who lay snoring,
curled in bed beside him.
Two facts rose uppermost in his mind.
First, it had been ten days since her
summoning, and she’d failed to erase a
single slogan. No matter that she’d failed
while using the Broman’s own paint, she
would be held responsible.
The second point was equally damning.
Marta had come in direct contact with a
living, breathing tathru, and she’d done so
without the official imprimatur and
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decades, with stories in venues like Lightspeed,
Andromeda Spaceways, Cemetery Dance,
Black Static, Black Gate, Realms of Fantasy,
and more. An upcoming piece is headed for

Tales from the Magician’s Skull in early 2021.
Plenty of theatrical credits, too, with plays
produced across the U.S., including offBroadway, along with Canada, Hong Kong,
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Light and Sleek and Strong
Ephiny Gale
When I wake from having my breasts
surgically removed, multiple apocalypses
are in progress. The national news
program playing opposite my hospital bed
focuses on the hundreds of enormous fires
ravaging the Australian landscape, but
also touches on the deadly virus racing
across
Asia,
the
severe
flooding
throughout Europe, and the indiscriminate
bloodlust that has struck America, driving
frenzied citizens to brutally attack their
family, friends and neighbours.
So this is it, I consider with toxic
dissociation: the time I was out was the
line between life and life’s epilogue.
My sister had planned to be here when
I woke, but obviously circumstances have
changed. The hospital is barely running on
a skeleton staff. Once I feel strong enough I

pull away my oxygen mask and ease the
intravenous drip from my wrist. I check
the waterproof dressing they’ve attached
to my chest, thankful that I don’t seem to
have needed a wound drain or a bladder
tube. I toddle to the bathroom to piss and
sip water from a cup beside the tap, then
dress gingerly, still too drugged on
painkillers to feel much more than
exhausted and weak.
Even in the apocalypse, a tiny part of
me is gratified to pull on my shoes and
sock without my arms hitting my boobs.
And there they are, sitting on my
bedside table in a large plastic jar sealed
with biohazard tape: two huge discarded
lumps of breast tissue. I paid extra to take
them with me. If they were smaller they
could’ve stayed on, but they had been
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approaching a H cup and I considered
them a health hazard.
I pick up my breasts and walk myself
home, while ash catches like snowflakes in
my unwashed hair.

I check my phone. Asteroid hitting in
five minutes now. The tiny disc slips past
my lips, not tasting like much of anything,
just the vaguest impression of cold animal
fat. I swallow.
I dump the breast tissue out of the tube
and onto the white tiles, ripping it apart
with my scissors and tweezers. I find four
other coloured discs of similar size – candy
coloured orange, purple, green, and pink –
and swallow them all. Then I lie myself
back down, close my eyes and wait to die.

By the time I’ve struggled through my
front door, social media is reporting a
planet-destroying asteroid minutes away
from colliding with earth. Seems like
overkill, really. I collapse on the cold tiles
of my bathroom where the halogen light
above me is pleasantly, painfully bright. I
study my biohazard breast tube where I’ve
plonked it on the toilet seat. It doesn’t
seem very fair that the world is ending
before I can properly remember moving
without them shackled to my chest, but
life has never been fair.
Something in the tube sparkles at me.
The doctors washed down the tissue
before they put it in the tube, and fat can
be shiny, but it doesn’t glitter.
I sit up awkwardly, rolling onto my
side first to avoid using much of my upper
body. There, lodged into the breast fat: the
tiniest sliver of colour, canary yellow and
sparkling. I retrieve my nail scissors and
attack the seal on the jar until I can wrench
it open. I am dimly aware of how
deranged this would appear to an
outsider, and perhaps I’m still delirious
from the surgery, but apparently this is
how I want to spend my last few minutes
on earth.
I extract the canary yellow sparkle with
tweezers. When it slides free it reveals
itself to be a disc, perhaps three
millimetres thick and roughly the size of
my thumbnail. Translucent and glittery,
like nail polish or rock candy; I have the
sudden, overwhelming urge to put it in
my mouth.

