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Introduction A Discussion with adrienne maree brown and Walidah Imarisha KAREN LORD, ANNALEE NEWITZ, AND MALKA OLDER


Annalee

A few years ago, on the wilds of the internet, Malka was running a podcast called Sparkle Salon, where a group of authors got together and discussed everything from urban planning and sci-fi, to astrophysics and learning to fly an airplane. At one point during our recording, Karen mentioned the search for the numinous in fantasy, and something about what she said struck a chord.

I’ve always felt a seemingly contradictory desire for data-driven rigor and fantastical transcendence. I think fiction should reflect our cultural realities, but also help us see something beyond ourselves, beyond the human. From that dizzying vantage point, perhaps, we can start to see a pathway beyond our petty, everyday squabbles to real solutions.

As soon as we ended the podcast, I started furiously writing a book proposal for a collection of speculative stories that would take social science seriously, approaching the numinous and the mundane with the same appetite for realism that science often inspires. “In this anthology, we’ll attempt to represent realistically what inspires people to rise up and resist,” I wrote. I emailed Karen pretty much out of the blue, asking if she’d be interested in coediting such an anthology. To my utter delight, she said yes.



Karen

I read Annalee’s email with pure excitement. The concept of pairing authors with movement leaders before they wrote their stories was especially powerful—that grounding of fiction in reality. I replied yes to Annalee within minutes, promising a proper reply after “a chance to reread and think.” After pondering structure and logistics, I sent them a longer, more sober, but still very delighted response. If you love the destination, you have to love the journey!

I wanted to do the project justice, so a couple of months later when I was thinking about how best to manage our task list and timeline, I asked Annalee if they were open to inviting a third coeditor. We were unanimous in our choice—back to the source, the host of the Sparkle Salon! Annalee sent an email to Malka with the pitch and an invitation to participate at whatever level her schedule would permit. Malka replied “yes” with so much excitement and so many great ideas that we knew we’d made the right decision.



Malka

I loved the idea! I’m a social scientist and most of my sci-fi is very much about the social implications and consequences of change, so I was really happy with the idea of giving those topics the same rigor and emphasis that many speculative anthologies put on tech. Also, as a strong believer in human agency and collective action, I was really excited about the idea of stories focusing on those challenges and possibilities.

Quick flashback here, because I think it’s important to note that Sparkle Salon, which started all this, came about because someone got the idea that they would like to hear a specific subset of their favorite authors talk about anything and said so publicly, and lots of other people agreed, and I was in a position to ask the institution I worked for, Arizona State University, to give us a platform for it. So this whole thing came about because one person had an idea—imagining an element of a possible future—generated collective enthusiasm about it, and then it became this wonderful experience that brought the six of us, and hopefully the audience, too, so much joy. And this book was much the same: an idea one person had, that was shared, and then received support from other authors and activists and Arizona State University, which helped us run an online conference with activists for our authors, and now it’s a book that you’re holding in your hands or listening to. We imagined a small part of the future we want, and collectively we made it happen.

Anyway, one of the first things I said when Annalee and Karen came to me was that there was a really important antecedent in this space, adrienne maree brown and Walidah Imarisha’s Octavia’s Brood: Science Fiction Stories from Social Justice Movements, and the movement they built with it. And we immediately agreed that we needed to recognize that legacy and pay homage to it. adrienne maree and Walidah, despite being extremely busy continuing the work, took the time to have a conversation with us that was so inspiring and insightful that we are sharing it here with you about how their anthology came to be, and how it has changed their lives, and the lives of others. The following is an excerpt of that conversation. This interview has been edited for brevity and clarity.




ADRIENNE MAREE BROWN is the New York Times bestselling author/editor of several published texts, including Pleasure Activism: The Politics of Feeling Good, and Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds. adrienne was awarded the Auburn Institute’s Spiritual Resilience Fellowship in its inaugural year, 2019–2020. In 2022, she was awarded the Jack P. Blaney Award for Dialogue from the Simon Fraser University Center for Dialogue and the Barry Dym Champion for Change Award from the Institute for Nonprofit Practice. She attended the Clarion Sci-Fi Writers Workshop and the Hedgebrook Writers Residency in 2015, and Voices of Our Nation in 2014 as part of the inaugural Speculative Fiction Workshop. She was a 2013 Kresge Literary Arts Fellow and a 2013 and 2015 Knights Arts Challenge winner, writing and generating science fiction in and about Detroit. She was the Le Guin Feminist Sci-Fi Fellow, and a Sundance/Time Warner 2016 Artist Grant Recipient.

