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      Our 11th issue features stories from China, Russia, Belgium, the USA, and Germany.

      There's something for everyone in this issue. We've got post-apocalyptic cats, predatory social networks, Zen robots, teenage time travelers, and lovers pursuing one another across the universe.

      This issue features cover art by Luca Oleastri (Italy) as well as an interior illustration of her own story by K.A. Teryna (Russia.)

      Happy reading!
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          Wanxiang Fengnian, translated by Nathan Faries

        

      

    

    
      What if the world that cats see is not entirely real?

      In earlier days, before the phantoms came, the cat could not even speak, let alone set out on the path of a legendary life. In those days, the cat was nothing more than just an ordinary cat.

      One day, the cat was put into a new room. There were no windows; there was a bowl of water and a bowl of food; and there was a meticulous design to the space. A series of wooden planks extended from the walls, rising gradually in a pattern, turning the corners, like piano-key stairs. These steps encircled the room, on all four walls. A camera, quiet and aloof, gazed down from one high corner, recording all that happened below.

      The cat first positioned itself in the center of the strange room. Then it sniffed in a circle along the foot of the wall, neither hurried nor slow, establishing a familiarity with the area. Its eyes swept over all the stairs that could be climbed, making designs on the ones it was confident of reaching. The cat pointed its nose toward the lowest board and then jumped lightly up to it with an easy shrug of its shoulder blades.

      The cat surveyed the room once again from its new, slightly elevated station, walked a tight circle around the plank, rubbing its scent on it, enjoying a small sense of accomplishment.

      The second board was not near enough to smell, but the cat knew instinctively and precisely the force and angle required to jump up to that one. As if it had practiced this move thousands of times, the cat leapt easily, and in a moment it stood on the second board.

      Then the third.

      Then the fourth.

      Soon the cat had traveled halfway up the first wall and had turned a corner where one wall folded into the next.

      Then, something unexpected happened.

      Though the jump to the next board should have been completely within the scope of its abilities, the cat found nothing where its paws should have landed, and it plummeted toward the floor. Instinct traveled one step ahead of consciousness, and the cat’s body twisted reflexively. It landed on the ground, upright, scared but not injured. The cat was not at all certain what had gone wrong.

      After a brief rest, the cat climbed up the wall once again, up onto the board set just before the stair it had missed. There was no mistake; the plank was clearly there, completely within range, not even a challenge really. The cat jumped out and up once again, but once again its feet found nothing there, only empty space. The cat landed, shaken but unharmed, on the floor.

      Now the cat felt a growing sense of panic. It cried out for its master, that is, the human the cat thought of primarily as the “person in charge of shit-scooping,” among other essential roles. “Lab technician,” “experimental scientist”—these were identities that could only concern humans. Relationships with humans were very simple for the cat: the cat was calling for the person who was supposed to heed its call, who was supposed to appear at a time like this. That person did not appear.

      The cat accepted for the moment that it could only depend on itself in this present situation. After returning to the highest board it could reach and after stretching out briefly and pensively on its belly, the cat once again faced its challenge. This time, after long observation and study, the cat chose the next board, one level higher. This jump would be more difficult, riskier, but it seemed to be the only option.

      The cat first raised its head high, and then crouched, taut like a bow ready to loose an arrow. The cat stared fixedly at the target, eyes bright.

      The cat had always been curious and bold; it was not accustomed to backing away from a challenge. The cat did not yet know the price it would eventually have to pay for these qualities.

      The cat sprang, sailing in a high arc, well over the false step and landing firmly on another true, solid board. It released the breath it had been holding in. The world was normal once more.

      However, that normal did not last. When the cat attempted the next board, it again found nothing there, and again it fell. It was just as if the board, which the cat could clearly see, had never been there at all.

      The cat felt actual distress now, and it wailed for a long while. It shrank into a corner of the room and dared not move. The cat fervently wished for the person to come in as he normally would, to offer comfort and to carry the cat away from this place. The cat wanted to be back in the other room, its real room, where everything that it saw was actually there.

