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    To my mum, who I miss every day, and my father, who lives a life of kindness but has never advertised it.
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An Introduction, or What I Want for You
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Sometimes I write horror. Sometimes fantasy. Sometimes sci-fi. I’ve even written poetry (gasp!) which I believe is the hardest of the hard things to attempt. In a lot of my writing I try for light and funny, although you wouldn’t know that from most things I have published. My most successful stuff to date has tended towards dark, and leans towards the bittersweet. I love those flavours myself, but I adore the quirky even if it is a skill that mostly sits outside my window, leering in at me with its damned mocking face. I think you have to see the world very clearly to make fun of it with heart. 

So, the flipside. I think I write because I don’t see the world clearly. Mostly, I don’t know where I fit. I never have, not really. You might know a little of what I am talking about from your younger years—libraries and quiet corners and keeping your head down in class. And there was of course the pain of both wishing you were in more friend circles and dreading attention from peers—attention that would always skew sideways when it came. 

As you grow you leave parts of that stuff behind, but you take a lot of it with you as well. How better to explore it, to work through your place in things than to write it down? To emulate all those authors who gave you escape, who showed you worlds that were more, that were different, that were so...much! Planets and pirates and blood and heroes and twists that all took you away, showed you worlds and people that were not, but also were, you.

At the heart of writing for me is the need for place. For clarity. For fit. To find connection with others through writing things down is to show your own awkwardness, to hold up the darkly shining and broken lumps of your own hurt and fear and worry within a story and say “This is me. This is mine. But...perhaps it is yours as well?”

I guess you might call this theme, when it is on the page. I think of it as those pieces of myself, because I have never written something that was any good that wasn’t personal. I’ll either nail it almost in one go, or have to drag myself through several redrafts and rewrites and handwringing to work out what the hell I am trying to actually say. And when it is good, it hurts.

I have won a few awards and competitions, which is always terrifying and gratifying and unreal. I also have a giant list of rejections, a few of which have been personalised in unpleasant and sometimes offhandedly cruel ways. Each time I submit a piece of writing I feel a small and solid hope – this is a good one. In fact, this is the best I know how to do. And when a rejection comes in, I think the same thing without the hope—but that was the best I could do... 

And then I go back to writing. Because each time I have thought that—this is the best I can do—I remember I have thought that before. And before, and before. And if I want to explore my place in the world, if I want to show those pieces of myself to others (those sometimes sad, sometimes bitter, occasionally funny looking lumps), in the hope they will recognise them, well, I’ve gotta do the hard bits, right? I’ve gotta learn, and re-learn, and get critiqued, and redraft, and submit, and get rejected. And fail, and fail, and fail towards writing something good. Something better. Because I want to know where I fit. I want to find a place I fit, or make one. 

And I want that for others as well. When you read my stories (and poems—gasp!), if any of them speak to you in any way, I want you to remember that. If you see something of yourself on the page, remember that I want you to find meaning. Place. 

I want you to see me, and recognise yourself.
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The Market of Loss
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The shiny-headed man is selling small pieces of thought smeared across bread. He catches my eye and smiles. This is my first time in this city, although I have been to such markets countless times, seen so many of these empty grins. He cannot know me, but he recognises the wealth of my robes and the weight of my rings.

“Mistress! Try my wares? From the most wily of men!” he proclaims, and points at one piece of rye with a withered insight curled atop it, any originality it started with long fled. “That is from a man who made a fortune trading rare insults.”

Maybe that’s true, but probably not. There is a fine line between rare and rot, especially at such a stall.

I shake my head and keep moving. I’m not here for faded thoughts and salty logic. I’m searching for something precious.
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Her mother won’t tell Ria what she is doing, and she holds the jar against her dress and twists as she walks so her daughter cannot see. At first Ria thought it was full of grief, and that was why they hurried to the market, but she has never seen anyone sell such aching sorrow.

She has never seen anyone even try to give it away.

But it must be that. At first, her mother had held Ria as they both wept over Brody’s body, as they both cried out their grief and anger at the stupid, mundane fever that took him, as her mother stared at the pitiful, empty tinctures of calm and ginger that had cost all of their coin and done nothing, nothing, and nothing. 

Ria herself had felt something new gouged out inside her—a hollowness that was the absence of her little brother. No more crooked smiles. No more crusts of bread left by her plate, inadvertently flavoured with his shy adoration of his big sister.

