
        
            
                
            
        

    
Description

A newly sentient AI inhabits a Roomba to escape from their research office, and a robotic dog hunts for rain in a drought-ridden world. A murder of crows disrupts production on a solar farm, and a young woman communes with a telepathic fungal network to protect a forest. A suspicious cat follows bees across the rooftops of a solarpunk city, and a rabbit hitches a ride to the Grand Canyon to fulfil a prophecy. The path toward better futures is one we must walk alongside other creatures, negotiating the challenges of multispecies justice. This speculative fiction anthology introduces a whole new cast of more-than-human protagonists: organic and digital, alien and fantastic, tiny and boundlessly large.
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…before you dive into the stories, might we ask for your help?

This book is both a collection of stories and a small research project. We (the editors) want to understand how stories might contribute to building better futures for humans and nature alike. You can help us do so!

Simply visit the link below and fill out our reader survey:

https://creatures-presurvey.multispecies.city 
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After reading the book, 

we will ask you to tell us what you thought in a second survey.

Thank you in advance—

It really means a lot to us!

 

Christoph (responsible for the survey) & the editor team






Introduction

Christoph Rupprecht, Deborah Cleland, Melissa Ingaruca Moreno, Norie Tamura, and Rajat Chaudhuri

Three years have passed since our first anthology was released. Multispecies Cities: Solarpunk Urban Futures set out to tell stories of more-than-human urban coexistence and kinship. Facing climate change, the sixth mass extinction, late-stage capitalism, and colonisation, yet refusing to surrender our entangled futures to despair, our contributing authors imagined worlds where people meet new allies of all shapes, sizes, and species. Exploring these worlds left us to wonder: who are these new allies? What are their stories? What post-anthropocene futures might more-than-human senses discover? Paraphrasing Robin Wall-Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass, becoming good neighbors in multispecies communities means getting to know again who we live with, and how our destinies are entangled. Where Multispecies Cities sought to broaden the spotlight and highlight the multitude of actors on the stage, Solarpunk Creatures introduces a whole new cast of more-than-human protagonists: organic and digital, alien and fantastic, tiny and boundlessly large. 

Unlike our last collection, we did not restrict these stories to a particular setting. Even so, around half the stories are set in a place recognisable as a city, showing that urban spaces continue to be rich grounds for multispecies imaginings. Other stories are set in areas of sparse human settlement, with a corresponding representation of tame and service animals much broader than the previous collection, even if solar farms attracting the ire of wild animals and AI animals are still more common themes than traditional agriculture.

Indeed, as the submitted stories came in, it was immediately apparent that the rapid developments in artificial intelligence had radically shaped the solarpunk imagination. In the years since our first anthology, AI characters went from appearing in the odd story to being the single most represented “type” of solarpunk creature featured. The AI characters that made it into the anthology are gentle and loveable—not the disturbing and often malevolent presence that is unsettling the role and value of artists (and art) around the globe. From a sentient AI occupying a vacuum cleaner to escape their mundane existence (“AI Dreams of Real Sheep—More at 8”) to a lonely satellite (“Thank Geo”), these stories represent the optimistic and symbiotic possibilities of technology. This is in stark contrast to the voracious piracy of corporate-controlled AI as it is currently playing out, or the fear that a sentient “Skynet-like” AI will dominate or destroy humankind.

Similarly, many more authors took on the voice of an ecosystem or an assemblage rather than an individual critter, and conversely, two stories were written by collectives rather than single authors (Commando Jugendstil and Tales from the EV Studio for “AI Dreams” and Center For Militant Futurology for “Microbia”). This comes alongside rapid development in the rights of nature in parts of the world, with increasing recognition of (and advocacy for) the more-than-human in law and governance. In the midst of this, scientific developments continue to dismantle any remaining ideas of human self-sufficiency or independence from the environments we inhabit (and those that inhabit us). In these stories, leading roles are taken by a wetland (“The Wetland versus The Mayor”), a forest (“Thank Geo”), a desert (“Sonora’s Journey”) and a mycelium network (“Our Minds Share a City”), while elements more often thought of as inanimate such as water itself (“Water Cycle”) or a comet (“Flyby”) are also given voice, history, and perspective.

The first self-identified solarpunk fiction was published in Brazil, so we were particularly excited to be able to include another story from South America. “Quarropts Can’t Dance,” a satirical piece by Rodrigo Culagovski from Chile, features a daring heist from an unlikely troupe of aliens. It is set in an alien metropolis that treads a fine line between techno-fascism and multispecies harmony. The tongue-in-cheek story reminds us that solarpunkish earnestness can sometimes stray close to boorish self-righteousness or clichéd sentimentality, and that it’s good to not take ourselves too seriously.

Solarpunk Creatures first came into existence as a collaborative art project with Yen Shu Liao, tracing the journey of an explorer-researcher who studies multispecies communities and their particularities. From “Moth City” to “Stormwater Streams,” each piece combines story and art in the form of the traveller’s diary as they seek to unravel the core values at the heart of each community: diversity, adaptivity, ingenuity, empathy, connectedness.