Death seems to take an awfully long time,
and there’s only so long you can be shitscared without the danger coming to pass.
I may have fallen asleep. When I
eventually check my phone the asteroid
has magically changed course, the fires
have extinguished, the floods have dried
up, the virus and bloodlust victims – those
who hasn’t already died – have recovered.
Nobody understands what is happening
and everyone is crying with grief and/or
relief, or they’re like me and throwing up
bile into the toilet bowl.
Two days later, I am more settled on the
toilet when my phone informs me that the
asteroid is back, the fires are back, and I
may as well lie down again and wait to
die.
On auto-pilot, I stand and look at my
shit in the toilet bowl like I have every
other day of my life. As my hand reaches
toward the flush, I see a purple glint
amongst the mess in the bowl and
immediately freeze. Two instances doesn’t
quite make a pattern, but…
I hurry to pull on some latex gloves
and lay a large garbage bag on the
bathroom floor. On top of the garbage bag
I sift through the shit for the candy
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coloured discs, and before long I am
amazed to find all five.
I rinse off the discs and douse them in
Listerine, which will have to suffice given
the apocalypse is imminent. I scoot out
onto the balcony to see the asteroid
hanging in the sky like a guillotine razor,
and then place the discs onto my tongue
and close my lips.
The asteroid veers dramatically to my
left.
Well, then.

way as it used to, but the same
apocalypses never come back, either.
My thigh heals faster than my chest, so
they end up recovering around the same
time. The world is still trying to rebuild
itself. If I knew that removing my breasts
was going to lead to such catastrophe I
never would have gone ahead with it, but
now there’s no use crying over spilt breast
tissue.
When I leave my front door I feel light
and sleek and strong. I can breathe and
move so much more easily. And under the
clear sky, for the first time since I started
adolescence, I start to run.

I spend the next three days shitting
directly onto a garbage bag, which is far
from the glamorous kind of ways one
imagines saving the world. While I am
waiting for the discs to re-emerge I am
convincing my cousin the vet that I need
him to secure the discs inside me in some
way. This is much easier to do once the
discs leave me again and I can visually
demonstrate.
My cousin sews the discs under the
skin of my right thigh. The skin above the
discs never bounces back quite the same

Ephiny Gale is the author of more than two dozen
published short stories and novelettes that have
appeared in publications including ‘Beneath
Ceaseless Skies’, ‘Constellary Tales’, and ‘Daily
Science Fiction’. Her fiction has been awarded the
Sundress Publications’ Best of the Net award and
the Syntax & Salt Editor’s Award. More
at ephinygale.com
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The Long Way Home
Chrissie Rohrman
“Doctor Ravire?”
I turn to see a dark-haired woman
gripping the hand of the child at her side,
a boy of no more than seven. What I don’t
see is an ill or injured pet, or any other
obvious reason the two would be waiting
outside my veterinary clinic at closing
time. It’s been a long day and there is a
generous glass of red wine calling my
name, so I finish locking the door before
asking, “Can I help you?”

Wordlessly, the woman touches the
pendant that hangs from a simple cord
around her neck. The stone glints in the
honeyed glow of the setting sun, revealing
a symbol etched into its polished surface.
I stiffen, fingers tightening around the
strap of my shoulder bag, and curse
myself for not seeing it sooner. “I treat
animals here,” I tell her. “Nothing more.”
Whatever her ailment, her curse, it’s not
my concern.
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“Your father sent me here. He said you
can help.” The woman raises the hand
entwined with her son’s, displaying an old
but obvious bite above his pale wrist, a
faint spiderwebbing of darkened veins
creeping up his forearm.
Sucking in a breath, I step forward and
reach for the boy’s wrist, but coursecorrect at the last moment and instead
gingerly grip his elbow. “What did this?” I
ask as I drop into a crouch. “Was it a…” A
dog? Wolf? I already know it wasn’t, and
she wouldn’t be here if she thought
otherwise.
I push up my left sleeve, fingers
ghosting over the ridged black lines that
mar my forearm like piping. My mother’s
body was covered in markings just like
this.
It shouldn’t have been me who lived.
I draw my hand away, the spell broken,
the wave of memories receding. When I
was finally old enough to leave that world
of creatures and curses behind, and by
extension, my father, I had my own scars
woven into an intricate tattoo of tangled,
flowery vines. A reminder, and a warning.
This is not my world anymore; I refuse
to allow that particular infection to take
hold again. “It only hunts those it’s
marked under a blood moon,” I say,
straightening. “He’ll be safe until then.”
Until you find someone else to help, I add
silently.
The woman eyes me curiously, then
raises her gaze to the darkening sky.
I feel it then, a rush and tingle across
the exposed skin of my face and arms that
has nothing to do with the chill of
impending Autumn. The lunar eclipse is
tonight, the blood moon quickly
approaching.
She tilts her head apologetically,
knowingly. This stranger has brought