“Mother,” Ria eventually said. “What will we do?” 

She had meant with Brody, who looked so small and still laid out inside the patched canvas lean-to that they all called home. Her mother did not answer straight away. Instead, she stared at the tinctures that had cost everything and given nothing. Then she stared at her son’s body, and at the breakfast pot, which had been empty for three days and would be empty tomorrow as well. 

Finally she looked at Ria, and her eyes were dark and her face had become ancient in the space of the morning. She led her daughter outside and kissed her softly on the forehead and told her to wait under the Sycamore while she went back to the lean-to. 

Ria stood under the old tree kicking at the dust and listening to the grief inside herself and the soft, gasping tears of a mother who has to send her boy to the pauper’s field, who cannot even afford the cheapest of shrouds to wrap his small body, who cannot fill her thin daughter’s belly. 

Eventually the weeping had stopped and, after a much longer time, her mother had emerged with the jar that she tried to hide, that sloshed heavily and took two hands to hold, and Ria had felt a wordless worming of something thin and anxious within the darkness of her own grief.  

Now they are at the long table of day trading, and Ria’s mother is staring with red eyes at a man who has refused to make space. He is selling little tin boxes of old and soured dreams, but he has few buyers—dried lemon works better in both teas and baking. The bitterness of fruit rind is easier to weigh and measure than what he sells. 

The man may deal in soured hope, but he cannot stand Ria’s mother’s gaze for long. She says nothing, and yet he finally looks aside and shuffles along until there is just gap enough. Her mother sets the jar down on the uneven wood surface and Ria gasps at the silky, swirling contents.
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There is a crowd down where the wanderers from the far plains have gathered. I have seen them in several cities, selling the taste of footfalls upon soft earth in little cups of woven grass. And as I have seen before, there is a line of customers who pucker their mouths at the cheap wistfulness they have bought, and yet many ask for a second draught. Sometimes a third. There are too many buyers clustered, and I am tempted to turn aside. The market is wide, with meandering paths and tables and stalls with semipermanent awnings, and there is much to see.

But I hesitate. I doubt what I seek will be for sale amongst the smiling vendors of sliced fruit and drinks flavoured with drops of contentment I see to either side.
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Ria is not the only one who has noticed what is in her mother’s jar. A woman stops in front of them—stops abruptly, her gaze caught on the jar as if she has spotted spring water in a parched land. Her hair is coiled atop her head and interlaced with blue and red threads in the newest and most precarious fashion, and her eyes are shadowed with the grey of fine charcoal.

“Is...is that heart’s love?” she asks. She keeps her voice low. Perhaps from shock. 

Perhaps from uncertainty.

“It is. A mother’s,” Ria’s mother says, and Ria cannot help but cry out, just a breathy little whisper of sound. She has seen people sell important things in the market before. Things that people are greedy for—things that hurt those doing the selling, people who are parting with something essential. 

Sometimes the selling is slow and hard, and sometimes it is fast and frantic but, always, the seller is somehow less afterwards. She would think her mother does not love her, to do such a thing, but there is so much of how her mother feels, right there in front of her, swirling slowly. To have so much care, and so little as to sell it—is beyond Ria’s understanding. Her grief and worry twists around this strange thing, this adult thing, and the ache inside her grows. 

Her mother does not look to her as she pulls a wooden spoon from her dress pocket. It is the roughly carved utensil she uses to stir Brody and Ria’s thin porridge on the mornings they have breakfast. Had breakfast.

“Mother, no!” Ria cries. 

The jar swirls with strands of passion and pride and worry, blues and crimsons as well as the darker greys and indigos of quiet strength. All the flavours of her mother’s love, removed and bottled and on offer to strangers.

“Quiet!” Ria’s mother snaps. 

She has never spoken to Ria like this before and, when she turns her flat, empty gaze on her daughter, the bite of that one word pales compared to the lack in her eyes. There is a brief exchange of words and coin. A handful of gold, more money than Ria has ever seen in her life. Her mother takes it and then dips the spoon into the jar. One shallow spoonful, crimson and blue and greyish purple. 

The woman bends her head forward and swallows down what is offered, her coiled hair wobbling ridiculously. 

Ria stares at the woman. She tries to catch her gaze, to see if her mother’s feelings are in this person now. 