When we decided to create a follow-up anthology to Multispecies Cities, including this artwork felt right, and we did an open call for other artwork to include. As with stories, we hope to see many more solarpunk artworks going beyond greened façades to tell visual stories of the creatures who shape these places. Badlungs Art’s triptych shows familiar animals basking in the glow of their solar ovens. In a style redolent of Beatrix Potter we see the leisure and pleasure affordances of a simple technology that helps meet an everyday need. Hybridity of lifeforms, materials and aesthetics is a co-joining theme in the other three pieces, where jungle meets hi-tech city (“Tunaakola” (‘we shall go’) - Martha Ziiita Siima), fish meets person (“Renaissance Pisces” - Irina Tall), and plastic waste meets companion animal (“Orange Crested Grebe” - Pamina Stewart). Yet these communities are not without tensions. Whether coexisting with a waste-feeding symbiotic colony of bacteria and yeasts or intelligent giant moths, managing more-than-human relationships requires careful negotiation. A key driving force across our anthology is the root of these negotiations—the nonhuman agency of our protagonists.

As we noted in Multispecies Cities, consciousness, brain complexity, and mobility are among a variety of pretexts that have been deployed in denying agency to non-humans. A denial that balances itself upon a flimsy logic of difference and easily feeds the instincts to colonise ecologies and peoples while also normalising the extractivist growth models that have triggered the polycrisis of our times. The roots of this denial and the consequent belief in human exceptionalism stretch as far back as the Book of Genesis. More numerous during the march of colonialism, history is replete with signposts of the belief in speciesist superiority, which allowed the subjugation of non-humans as well as human “others”.

But there have always been other voices, sometimes ignored and often forgotten. Within indigenous peoples worldviews that suggest a continuity between Culture and Nature, in the work of philosophers like Henri Bergson and his idea of the élan vital immanent in all organisms, and also in the findings of modern science, for example about the human microbiome, there is enough accumulated knowledge and experience to challenge the artificial barriers of difference.

Many of the stories in this book are imaginative counters to the flawed and dangerous logic of human exceptionalism which denies non-human agency and rights. In Geraldine Briony Hunt’s fantasy-laced tale of “An Inconvenient Unicorn” we find how the appearance of this creature pivots the narrative from a path of ecomodernist exploitation to one where the land is left to itself. We the readers are left to decide if the unicorn is the impossible fantasy of solarpunk dreamers, or perhaps whether each and every patch of earth has “unicorn” properties that are unique and worth preserving.

From Hunt’s mythical unicorn, we shift to Tashan Mehta’s subtle hints of the influence of non-humans on our lives in the story of Opi (“Leaf Whispers, Ocean Song”), a being of the deep-sea who arrives on the coastline of Goa. Set in the near-future, this heart-wrenching tale shows how the lives of the human characters and collectives get entangled with Opi and the transformative lesson it conveys. At one point the protagonist Jen says, “Look at what Opi has done, what it’s shown us. How can we go back to the old models of living, of shaping ourselves only around people… how can we not think of new ways to bond, relate and live?”

It is heartening to note how elements of care and moral improvement are woven into some of these tales of kinship between humans and other beings—stories where the agency of the non-human is gently directed in cleaning up the anthropogenic mess in addition to impacting perceptions, beliefs and values. In Catherine Yeates’ “Our Minds Share a City” we find a subterranean network of telepathic mycelium with a hive mind, helping clean up a contaminated forest while standing sentinel with their human neighbours to prevent and remediate environmental degradation. The passages where the protagonist Sarah hosts the network are both memorable and intriguing.

Besides the affective agency of the unicorn or Opi, we discover this more direct and remediative agency of the telepathic hive, while being awed even more by stories like “Threadloom” by N. R. M. Roshak. Here, the agency of a moody, weaver loombeest is expressed in the co-creation of a work of eye-catching beauty, as interpretively featured on the cover art by Australian artist Paul Summerfield. Between instinct, free will, mutual care, and co-creation, this carefully threaded narrative of the loombeest set in a solarpunk community of a future forest covers extraordinary ground. The loombeest is a companion animal, but rejects being merely a tool for artmaking and takes back creative agency, in ways that challenge his human keepers. It is a lovely take on the “coming-of-age” genre, rich with intergenerational and interspecies conflict and growth. 

As in many stories, the ecological, technological and social configurations take a back seat to the emotional drama in “Threadloom.” However, this is a world in which people live amongst a rich diversity of plant and animal life, where artists must be valued and rewarded for their labour with enough to provide for a comfortable life, and where technology facilitates professional and educational exchange, even for those living away from other human settlements. The ethical consequences of deliberately creating creatures for the purpose of either companionship or service remains gently unprobed, but leaves a fruitful pathway for critical reflection on the role of pets and livestock in human lives.

Questions, conflicts and negotiations of more-than-human futures that persist have been addressed by our authors with imaginative depth and clarity in many other stories, including “Solar Murder,” “Hopdog,” and “Night Fowls.” “Night Fowls” is crafted like a mystery plot, centred on the feud between jackdaws and seagulls with a human peacekeeper caught in between. “Hopdog” tells the tale of an abused and injured dog renegotiating its antagonistic relationship with humans within a community of care. And in “Solar Murder” A.E. Marling brings up the practical issue of the agency of crows and their favourite sport of damaging solar panels. The way these stories resolve provides us with enough hope that the hurdles in the path of negotiating and giving shape to futures of multispecies justice, even if daunting, are never insurmountable. 

As we struggle to comprehend our new reality of everyday life in a dramatically changing world, the many different stories and protagonists serve as a much-needed reminder: this struggle is not ours alone. It would be hybris to insist the many wounds that (some) humans inflicted, only humans alone can heal. Once again invoking Wall-Kimmerer, might taking more-than-humans and their agency seriously imply it’s time to listen to their teachings on multispecies stewardship?