WALIDAH IMARISHA is an educator, writer, public scholar, and spoken-word artist. She coedited the anthology Another World Is Possible. Imarisha’s nonfiction book Angels with Dirty Faces: Three Stories of Crime, Prison, and Redemption won a 2017 Oregon Book Award. She is also the author of the poetry collection Scars/Stars, and in 2015, she received a Tiptree Fellowship for her science-fiction writing. She is currently an associate professor in the Black Studies Department and director of the Center for Black Studies at Portland State University. In the past, she has taught at Stanford University, Pacific Northwest College of the Arts, and Oregon State University. For six years, she presented statewide as a public scholar with Oregon Humanities’ Conversation Project on several topics, including Oregon Black history.




	ANNALEE: Tell us a little bit about the process of putting Octavia’s Brood together.

	ADRIENNE: In 2010, both Walidah and I were in Detroit for a series of events, the Allied Media Project conference and the US Social Forum. We didn’t meet up with each other, but we knew of each other already. We were both doing different things, but it was all really related to Octavia.
Afterward I wrote an email to her and asked, “Should we do an anthology of short fiction that’s from social justice workers, but in the spirit of Octavia?”

She wrote back to me, “Yeah, we should totally do it.”

I said, “Great. Maybe next year or, you know, we’ll figure out when is a good time to do this.” And then I sat for less than an hour or something [before] I said, “Fuck it, let’s go. Let’s do it.”

And that began a five-year journey. We began getting to know each other, asking, “What’s your vision for what this could look like? What are the values?”

Walidah had introduced a concept called visionary fiction… that really shaped it all.


	WALIDAH: Visionary fiction came up when I was invited to guest edit an issue of Left Turn, a radical organizer magazine. My friend Jordan Flaherty, who was on the editorial team then, said, “Come up with an idea.”
I said, “Well, what if it was about science fiction and social justice?”

Jordan is not a nerd. He said, “Oh. I don’t get it, but I’ll bring it to the board.”

Morgan Phillips, one of our amazing contributors, was also on the board of Left Turn and is just one of the best nerds in the world. She was like, “Oh my God, yes.”

So we worked together and we were thinking, “Well, we need some sort of name for this thing. What is it?”

We called it visionary fiction. I’d already known adrienne’s work doing Octavia E. Butler emergent strategy sessions, which I was in love with. So I asked adrienne if she would write something about Octavia within that realm of change and visionary fiction, and she wrote a beautiful, amazing piece.


	ADRIENNE: It was a particular moment in movement where it really felt like… we need to unlock our imagination. We need to unlock a sense of what else is possible. We’re kind of stuck in looking backward and romanticizing movement behind us, but not having a sense of what’s gonna transform the conditions. We can’t just rest on our laurels. There’s something we need to create because we’ve never seen it; we’ve actually never seen all these things that we’re interested in seeing.
So that led us into the process. We ideated that we wanted people who are active in movement now, or at the time… active in movement organizers. People who wouldn’t necessarily think of themselves as fiction writers were actually really intriguing to us, which made it hilarious to try to pitch to publishers. “They’re not science-fiction writers, but they’re gonna write their first ever science fiction. It’s gonna be great.” And, actually, it really was.

We considered self-publishing for a while, and then we got an invitation from AK Press via their Institute for Anarchist Studies imprint. We handpicked who we really wanted to invite into the process, because we were looking for a certain—again—solution-oriented visionary worldview. And we ended up with a set of artists and organizers who were incredible. A lot of them said, “I don’t write science fiction. I don’t know how I’ll be able to do this.” And then they came back with really expansive visionary worlds, some of which have gone on to then be published in other formats.

It took five years from when we had that initial communication to when we were able to publish the book. And all that time was like: editing, learning, orienting, reorienting, reorienting, reorienting [laughs].