more than a mystically ill boy to my
doorstep. It’s been ten years since I spoke
to my father, but if he sent her here, to me,
then he was unable to cast the warding
himself.
“Come inside,” I say, briskly now,
swinging the key in the lock and pushing
the door open.
I lead my visitors into an exam room,
flipping on the light and snapping on a
latex glove. I catch myself while pulling on
its mate. It’s been years since I…practiced,
and the gloves will only serve to dull
whatever magic I am able to muster.
Looking at my newest patient, I force a
smile. “What’s your name?”
“Jonah.”
“I’m Jess. It’s gonna be okay, Jonah.” I
hope the bitterness on my tongue is from
the fear, not the lie.
Without a proper exam table, I drag
over a chair for Jonah. His mother wraps
her arms around herself, fidgets. Her wide
eyes are locked on the window, beyond
which the light is rapidly dwindling.
At the back of the cabinet in the exam
room there is a box, long unopened but
never forgotten, where I’ve locked away
the last bits of that life I left behind. Herbs
you can’t find in the produce section,
dried, pressed, and stinking to high
heaven. A few rough-cut crystals. My own
runestones.
“This isn’t a permanent fix,” I tell
Jonah’s mother, “but it will get you
through the night.” I grind together the
necessary herbs and imbue the mixture
with a whispered word of abandoned
magic. My skin flushes, tingles; it comes
back easier than I expected. Just like Dad
had told me it would.
The first muted rustle hits my ears as
I’m painting the sigil onto Jonah’s arm
with a gentle fingertip.
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I can’t help myself—I look to the
window. The creature’s sticklike limbs are
eerily outlined against the orangey-red of
the moon. Jonah’s mother curses quietly,
wrings her hands.
“Almost done,” I say in a sing-song
voice, though my heart is beating madly
against my ribs. Against the door, a
scratching sound, a low hiss that sends a
chill racing through me. A stench like
damp earth permeates the clinic. Down the
hall, the kenneled animals whine and fret
within their cages.
I concentrate, making sure the final line
of the protection sigil is smooth and
unbroken.
The scratching ceases and the animals
calm, like there was nothing there in the
first place.
Jonah inspects the new symbol painted
onto his skin. “It’s just like mine,” I tell
him, showing the boy where my own sigil
is buried within one of the tattooed
flowers.
His mother wraps him in a tight
embrace, presses a kiss to his forehead.
The sight of it ignites an ache in my chest,
the same raw pain that emerges every time
I stand to the side and watch a pet owner

say their final goodbye to a longtime
companion.
They leave with a drawing of the sigil
and instructions to make the imprint
permanent as soon as possible, and I sag
against the wall until I’m seated on the
linoleum,
feeling
exhausted
but
accomplished.
Finally with a trembling hand, I reach
for the landline phone and punch in a
number I’ve never forgotten.
He answers immediately, voice weaker
than last we spoke, gruff yet affectionate.
“Jess?”
I swallow. “Hey, Dad.”

Chrissie Rohrman is a training supervisor who
lives with her husband and herd of fur babies
in Indianapolis, Indiana. She has grown
addicted to writing competitions, and her short
stories have been published in various online
and print magazines. She is currently drafting
the first installment of a fantasy trilogy. Follow
on Twitter @ChrissieRawrman or ‘like’
Chrissie Rohrman Writes Things on Facebook.
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Cornerstone
MK Roney
I was twelve when they snuffed out the
last of the sky. I wriggled and squirmed as
the coarse rope bit into my flesh, but it
would not give.
“You’re to be a guardian,” the priest
told me, standing before the diminishing
opening of the pillar that heralded the
entrance of the cathedral. He spoke in soft
tones, his eyes kind and his hands spread
in pontification. “With your purity, you’ll
be a ward against evil.”
The builders, two men I had seen at
Sunday services, avoided my eyes as they
continued to lay brick and mortar across
the opening. I wept as the last of the sunset
was sealed behind kiln-hardened clay and
I was left only with darkness and the
muffled sounds of humanity.
#