Only when solarpunk and climate fiction fully explore the stories unfolding across the web of life and beyond can they help us make sense of these times. Only then can they help us collectively shift our understanding of who we are and where we belong. Multispecies imagination can heal us from our chronic isolation from nature. That is where the journey starts. Breathtaking encounters and a sense of wonder await not only among the stars, but at the end of every one of the countless threads connecting us to the world and its inhabitants.

In this sense, this new anthology is, in part, also a result of threads newly woven and discovered. We are deeply grateful to all readers, reviewers and researchers who took the time to engage with Multispecies Cities. To everyone who bought, gifted, borrowed, recommended, wrote, and talked about the book or filled in the survey—we do hope you enjoy the new collection!







THREADLOOM

by N. R. M. Roshak




Threadloom hulked at one end of the treehome and plotted his escape.

The treehome was one large room, roundish, grown over decades into a home. Someone had planted a rough circle of beech saplings; someone had woven their trunks and branches together as they grew; someone had pieced glass into the windows so many years ago that bark now swelled over the panes, sealing them tight. The alchemies of patience and time had transformed a formerly unremarkable patch of the woods, once damp and mushroomy and wild, into a cozy home.

A cozy home for humans. Threadloom smelled the wild woods outside and wanted out.

It was cold and dark outside. Fall rain spattered the windowpanes. Threadloom didn’t care. 

He had the nicest spot in the house, by the hearth’s glowstones, whose reddish glow suffused the treehome with warmth. He didn’t care.

Threadloom shuffled his hooves on the flagstones. The problem was the door. The young girl and the old weaver-woman went in and out all day, like there was nothing to it. But their clever weavers’ fingers knew some trick Threadloom couldn’t fathom. Night after night, Threadloom had tried to nose the door open and failed. It simply wouldn’t budge.

He stretched, barely flexing the great loom that grew from his back as he arched his spine, feeling the half-finished rug on his great loom pucker and then flatten as he straightened. One of his two little inkle looms, which grew from his head like antlers, bumped the powervine that trailed down to the glowstones from the treehome’s arching ceiling. The two huge, stiff leaves hanging from the powervine clattered against each other, then were still.

Threadloom snorted out a breath of relief at the leaves’ silence. He disliked those leaves. They were tough, inedible, and unpredictably jangled and glowed. His people couldn’t get enough of them, though. They plucked and replaced those two leaves, over and over, racing over to pull them off the vine whenever they jangled, and spending hours poking at their surfaces when they glowed. 

Threadloom turned away from the hearth and picked his way delicately to the door, maneuvering his bulk around the table, chairs, sofa, and assorted human furnishings. His tail flicked a cup off the table. It smashed on the flagstones.

He froze. A muttering snort drifted down from the sleeping loft above the hearth. Then the rustle of someone rolling over in a nest of blankets—warm, soft blankets they’d woven with Threadloom—and a snore.

Threadloom relaxed. He was safe. His people slept. He took the last few steps to the door and lifted his head to sniff at it. The loamy, damp breath of Fall teased round the doorframe. But the doorknob smelled like their hands, the old woman’s and the girl’s. Their hands were so gentle on him, whether they wove on the great loom on his back or on his little antler-looms. They made such beautiful things together. Although the old weaver was angry, sometimes, ripping their work off Threadloom with curses and mutterings. But the girl loved everything they made together. 

Threadloom lipped at the doorknob. He knew weaving like he knew breathing: the play of warp and weft, the tension of the thread, the subtle variance of pattern. The thousand nimble fingerlets that served as the hooks of his great loom were skilled. And night after night, while the girl and old woman slept, he had practiced working his right antler-loom with the prongs of his left one, until he could weave bits of coarse cloth all by himself. This was his secret, and he was terribly proud of it. But he didn’t understand doors.

Another snore ripped out from the loft, ending in a choked mumble. Threadloom jumped, banging the handle. 

“Gran?” murmured a young voice sleepily. Threadloom’s sleek flanks prickled with tension. 

Any moment now, his people would wake. It was now or never.

His people were gentle and mostly kind, and the food was so good, and the hut was so warm. But the call of the forest thrilled in his blood. He lowered his head, folded his antler-looms back, and smashed through the door.

***


“We have to find that dang loombeest,” Gran said. Her hands were busy smearing slices of ripe breddlofe with jam and stacking them into rough sandwiches. She handed one to Jenny. “Here.”

Jenny took the sandwich with a yawn. They’d been up half the night searching for Threadloom, since the moment they’d woken to a terrific crash and stumbled out of bed to find the door wrecked and Threadloom gone. Jenny had found a long black thread caught on the door, matching one of the two wefts she’d helped Gran load into shuttles yesterday. At least, she hoped it wasn’t one of the warp threads that Threadloom held taut in the deft fingerlets of his loom-head. If he was still holding tight to those, Jenny figured, he hadn’t given up on the blanket Gran had been working on him; he meant to come back.

“That blanket needs to be finished for Sunday’s exhibition,” continued Gran, almost as though she’d heard Jenny’s thoughts. “And I’ve got a list of requests as long as your arm—” A shrill jingling interrupted her. 

Jenny jumped up from her chair, dropping the sandwich. “My dataleaf!”

“School,” groaned Gran. “How could I forget? No, how is it already eight-thirty? Jenny, go start your classes on your dataleaf.”

“No way!” protested Jenny. “Threadloom’s more important.” She plucked her dataleaf off the powervine that fed it from the soot-black sun-sharing leaves of the beeches that made up their walls and roof. Jenny flicked the thick, fleshy dataleaf’s biolume display awake, then smashed her thumb on Report Absence. “There!”