	MALKA: How have things changed since the book came out—especially around activism, but also speculative fiction?

	ADRIENNE: If you think about Black Lives Matter, Me Too, Free Palestine—these are all assertions of the future that we want. A future in which our lives matter. We are together. We are free. That’s the core way that we orient right now in movement. We can already see ourselves in this other reality, and we’re just helping everyone to get to [that] place…. When I’m working with organizers, they’re always excited to tell me how vision or imagination is shaping their work. I think it’s no longer an embarrassing or shameful thing to be an earnest futurist and visionary.
Even I feel like I’ve come much more to comfort with the idea of being prophetic. Octavia always laughed when people would call her a prophet. She would say, “I’m just pointing out the inevitable conclusion.” But that is prophecy, you know. Prophecy is being willing to speak the truth about what is.

During the pandemic, there [were] so many more people buying the book, talking about the book, posting about the book. I think it was like, “We are in a world where everything we understand about our survival is changing and transforming and being unveiled.”


	WALIDAH: I think that Octavia’s Brood really felt like a bat signal to folks. I think there were so many people who were doing this work, but we were much more scattered. As adrienne said, there was a notion that dreaming was not serious business, and that it was taking away from the real work. And so we were all in our little pockets but maybe not as loud and vocal as we all are now that we have found each other. It has been really powerful to be able to connect with amazing folks—like the folks editing this anthology, by the way—who have been doing this work and engaging in this way.
I think especially of the Freedom Summer of 2020… one of those visionary organizing strategies of “defund the police, abolish the police.” I felt like I went to sleep an abolitionist and everyone [was] saying, “That is so ridiculous. That’s never gonna happen,” and I woke up and people were saying, “Where you been at? We are doing this!” Of course, that work has been held for years, for decades, in so many spaces, in so many ways. But to see this mass swelling, to hear CNN debating whether or not it is viable to abolish police across the nation…. And of course they said, “No!” But they had to talk about it as a real possibility. So now they have admitted that it could happen. It’s not just fantasy. And I think there have been lots of shifts like that. Every time is an unprecedented time.


	ADRIENNE: You asked what has shifted with speculative fiction. If you were a Black “We Are Nerd” person, you knew about Octavia’s work and you wondered, “Why doesn’t everyone know about Octavia’s work?” I feel like Octavia’s Brood was part of this upswell of bringing people’s attention to her work. Octavia finally became a New York Times bestseller for the first time, which was a dream of hers…. It feels like this major way of giving flowers back to her.

	WALIDAH: Yeah… I absolutely agree. I think Octavia’s work being lifted up is groundbreaking, because for me that’s where I encountered the principles I later started calling visionary fiction in practice.

	ADRIENNE: I always tell people, “If Octavia is not mentioned in the first three pages, then it’s not my book.”

	WALIDAH: So that has obviously been a huge shift for the intersections of science fiction and speculative fiction and social change in that visionary fiction space.
The work that Calvin [Williams] and Wakanda Dream Lab have done has been amazing.

During 2020 they dreamed up with PolicyLink… an anthology which is free online titled Memories of Abolition Day using the collective worldbuilding process that Morgan, adrienne, and I created… to [build] this collective Black post-abolitionist future. Because people were saying “abolish the police, defund the police” and believing that, but a lot of folks were newer to the movement and so not rooted in the theory, and the practice, and the examples, and the work. And so the idea was “What can we contribute to help make this future feel more real?”

We created this world that ended up spanning hundreds of years and then we each wrote individually within it, which is the same process we use for the collective worldbuilding workshop. It created such rich, textured worlds and showed abolition as a process, not a destination. It’s been wonderful because folks have engaged with it, and even if they’re like, “Well, I don’t like that future at all. That’s not what I want. What I want is this,” that’s great because you’re now thinking concretely about the future you want. You’re working on it and you’re trying to bring that creation to life. We’re trying to create spaces where we are dreaming, but we’re also then connecting it directly to the movements that we are part of and the futures we want…. We’re saying, “This is actually not that far from where we want to be.”