It was years before the first evil thing tried
to cross the threshold. My body had
stretched and withered, the light long
drained from my marrow. Once, the
sounds of a choir had sunk through the
stone and I heard the wavering of voices,
as if from deep underwater, but it had
been a long while since there had been
anything but silence.
When the evil thing approached, I felt
it. Its feet sank deep into the soft dirt of the
garden, its connection with the earth a
niggling thrum. It moved slowly,
approaching with tentative steps. I waited,
unsure what the creature was or what it
wanted. I wondered if perhaps I could
speak to it, if it would be able to hear me
and would respond in turn.
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A hand, not unlike my own, laid palmflat on the first flagstone leading up to the
cathedral and I began to scream. All I
could feel was pain and darkness and
writhing. I cried out to the thing to go
away, that it was hurting me, but still it
crept closer, taking the stone steps by
inches. When it reached the entryway, ran
its fingertips across the gnarled ash of the
door, I could take it no longer and I
pushed back. I heard a shriek, high and
grating as that of an animal. The hand
withdrew, the feet retreated. It fled across
the grass, jumping onto gravestones and
the boughs of willow trees until finally, all
was still and silent, the only sign it had
been there a handprint burnt into the door
and the final vestiges of pain that echoed
through my bones for weeks after.

lifted what little was left of me from the
rubbled brick, crying over my bones
“It is an old custom,” a robed man said,
coming to stand beside him.
“It’s cruelty.”
“Their beliefs are not without merit.
This place is known for its ability to repel
demons. Perhaps we should leave the
remains as they are.”
The armored man looked at me with
pity. His eyes were soft, his hands gentle.
Behind him, the sky was beginning to
brighten, dawn coloring the horizon in
hues I had forgotten, slowly turning the
world to light.
“Do as you see fit,” he said quietly,
laying me on the ground. “But give the
child a blessing. Lay it to rest.”
He walked away as the robed man
crouched before me, delicately placing me
back into the cavern of the pillar, saying
prayers I couldn’t understand. Slowly and
with reverence, he began rebuilding the
ruin.
I screamed and cried out, begging him
to stop, begging him to leave me the sky. I
tried to push him away as I had done with
the evil things but he continued his work,
undeterred, until the heavens were made
stone and I was once again left in
darkness.

That evil thing was not the last that tried
to impinge on holy ground. Dozens more
came, some trying to rip their way
through, others trying to coax me with
songs of salvation and lasting sleep. Each
time I pushed them away, wishing I could
endure the pain long enough to accept
their offers.
When thunderous clacks cracked stone
and the walls shook with flying metal and
licking flame, I saw the sky for the first
time in an age. The opening was jagged,
the brick torn like so much cloth, but there
it was; the shimmering of stars, little
droplets of light against the darkness. Men
moved around me, shouting, screaming,
but I looked heavenward.
“What is this?”
A man in silver kneeled before me,
whispering. He reached into the pillar and

MK Roney is a writer, editor and photographer
from Arizona. Her work appears in
Anastamos, 34 Orchard, Black Coffee & Vinyl
and other venues, and she recently won the
2020 Remastered Words contest. She lives in
the woods with her lunatic of a dog Locke, and
hopes to one day plant a garden without
accidentally killing it.
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Tiffani Angus
Author of Threading the Labyrinth
Interview by Mark Bilsborough
I first met Tiffani Angus way back when at
a science fiction workshop, the annual
week-long
Milford
critiquing
and
networking event held in the wilds of
rugged North Wales. She was a loud,
opinionated,
confident,
witty
and
charming American ball of energy with a
hundred and one things to say before
pausing for breath and all of them sharp
and to the point. I liked her immediately.
She’d just started with her PhD and teased
us with a fragmentary tale of the wreckage
of a ghostly WWII fighter plane appearing
through time half buried in an English
Tudor garden. I knew then it would make
a great story one day, just as I knew we’d
all be seeing and hearing a lot more from
Tiffani Angus.
You may have seen her at conferences –
she’s been getting regular slots on panels
for years. Or you may be lucky enough to
be one of her students at Anglia Ruskin
University, where she leads the MA
Creative Writing course. Or perhaps
you’ve read her debut novel, Threading the
Labyrinth. If so, I’m sure you’re sold
already on the Tiffani Angus journey.

manor house garden, set in five specific
time periods.”
It’s an engaging, dynamic story that jumps
around in time, a concept that Tiffani deals
with adeptly. “When I originally had the
idea for writing it, it was supposed to be
about the house and about how in
different time periods the different
philosophical ideas of how people were
supposed to live would be mirrored in the
house. I realised that that wasn’t going to
work because houses don’t change that

I caught up with Tiffani just before
Christmas. She was in fine form and we
talked extensively about her novel, the
overlaps and synergies between her
writing and her day job and the world in
general. I asked her what Threading the
Labyrinth was about. “The quick elevator
pitch is that it’s 400 years in one English
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quickly, but I realised gardens do: they get
dug up and redone according to whatever
the fashion is at the time.”

