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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      In these five sci-fi and superhero stories, you’ll find sparks—both visual and metaphorical.

      A spark of an idea.

      A spark of courage.

      A point of light in an empty void.

      Sometimes that point of light, that spark, is a sign of change…and sometimes that change is terrifying. In three of these stories, ordinary—and extraordinary—people must face big, catastrophic changes in their lives and figure out how to make a new life from the pieces.

      I feel that in my bones—from coping with my body breaking down (in ways both expected and unexpected), to facing the knowledge that the world outside is never going to be the same as it once was.

      Maybe that’s why I’m repeatedly drawn to stories of people finding their inner strength and making hard choices. Maybe that’s why I’ve felt compelled to write so many, over the years.

      In fact, these stories show it’s been on my mind since the beginning of my writing career. “Ilene’s Box” was the first story I wrote when I started “getting serious” about writing and selling short fiction. “Ellen Double Prime” was the second story I ever sold. These stories convinced me that I could write…so one could call them the first sparks of my storytelling journey, too.

      I consider myself a fantasy writer foremost, but I grew up reading classic science fiction from my mom’s bookshelves. My parallel love for superhero stories started in my late teens. Now, blurring the line between all three genres/subgenres has become one of my favorite writing ventures.

      And using them to tell deeply personal, intimate stories of people is, for me, the best part of all.

      I hope they spark something for you, too.

      
        
        Alexandra Brandt

        October 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ILENE’S BOX

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote this story in 2015, when I first decided to stop imagining myself writing short stories—and actually started learning how to write them. I took an online class on short story structure. The prompt was “Alien Pets,” and the only stipulations were to include an alien, and a pet. Now, one imagines all kinds of hilarity with that premise…so it’s really quite confusing that I decided I wanted to write something serious, something with teeth in it. (Content Warning: abuse survivor)

      Of course, for me, the teeth are rarely too sharp. Dean Wesley Smith, when he published this story in Pulphouse’s Snot-Nosed Aliens anthology, said “Her stories always seem to be filled with truth and a gentleness that is hard to ignore.”

      (Also, I tuckerized my family’s most beloved cat, and I’m not going to apologize for it.)
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        * * *

      

      Ilene tucked herself up onto the hard orange plastic seat in the pet shelter playroom, echoing the prim pose of the magnificent silver-colored creature on the carpeted tower opposite her. The pose was less comfortable than it looked: the curvature of Ilene’s chair actually supported—well, nothing—and its unyielding surface started digging into various places.

      Belatedly Ilene thought perhaps this wasn't actually a human behavior, crouching on a chair with her borrowed skirt all rucked up.

      Glancing around quickly, she slid her feet back down onto the laminate flooring and contented herself with leaning forward instead, intent on her new acquaintance. The little room was empty but for the two of them and nearly silent, although faint sounds of barking could be heard through the clear plexiglass walls. She could visit the dogs next, if she needed to.

      “First question,” Ilene said, pitching her voice low, just in case the beaming blonde girl who had let her in—Mia?—was nearby. “How do you feel about your captivity?” She was pleased to note that no edge, no tremble was evident in her voice, although her hand stole to the small, heavy box in her coat pocket for reassurance.

      The great, unblinking eyes gazed back at her, nearly as green as her own. Ilene had chosen the current human body for its average shape and color (pleasantly curved and medium brown), but could do nothing about the preternaturally green eyes that came along with her no matter what form she...borrowed.

      Sebastian—according to the tag on his cage when Ilene had first approached the cat adoption corner—was clearly wary of her presence. She could see his dainty whiskered nose twitching at her scent. She sniffed the air too, but her human senses only registered that a lot of animals had passed through this place. Probably pissed here, too, judging by the cleaning fluid smell clinging to the floor. She wrinkled her nose and eyed the cat sadly. “I wouldn't want to be here either.”

      Sebastian, deciding she had passed his test, began to purr and knead his carpeted perch. Without thinking about it much, Ilene found herself standing, reaching out to stroke his silvery fur, invited by the rumbling and the half-closed eyes. It was remarkably soothing, the feeling of his head leaning insistently into her hand.

      Ilene's gaze sharpened as she began to understand. “Oh! It is not always like this. You clever creature. They think they own you, don't they? You have evolved and adapted to make them serve you, even with these limits to your sentience. I see this is a working relationship, then.”

      She sighed and straightened. The cat's look was a knowing one. “I am afraid you are not for me, dear boy. But I wish you well. I am certain you will find yourself a willing sla—” The word caught in her throat, and she touched her pocket again and looked toward the door.

      Mia, who had indeed been hovering just out of sight, bounced in and took Sebastian in hand. “He's just a big beauty, isn't he?” she gushed. She didn't seem at all concerned that Ilene had been holding a one-sided conversation with said “big beauty.” Ilene filed that away for future knowledge.

      “He's incredible,” she said, and meant it. The concept of “pet,” repugnant as it was, clearly had its willing participants who seemed to make it work. She might speak to others of Sebastian’s kind before she decided anything for sure, because it never hurt to be thorough, but Ilene had a feeling that what she sought would not lie with felines.