I’m working now with Jordan Flaherty on a film called Space to Breathe that is trying to blur those lines between documentary and science fiction, set in an abolitionist future. Hopefully… the audience asks, “Wait, did this happen, or… is this made up?” Because I think if you are asking “Did this happen?” then it means it could happen, which means it’s possible, which means everything’s possible. So, I really like working at those intersections. A lot of folks create much more fantastical, complex, different worlds…. But my work, where I think I am best, is at the intersections of this world, and trying to blur that line between the futures we dream and the world we have.


	KAREN: How do you cope with book bans, which restrict people’s access to the work that you have put out there that is important, that you put a lot of sweat and tears into, that you hope will make a difference?

	WALIDAH: It’s important to look to the folks who have been dealing with [book bans] for decades and decades, and that is incarcerated communities. Book bans are not new. Having your connection to thoughts and ideas and information policed brutally is not new. And so folks have developed systems for being able to address that: clandestine systems, legal challenges, working on all different levels.
We often don’t look to [people in] those places as our leaders, as our visionaries, and yet we should be. There are a lot of folks who have been activated and pulled into movements for the first time because of the book bans, which is wonderful… but recognizing again, this is not something that started in 2020. This is not something that started with Florida. This is something that’s been happening in our society for as long as there has been a society.

We have so many communities that are dealing with it every single day and finding ways around that, and getting creative, and figuring out how to connect through what is supposed to be an impenetrable wall of silence. Working with those communities, listening to those communities, learning from those experiences is fundamental for us to bring that knowledge and that hard-won wisdom out here to move these movements forward, so we’re not acting like we have to start from scratch. We’re not starting from scratch. We have so many experts available. We just need to ask them—or, not even ask. They’re speaking. We just need to listen to them.


	ADRIENNE: We’re in this really interesting moment of culture war, and to me it’s an honor to be on the banned books list. In the same way right now, we’re seeing students on all these campuses being suspended for standing up for Palestine. They’re saying, “It’s an honor.” It’s an honor. If you try to silence something, that means that you think that that thing could actually create some serious change. It’s a messed-up way to bow to something’s power, to try to silence it that way.
So that’s the way I receive it. “Yeah. Please. I hope that the work is important enough that you’re scared of it.” And one of the things I love about fiction is people often don’t realize they need to be afraid of it until it’s too late.


	KAREN: When you are a creative person, and you feel things very deeply and earnestly, how do you keep that vulnerability while writing on difficult topics, but also protect yourself from the painful realities of the present world?

	ADRIENNE: There’s an aspect of visionary fiction, which Walidah is always so helpful at regrounding us in, that [describes how] utopia sits on top of dystopia…. There’s a utopian outcome… but who would make that possible? How would that become possible? So far, every time the human species inside of this beautiful, abundant universe has tried to answer these questions, we have come up with a utopia that lies on dystopia. We have to ask, “For me to be experiencing [utopia], who’s paying the cost? And in my own life how am I equalizing cost?” If you remember that, it always keeps you grounded.
Part of why I kept reading Octavia Butler over and over again was because each of her characters had a hypersensitivity in some way. She wrote about Black people who feel more than the people around them, and survive…. What does it mean to be that kind of Black girl? Because I’m that kind of Black girl. All those characters found artistic and philosophical outlets… drawing art, making sketches, sharing poems, song, and doing their healing work. So I write a song or a poem almost every day. Sometimes it’s for public consumption. A lot of it isn’t. To stay in touch with the part of me that is creative, not for performance, or not for anyone else’s eyes, but just because I’m a human being.

The only other thing I would say is… you’re not the first, you’re not the last, and you’re non-transactional. Emergent Strategy taught me that. You’re not giving someone an idea with the expectation that they’re gonna live that entire idea. I’m planting seeds. Almost everything in nature releases its seed. Right? Just release the seed. That’s all you have to do.