That Land Girls feature in this book in
some way cements its Britishness, and
unusually for an American writer Tiffani
Angus has captured the style and tone of
its setting with panache and perhaps more
accuracy than a British writer might (I’d
have called the boots the Land Girls wear
wellies, for instance, and I’d have been
wrong. They were called gumboots back
then).

And what about the title? “Threading a
labyrinth means to walk a labyrinth’s
twists and turns to the centre and back out
again. There’s a labyrinth mentioned in the
early part of the book, but it’s torn out and
you never really see it, because the idea is
of threading all these times together and
all these people together and that’s how
you twist and turn to the centre and come
back out again.” Labyrinths were a feature
of many traditional estates. “In WWII,
German spy planes flew over England,
and they took photographs… that show a
labyrinth from the Tudor era in the
ground, but that had been gone for
hundreds of years. Nobody knew it had
been there, but it had left a ghost behind.
You just needed to be aware of how to see
it.”

Their stories interlink across centuries.
“It’s about how this place holds on to all
these people and the energy they put in to
keep it together and how all the
incarnations of the garden exist in layers
on top of each other.” There are shifts in
time and ideas but “the land holds on to
the stuff that came before… it ties in with
the idea that we leave behind traces, and
so if you’re lucky enough to build a
garden you’ve affected the future in some
way.”

The sequences of the novel are framed by a
20th Century character – Toni, an American
– who inherits the dilapidated house and
gardens. She grounds the story and serves
to highlight ideas of change and
preservation. “While she’s in England
looking through papers and looking at the
place, weird things start to happen.”

“The

walled garden is the

centre of all the magic.”
All through the narrative people try to
knock things down and change things, but
the walled garden stays the same. In one of
the early scenes, one of the house owners
wants to get rid of all the gardens and turn
everything into lawn, but he goes and the
garden remains. Even Nazi planes can’t
destroy it. But when penniless Toni is
tempted to sell to a housing developer, the
garden faces yet another crisis.

Inside this frame are four other stories of
the people that worked in the gardens, set
throughout time from the 1620s, with
weeding
women,
subversive
photographers, a returning soldier, the
story of a changeling, and a conscripted
WWII agricultural labourer – a Land Girl –
“because I love Land Girls ‘cause they’re
awesome.” Needless to say, “all sorts of
weird things happen to them.”

“The walled garden is the centre of all the
magic,” Tiffani says. “One of the ideas
about the garden is it wants a keeper – and
that’s why it does things like in the 1770s
when it seduces the lady of the house.
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Toni showing up is like the eleventh hour
for this garden – it’s got to be saved so it
does what it can to seduce her, too. The
one thing it can give her is the idea of
family and history. It’s a bit creepy, but
‘seducing’ people is the only way the
garden knows how to get them to pay
attention to it.”

“I spent years on the PhD doing literal
field research where I would go to gardens
all over the country and take hundreds
and hundreds of photographs. I did lots of
fun historical research on not just gardens
but on everything from William Morris to
food
rationing
during
WWII
to
photographers – Julia Margaret Cameron
in the Victorian era – to the drugs people
would take in the Victorian era, to the
names of plants in the 1620s – everything.
And took it all and made a big pile of it
and tried to figure out how it worked.

“Born in Hollywood, grew up
in Vegas.”
I wondered how Tiffani’s “born in
Hollywood
grew
up
in
Vegas”
background
affected
her
writing,
particularly as she’s written a very British
novel. The answer was a combination of
having lived here for ten years and
research – it must have worked because
one of her early reviewers thought she was
British and said she couldn’t write in
‘American’.

“I spent a lot of time going through each
section and checking the etymology of
words, to make sure the words existed.
But there are things that cropped up that
don’t belong, like the hummingbirds. They
don’t exist here, but I put them in one spot
on purpose. They show up in the 1700s
when Thomas plants that seed from the
Americas. A friend asked, ‘Where did they
come from?’ and I’m like, he just planted a
magic seed! It’s literally a magic garden
and
you’re
asking
where
the
hummingbirds came from?”

The contrast between the British and
American voice is interesting, and one she
was conscious of. “I had to rein in the
American, but I insisted on American
spellings in the American section because
it felt weird to have an American with
British spellings. I thought readers can
handle that, and it brings home that she’s
not from here.”

