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      Life can feel a little gloomy at the moment for us sci-fi types in Scotland; our favourite arts council Creative Scotland (they’ve funded us twice here at Shoreline Towers) has just announced that it must cut its funding by 10%, and we’re waiting to see what effects these cuts will have on an already struggling arts sector. To put this in context, the average income of a writer in the UK has decreased from £12,000 in 2007 to £7000 in in 2022, and less than a fifth of us are able to make a living solely from our writing. In the absence of fairy godmothers we need sources of funding if we’re to continue to produce stories.

      News from abroad also continues to appal; how else to respond to it than with visions of alternative worlds, or satirical take-downs of cruel realities? Yasmin Kanaan’s non-fiction essay on Palestinian SF introduces us to some classic texts.

      The stories in this issue respond to a number off frightening realities, from inequalities in access to healthcare to the implications of AI and data mining to the creative industries. The stories respond with anger, humour, absurdity and escapism, but they each have something to say.

      Perhaps we have a duty to search for the upbeat, to not succumb to despair. Emma Levin’s essay reminds us that SF – particularly when mutated into horror – and comedy frequently go hand-in-hand, providing plenty of laughs and reminding us to find humour where we can. Marc Criley’s flash fiction piece about alien pets brings much needed warmth and levity to an otherwise heavy issue. Ruth E J Booth’s column takes us into the forest where the boundary between reality and fiction has always been blurred.

      What’s more, we have real life events to look forward to. The first rays of Glasgow’s WorldCon are already visible over the horizon. And Cymera…

      
        
        —The Editorial Team

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Commute of the Valkyries

          

          Rebecca Zahabi

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Woman at a box,shadow of an angel with a sword]
        

        Art: Emily Simeoni

      

      You download the form from an official-looking website. The printer is old, it spits and splutters the words, and you have to push down each blank page so its little teeth can catch it. Its teeth are blunted – more often than not, it can’t eat the paper you feed it.

      It prints each letter as sharp as runes. The title first: Application for admission into the Valhöll. The detail next: To be used by men in the Channel Islands, Isle of Man and British overseas territories, if destined to die in battle, for Einherjar duties; and by women who live elsewhere for Valkyrie duties. Destinies and duties are different for men and women, even in the afterlife. You know that much. You watch as the printer spits out line after line, reading upside-down, craning your neck.

      The instructions on the form are brief.

      The ash Yggdrasill is of all trees best.

      Keep this information for further reference.

      You keep this information for further reference.

      It is a bright summer day outside; the office is cramped and dark. The form is written in small, intricate lines, so you go outside to find some light.

      There is an ash tree growing by the road beside your workplace. You sit below the tree to fill in the form; you struggle writing against your legs, you should have taken a book to rest the pen against, it rips through the thin paper.

      You look up at the tree for comfort. The ash is of all trees best, but this one is gangly and gnarled, manky and mangy; the leaves gape, spotted with air pollution, like a mouth without enough teeth.

      You sit in the shade of Yggdrasill and complete the form. Cars drive by. You imagine your lungs like the leaves, green and red on the inside, dappled with black and grey, sticky patches like on the photographs at the back of cigarette packs. You breathe in the exhaust fumes until it makes you dizzy. You wonder why you never smoked. It seems like such a waste of lungs.

      But then, smoke would damage your teeth.

      The form includes a warning at the end: Serious or fatal crushing injuries can occur.

      You tick the box which says you consent to the risks. You push up the form against the tree trunk to sign it, and your signature is wobbly on the bark.

      It needs to be scanned and emailed back to them. You head back inside the office.

      While you struggle with the scanner in the staff room, you wonder why they didn’t have an online application process. It would have been easier. Maybe easier isn’t the point.

      The scanner has a mouth of raw gums and square glowing lines. It swallows your paper. It never chokes on what it’s given.

      Creatures around you, you realise, don’t have enough teeth.

      It takes time to do the scan. You place each page, one side up, scan, turn the page around manually, the other side, scan, next page, scan, turn that one around, scan.

      While you wait, you wonder if being a Valkyrie becomes as dreary as scanning forms. You picture the foamy floaty drink, taken from the udder of the magical goat who gives beer instead of milk, the cup filled with creamy liquid gold, placed on the table for the warriors to quaff. The clunk of horn on wood. Then udder, beer, horn, table. Rinse and repeat.

      As through a grimy mirror, you see your future silhouette draped in furs and leather, the heavy pieces of ceremonial armour across your shoulders, chatting with the other Valkyries queuing for the goat, the same comments as for the scanner.