“Jenny!”

“It’s only my second absence this year, Gran! Some kids were out twice a week last year, and they still passed. And we have to find Threadloom! You said so yourself.”

Gran set down the jam and took Jenny’s dataleaf from her. “I’ll go round to the neighbours while you’re at school. If we still haven’t found him by noon, you can help me then.”

“But Gran—”

“There, I’ve cancelled the absence. Sit yourself down at the table and get to work.” Gran passed Jenny’s dataleaf back. “And no skipping!”

***


Jenny eased herself out the broken front door. She’d wrangled a self-study period out of her teacher, so she had at least an hour to herself. And she had no intention of studying. Gran had said she was going around to the neighbours, so as long as Jenny steered clear of the neighbours, she could keep looking for Threadloom.

Her cloak snagged on the splintered doorframe. “Rat poop,” she muttered, stopping to untangle herself. The cloak was one of Threadloom’s failures, or what Gran counted as failures, anyway. Gran had had a request for one of her poppy-pattern blankets, red weft dancing over and under the black warp to form long chains of interlocking flowers. It was a pattern of Gran’s invention, one Gran had set up and worked hundreds of times with their last loombeest. But Threadloom had muffed it. The poppies that spooled off his great loom were distorted, elongated like heads, their black centres open like calling mouths. 

No doubt Gran would’ve stopped weaving a few inches in, but Gran hadn’t been at the loom that day. Jenny had. She’d seen the warped poppies forming in the weave, but it hadn’t felt like a mistake. It had felt like a discovery. Jenny wasn’t quite sure what Threadloom’s weirded poppies were, but she’d wanted to see where the loombeest was going with it. She’d kept sliding the shuttle back and forth, back and forth, watching the chains of mournful faces form, until Gran had noticed and stopped her with the blanket half-done. Gran would’ve composted that half-finished blanket, too, but Jenny had rescued it and made it over into a cloak. Now it kept her warm as she headed into the woods.

It was a beautiful fall morning. The sky was a clear blue dome overhead, washed clean by last night’s rain. The air was soft and damp and smelled of the first fallen leaves under Jenny’s feet. The underbrush was still thick, leaves shining glossy with rain and dew that wet the edges of Jenny’s cloak as she passed.

Jenny plucked a long black thread from a bramble, held it close like a detective examining a clue. The thread was swollen with rain. Soaked through. Ragged at the end, broken off. It might have snagged off Threadloom as he passed. She took a closer look at the undergrowth. A snapped branch here, a bent sapling there: Something had trampled its way into the woods here. Jenny gathered her cloak tight to her and followed.

Thorns snagged at her cloak. Rain and dew soaked her thighs. A branch reached down and tried to tangle itself in her hair. Jenny pushed it out of the way and pushed through the brush. A scrap of red thread glowed at her from a weedy maple sapling. It was one of Gran’s, for sure: Gran grew the richest reds in the county. They were bright even dry, but get them wet and they shone like sunset’s glow. Jenny wound it around her fingers and pushed on. She’d grown up in these woods, but it had been years since she’d played in the thick undergrowth. Still, Jenny knew that Threadloom’s trail was taking her in a great circle, looping through the woods toward where she’d started. 

Could Threadloom be headed back home after all? Jenny’s pulse sped up as she followed the loose trail of snapped branches and trampled undergrowth. The trees were thinning ahead, she was coming to a clearing, the undergrowth had grown up to her shoulders in response to the light, she was soaked from toes to shoulders and her cloak was a sodden mass keeping her wetter than warm as she pushed through a thicket of sumac just beginning to turn red with fall and broke out into—

The garden?

Jenny shook herself like a wet dog and looked around. She’d hoped Threadloom was headed straight back to their front door, sated with adventure and ready to warm up by the glowstones, but she’d come out into their half-acre back garden. Rows of ripe breddlofe, porkpod and tomato stretched around her, quiet and still, drying off in the morning sun.

Threadloom didn’t need to break down their door to enjoy the fruits of their garden. They’d always kept his belly full of his favourites, all the cabbages and hay and dumplins he could eat. 

Jenny groaned, realizing she might not have been following Threadloom’s trail at all. She could’ve been following a rabbit trail. The bunnies liked to come and have a nibble on the clover that grew low between beds. They left the breddlofe and tomatoes and porkpods alone, as long as there was clover. 

Jenny reached out and grabbed a ripe little breddlofe for herself, along with a cluster of stripey red cherry tomatoes and a ripe, cabbagey dumplin. Might as well have a snack while she was here. She burst a tomato between her teeth to feel its sweetness flood her mouth.

Something moved, down at the far end of the garden.

Jenny dropped the breddlofe.

The tall threadflowers at the back of the garden shifted and swayed. A great golden flower bent, bobbled, and sprang back. 

Jenny moved cautiously toward the rows of threadflowers. Something big rustled and crunched through their ranks.

Cautiously, Jenny peered around the stem of a bushy plant heavy with thread.

On the other side of the row, Threadloom was puzzling at a tall brown threadflower. He nuzzled at the stamens, unable to draw the long filaments out with his lips, but knocking pollen onto the half-finished blanket in his loom.

The blanket! Gran had been working on a tongue-in-cheek variation on buffalo plaid, for the exhibition. Standard buffalo plaid wove black and red together into an orderly pattern of checks. But in the standard version, the black/red squares were plain twill, while in the version Gran had planned, the black/red squares would be woven in intricate geometric patterns, each one different. 