Gardens in fantasy fiction was a big driver
of Tiffani’s research, and it became clear
that while “a lot of kid’s fantasy books
have gardens as central places, and most
of them are some sort of time travel
device,” gardens feature less in adult
fantasy or even adult fiction. “And even
then the garden is often a place where
murder and adultery and betrayal and all
sorts of evil things happen.” As she was
writing, she realised she was creating “a
grown-up version of these kid’s books,
such as Tom’s Midnight Garden or The
Children of Green Knowe, and that hadn’t
been done before. I started to realise I was

So why gardens and why Britain? “I
decided to do a PhD. And decided I
wanted to come to England because this is
where the gardens live! I was a weird
teenager; I would buy English gardening
magazines because I grew up in the desert
where there’s no gardens and no green
fluffiness, and so English gardens to me
were always fantastical and strange.
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playing with time and with space in the
garden and so (it) built out of there.”

are supposed to look ‘natural’ but they’ve
still got the hand of man on them – they’re
fake natural. And I love that about it – it’s
ridiculous!”

Threading the Labyrinth is in many ways
unique but there are some common
threads in
Outlander– the series about
someone time-slipping from the 1940s to
the 18th Century Scottish Highlands.
Gardens and the land feature prominently
in both narratives and there are similar
themes
of
custodianship
and
interconnectedness. It turned out that
Tiffani was a fan. “I do adore Outlander,
and any time travel stuff is inspirational
but that one especially… When the first
book came out… I got all of my friends
addicted and they would call me and say,
‘I was up until three o’clock in the
morning and it’s all your fault – I hate
you.’ There’s so much more in the books
than in the series. I mean it’s sexy as hell
and it’s violent so, y’know, it’s got all the
stuff we love – sex and blood. And time
travel and really good costumes.

The gap between the war and Toni
showing up isn’t explored in this novel,
which suggests there is room for more
stories about the walled garden. “Possibly
– I’m thinking about doing a short story
collection with fantastic horticultural
stories, because I’ve published several and
I have the copyrights back, and so I think
I’m going to do some Threading stories and
then put it all together. In my head I’ve
been doing a list of stories in different time
periods, so I want to write about the nuns
in the original abbey finding the
changeling baby, and then something in
the later 1600s with the emergence of the
idea of science, then maybe post-war
1900s. We’ll see.”
She’s got a novel on the go as well, started
before the PhD that she’s been trying to
finish for years now, but “workloads and
pandemics
and
everything
keep
happening. It’s called A Housewife’s Guide
to the Apocalypse. This is about women in a
post-apocalyptic America and how they
deal with stuff – and then what happens to
them because it’s going to screw a lot of
people over in very particular ways.

“I love that about it – it’s
ridiculous!”
“One of the very few fantastic garden
books for adults is The Moon and the Sun by
Vonda McIntyre. It’s about Versailles
during Louis XIV’s reign, and his
explorers bring back a mer-person and
imprison it in one of the fountains in
Versailles. I’ve always loved stories about
Versailles and I’ve been there a few times.
It’s beautiful but it’s built on the blood and
backs of a lot of people who were not rich
and so that’s always been problematic, but
it’s this very strange place. Gardens are
themselves so fantastical, such as 18th
century English gardens being built to
look wild. So you get these gardens that

“I would love to finish a draft of
Housewives in 2021 – that’s my goal,” she
says. The research and planning have
already been done: “Recently I went back
to it to see where I was, so I got a big piece
of paper and I drew/wrote what happened
in each chapter that I’d written so far and
started to realise where things need to be
moved. I still have that piece of paper and
it has arrows and scribbles and stuff all
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brain… a novel isn’t just a long short
story, it’s a totally different thing.”
Threading the Labyrinth has been well
received so far. Tiffani has some thoughts
about that. “A lot of people are doing
comfort reading, so I wondered if in some
way this was a sort of comfort reading,
like something they liked when they were
a kid. But perhaps there’s also something
deeper. There's also this idea in the book
about your spirit living on in the history of
the place, and the people that were in the
place, and we’re in the middle of a
pandemic so this idea about holding on to
the future and hope for the future I think is
something that speaks to people. I think
those all helped.“
With an approach as creative and distinct
as hers, it’s little wonder Tiffani describes
herself as: “an historical fantasy person
who puts time travel in somewhere… The
minute I insert magical flowers or
something, people know it’s fantasy. It’s
fun to mess with real people’s lives – most
of the stories I’ve written are based on real
people who are long dead and the stuff
they did – I’ve just messed with them.”