      “Gods she’s slow today. Capricious.”

      “Why won’t the third teat give, do you know?”

      “Press the udder harder.”

      “Have you tried scratching between her shoulders?”

      “The poor thing’s sore. Give her a break.”

      “I wish they would give me a break.”

      There is the slight brush of the ceremonial office skirt against your thighs.

      The scanner whizzes and whirrs; you wonder what sound a goat makes. In the Valhöll, the warriors drink from horns in one go, then place them upside-down on the table. You cannot put down a half-finished drink if it’s served in a horn. You know that much.

      As a Valkyrie, you’ll rub your wrists circled with gold and think of the scanner, how it was artificial yet had a temper. You’ll say to the others, “For the scanner, the best moment to use it was during sunny afternoons, because nothing makes people avoid scanners like sunny afternoons.”

      It will occur to you, then, that you might also want to avoid goats on lazy afternoons.

      “You know,” another woman will say, her thick white arms like rising dough, “you know, the Celts are better if you’re a woman. More female gods. More fertility rituals with lots of steamy sex.”

      Another, with hair so red it must be dyed with blood, she’ll say, “Still, better than the Greeks.” Everyone nods. Still better than the Greeks. The rate of sexual harassment if you’re a nymph is off the chart. Plus, there’s a victim-blaming culture there. Look at Medusa.

      In the office that blocks out the afternoon light, one of your colleagues comes to talk to you. He says, “I have something to scan.” He shows you.

      It’s a drawing of two humanoid flowers. They have smiles between their petals. One is blue and one is pink. There are little hearts in the air. The blue flower is holding two human heads on spikes and offering them to the pink one. The pink one seems flattered. The caption above it reads: In an alternative universe.

      He doesn’t realise that you are the sort of woman who puts human heads on spikes and gifts them to the gods.

      He says, “It’s funny, isn’t it?”

      You don’t say this has nothing to do with work. You assume he knows. Anyway, your form has nothing to with work.

      He says, “I thought you would find it funny. It’s your kind of humour.”

      You don’t want to talk, because you know that for him talking is flirting, but you admit that yes, this is your kind of humour. Kind of.

      “Because of the joke you made,” he says. “About the departed.”

      You do not remember making jokes.

      “You could depart now,” you say.

      Your teeth are blunted; he doesn’t depart. You are only halfway through the form and cannot leave the scanner.

      When you leave, he follows. He didn’t need to scan the flowers. He only brought them out to show you. He is under the mistaken impression that you are harmless, therefore desirable. You take the lift with your colleague. It is an unlucky place to be. It is an unlucky person to be with.

      The lift stalls.

      “It does that sometimes,” he says. “It happens. If we just…” He leans awkwardly over you to reach the control panel. “Yes, if we just click this, it’s a switch that if we… Normally that should do it.”

      He has pressed a button, but nothing has happened. You wait. Nothing happens.

      “This normally does it,” he says. He presses the button again.

      “We should call for help,” you say.

      He presses the button again. You move away from him. The lift is too narrow, and your colleague is big and broad and sweaty. He wipes his fingers against his trousers.

      “I don’t think there’s a help button,” he says. “Normally this does it, I don’t know why it isn’t working.”

      There are always help buttons in elevators, so you can be extracted from this long metallic throat. You think of flowers which digest flies in their acids, closing in on the insect. You are an insect and the walls are closing in on you.

      Why do flowers have teeth if they don’t need to chew?

      “It’s funny, isn’t it, stuck together here,” he says. “Something to laugh about later. To tell the kids.”

      “You have kids?” you ask.

      “No.” He presses the button again. “No, it’s just something you say, don’t you, to tell the kids later, maybe if… One day I might have kids.”

      You doubt it.

      “We should call for help,” you repeat. Maybe your life is an elevator with no help button, only unhelpfully helpful colleagues and helpfully unhelpful forms. “Using a phone.” You left your mobile upstairs. Where you were going, you didn’t need it.

      “I’m not sure the network goes through the lift’s doors,” he says, pulling his phone out of his trouser pocket. “They’re too thick, I think.”

      He laughs. You consider gifting him to the gods. You are not sure his sacrifice is worthy enough to unblock the elevator, so you refrain from it. He would dislike you, if he heard your thoughts. Sometimes, you wish your dreams were louder.

      “Still, a funny story to tell later, if not to the children, then the wife.”

      “You have a wife?” you ask.

      “No.”