	WALIDAH: There’s a season for all things. I think it is okay to say right now, for today, for this hour, for this week, this is what I need. This is what my heart needs. As long as… you’re thinking about how that connects with the larger world, right? As adrienne said, we’re all interconnected. That’s not to say we have to sacrifice all for everyone constantly, but that notion of self-care does have to be put within the context of community connection…. It is so important to recognize [that] utopias are built through our work, and so I feel very lucky to be a futurist and a historian, because that grounding in history has been really important to me. That is how I stay motivated… looking backward and thinking about what people went through that I could never. I can’t imagine surviving, let alone changing the world under those conditions, and yet people have done it again and again. It’s a historic certainty, so it is a futuristic certainty that we will make change in the world. There is no question of that, and we need to take the responsibility of saying, “What change are we going to make in the world?” It’s going to happen, right? The world is changing, period. We can’t stop it from changing, so how do we shape change? How do we shape ourselves? How do we recognize the only lasting truth, as Octavia said?
Rooting in that history is really important because it shows you the long view. It’s easy to get discouraged. Four years may look like a loss, but in twenty years, in fifty years, in a hundred years, people are gonna look back on y’all and say, “Yeah, of course they were gonna win. Of course. Obviously they knew that.” We don’t know that! So we have to find ways to hold on to that, and trying to find those paths forward, for me, is what visionary fiction is about. It’s not about getting to utopia, but it’s about how do we find ways to unstick ourselves? How do we find ways to imagine ourselves, our work, our movements differently, so that we are able to build the futures that we want?









Other Wars Elsewhere R. B. LEMBERG

All the long hours Katinka spent on the bus from war-plagued Mavka back to Zlatow, legs tight to her chest and clutching her almost-empty backpack, she kept thinking about her home city. In her mind’s eye, it was gray-golden and warm, its cobblestoned streets reverberating with the weight of trolleybuses and people. Pigeons lived their lives on windowsills and under awnings, windows opened each morning to reveal the faces of children curious about the state of the pigeons, and the ever-cloudy early-autumn sky was undisturbed by aerial bombardment. In the evenings the great gas lanterns would be lit, lending the streets a festive air. Horse-chestnut trees towered by the old buildings, concealing the detritus of the day in gilt-edged shadows. For eight long hours, Katinka inhaled the thick air of the bus, and instead of the fear and sweat, she imagined the smell of Tanya’s primrose perfume at the Center, and hid a smile behind her hands. But once the bus crossed the border to Zlatow and rolled into the city proper, anxiety clotted like a furball in her gut. Something felt different here. Perhaps it was nerves, forgetting the city after weeks away on the medical run, or simply needing to eat.

She should have gone home. Home was Grandma’s apartment, just hers now these eight months after her passing. She did not want to be alone, and the big bus station was close enough to the Center. It was evening, and the city’s air was soft with the end of the workday, the promise of rest and company. With any luck, Tanya would be at the Center, and Mor, and the others, and she could report while she ate.

Turning onto Odesna Street toward the Center, Katinka rushed forward, then stopped under the big old sign—CALL TO ACTION. The soles of her shoes clicked to a halt. The spring-blue banner of Mavka was gone from the flag post by the door. Instead, two other flags hung from the pole, twisted around each other so tightly she could not separate out their colors. White and orange, and maybe a purple-silver. She blinked, wiping wetness from her cheek, then licking it off her hand. The wrongness, like salt, had crystallized in her mind. Three months ago, when she’d left Zlatow to go on the medical run, many businesses had displayed the symbols of Mavka in solidarity with the neighboring country under attack. Coffee shops and trolleybus stops had hung Mavkan banners, and little grandmotherly windows had sported a whorl of spring blue in between the lace of the curtains. What she noticed now was simply an absence.

Gulping down her incomprehension, Katinka unhooked the skeleton key from the leather cord around her neck and unlocked the old gray door. Behind it, the long vestibule was empty, but she heard the warmth of familiar voices from the floor above, and for a moment, she could breathe again.

Her friends were in the common room at the top of the stairs. A dozen or so people perched on old sofas, or sprawled on beanbag chairs and shaggy-looking orange pillows. On the floor underneath them, the faded forest-green rug with two miracle stags looked the same—stained and beautiful—reminding Katinka that this was home. The other activists were talking, always talking, quick and urgent and loud. Golob was pacing, his elbows jutting out like a stick figure’s, his curly hair flying every which way. Mor had their hands up in the air, their broad face intense with an aliveness that Katinka experienced as an expansion of brightness in her chest.