      “I will come back after I talk with my...family,” she lied.

      Mia nodded as she closed the cage door. “You might want to make it quick,” she advised with a wink. “He's going to get snatched up any day. Aren't you, sweetheart?”

      Ilene smiled unconvincingly and left the girl cooing over His Majesty. Time to see about the dogs.
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        * * *

      

      Lupe was a big mop of a creature, gangly and foul of breath. For some reason Ilene found herself instantly at ease with her, despite her size, smell, and intimidating description: “Part Irish wolf-hound,” her tag had read. Ilene had studied about wolves, and hounds, and Lupe was as much of either as Sebastian had been a Siberian tiger.

      Ilene also knew, within moments of meeting Lupe, that this creature would not suit Ilene’s purposes either. “Bless you, poor thing,” she had found herself saying as Lupe’s entire body wagged, as the mutt slobbered all over Ilene’s hand with barely-contained joy. “You love me already and you've only just met me.”

      It was sweet, and also so very wrong. From her research—confirmed now by a light touch on Lupe’s limited mind—Ilene understood that the instinct of these canines tended toward companionship and follow-the-leader. She understood how humans could respond to this eager full-body adoration with love and protectiveness. And the knowledge was a leaden pit in her currently-human stomach. A ragged hole in her very non-human psyche.

      Her fingers gripped the box in its shabby coat-pocket protection. She knew she was wound so tightly that something was going to break soon. She would blow her cover, or worse. But she had no one to talk to. Not yet.

      A sign by the kennels read: Ask About Walking Our Dogs!

      It was an indulgence, and she hadn't much time. But Ilene couldn't help herself. Shortly thereafter, Lupe was eagerly pulling on her lead, with Ilene resigning herself to touching the cursed leash for practical reasons, as they followed the directions of the overly-helpful (and unusually trusting) pet-shelter employee to the dog park a convenient block away.

      When they reached the long slope of sweet-smelling grass, together Ilene and Lupe broke into a run. The wind on Ilene's face reminded her of days long past, when she had still been Ir Hollu Irah, and had chased the wind at Eebri for days on end. But now...

      Ilene marveled at the feeling of her own legs stretching long and strong, pounding the earth. She had thought Earth bodies to be clumsy. But maybe, just like Lupe galloping beside her with unexpected grace, humans were made for this, too. Ilene picked up speed. Tasted dust in her mouth, heard nothing but a rushing in her ears, felt nothing but the ground jolting her human bones with each step.

      All too soon they reached the end of the green. Ilene bent over, working to catch her breath. Lupe, also panting, flopped across Ilene's feet. Ilene’s feet responded in turn by informing her that her borrowed shoes had not been intended for activities like sprinting. She eased the dog aside to remove the confining things, wincing, and found a spot on the grass free of stinking piles. It was not particularly isolated, but the nearest humans and dogs were wrapped up in their own play.

      “I want to tell you a story, Lupe,” Ilene said, once she had regained normal breathing. “Your human...owners would not understand or believe it. But I know you will listen.”

      She patted the ground next to her, and Ilene's new best friend was eager to oblige. Poor creature, who didn't know any better than to love the ones who stole her agency at every turn.

      “There is a planet, far beyond this system of Sol, where the concept of ownership doesn't exist. Every creature on Irah carries weight. Every mind is...fully-realized. Aware.” Ilene fumbled with the limits of this human—which one was it again?—English language. But her borrowed mouth couldn't speak the language of Irah, so this would have to do. “There is certainly no such thing as a pet. There is nothing like...slavery.” The word was ugly, made uglier by the knowledge that it belonged in this Earthen language. That it had likely been there, in one form or another, since the beginning.

      “One creature of Irah—I suppose we would call it a...young female if we sought a human equivalent—grew up in a particularly sheltered corner of this planet, with little contact with the other worlds that could be found through the…” she ground her teeth. No good words, here, just ungainly ones like wormholes— “the doors into space.”

      Lupe quietly drooled on Ilene's skirts.

      Ilene's lips twitched. Ah, yes. Translating Irahl thoughts into human words for a creature that couldn’t comprehend any of them? This made perfect sense.

      And yet, this was how the borrowing worked. And Ilene wanted—needed—to tell this aloud.

      “The young creature's name was Ir Hollu Irah. Its—her body didn't work like this one. It could catch the wind, and ride, with a freedom you can't even imagine. The brain could hold...oh, so much more mind than this one.” She tapped her head, with its not-unpleasant cloud of dark curls, and remembered what she had lost when she'd borrowed—and become—Ilene. But that memory was vague. One's psyche was only as great, as strong, as broad as the mechanism that could hold it.

      And when she returned it to her ship, to her waiting true body, she might never get those lost parts back.

      Would it be worth it?

      Ilene plucked at a loose thread on her coat pocket, resisting the urge to check and make sure the box remained inside. It was foolish—she could feel the weight of it against her leg. But everything relied on this. It had to be worth all the losses she had sustained so far, mind and soul
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