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            ‘A meditation on the mutability of identity and language … wild, insightful and impressive.’

            — Publishers Weekly

            ‘In The Mulai, Munir Hachemi conjures a mythic future history with all the heartbreak, mystery and absurdity of truth. With cheeky brilliance (and with translator Julia Sanches as a hovering ghost-in-the-machine presence), Hachemi co-opts the tropes of ethnography and intergalactic colonialism to imagine a queer, eschatological Eden, where culture is story and story is an alchemical compost pile of language decomposed and recomposed.’

            — Anne de Marcken, author of It Lasts Forever and Then It’s Over

            ‘Munir Hachemi has created an interplanetary cargo cult and I’m ready to sign up. This exuberant voyage through space and time destabilizes our understanding of human (and not-so-human) civilization and religion through endlessly inventive riffs on language, translation and intertextuality. Julia Sanches’ playful, acrobatic rendering is the perfect accompaniment to this wild ride.’

            — Jeremy Tiang, author of State of Emergency

            ‘The Mulai is a fascinating exploration of the many languages, fears and desires that give rise to a culture – and to the very experience of what we call literature. Munir Hachemi writes with a fresh, original voice that calls to mind Saer, Borges, Calvino, and the finest speculative fiction.’

            — Simón López Trujillo, author of Pedro the Vast

            ‘A beguiling tale of Otherness that is not only a translation from another language but another planet, a story told so well that every familiar word feels as new as an alien horizon.’

            — Anton Hur, author of Toward Eternity
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            Praise for Living Things

            
                

            

            ‘[An] impetuous, upstart spirit infuses this short and spunky tale about young, would-be literary men who hit the road in search of adventure but find bleakness and exploitation…. Hachemi’s is the sort of writing that compulsively interrogates itself as writing, in which literary theorizing runs alongside the storytelling…. Hachemi’s documentary-style accounts of low-paid factory labor compellingly take us where most fiction writers would rather not go.’

            — Rob Doyle, New York Times

            ‘Living Things turns out to be both highbrow and hair-raising (and exceptionally well translated by Julia Sanches). In only 120 pages it succeeds in several separate ways: as an eco-thriller exposing the horrors of industrialized meat production and agrochemicals; as a treatise on rendering truth in fiction; and, not least, as a “lads on tour” caper.’

            — Miranda France, Times Literary Supplement

            ‘Living Things dips blithely in and out of genres and packs more ideas in its lean frame than seems possible. It’s a novel posing as a journal posing as a meditation on the function of the journal that playfully interrogates form and content in art, what it means to write, and what it means to care or not care about anything, or about everything. Munir Hachemi is a magician, and his marvellous book, deftly translated by Julia Sanches, defies adequate description.’

            — James Greer, author of Bad Eminence

            ‘Startling, compulsive, and vibrant; Living Things reads like an ignition. The most honest thing I’ve read in a long time about being young and alive in a beautiful, horrible world.’

            — Dizz Tate, author of Brutes 56
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            ‘A blow – head down, chin to chest – and shouting:

            “I will never show my tongue!” Blow.

            …

            “Mouths aren’t visible when shouting!” Blow.

            …

            “Last words!” the Secretary howled.

            “Closed mouth! Closed mouth! Closed mouth!” the three replied.’

            — Rafael Pinedo, Plop

            ‘Since these were the early years, and since to them words mean so many things at once, I can’t be sure of the Indian’s exact words, and all I believe I know about them is pieced together from uncertain clues, unreliable memories and interpretations, so that, in a way, it’s possible my story also means many things at once, with none of them, coming as they do from unclear sources, being necessarily correct.’

            — Juan José Saer, El entenado

            ‘The future is over.’

            — Héctor Libertella, El árbol de Saussure: Una utopía10
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            I.