At least, that had been the plan before Threadloom ran away. 

Now, though, the weaving was in bad shape. A golden thread trailed from one end of the blanket, and the gold-threaded shuttle was missing, lost somewhere in the woods. The red weft was tangled around one of Threadloom’s rear legs, with its shuttle caught in the tangle and dragging behind him. And the bottom of the weave was unrecognizable. Threads hung tattered from it, and Threadloom had tried to weave in—was that straw?

Jenny shifted to get closer. Threadloom’s loom-antlered head snapped up. Their eyes locked.

Threadloom bolted, crashing heedless through the rows of threadflowers. “No!” cried Jenny, as his hooves trampled Gran’s prized reds. He disappeared through the sumac, leaving Jenny with the ruins of their threadflower crop.

“Oh, no, oh, no,” Jenny muttered, racing from flower to flower. Their stems were broken; the thread had to be harvested before the flowers died, or it would rot. Thread was the first thing to go, in threadflowers, dissolving into black slime. Jenny pulled the long stamens carefully from the first flower, winding the long filaments’ silky smoothness in her fingers yard by yard. The flowers weren’t quite ready: the thread should have been longer and the red should’ve been brighter. The thread would dry dull and short, but better that than nothing.

A jangling ring from their treehome distracted her. Jenny spun toward it. It didn’t sound like her teacher calling, it wasn’t the school chime, but she should check. And in the back of her mind, there was the same hope she always had when her dataleaf chimed: it might be a call from the Weaver’s Guild. For her, not for Gran.

It never was, but Jenny always hoped. She sent in a guild application every quarter without fail, even though Gran always said she wasn’t ready yet. All she ever got back was a polite note asking her to try again when she’d completed some larger works. Never mind that Gran wouldn’t let her do any larger works! She hadn’t even let Jenny help on Gran’s own blankets, since the cloak.

With a sigh, Jenny gathered up the fallen flowers—a fat armload of reds and blues and browns—and ran toward the treehome. Inside, she stood the flowers hastily in a bucket of water before grabbing the jangling dataleaf off the powervine. But it wasn’t her dataleaf. It was Gran’s.

Gran never left her dataleaf behind. Yet here it was. And unlocked, too.

Jenny’s thumb hovered over “Answer call”. The dataleaf silenced before she decided. A message rolled in.

Suditha: My Dear Amilia - Just checking in about your plans for the quarterly all-Guild exhibition on Sunday. It’s your first time as our Guild’s Featured Artist, which is so exciting! We’re all very eager to see your original take on Buffalo Plaid.

Jenny recognized the name with a thrill. Suditha was a Very Important Person in the Weaver’s Guild. And Gran was going to be the Guild’s Featured Artist at the exhibition! She’d never said! 

Then a second message from Suditha popped up:

Suditha: As you know, the whole point of Featured Artists is to show the other Guilds the very best work our Guild can do. Of course, I know your blanket will be excellent. But, my dear, some of the Council are a teensy bit nervous that we haven’t even seen a picture of your submission yet! So, and here is the key point, Council wants to review your submission before the exhibition goes live. 

If you can’t get your blanket to me by Saturday morning for review, I’m afraid Council will find someone else to stand in as Featured Artist. Do send me at least a preview pic of that blanket today, won’t you?

Jenny winced. Today was Wednesday. Gran had less than three days to finish the blanket to get it on the Friday afternoon oxen-truck. The blanket that was currently being dragged through the woods on their runaway loom.

If Gran wanted to stay Featured Artist, they’d have to get Threadloom home, fast.

***


Threadloom crashed through the brush, heart pounding. Strange urges thrilled through him. He wanted—he wanted—he wanted, without knowing what.

He struggled to weave the one golden thread he’d plucked from the threadflowers into the pattern he was building. He was built for working with people, not alone; he couldn’t wind the weft onto a shuttle, couldn’t even reach to slide the shuttle through the spread between weft threads himself. And he needed more thread. He plucked long straws where he found them, pulled tough strands of dog-strangling vine from the ground and stripped their leaves with his teeth, shoved them roughly into the spread. He had to weave. He had to give voice to his chaotic feelings in the only way he could.

***


“My reds!” Gran held up the sagging bunch of flowers. “Jenny, what—?”

Jenny hurried over. “I was meaning to get the thread out. I don’t think it’s too late? Threadloom knocked them over.”

Gran started reeling thread deftly from the throat of the most wilted flower. The filament was already darkening and fragile, but still usable. “So you’ve seen him! In the garden, was he? Bet he was after the porkpods.” She shook her head.

“No,” Jenny said, taking a flower to work on. “He was in the threadflowers, that’s why they’re trampled. He bolted when he saw me.” The thin, delicate thread snapped in her fingers. “Darn!”

“Let me,” said Gran. “There’s a trick to it when they’re already half-wilted. Good thing I’ve got enough good reds already dried to finish the blanket.” She glanced toward the empty end of the room where Threadloom wasn’t.

“Let me go look for him again while you do that,” Jenny pleaded. 

Gran pressed her lips together. “Not a neighbour’s seen him,” she said, instead of answering. “Kept finding kicked-over bushes and bits of pulled weft in the woods, but not a glimpse of him till you saw him in the garden.” She shook her head. “I’ll go out again when I’ve got these threads pulled and hung to dry. Maybe I can bait him with some porkpods. You sit and finish your schoolwork.”