The talking stopped when they saw her. Tanya pushed herself up from one of the sofas. She was tall and gorgeous in a long maroon day dress, healthy again by the looks of her. Relief and longing flooded Katinka’s mouth, and she could not find what to say. There was no need, because Tanya crossed the room in two easy strides and hugged Katinka to her chest.

“You’re here. Shhh. It’s all right.”

“I saw—I saw—”

She inhaled Tanya’s perfume, floral and homey with an undercurrent of pepper. I saw children get sick with daniga fever, and the ones that got our meds got better, but I did not have enough for everyone. In the hospital I befriended a very old woman, Riva—she had survived the old war, like my grandma had—and she told me—Riva said it was worse now in Mavka. Worse than the old war. She had seen her neighbor sitting dead and headless on a park bench for weeks after the Raigan Army bombed it. And I saw the magical birds, Tanya, the spring birds from our old picture books—they are real, the birds that drink from the holy wellspring and learn to speak in a human tongue. The birds were powder blue and small, and they sang to the wounded. Every night I wished you had come with me, and every night I was glad you got sick. Will you come back with me please, please, my heart will break if I need to do this alone again. Katinka pushed away from the haven of Tanya’s embrace.

“We need to go back with more medication,” she managed. “I’ll get a bit of sleep and I’ll be ready to leave again, maybe seven, eight hours.” She needed more—a week off, two weeks, glorious years on the seacoast with nothing to do, but that wasn’t on the agenda. Maybe she’d get a few extra days if the warehouse could not rush their order. “How much money did you manage to raise?”

Someone coughed, and Tanya stepped away from Katinka, looking apologetic. “Have you eaten? Of course not. I’ll fix you something.”

Mor pointed at the seat that Tanya had vacated, and Katinka sank down into the lumpy softness of the old mustard-colored sofa, still warm with Tanya’s presence. The others were looking at Katinka as if she were a small forest animal, easily spooked and pitiable, to be either trapped or shooed away. Then they began to speak, several people at once.

“Didn’t you hear, when you were over in Mavka? Two new wars—the Bariga government imprisoned three thousand student protesters… and then, a new disturbance in Khalem…”

Katinka shook her head. “I heard, a bit.” There was no way to get real news in Mavka. Raigan forces blocked most communications, both mundane and magical, and what resources remained were in use by the defenders’ army and the medics. “I was focused on my work at the hospital.”

“About that,” Mor said slowly, “I’m sorry to say, but we had to reallocate the resources.”

“What do you mean?” She was struggling to breathe. There had to be some mistake.

Mor adjusted the sleeves of their brown corduroy shirt. Their voice was apologetic but firm. “We raised money for the new causes.”

“But Mavka…” Katinka said. “The hospital—the children—”

Tanya returned to the common room and placed a white, chipped plate on Katinka’s knees. There was a sandwich on it, two pieces of rye bread with egg salad and a bit of greens. She would have welcomed this food just moments ago, but now the smell of the eggs made her stomach churn.

Tanya sat on the floor by the sofa, looking up at Katinka with something like tenderness.

Mor said, reasonably, “There are other wars now, new wars, and children need help there too—this is our work.”

Golob pushed some stray curls away from his face. “It is not a nice thing to say, maybe, but Mavka had its turn. It’s been, what, a year? We hoped it would be over by now, either way. Instead, the conflict has settled. It’s going to last and last no matter what we do.”

Katinka looked down at her plate. Words came, at least. “The conflict in Mavka has not settled. It’s not a conflict, it’s a war. Raiga attacked Mavka, remember? It’s still attacking. Raiga is very big and has a lot of resources, but Mavkans are fighting, resisting.” It sounded, even to her, like a string of platitudes someone would write for pay. She did not know how to sound more convincing.

Mor said, “We have a chance to make a quick, decisive influence in Bariga. We needed to regroup. I’m sorry, Katinka. I really am.”

Under her friends’ gaze she felt like a child, and perhaps she still was in some ways—they were all at least a few years older than her, more experienced. She was usually happy to follow along, to do what needed to be done. But she could not regroup.