THE ARCHAEOLOGIST

         

         Journal of Dr Cordovero’s second visit to the Mulai, circa the year 1891

         
             

         

         The future is over = the tree already came. The tree already came. The future is over. Future is over. What strange wordplay (all words are wordplay). Desert, the desert. I tried to teach Idri Spanish one time. She listened carefully. Idri, my Idri, where are you? Not in the desert. The desert erases everything, the desert is a verb, the verb erase. ‘You’re so silly,’ she said laughing, ‘that’s our language, Mulai!’ She was right. Though at the time I believed that she was wrong. I don’t know why. So silly.

         Desert, deserter, deter, determine, uncertain, interned. In the desert of sounds, the wind blows… Words, dust that collects to form a sound, a letter. Idri, I mean Faida, where are you? If the desert only erases, then I am always retracing your steps, raining on water. The gaoshar once said: ‘Woman, archer, I need you.’ Where have I heard that before? It was now, tomorrow, in the desert. Flukeh, I mean Faida, are you there? Waiting for me? Mu, Sheipa? In his stories, the gaoshar used the words of the desert, of the future that already was. Faida, Faida, I mean Faida: I need you.

         
            1 After the end of the arrival of the containers (‘a.C.’ from now on).
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            II.

FLUKEH2

         

         The year 0 a.C.

         
             

         

         Our story begins the day the Mulai stopped receiving boxes of supplies, back when they didn’t know about ionizing radiation and had yet to invent the Voyage.

         Flukeh the Procurator reacted with neither shock nor dismay. She took the chair from the scriptorium and planted it in the middle of the large central square. She sat down and waited for a good number of people to gather around her. Then she said:

         ‘It’s time we understood we will not receive more cargo.’

         No one spoke. Someone could have posited that the delivery had been delayed – but by whom?

         ‘I propose we explore our options for survival.’

         That’s not what she said. She said, ‘We must explore…’ At that time, people left the Dome for only two reasons, one of which was to collect supplies from the containers.

         ‘Let’s activate the domelets.’

         Or ‘We will activate.’

         No one responded.

         ‘We will attempt to grow our own food in the soil.’

         This time, a murmur was heard in the audience.

         ‘We’ll raise snakes, wolves and scorpions.’

         13The murmur grew louder. As was to be expected.

         ‘We will search the Temple for resources.’

         Back then they called it the Temple as a joke. Or perhaps they had already forgotten it was ever a joke at all.

         Someone spoke:

         ‘How to do such a thing as that, Flukeh? Do you know how animals reproduce? Do you know if they do? And more importantly: do you plan to go alone?’

         Another person added:

         ‘Visiting the Temple and not complying with instructions is dangerous. Accessing the Temple for any reason other than receiving fertilization is against the book.’

         Flukeh replied:

         ‘No one has ever tried. I checked the scriptorium. No one has ever tried.’

         The majority of the group left to discuss the issue. Some were not especially interested and so retreated to their darkened rooms; they were in sif, and it was hot. A boy approached Flukeh and asked for the chair. He wanted to write. She handed it to him, then sat cross-legged on the floor. She leaned back, propping herself up on the palms of her hands.

         After a while, the crowd gathered again. Someone said:

         ‘The doors of the Dome open in one direction.’

         The others echoed the phrase like a prayer.

         The doors of the Dome open in one direction. And again: The doors of the Dome open in one direction.

         ‘You know the rules.’

         They were: do not leave except during designated intervals, do not eat anything outside, travel in multiples of three and in a group of no fewer than nine – save for reproductive rites – bring an aspergillum of clean water to be returned intact, do not enter the domelets. No one could remember where these instructions had been 14found. Maybe they were still in some corner of the scriptorium. No one bothered to check.

         ‘You’re free to leave.’

         (They probably did not have to make this explicit.)