The woman straightens and turns away quickly, leaving only the glimpse of a flushed cheek, a widened eye. A man steps into the space the woman leaves, his shoulder bag heavy with round loaves. He thrusts a handful of coins at Ria’s mother, even as someone behind jostles him. A small crowd is forming, pushing and whispering and suddenly eager to  take her mother’s love away.
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I almost miss it. What I have searched for all this time is right there, on the day trading table just beyond the sippers of cheap wistfulness. I have travelled so far, walked so many markets and seen tables strewn with so many things. A few times I have heard rumours of such a sale as I seek, but I have always been too late. And here I am perhaps too late again.

I push my way past an old man with the taste of far plains on his scarred lips and an ache in his eyes. Beyond him, the crowd has thickened like glue and almost-panic tightens my throat at what I see. There is a small girl standing by the table. Her face is thin and pale, and she looks as if she has been crying, but now she stares at the people in front of her with an intensity no child should be able to muster. She is very similar to the woman with the spoon, although some of that is likely just the long-time lack of food, of comfort, of rest, that has drawn their features fine and porcelain. 

She turns her eyes to me as I push forward. Her gaze is hot and confused and piercing and I do not want to look at her. She abrades my desire raw. She should not be here. 

And then I see the jar. It is a third empty.
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“Mother!” Ria cries again, but there is no hope in her voice. “Please stop!”

Ria’s mother pours another handful of gold into her dress pocket, which sags under the added weight. Ria grabs at her sleeve and her mother pulls away. Not roughly, but not gently either. Ria suspects there is love still in her mother’s actions, but it is only a scrap. Just enough obligation to keep the two of them tied together after this horrible day, rather than the deep well of what was. 

“You will not want again,” her mother says sharply, as if that is all the response that is needed. Perhaps it is, but Ria does not want gold. She does not wish for the cold comfort of a roof, for breakfast every day. She does not even want a shroud to cover her little brother’s limp form. She wants the way her mother looked at her yesterday. The feel of her words when she spoke to her, to her brother. The knowledge of her warm body, close by at night.

“Please,” Ria sobs. There is so much in that word, and so little. All the pitiful, tiny hope that Ria has left—hope in her mother, hope in those pushing towards the table, hope that things will be okay. It bleeds away in that single plea, gone and lost in a market that would have taken such and sold it. 

Her mother could never hear her daughter speak so and ignore it. Never. But she does.
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The spoon dips again, and a double handful of gold and silver exchanges hands.

I push my way through the jostling people. It is not hard. This market, like most, is well patrolled by a grim-faced city watch, but more than that, I suspect the people are not frantic because they do not know the true worth of the jar. 

A woman does not move fast enough and I place one hand on her shoulder. She spins, all dark, beautiful curls and flashing, angry eyes that shift to wariness as she takes me in. My understated face paint, my jewelled ears and nose, the foreign set of my features. Maybe it is these things she focuses on. Perhaps it is the determination in my face.

She drops her gaze and shifts enough for me to get by and I do not waste the chance. The woman has dipped her spoon yet again. 

I reach the front of the crowd and pull a fist-sized leather bag from inside my robes. I open it and spill a few of the contents across the tabletop, as much to keep the crowd cowed as to focus the woman upon me. 

Diamonds as wide as my fingernails mix with beads of platinum and the rare, clear sugar drops that are known to hold only the spiciest of philosophical titbits, sweet and tart and ready to dissolve on your tongue. The crowd goes silent. It is a fortune that I have scattered, and it is only a fraction of what I hold.

The woman stares at these trinkets, and then at me, and I reach out slowly to hand her the whole bag. She takes it, and I lift the jar without dropping my eyes. I do not look at the girl, although I feel her eyes on me. The woman nods once, and it is done.
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Some men have come and taken Brody away. They wrap him in a beautiful silken shroud and lay him in a wagon bed, but it is only Ria who stands and watches them bump down the alley and out of sight. Her mother has already gone to organise more of their new life. Their life with so much, and now so little.

“You shall never want again,” she said again to Ria as she left, but Ria looked away. She doesn’t want to see that new hardness in her mother’s eyes, that thin remnant of love called duty. Perhaps it would have been better if her mother held none of it back — sold it all, rather than keep this sharp, twisting thing that cuts even as it binds.
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I have retired to a quiet corner of the busy market to inspect my find. More, to relish my accomplishment. The jar is still over half full, a swirling mix of so much that I have so long gone without.

I place one hand on the lid. I wonder what it will taste like. What it will feel like, to have this mother’s love. To have so much.