“I promised I would return quickly, with friends and more medical supplies,” Katinka said.

“You’ve been making all these runs,” Mor said. “We appreciate you.”

“But we voted,” said Golob.

Katinka swallowed, once again trying to figure out what to say. They had voted without her, when she was in Mavka. She wished she did not constantly feel on the verge of tears, or even crying—actually crying—big, salty blobs falling onto Tanya’s egg sandwich. Katinka gave the plate back, wondering if she was going to vomit, and how quickly she could manage to get up.

“Your vote would not have changed anything anyway,” Tanya said quietly, fingering the edge of the bread. “Everybody was in favor of reallocating. People only have so much to give. Mavka is a neighbor, which is why we managed to raise funds for so long, but it’s really not fair now that there is so much need elsewhere.”

Katinka wished she could get up and leave, but she did not have strength left. Her knees made a noise as they pressed against each other, two skinny sticks reminding her of a powder-blue bird rapping, rapping against the dirty glass of a hospital window, trying to get in as Katinka fed a spoonful of medicine to an unconscious, feverish child. Her friends kept talking, but she did not understand a thing. In a while—she wasn’t sure how much time passed—she managed to stumble to her feet.

“I need to get some sleep. Sorry, sorry…”

She did not remember how she ended up on the nighttime street. Tanya had been with her earlier, helping her down the stairs. She asked questions, but Katinka said she’d be fine. No, really, no need to come with. Reallocate your efforts, Tanya. The cloying smell of egg sandwich still clung to Tanya’s skin, overwhelming the primrose perfume—nauseating, alien. Katinka did not remember what she said to Tanya in the end, but now she was alone.

She wandered the eerily-lit streets of nighttime Zlatow, too weak and heartsick to figure out how to get home. Before Grandma died, she rarely cried, but now the tears came easily, as if the magical wellspring inside her kept overflowing, beyond all hope and pain.

Katinka crouched down on the cobblestone pavement. There was a large horse chestnut tree here, surrounded by a circle of wrought-iron grate. Separated from people by the delicate guard of dark iron, the tree was—imprisoned, protected?—in its own ring of earth. Katinka could not see it clearly without a source of light, but she felt the tree sigh in darkness, almost like a companion. Trees were rooted—even in those ancient, stone-hewn cities, the roots of the street maples and horse chestnuts reached underneath the pavement, tapped into the groundwaters, sank into the catacombs sealed empty since the old war. Trees could grow tall, but their roots were vaster, reaching below until they touched other roots, other trees, other times—until the whole of the land was roots, and there was no more earth.

Someone shook her shoulder, and she gasped. Was it an air-raid alarm? Soft light streamed down from a lantern held in a delicate hand, and a kind, round, wrinkled face bent over Katinka. Red embroidered ribbons hung from the old woman’s collar, brushing Katinka’s neck. This was no air alarm. She’d been half lying on a pavement, back wedged uncomfortably against the wrought-iron guard of the tree.

“You must be very tired.” The old woman’s voice above her was light as a spring bird’s. She spoke in Mavkan. The language startled Katinka, sinking her back into confusion. Perhaps she’d simply dreamt her return to the city, in and out of Tanya’s arms like a sigh.

“Where am I?” she asked. Katinka’s Mavkan was halting and unsure, but she could manage as much. Her head spun.

“This is the living city of Zlatow. I can help you.”

Katinka switched to the language of the city, which was her own. “I’m sorry. I am not a refugee. I don’t need—”

I don’t need help. I should be out there, helping.

The old woman contemplated her, and Katinka stared in return. The red ribbons were sewn not just into her collar but her sleeves, the trim of her vest, and all over her skirt. She wore her wispy, curly white hair up, pinned with what seemed to be a twig budding with leaves, fuzzy and out of place in an early autumn night.

The old woman spoke. “Get on, child. Up, up you go. Come have some tea with me.” She waved up at a building across the street, pointing at a window two stories above. Warm light streamed behind an old-fashioned starched lace curtain, but Katinka could not discern any blue whorls or any other political signs.