         Even though Flukeh knew there was no point, she insisted it was also dangerous to stay in the Dome. She spent that night with her trinomial. Because the three of them were women, they fucked out in the open, in the pleasant sif night air, and chatted for hours. A few people moved away from them while others didn’t mind the sounds of their voices and moans. At some point, the boy who’d asked Flukeh for the chair approached them and said he was done, would she like it back. Flukeh glanced at the scriptorium and thought of the countless hours she’d spent there poring over texts and taking notes. She kissed the boy and said there was no need.

         Luhen, one of the women in Flukeh’s trinomial, gave her a carving of the Dome. Raura, the other woman, made her a stick with a good grip and a sharp end, should she need to defend herself. Flukeh did not try to convince them to come with her.

         At dawn, Luhen suggested that she write alone for the first time.

         ‘You are leaving anyway.’

         Flukeh decided to give it a try. Standing up, she took a pencil and some paper from the scriptorium. No one looked at her: it was as if she’d already left. She crouched in the shade of one of the darkened rooms and pondered what to write. She, who had written so much, dozens upon dozens of words. But nothing came to her. She couldn’t bring herself to write without the rustling of people walking past, without the murmur of conversation, without being interrupted. Finally, she tried out an unusual word: 15

         
            [image: ]

         

         It was something she’d read in the Temple, written in Archaic, during her first and only fertilization trip. Mulai or ‘the tree comes’.

         She returned the pencil and paper to the scriptorium. She’d considered taking them with her and then thought better of it, because what was the point.

         Two hours later, she left. No one came to see her off.

         
            2 Note from the editors: This volume is comprised of excerpts from a report written by Nahum Cordovero, accounts he invented or translated, reflections, a few short stories, an interview, a lullaby… It is ultimately the work of Dr Cordovero, as is the chapter order, the fiction, the inferences. Every edition published to date has been identical to this one, from the second chapter to the second to last. In this edition, we’ve taken the liberty of including two newly recovered excerpts from the journal pertaining to the doctor’s second visit to the Mulai. Because he is no longer with us, we could not get his consent, but we are sure he would’ve been happy to give it.
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            III.

THE ARCHAEOLOGIST

         

         Report by Dr Nahum Cordovero (edited)

         Commissioned in the year 159 a.C.

         Declassified in the year 183 a.C.

         
             

         

         Strictly speaking, this report should begin with a transcript of the dispatch that alerted us to the existence of the Mulai. Insofar as the technicians of the Department of [image: ] have been able to ascertain, it had been a long time since any concern had been shown for the project. A small radio receiver picked up the first transmission almost by chance. A few minutes later, a remote functionary made a string of urgent calls.

         At first the message was believed to contain some unknown code. Its peculiarity stemmed not from its incomprehensibility but from its vague familiarity. No one recalled a mission called ‘Future’; we still could not fathom its origins. Someone noted that during the First World War, US (present-day [image: ] and [image: ]) military forces had recruited Navajo speakers to send encoded messages, but this link was promptly dismissed. Now, after several years in the community, I am prepared to reconstruct part of the original meaning. In every reconstruction, there is something lost and something gained; I believe what we have to gain is greater than what we have lost.

         It’s often said we access new concepts through their resemblance to those we already know. Maybe that is why I translated the first phrase as follows: ‘Dog, your Dome is the sky.’3 And the second as: ‘You are three and 17Flukeh is your prophet’ (messenger would be a more apt translation). Although these versions are consistent with the mixedness of Mulai culture, they are also extremely reductive. ‘Thy heavenly containers come.’ ‘Give us ma for growing and sif for preparing food.’ ‘Dog, complete our trinomial. We know how to give you pleasure. In return, give us your ionizing radiation.’ 

         One of the factors that delayed our receiving the signal was that the transmission was aimed at what the senders refer to as the orbital, an enormous stratospheric mirror that, according to [image: ] was responsible for the sudden change in the weather patterns of the habitable zone around the Dome. Because they believe it allows them to communicate with Dog, they transmit messages only when the orbital is visible to them, from their vantage point. This happens more often than you might expect, because while the orbital is not stationary, the thing they refer to as the orbital is in fact several orbitals (the Mulai believe there is only one; or rather, to them, various identical, remote objects are in fact one).