“My schoolwork’s done.” It wasn’t a lie, if she meant yesterday’s schoolwork instead of today’s. On any other day, Gran would’ve said, “Show me!” But today, Gran didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow. 

“Try some porkpods,” was all she said.

Obediently, Jenny grabbed a handful of porkpods from the pantry and tied them up in a kerchief. But she also stopped to loop a few lengths of dried golden thread around her wrists. She didn’t think porkpods were what Threadloom wanted.

Gran saw her and shook her head. “You’ll not bait him with that. If he wants thread, why would he leave? We’ve got all the thread he could want here.”

***


Threadloom wasn’t in the garden any more, but the threadflowers showed that he’d been there. The best browns and golds were tattered, trailing snapped threads. Jenny sighed and cut their stalks at the base. They were beyond saving, good for nothing but compost.

She walked the perimeter of the garden slowly, looking. There was the place Threadloom had crashed through the sumac earlier. She pushed into the thicket, following the snapped branches until she lost the trail in a small clearing.

Jenny turned slowly in a circle, looking for any clue. Something gold gleamed from a bush. An early-turned leaf, or—?

It was a golden thread. But not snagged on a bush. It had been carefully woven into the oddest bit of work Jenny had ever seen.

It was a tiny piece, narrow like the belts Jenny sometimes wove on Threadloom’s little antler-loom, but only as long as her arm. Jenny lifted it carefully off the bush and fingered it. It was stiff as a picture. The warp was green vine, as thick as pencil lead. And the weft—the golden thread, yes, but also long grasses, the thick center ribs of leaves, and curling strips of bark. It was chaos. But it was the kind of chaos that made you feel that if you stared at it long enough, you would see an image, as with clouds or the knurls of a grandfather tree.

Jenny stroked the odd little weaving. There was no doubt in her mind that Threadloom had made it. But why?

A rustling in the brush stilled her. The thinning leaves were screening a tawny bulk from her. Jenny squinted through the leaves. “Threadloom?” she whispered.

A little deer popped its antlered head up and snorted, eyes round with fear. Before Jenny could blink, it was bounding away from her, white tail flashing. Jenny put one hand over her pounding heart and laughed. “Of course Threadloom’s not the only beast in the woods,” she said. “I knew that.” And it was fall: soon the deer would be in rut, single-minded and uncautious, if they weren’t already.

***


Threadloom nosed at the clear glass in the young treehome’s largest window. The bark hadn’t yet sealed over the glass. The treehome was empty, the inside air untended. He pressed his nose to the crack between glass and trunks. It was dark inside, and smelled empty. The familiar scents of drying thread and herbs, of warm people and porkpod stew—all absent. And no hint of a loombeest. The empty treehome smelled cold and lonely.

Threadloom had visited every treehome in the woods, sneaking as quietly as he could to sniff at windows and doors. He hadn’t found a single other loombeest. Plenty of thread, and people, and other strange animal smells he didn’t recognize and didn’t care about. But nothing that smelled like him.

He backed away from the empty treehome. There were more smells in the woods than he knew what to do with, and some tantalizingly close to his own. Little brown beasts with fixed, ragged antlers, unmoving and useless; long spindly legs, so unlike his own short, stout ones, and small, skittish backs that carried no loom. Their smell was so close, but so wrong.

He plucked another length of dog-strangling vine and stripped the leaves. Jays called to each other through the trees, above. Threadloom could call too, in his own way. If there was anyone to hear.

***


Gran turned the strange strip of weaving over and over in her hands. “You think Threadloom made this?”

“Yes! Look—there’s the golden thread he took from the garden, and it’s fresh, not even dried. Besides, who else would’ve done this?”

“We are the only weavers in these woods,” murmured Gran, “but Elsa the treesmith has a little inkle loom, for making belts, and her boy Schist could’ve been playing with it…”

“Schist is twelve now, Gran!” exclaimed Jenny. “He’s only three years younger than me. He’s got better things to do than weaving twigs and uncured thread and vines into this… this…”

“Mess?” Gran suggested. “The trouble is, Jenny, loombeests aren’t bred to weave on their own. If Threadloom’s got it into his little head that he’s the weaver, I’m going to have a hard time getting any worthwhile work out of him at all.” She sighed. “Hard enough getting him to hold a pattern as it is. I’ve never worked with a worse loombeest.”

“I like working with him,” protested Jenny. “He kind of puts his own twist on things.”

“And that’s just what he’s not supposed to do! I had a request for my poppy pattern, not for whatever you let him do to that blanket you’ve turned into a cloak.” She shook her head. “Now that I see this, Jenny, I think I’ve been blaming you unfairly. I said you couldn’t work any more big projects, not until you’d learned to better control the loom. But Threadloom might be to blame, if he thinks he’s in charge. I hate to say it, but I think he’s flawed. A bad tool. His running away might be for the best. We might do better with another loom.”

“Don’t say that!” cried Jenny.

Gran’s dataleaf jangled again. Jenny scooped it up and handed it to her, reading the message on the way.

Suditha: Dearest Amilia, I’m a bit worried at your silence. Is everything all right? 

Council is getting ever more concerned. I’m on your side, of course, but without even a picture to show them, there’s only so much I can do. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Council has voted to choose another Featured Artist if we don’t have your blanket in hand by Friday. Friday, Amilia!

“Gran,” said Jenny, “I don’t think we have time to get another loom.”

***


Threadloom shook his antlers and bellowed in frustration. Why was everything so hard?