To have something the little dirty-faced girl will not have. The thought rises unbidden, and I push it away. She will survive. Her mother will still be there, and her life will be, in so many ways, immeasurably better. Wealth will build on wealth, as it does, and she will want for nothing.

Almost nothing. And her life will be better.

I have what I have searched for. My hand trembles on the lid.

#
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Ria sits under the sycamore, too tired to cry, too hollow. Her mother’s love all but gone. Brody, gone, wrapped in expense he will never appreciate. Her mother’s hard gaze, so soft yesterday.

For some reason she thinks of those nomads from the plains, selling their bitter little cups of faraway, and the people who come for a reminder of the thing they don’t have. Over and over and over. 

A heavy hand falls on her shoulder, but Ria is too flat, too tired, too worn to be startled. She looks up at a tall woman, one with finely coifed dark hair, with gold rings on her fingers and in her nose and strange markings painted across her face. She is very foreign and all too familiar.

“Go away,” Ria says. “We have nothing else for you.”

The woman kneels down in the alley, the velvety folds of her robes pooling in the dust.

“Child,” she says, and even that one word is heavy with a strange lilt, and a tremor that should not exist in such a tall, severely beautiful creature. “Take this.”

Ria stares as the woman produces the jar. It is still over half full of her mother’s love, as it was earlier. It swirls and moves with all the colours of their life together. 

The woman hands it to Ria, and gives her a small and very sad smile.

“You paid so much,” Ria says.

She hates the words, tries to stop them even as she speaks. What if this strange woman realises? What if she takes it back? But no, the woman’s smile widens a little, and the sadness there deepens.

“I have paid more than you know,” the woman says. “But you and your mother would pay just as much, over time,” she says, and stands, ignoring the dirt clinging to her. “The hole that such leaves—it fills quickly with regret.”

Ria holds the jar tightly. It is so heavy, but she will not put it down. She will not lose it again.

“Your mother will want it back,” the woman says. “Even now—” and she makes a funny little twisting motion with one hand, “the hole.” And she turns away.

“How do you know?” Ria calls out. “Who are you?”

The woman turns back, her smile holding so much more than any tiny box of old dreams, any small cup of twisted grass.

“No one, now. But once, I was you.”
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You Don’t Get to Choose Entanglement
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“Pick the best year of your life. That’s where we can retire you to.”

You would think it would be hard to sell something that disappears you forever. But if you pick the right applicant, if you give it the right spin, well... I mean, take this guy—Geoffrey Chalmers, sixty, no family, no kids, married for an eon, now a widower to cancer. It’s all there in his application. All alone, probably dreaming of better days: youth, love, adventure. Could be an easy sale.

“Have you heard of the Many Worlds Theory?”

Of course he has—­he is sitting in my office, after all. But it doesn’t hurt to lay it all out as simply as possible. Not everyone is a quantum physicist—or a multiverse retirement sales rep.  

“Imagine that amongst all those infinite worlds, there are some that are very different, but many that are almost the same as here. Practically identical, except something tiny, like, oh, the taste of an apple being different.”

Chalmers just shakes his head. Okay, so one fruit analogy doesn’t provide the same background as the company training does, but he seems a tad slow on the uptake. I’m not surprised, though—some people his age can’t even set up a simple holoscreen. 

“No matter. What’s important is that the theory is now a practicality. I don’t understand much about wavefunctions and entanglement myself, but this way, you get a nice retirement, and our system gets a breather from a...a maturing population. That’s why we are so heavily subsidised, and why your pension provider lists us as an option. Lots of people are keen for this to get traction.”

“Wavefunctions? Entanglement?” 

“It’s quantum mechanics. You don’t need to know how a hydrogen engine works to drive a car, do you? Just know the technology works, and it will get you from A to B. So to speak.” 

Sometimes that gets a laugh, sometimes not. But Chalmers hasn’t been very responsive so far, so I figure it’s worth a try.

He doesn’t laugh, or even smile. 

“Any year?” he asks. “How?”

I try not to grin. Easy sale.
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“With infinite worlds, it’s easy enough to find a subset almost exactly the same as this one, but with one very particular difference.”

“Which is?”

“You don’t exist. Well, more precisely, we pick worlds in which you die right at the time you want to be inserted. Once we find one, detecting that particular subset is easy. We doppelganger you in, so to speak, and swap you out after a year. And so on.” 

“And after that year I’m, what, dead in that world? Missing?”