         The message varied with each transmission (at first we believed, mistakenly, that this was due to the fact that there was no written text and that the dispatch was recited from memory). I propose that we study these slight variations in the future. Sometimes, for example, the message was repeated three times without modification. 18The same applied to every phrase, every word or syllable. Surprisingly, however, these utterances were not successive iterations of an original so much as versions that oscillated around a single gravitational centre.

         Any archaeologist who heeds the discrepancies in the message will discover which elements remain consistent, for example, the copious allusions to ionizing radiation or a slight quiver in the speaker’s voice when referring to reproduction. The most often recurring motif is without a doubt the closing of the prayers, which is always ternary. ‘The tree comes.’ ‘The tree comes.’ ‘The tree comes.’

         This report has been commissioned by the committee on [image: ] for the purpose of determining the nature of the Mulai. In Point 19 herein, I am encouraged to conclude that their nature is either [image: ] or [image: ] Yet, my research indicates something far more complex: the Mulai [image: ] [image: ] Nevertheless, future studies on their community and interpersonal relationships would be greatly beneficial to us, not only because of the Mulai’s potential to become an object of our sciences but for what we could learn from them. In fact, should the hypotheses of [image: ] be correct, we can expect to make definitive advances in the archaeological field, meaning in the field of relationship studies. Beyond this, we could also come to understand how the Mulai were able to create another world, one radically different from our own whose roots nonetheless exist in our world today.

         
            3 Because there is no clear distinction between the singular and the plural in the Mulai tongue, in the phrase ‘Dog, your Dome is the sky,’ your stands in for both. That is, it’s unclear if the Mulai’s … God is one or several, or if it is a structure, an institution. In order to preserve this ambiguity, as a rule I have chosen to use the Mulai term for ‘God’ or ‘gods’ or whatever it refers to: Dog.*

            * Note from the English translator: Unlike in Dr Cordovero’s native Spanish, for which there are two distinct terms for the second-person singular and plural (tú and vosotros, or tú and ustedes, depending on the variant), in English, you can be at once singular and plural. Although this ambiguity often leads to some confusion, in this case the ambiguity is appropriate.
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            IV.

FAIDA

         

         Circa the year 154 a.C.

         
             

         

         She decided to do as Flukeh had once done, thousands of big moons ago. Taking the chair from the scriptorium, she planted it in the middle of the square. She knew there was something ceremonial about reiterating the past, repeating what was written. Also something heretical.

         Faida immediately sensed animosity and figured it was warranted. For the past few small moons, she had devoted herself to writing. All in all, no one hated or looked down on her. They couldn’t have called her selfish; they knew that, unlike growers and dehydrators, those who persisted in writing had very little to share. What could she show them? Their own tongue?

         She had been thinking about airing her hypothesis for some time now. It had been much longer than three to the power of three to the power of three big moons since the cargo stopped arriving, and the community had adapted to their absence. Faida was of the mind that the Mulai had misinterpreted Flukeh’s ideas: it wasn’t enough just to survive, like snakes or wolves or shrubs or scorpions. What they needed was to amass enough ionizing radiation to summon new containers.

         The previous night, Ummat had expressed a desire to embark on the Voyage; it was time for the community to grow, and Ummat had volunteered. ‘That’s a good idea. I need to get away,’ Faida thought.

         When the crowd turned its attention to her, she said something so far beyond common sense that they couldn’t comprehend it: that maybe there was a drastic difference – like that which separates the Dome from what is 20not the Dome – between the snakes and the loudhailers, between the wind and the expert system, between the piss-recycling process and the suspended water on days of ma. Maybe – although not even Faida herself was sure of this – the gods, Dog, had created some of these things and not others. But what about the wolves and the scorpions, the reproductive module and the small reddish pebbles on the ground? She had the feeling the answer to this question held the key to recovering ionizing radiation and, with it, the containers.