      But for that the cat would have to wait a long while. The scientists knew that as long as the cat could still see and trust the reality of the levels of food and water in those two bowls, their work was far from over.
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      What if a person was completely disillusioned, left uncertain of all they thought was true, within a single day?

      Little Gebu was celebrating the worst birthday in all his eleven years of life. His entire family surrounded him, candlelight illuminating their smiling faces. Gebu wanted to cry.

      Instead of receiving his birthday wish, today Gebu had seen through the lie of his entire life. He had learned that he had been a foundling, an orphan, that these were not his real parents.

      Little Gebu already missed seeing these faces shining beside him as “Mom” and “Dad.” They had been Mom and Dad to him for as long as he could remember. He had screamed into those faces in fits of anger, and he had rushed at those faces to beg them for comforting embraces and fierce kisses.

      All that was changed now, and he regretted miserably that he had hidden in the closet for a nap and overheard their conversation, and now his life could never be how it used to be.

      The smiling faces looked at him expectantly. Little Gebu forced his own smile and blew out eleven candles.

      The sound of everyone talking at once and over each other in the darkness reminded him to make a wish. But before he had time to think of anything, the lights came on. In the embarrassment of the bright room, Gebu didn't even have time to let a tear fall from his welling eyes.

      The cake was quickly carved and pillaged, and Little Gebu’s face was soon smeared with icing. Everyone, it seemed, came around to give him a thorough cleaning with their napkins. His eyes blurred over again in the midst of the sounds of song, and he watched misty visions of people dancing.
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      The party had ended, and Little Gebu felt like a child who had fallen out of favor. He felt disgraced. He did not exactly feel that he had received anything or lost anything. Neither feeling, nothing at all that he could imagine in this world, would make him feel at ease again. Nothing could give him peace; it did not matter whether his family was cold to him or warm and loving. He felt a nervous, uneasy prickling in his spine. Everything was upside down.

      Little Gebu had fled to the city’s lookout point, a small pavilion on the hill. A man slept on a nearby bench, drunk, and Gebu envied him. Pigeons foraged among the cobblestones. Gebu clenched his fists, still covered with cake crumbs, and he did not offer the crumbs to the pigeons.

      The anger Gebu felt toward his parents had calmed. He was not an unreasonable child. Still there was something lodged in his heart that burned with another kind of fury. What was it exactly? He could not say.

      A white cat jumped up onto the stone fence, and now Little Gebu spread his palm open. When the cat lowered its head to look at the offering, Gebu said, “Little white cat, all these things that have happened, all this that I’m feeling… I don’t know who to blame, and I have no one else to talk to. Can I talk to you? Would that be all right?”

      The cat buried its face in Little Gebu’s hand and licked the cake crumbs from his palm with a slight sandpaper scratch. Below them, white houses spread down the mountain, layer after layer, and mirrored the bright afternoon sun. Waves of heat rose up from the asphalt of the streets, distorting and deforming the view. Gebu could see in the distance that people were lining up at the well to pour cool water over their heads. Others hurried on their way home along the streets, trying to stay under the shadows of the houses. Driving along the roads, as always, were a few decrepit automobiles. The cars in the city looked as if they were forever just about to fall apart, but somehow someone always patched them up. The very edge of the city lay at the foot of the mountain, and just beyond that point rose an enormous translucent barrier, like the glass wall of an aquarium. From any perspective within the city, the wall seemed to rise higher than the top of the mountain. That wall drew Gebu’s eyes now as it always had.

      He had been taught these things in school along with his classmates, and many adults had looked sternly into Little Gebu’s eyes and spoken the same warning: Beyond the wall is an unfathomable and perilous world. Do not be tempted by curiosity about that world. Curiosity will kill the cat.