over it. I’ve got to a certain point, but now
I’ve got to figure what the structure is so I
can go back and finish it correctly.”
I wondered if Tiffani found it hard
switching from short stories to novels. “I
read the coolest analogy the other day.
Think of a regular sized house, full of
furniture like a two-bedroom house. And
take that furniture and put it into a flat – it
won’t fit you have to edit it. That’s a short
story. And take that furniture and put it
into a mansion, there’s all sorts of space
you going to have to fill, that’s a novel. I
could not write a short story until after I
wrote a novel – it didn’t make sense to my

Threading the Labyrinth is available now
from Unsung Stories
(www.unsungstories.co.uk) in bookshops
and in all the usual places.
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Film, TV and books
Reviews by Mark Bilsborough

Dune
Dir: Denis Villeneuve
Starring: Timothée Chalamet, Rebecca Ferguson

Hollywood’s had another crack at adapting
Frank Herber’s seminal sci-fi novel, Dune,
all about merchant rivalries set on worminfested sand dunes. David Lynch had a go
back in 1984 with pop star Sting and Twin
Peak’s Kyle MacClachlan not able to save it
from ambitiously misfiring, not entirely
capable of capturing the sprawling
ambition of the source material.
This time around multiple Oscar
winner Denis Villeneuve’s had a go – and
I’m pleased to say this film hangs together
much better than its predecessor.
Villeneuve is probably best known for
directing Blade Runner 2049 and Arrival,
and he brings that feel for the cultural
aspects of the genre to Dune.
One reason this film works is that it
doesn’t try and cram the whole Dune
mythos into one film, but rather takes its
cue from Star Wars (itself almost certainly
influenced by the Dune novels) and
spreads the story out over at least two films

(and probably more, depending on the
continued eagerness of the box office). The
plot? Thousands of years in the future,
merchant princes rule the galaxy. Paul
Atreides (played by Timothée Chalamet),
heir to riches, is arm twisted to take up the
governorship of desert word Arrakis
(Dune) and sort out the uppity locals and
grab hold of the rights to exploit the
superdrug ‘spice’, which gives uses
superhuman powers which, inevitably,
come at a price.
Oh and there are sandworms. Giant
ones, and they create mayhem wherever
they appear.
This film mixes exotic wordbuilding,
delicate characterisation and edge of the
seat action well. A decent version of Dune
has been long overdue. Do we finally have
one? We’ll have to wait for the second
movie in 2023, to be sure, but the prospects
are good.
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Doctor Who – Flux
Writer and Director: Chris Chibnall
Starring: Jodie Whittaker

Long running British sci-fi classic Doctor
Who returned on 30 October in a six part
miniseries, Flux, which will be augmented
with three specials next year to form a
shortened (but time stretched) Series 13,
the last involving the first female Doctor,
Jodie Whittaker, and showrunner Chris
Chibnall.
Flux has been a long time coming – time
was, 14 episodes would hit eager fans
every year, but recent years have been
patchy and this year’s haul will be seven
episodes (including one broadcast on New
Years Day) and the series gaps are (at best)
around 18 months long. Consequently,
Who has disappeared from the popular
conversation, at least amongst the kids who
Chibnall seems to have refocused the show
for. Can Flux bring it back?
Scheduling’s not going to help. Shifting
from prime time Saturday to church time
Sunday was always going to marginalise
the programme, so it’s going to have to

work twice as hard to win over new
viewers.
Jodie Whitaker is potentially a great
Doctor, but she’s had limited outings to
show her worth, and her character can best
be described as frenetic. As usual here, she
seems constantly on the edge of panic.
Long standing Companion Yaz adds depth
and contrast (and the seems to be getting a
much welcome larger role) and new
Companion Dan (played by comedian John
Bishop) makes a promising start.
The series opens with the Doctor and
Yaz being dangled from a beam over a vat
of acid held by handcuffs the Doctor can’t
get to open. It’s loud, frantic, and utterly,
utterly baffling. Then the real plot kicks off,
involving some bad guy from the past that
the Doctor can’t remember (there’ll
probably be a big reveal down the track
where he turns out to be the Master or
something) who is wielding a planet
devouring weapon called the Flux (for
some reason). Oh and big, sentient dogs are
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species bonded to humans and compelled
to save them from the oncoming Flux by
sending seven billion individually crewed
spaceships
to
pick
up
everyone,
individually. So, top marks for sheer
bonkers creativity but bottom of the class

for realism and common sense, I’m afraid
(not that that was ever Who’s forté).
This episode got way better once the
baffling and unnecessary opening finally
gave my eardrums a rest, but I’m reserving
judgement on whether this series can
deliver.