         Their hostility came as no surprise; Faida rose from the scriptorium chair and quietly left the conclave. She knew that what mattered most was for her idea to be out in the open; through repetition, any position, whether for or against, could only bolster her theory, its material existence. Besides, she hoped to flesh it out during the Voyage.

         Four small moons later, Faida, Ummat and Kbale were joined in matrimony. It felt like a farewell. The following morning, the trio set off.
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            V.

THE ARCHAEOLOGIST

         

         Personal journal of Dr Cordovero

         The year 159 a.C.

         Day 0

         We arrive at night to avoid alarming them. One of the Rovers will take us from the edge of the habitable zone to the Dome, and another will deliver the boxes of supplies. They’re an offering and also something far more basic, a preliminary form of communication: we’re bringing these things because they asked us to.

         Day 1

         The Mulai found us waiting at the entrance to the Dome at daybreak. The mission made every effort to ensure that the containers – as the Mulai call them – were identical to the ones we used to send 150 years ago, so they must have looked familiar.

         Though I’m doing my best to remain detached in this journal, I can’t help confessing that this has been the biggest day of my life.

         As they approached us, I grew tense, but they went straight for the containers. We were surprised to find that they remembered how to open them. They seemed neither happy nor excited, which I still don’t understand. They quietly set to work, and I had the impression that I was standing before the same Mulai people from a century and a half ago. Which of course isn’t the case: the biologists’ reports, the doctors’, and common sense rule this out. I think it’s rather that, in some way that eludes me, their sense of community is so strong that they’re somehow a single timeless entity; that we, too, are that entity. 22In other words, it’s as if the Mulai’s every memory, every decision and every minor act were in fact collective. Lurking behind that idea, I believe, is a truth I’m not yet ready to express.

         As for their response to our presence there… well, there was none. We are Dog, their god, or gods – and yet just imagine what believers in our world would expect from a divine incarnation, what material form would satisfy our understanding of the word god. That’s when I realized how simplistic we’ve been; the idea that Dog would not only be concrete, but also so like them, is ludicrous. On the other hand, we couldn’t bring ourselves to speak, and silence is more the stuff of believers than it is the stuff of their gods. After some time, I told the men to remove their clothing. I did the same. ‘Underwear too?’ asked Daan, our meteorologist, seeing that none of the Mulai men had their penises on display. ‘No,’ I replied. Our nakedness sparked our first interaction with the community; a small cluster approached us bearing loincloths like the ones they wear. A girl laughed at us. What I mean is: they also laugh.

         It would’ve been around nine in the morning. Although the sun was already up, it was cold outside the Dome. I scanned the area for something – some symbol, armband, tattoo or paint mark – that might indicate which one of them was in charge. There, as I craned my neck, squinting at that mass of people, I realized how difficult they are to tell apart. Different as they are, they are also strangely alike. I tried tallying them up and eventually conceded defeat after losing count several times. In certain cultures, a leader comes to light only under exceptional circumstances, if at all, raising the possibility that no one is in charge and that the community is governed by a void. I deduced this might be the case with the 23Mulai. Since I had no way of ascertaining it, I mumbled the greeting our linguists had prepared for us. But they just kept walking past, freighted with supplies, like ants, showing no sign that they’d heard me. I went up to one of them and pointed at myself, then at the Dome; in return, I received a look of profound bewilderment.

         An hour later, we were frozen stiff. There wasn’t a single Mulai left outside the Dome. We looked at each other in confused silence. This was not what we’d been led to expect. Lee, the biologist, seemed the least unsettled or uncomfortable of us all. Finally, she suggested: ‘What if we just go in?’ Our fascination was still strong, but fear and cold are no less convincing, so we took a vote and decided to enter. No one paid us any attention as we stepped over the threshold. I think the Mulai have no
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