      Gebu cultivated seeds of doubt in his heart about these teachings. He had packed for himself a small treasure chest; inside he kept a backpack, a water bottle, food that would not spoil, as well as a compass, matches, and other supplies. Every night he imagined braving the danger and having adventures in the world outside the wall. He was determined to one day go out beyond the barrier.

      He finally understood why he was angry. Now that he knew he had been abandoned and adopted, didn’t that change the situation entirely? Didn’t that mean that leaving the city would no longer be running away from home? Maybe it now meant that he was escaping to look for his true home.

      “But am I going to bite the hands that have fed me, Little Snowball?” Gebu asked the silent white creature.

      Snowball finished licking the cake crumbs clean, and then made a circle around its own mouth with a rough tongue. It purred gently, as if agreeing to something.

      “I want to be you, to become a cat like you,” Little Gebu said.

      The cat looked away toward the city under the mountain. Its eyes were bright, translucent like crystals, like a clear sky. Gebu climbed up onto the railing, looking in the same direction as the cat. Through the barrier, colors were visible, but the objects beyond were rarely clear. Sometimes the wall appeared as a sheet of pure azure; sometimes there glowed rays of a multicolored sunset; sometimes there was the perfect solid yellow of daylight. But now Gebu saw a different yellow, one he had seen often at the wall before, the slow boiling rise of dust. Soon the color had risen halfway up the barrier’s height, roiling more violently the farther up it climbed. The wall shook with the impact and clamor of millions of tiny collisions. Gebu knew that if he could hear this sound from such a distance, it must be a true sandstorm, and one more powerful than he had ever seen in his eleven years.

      The sky went black.

      Little Snowball’s ears pressed flat against its head, and the fur on the cat’s back stood straight. The front half of its body stretched forward and pointed, staring with alarm at the distant scene.

      Little Gebu comforted the cat saying, “It’s okay. It’s okay. No sandstorm can break through the wall. It’s not possible. Don’t worry.”

      The wind roared, and still the clamor crescendoed. The yellow cloud was hurtling upward and would soon reach the top of the wall, which now shook violently. Somewhere in the city an alarm wailed. It was a sound Gebu had never heard before, though he knew instinctively what it meant. The entire city seemed frozen by the shock of that siren. It had come too late. There was no time to react before the barrier cracked.

      A burst of yellow dust rushed in, and as it did, it was suddenly no longer dust, but a giant snake whose single head split into several heads, each turning down a different side street. The single cloud was soon followed by many more, and the city erupted in howls of terror that drowned out the siren and rang out long after the alarm was silenced.

      “The phantoms are here! They’ve gotten through!” Little Gebu heard someone nearby shout in despair. He was surprised to discover it was the drunk, who had awakened and was now running down the uneven stone steps.

      “Run!” Gebu screamed at Snowball with a low intensity that carried through the chaos. And the cat was gone like a wisp of smoke, even before his shout had ended.

      Little Gebu ran for home. When he was only halfway there, the sand engulfed him, digging grooves in his cheeks. The city at the foot of the mountain seemed to have transformed into an enormous bonfire, flames licking up from every house. Yet the flames seemed frozen, like crimson crystals. The streets burned, or seemed to, and fiery crystals shot up like bestial walls, baring red teeth and brandishing red claws. He had been taught about the phantom weapons, but this was the first time he had seen the illusions for himself. He watched closely as the flowers in front of the flower shop became skeletal arms, green smoke rising from charred flesh. The shop’s owner screamed and threw the flowers to the ground. Soon the shop was gone from his vision as the phantom of flame swallowed up the road and everything on it. Little Gebu, too, found himself completely engulfed by flames, like a bug that had fallen into the belly of a flower. The flame gave off no heat and had no substance, but still it cost Gebu all of his determination to dare to push against those fiery walls. A car plunged through the front of a curbside restaurant. Gebu could not see it clearly, but he could hear the squeal of tires and the shattering of glass and wood
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