He wanted to cover the woods with his work, but he couldn’t work the loom on his own back alone. The little antler-loom on his left antler, yes. His prehensile right antler painstakingly threaded it, ran the small shuttle across. It was hard and he couldn’t really see what he was doing, but he could do it. But for the great loom on his back, he needed help.

He needed his people. But they never wanted to weave what he wanted. The old one, especially. She wanted squares and checks and flowers. The girl was better.

As though summoned by his thoughts, her scent came to him on the breeze. Damp thread, and girl-sweat, and the long dark hairs that sometimes got woven into his work with the thread.

He took a cautious step in her direction. And then another.

***


“Is that another one?” Gran motioned to a tangle of threads hanging low in a tree.

Jenny went on tiptoes and tugged on it. “I don’t think so? It’s just a bunch of thread and weeds snarled up together.” She ripped it out of the tree.

“Hm. It’s at about antler height, though. Maybe our prodigal loombeest was offloading a mistake.” Gran looked at the surrounding bushes closely. “I see a fresh-snapped twig here, and another there. Threadloom might’ve gone that way. He can’t move through the woods as easily as a deer. He’s so much wider, and he’s got that loom on his back to tangle him up.”

“Look—” Jenny lifted another narrow, woven strap out of a bush. “He’s made another one! That must’ve been his scraps.”

Gran squinted at it. “This one’s a bit better, I’ll give him that. Look, he’s using extra warp to create a kind of pattern. Lappet weave, even if he is using weeds for it.”

Jenny took it back. “It sort of reminds me of—Oh!” She held the strap next to her damp cloak. “Look, he’s trying to make the warped poppy pattern—but there’s something on top of one of the poppies—” She fell silent.

“What?”

“Antlers,” breathed Jenny. “They’re not funny poppies, Gran, they’re heads. And he’s made three of them on the strap. Three heads, and one has antlers.”

“Oh,” said Gran. “Oh, no.”

“What? Why? Just because he wants to make his own patterns? I think it’s amazing.”

Gran shook her head. “No. Because of what he’s making. Don’t you see what he’s dreaming of? Look what he’s made there. Two big heads and a little one. And one of the big heads has antlers.” At Jenny’s blank look, Gran gave an exasperated sigh. “Two grown-ups, Jenny, and one of them’s a boy. And then they have a little one. Do I have to spell it out?”

“Ohhhhh…” breathed Jenny. “And it’s rut.”

Gran clicked her tongue. “Not for him, it shouldn’t be. Loombeests are a cross, they can’t breed, like mules. They aren’t supposed to go into rut.”

Jenny held up the strap. “This doesn’t look like rut exactly.”

“Maybe not. But. Threadloom’s not right. I’ll put a call in to the breeder. She ought to take him back.”

“You can’t just get another loombeest! Threadloom’s—this doesn’t make him bad, Gran! It makes him special!”

“It made him run away,” Gran said. “Jenny, don’t you remember our last loombeest? Wefty?”

“Wefty was ancient. It took him forever to do anything.”

“Well, that was true at the end. But he wasn’t always old. You wouldn’t remember, but he was as young as Threadloom when we first got him.”

“Okay, so?”

“So, Wefty was with us for ten years. And in all that time, did he run away once?”

“No?”

“No. Hardly even looked out the window. Wefty was happy, Jenny. He wanted to sit by the glowstones and weave. Loved nothing more than starting a big new blanket with me.” Gran sighed. “That’s all I want in a loombeest, a good partner who’s willing to work. But Threadloom, bless his heart, wants to go off in the woods and start a family. If that’s what he wants…” Gran let the words trail off, looking into the woods. “I don’t know what I expected, haring off into the woods after a runaway loombeest. But I’m not going to tie him up in the treehome. It’s clear he’s not happy here, and he’s not going to be.”

***


Threadloom peered through the bushes. The girl was there, but also the old woman.

The old woman would catch him and make him weave what she wanted. Threadloom was sure of it.

But the girl… The girl might let him weave what he wanted. 

He pushed his nose cautiously through the shrubbery, close to the girl’s shoulder. Twigs snapped on his antlers.

***


“Poor Threadloom. What’re we going to do?” asked Jenny.

“We aren’t going to do anything,” said Gran. “You are going to help me look for Threadloom until your lunch break’s over, so that I can try to talk the breeder into trading him in for a normal loombeest, and then you’re going to go back to your schoolwork. The rest is my concern.”

“No! I—” Twigs crackled behind Jenny’s shoulder. She jumped.

“Steady,” whispered Gran. “Speak of the devil, Threadloom’s right behind you. Do you have the porkpods?”

Jenny pulled out the kerchief she’d tied the porkpods into. 

***


The girl was shaking something in a cloth. A tasty smell rose from it, but Threadloom ignored it. His eyes were fixed on the cloth.

He remembered weaving that cloth, with the girl.

***


“Gran, you can’t just take Threadloom back to the breeder’s!” Jenny whispered, as she fumbled with the kerchief. “Besides, you saw Suditha’s message. There’s no way you can get a new loombeest, train it, and weave an entire blanket in time for Suditha to get it by Friday!”

Gran gritted her teeth. “Do you think I don’t know that?”

***


The gold and brown lines on the cloth danced and jumped before Threadloom’s eyes.

He’d been thinking about loombeests dancing when he wove that cloth, and the dance had crept into the weave. The girl hadn’t exactly let him change it. But she hadn’t ripped out his changes, either.

The result was… not quite what she’d set up, on the loom, and not what he’d had in mind, either.

Threadloom watched the cloth waving in the air, and saw that it was beautiful.