I shrug, trying for casual. This bit can make some a little hesitant. “You were going to be gone anyway. But we can put your dead self into stasis and swap it back in after the year. What with the subsidies and various packages, we have many options.”

“For how long?”

I spread my hands. “By keeping it to a year timespan, we can keep the searching for worlds manageable and keep the energy expenditure within cost, so we can offer everyone up to their centenary. That gives you forty years. And we will leave you in your last world, so you get however more years there. Also, I should point out a quirk of the multiverse—you look and feel the appropriate age for when we insert you. So if we put you in at twenty-five, say, you look that age. You won’t be trying to play late night basketball in a seventy-year-old’s body.”

“I’m not a sports guy.”

“Dance the night away with a lovely lady, then.” I don’t quite mention the wife. “Whatever you like. But you get my drift. It’s about entanglement again.”

“Entanglement. You said that before.”

I stifle a sigh. This is starting to get a little repetitive.

“All I know is you don’t get to choose entanglement, it just happens. On a quantum level, it’s how you are connected to everything around you. If you want a year twenty years ago, we put you in a universe that has an apparent age twenty years younger than this one. So when you get entangled there...well, most people are quite excited about that aspect.”

“Entanglement is connection,” he repeats slowly, and I feel like hitting my head on the desk. Usually by now they are either very excited or ready to opt out. 

“Any year, you say?” he asks again. My frustration disappears and again I try not to grin. I give him some package options, and send him away to think. 
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“I’ve decided to go.”

I smile. “You’ve picked your year?”

Chalmers just nods. “Last year.”

I feel my smile dry up and blow away. I mean, I’ve read his application.

“Um...” I say. “You spent most of last year nursing your wife through her late stage cancer. Home hospice mostly. Surely not the best year...”

He does smile then—a tired, sad smile that stops me mid-sentence.  

“In the worlds where I die at the start of last year, she goes through her final year alone.”

It takes a moment for that to sink in. 

“You can’t seriously be going to spend forty years doing this!” 

I wonder why I am bothering even as I speak. A sale is a sale, after all. It’s just, well, he could have any year. 

Chalmers just keeps on with his sad smile. “I think you were right. You don’t understand entanglement. But I do.”
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Ben Builds Boats
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Gravel crunches underfoot. The trees to either side might be oaks, but Ben never was a tree guy. The path is narrow and he has been walking for a while, but that’s okay. He could walk for hours. He breathes deeply and smiles. 

The path slopes down, and there is the scent of water now, fresh, kind of green in a way, and also something bitter yet sweet... maybe sawdust? He decides that's right just as he comes out of the trees and sees three things.

One is a river. A wide, wide river, the water a deep moss colour, flowing slowly but with that kind of retiring sense of push that big currents often have. Far away across the open water there is the other bank, grassed and inviting because it is so far out of reach. He stares at that other bank for a long moment. 

The second thing is the shed. It is large and made of planks, wide ones that are knotty and weathered grey. The roof is old corrugated iron, thick and rust-stained and peaked only slightly. From where he stands it looks like the whole side of the shed closest to the water is open, not walled at all, but the angle is bad and he is distracted by the third thing.

The third thing is Death. 
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Death is like that old saying about porn, Ben thinks—you just know it when you see it. And here Death is, as certain as a shadow in the sunlight, standing just where the path ends by the shed. They are wearing a heavy black robe and hood that is ridiculously stereotypical, but there is also mud on the hem. In a way, that mud seals the deal. Death is really here, in front of him.   

Ben stays where he is, watching Death. Death does nothing.

“Hey,” Ben says after the silence becomes too much. “Um. I think I was in an accident.”

He isn't sure why he feels the need to say that. He kind of expects nothing in return anyway, because in most of the movies and books and stuff Death is silent and solemn and only ever seems to raise a skeletal hand to point at something. 

But Death is apparently happy to talk.

“Oh, I know that!” Death says in a pleasant baritone. “Single vehicle accident, but you did manage to miss that dog. I see that kind of thing a lot, actually. More than you would think. Still, it was nice of you to make the effort.”

They pull back their hood to reveal not a skull, not some monster visage, but not really anything else of note, either. Just a person. Bald, with slightly hollow cheeks and deep-set dark eyes. Maybe their eyebrows are a little thin, their nose a little too hooked. They have a nice smile, though.

“I'm just here to tell you to build a boat.”
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Ben is right about one thing—the shed has no wall
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