Light Chaser
Authors: Peter F Hamilton and Gareth L Powell
On paper this is a dream
combination: a new short
novel from the combined
talents that gave us the
Night’s
Dawn
Trilogy
(Hamilton) and The Embers of
War Series (Powell), amongst
countless others, many of
them award-winning. These
are two writers on top of
their game, both prolific and
hugely popular.
For anything associated
with Hamilton this is an odd
beast – a book that’s barely
novel length. The brevity
helps: Hamilton’s recent
Salvation Trilogy was a long and exhausting
read. But it also means that, inevitably,
we’re left with unanswered questions, as if
this were an extended short story, and
some intriguing characterisation falls short
of reaching its full potential.
The plot is a slow reveal so in the
interests of avoiding spoilers I’ll stick to the
set-up. Amahle captains a starship – she’s a
‘light chaser’, on a thousand-year trading
loop round disparate star systems – and
she’s a crew of one – two, including her
sentient on-ship AI. Every world she stops
on is stable at a level of technological
sophistication well below her own. She
dispenses ‘memory bands’ and collects
them back on her next pass. These bands
record the lives of the wearers, and they’re

prized by the people she
works for, with lives lived
vicariously
for
entertainment.
Amahle doesn’t age –
she’s rejuvenated regularly
– and has lived for
thousands of years. She’s
forgotten most of what she
ever knew, though, since
(at least so the AI tells her)
her brain can only cope
with so much information
and she needs space for
new memories. But then,
as
she
reviews
the
memories trapped in the
memory bands she recovers on her travels,
she comes across someone who talks
directly to her. And she begins to see her
carefully constructed existence in a whole
new light.
Light Chaser has moments of real
sharpness, and the central, discovery,
section is a delight. But the ending seems
rushed and (I thought I’d never say this
about a Peter F Hamilton project) deserves
to be much longer. And anyone familiar
with these two writers will have fun
identifying the Hamilton-scribed sections
and those written by Powell, because the
styles here are not consistent and the joins
are evident.
I wanted more – I want more – because
this is a cool idea and these are two
40

excellent writers. As is this is an intriguing
taster and a stripped down version of what
might have been. It’s a great way in to the
extensive back catalogues of them both,
though – I suggest starting with Hamilton’s

The Reality Dysfunction and Powell’s AckAck Macaque and going from there. Be sure
to build a bigger bookshelf though, because
you’ll need it.

The 22 Murders of Madison May
Author: Max Barry
We
like
a
good
interdimensional romp here
at Wyldblood. We love the
twisty-turnyness of it all,
that savouring of the subtle
differences between people
and events. There are big
picture opportunities in this
sub-genre - what if Hilary
Clinton
won
the
Presidency? What if JFK
survived? But it’s the small
stories that work best for
me.
The
now
sadly
cancelled TV series Fringe
remains a favourite – similar versions of
the same world overlapping and bending
in to one another. Star Trek’s many forays
into the dark and twisted ‘mirror universe’
aways fascinate, and Stranger Thing’s The
Other Place shows very clearly that the
grass isn’t always greener.
But ’22 Murders’ isn’t like that. We
never get to know who the President is, or
whether the Brits managed to beat off the
uppity colonists hack in 1776. Instead, we
get different versions of the same people,
as we follow a serial killer though the
dimensions in search of his true love.
Madison May, and not afraid to kill every
version of her that doesn’t meet up to his
.

exacting
standards.
Journalist Felicity Staples,
investigating the murder of a
real estate agent (one world’s
version of Madison May),
finds herself inadvertently
shunted
to
another
dimension, where one of her
cats is missing and her
boyfriend’s developed a
previously
unknown
predilection for cooking,
There’s a bit of handwavey science involved in
the dimension hopping, but
essentially this is a crime caper with a
twist, and it has all the strengths of that
genre: solid, intricate plotting, a tight
narrative, great characters and a skilled
ramping up of tension.
It works, not least because Felicity has
to make some hard choices as
interdimensional travel is not all it seems,
since when she shifts she inhabits the body
of her doppleganger. What happens to all
those displaced Felicitys? If she effectively
kills every previous incumbent of the
bodies she inhabits, does that make her a
serial killer too?
Fast moving and thought provoking.
Great fun
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