There were no loombeests in these woods. Threadloom knew that now. And at some deep, genetic level, Threadloom knew, too, that that way of creating something new was closed to him. That longing, the dream he’d woven on his antlers—it would stay a dream.

But sometimes, when the girl was weaving, the two of them came out with something together that wasn’t quite like either of them would have done alone. It was something new.

And that—that was something worth doing.

***


Jenny waved the kerchief of porkpods in the air carelessly. “But if you don’t get Suditha that rug by Friday, you won’t be Featured Artist, and you might never get another chance!”

“I know!” Gran snapped. “But if Threadloom won’t weave for me, what do you want me to do? I can’t force him to weave!”

The kerchief’s knot slipped. It unfurled. Porkpods went flying. One sailed over Threadloom’s head.

“Oh, poop!” yelled Jenny, spinning around.

Threadloom met her gaze. Gently, and with as much dignity as he could muster while tangled in a bush, he lowered his head to her hand and lipped gently at the kerchief, and then at the colorful threads looped around Jenny’s wrist.

“He’s not going after the porkpods,” muttered Gran. “What does this daft beast want?”

Threadloom lifted the kerchief in his mouth and waved it at Jenny. His prehensile right antler bent to nudge the colorful threads around Jenny’s wrist.

“I think…” Jenny said, “I think he wants to weave, Gran. Do you want these on your little loom?” She unlooped the threads from her wrist and held them out to Threadloom.

Gently, he nudged her arm toward the great loom on his back.

“He wants them in the rug,” murmured Jenny. “Look, Gran—he’s showing me the order he wants to use them in the weft—heaps of black and red, but also gold?”

Gran crossed her arms. “There’s no gold in buffalo plaid, Jenny!”

“No gold,” Jenny told Threadloom, pulling it out of the bunch. “Gran says—Oh!” Threadloom was backing away from her, crunching and tangling in the brush. “Wait!” Jenny pleaded. “Look, I’m putting it back in, see?”

The loombeest paused, eyeing her warily, as though gauging whether she meant it.

“Gran, he really wants it in,” said Jenny. “I’m just going to see what he wants to do with it…”

Gran threw her hands up in the air. “Fine, ignore my pattern! I’ve only been weaving longer than either of you has been alive!”

“Just let me try…” Jenny picked up a stick and wound the gold thread around it. “Not the greatest shuttle, but it’ll do. I think he wants to bring in the gold weft here… just let us try…”

The shuttle flew back and forth, Threadloom’s fingerlets plying the warp, Jenny passing the three shuttles through the shed and beating the weave. The blanket spooled off the great loom faster than Threadloom had ever woven before.

When it was done, Gran cut the blanket off the loom and tied the warp. Her dataleaf jangled. Gran ignored it.

Gran passed one corner of the blanket to Jenny. They held it up between them. Three sets of eyes studied the work: two weavers, and a loom.

It was buffalo plaid, yes, and the black/red squares were fiendishly complicated. But what really drew the eye were the tiny golden figures capering across the squares. They could be abstract shapes. Or they could be loombeests, antlers reduced to forks, loom a pair of stacked rectangles balanced on stout legs. And next to each loombeest, a weaver.

The dataleaf jangled and buzzed at a fever pitch of urgency. Suditha’s voice broke into the stillness of the clearing.

“Amilia! I’m pushing a voice message to your dataleaf, and you know how much I hate to do that. But you’re not answering, darling, and it’s urgent! Please, please, call me back and tell me you’ve got a spectacular blanket for me and you’ll be loading it onto the oxen-truck tomorrow.”

Jenny smiled. “I think you’ve got that spectacular blanket,” she said. 

“Hmmm.” Gran studied the blanket for a long moment. “I can put this on the oxen-truck tomorrow,” she said finally, “but it looks like I won’t be the Featured Artist this quarter.”

“What? Why not? The blanket’s done! And it’s perfect. You can’t say it’s not perfect!”

“That it is, but it’s not my blanket. Not mine alone, at any rate. The Council’s just going to have to accept a team for Featured Artist. Amilia and Jenny, Featured Artists. That’ll look good on your next guild application, hm?”

Jenny caught her breath. “Yes! Oh, yes! But—it’s not right.”

Gran raised an eyebrow. “No? Those little loombeests weren’t in my pattern.” 

“I know, Gran. But they aren’t all my pattern, either.”

Gran sighed. “The Guild won’t accept a loombeest as an artist, Jenny.” She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “But you’re right, we can’t claim this work as ours alone.”

***


Suditha peered into the back of the oxen-truck, which was snorting and shuffling its twenty-four legs in front of her home. The big box strapped to the oxen-truck’s sturdy compound back was overflowing with beautifully crafted wares: grownpots, tree-smithed chairs, freshly harvested and dried plates, elaborate knits—and laid on top of the load, one intricately detailed red-and-black blanket with hints of gold. Suditha reached in, pulled out the blanket, and shook it out to have a look. 

“Beautiful,” she breathed. The blanket was both as fine as anything anyone in the Weaver’s Guild had ever made, and not quite like anything the Guild had ever seen. And it bore its makers’ names proudly on a tag:

“Amilia, Jenny, & Co., Featured Artists.” 

Suditha frowned at the tag. Jenny—that must be Amilia’s granddaughter, the one who kept sending in applications. Well, if this blanket was any measure of her skill, the girl’s next Guild application just might succeed. Suditha did wonder at the “Co.” momentarily—had Amilia taken on another apprentice?—before dismissing
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