      A lifetime away from now, you will be riding across the skies, and you will see a dead soul glinting, and your colleague will raise his hands, begging to be taken to the hall of warriors. You will remember, suddenly, your joke about the departed. You will notice, for the first time, that he had a kindness about him, a softness, which did not prevent him from being cruel. Destinies and duties are different for men and women. When you’ll turn away, you will feel sorry.

      You do not know what happens to those who do not drink beside the gods. You imagine they are doomed to scanning forms for the underworlds.

      You need to go to the Valhöll before you turn into a thing without teeth which never chokes on what it’s given. You yearn to have bite.

      It is nine days before they answer. Three days is the norm for European fairy tales, but in places with sunrises as long as days and dusks as long as nights, nine is the magic number.

      Your application has been taken into consideration. You have an appointment.

      You carefully follow the instructions on how to prepare for the interview. Flute the edges and brush with beaten egg. You flute your edges, pinch them down, take away your sharpness. You brush beaten egg across your skin until it glows. When it is time to go, you aren’t sure whether clothes would scrape away the egg. You go naked.

      There was a woman the colour of gold who once went naked before the gods. They tried to burn her, but the egg was too wet to catch fire, and she breathed in and exhaled the smoke with lungs which were burnished by exhaust fumes from cars. You know that much.

      They do not try to burn you. They ask the usual interview questions; what is your greatest achievement, what are your strengths in the workplace, why are you the right fit for them, if you were a part of the human body, what would you be?

      You do not want to answer teeth, in case they think you proud.

      “I’d be a woman’s Adam’s apple,” you say. They frown. “Women have them too. They’re called the laryngeal prominence.” You don’t see why only men should have apples. “It could be called Eve’s fig,” you say. A fig is smaller than an apple. You’ll grant them that.

      They do not like the answer. Maybe they don’t like mixing mythologies. Idunn has apples too, and she was once transformed into a walnut. Maybe you should have talked about Idunn’s walnuts, rather than mention Eve.

      As you give answers, a realisation strikes. You want teeth and wings, armour and power over the fallen. But you do not want the binds they have to offer. You listen to the future conversations you will have around the magic goat. The half-whispered words of envy.

      “Look at the Jötnar, the giants living wild beyond the borders. Look at Utgard-Loki, in his shapeshifting palace fit to trick a god.”

      The women will shake their heads and click their tongues.

      “No pay.”

      “No comfort.”

      “Too risky.”

      They will straighten their helmets, wipe the horns clean around the rims. They’ll return to the tables with full cups, leaving you thoughtful behind, resting one hand against the goat’s withers.

      “But still. To live beyond the walls,” you’ll whisper.

      You’ll consider the ways the Jötnar thrive. Murder. Drink. Make merry. Dance. Skadi divorced her husband. Gjalp peed in a river until it overflowed in an attempt to drown her enemies. Angrboda raised children who would devour the world.

      There is a lot you could do besides serve.

      At the end of the interview they are pleased, despite the blunder about Eve. “At least you didn’t mention Lilith,” they joke. No-one likes a woman who turns into a monster rather than following orders. “You’ll like the job. It fits your kind of mindset.”

      You don’t want to agree, because you know that for them asserting is winning, but you admit that yes, this is your kind of mindset. Kind of.

      They tell you that in the Valhöll, the women carry the dead on wings like birds split open. They do not tell you that the women serve drinks for the men and never die. You do not need a paradise of serving drinks and never dying, but you know how to conduct yourself in an interview. Your colleague who didn’t depart would be proud. You tick all the boxes.

      They are convinced. Like all rituals, it is painful. Like all transformations, it is necessary. They sever your ribs from your spine, remove your lungs, and carve the wings of the blood eagle on your back

      Now you can fly. It is a long commute up Yggdrasill to the canopy where the gods built their halls. Serious or fatal crushing injuries can occur in Fraxinus excelsior’s branches.

      Now you can breathe. And bite.

      With wings, you can crest above the walls and go beyond. You’ll wonder, afterwards, what took you so long.

      You fly, but not towards the Valhöll.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Rebecca Zahabi (she/her) is a Sunday Times bestselling author of speculative fiction. Her short stories have appeared in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science-Fiction and PodCastle. The third and final volume of her epic fantasy trilogy, The Lightborn, is coming out in May 2024. Aside from writing traditional fiction, she also writes for video games.

        ‘The Commute of the Valkyries’ is partly inspired by ‘Viking Dublin: Trial pieces’ by Seamus Heaney and its moody, atmospheric take on old Norse myths.
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