Everything about this was odd, but Katinka got up and linked arms with the old woman. It had been months since Grandma died, but the reassurance of the whisper-soft touch almost made her break down again. The old woman patted her hand. Her voice burbled like a brook. “I’m Baba Marta. In the spring you won’t see me—it’s good that we meet now. It’s hard sometimes to notice people out of my old eyes, but I spotted you right away, snoozing with your roots everywhere like a sapling in the wind.”

Katinka tried to figure out what that meant as Baba Marta led her across the street, toward the unlocked, narrow door of the apartment building. The lantern in her left hand shone, illuminating the robin’s-egg blue of the door, startling against Baba Marta’s red ribbons. Blue wasn’t a common paint color in Zlatow, where doors were customarily glossy black or gray. They passed through the narrow vestibule with its old black-and-white floor tiles and familiar smell of mice droppings, and slowly up the wooden stairs to a landing with a single door. It was narrow but tall, and glossy black, with a brass knocker shaped like the face of an owl. Baba Marta knocked twice and immediately pushed through, pulling Katinka behind her into the apartment. The front door opened into a dim, long corridor. It was covered on both sides with built-in shelves studded with jeweled glass jars of preserves, whole apricots suspended in syrup, three different kinds of peppers, and yet more treasures—a veritable museum of grandmotherly things to walk through, but it lasted only a moment. The dark corridor opened into a brightly lit kitchen.

This, too, was small, with almost no room to maneuver; a table was wedged between the door and the stove, with four stools tightly hugging it. One was occupied by a pale, middle-aged woman with a drawn face. She was wrapped in a fuzzy gray shawl, and she was knitting, knitting, knitting, knitting the shawl itself, which sprawled off her shoulders and covered half the table. The woman’s deep-blue eyes stared at the small, curtained window. The other person was a giant. There was no other word for them. They were tall and wide and androgynous-looking, and they perched uncomfortably on a tallish stool; they wore a big sweater. The sweater was gray and unraveling little by little each time the knitting woman tugged at a thread.

When Katinka entered with Baba Marta, the giant person twisted their body toward the stove, plucked a robin’s-egg-blue teakettle from the fire, and poured a long stream of boiling water into a pair of teacups already on the table. They pushed a teacup toward Katinka. She all but collapsed onto a stool, wrapping her shaky hands around the miraculous cup, which somehow contained not water but lavender black tea, fragrant and generously sweetened with honey.

“What’s your trouble?” asked the giant, in a voice that rumbled and at the same time warmed.

“I…” Katinka could not find the words. “I…” She accidentally banged her teeth against the rim of the teacup and frowned.

“Leave the child alone, she’s barely alive,” said Baba Marta. “She’s not Mavkan, though, you were mistaken.” The old woman, too, pulled a cup of tea toward herself, adding yet more honey to it from a fish-shaped clay pot.

Clack-clack-clack, went the knitting needles of the pale woman in the shawl, who had not said anything yet.

Katinka sipped her tea, blinking at these people who looked like they’d just stepped out of a story she could have read as a child.

“Are you—are you a giant?” she asked in a small voice.

“Name’s Boro. ‘Giant’ is a slur where I’m from. Heard plenty of that growing up, so I’d thank you not to use it.”

“I’m sorry—”

The knitting woman tugged, and more gray thread unraveled from Boro’s sweater. She kept knitting, and the sweater’s gray thread was knit into the shawl, and—Katinka blinked, yes—instead of nothing, the absence of gray in Boro’s sweater was replaced by blue. She did not follow how exactly this happened, but the sweater’s left sleeve was almost entirely blue already, and a bit at the throat.

Boro frowned at her. “And you are?”

“I am Katinka.” She felt small, and young, unsure of her footing and whether or not she was truly awake.

“So?” Boro asked. “What’s your trouble?”

Katinka looked away, and into her teacup, where a piece of lemon wobbled on the surface.

“I have a group of friends that I’ve been working with since I was eighteen, over at the Call to Action Center. We’re activists, and…” Her voice broke. “When we heard that Raigans attacked Mavka, we mobilized. We hung flags and painted posters. We raised money, lots of money, five hundred gold—and when we heard that the Raigans released daniga poison into the Mavkans’ water supply, we used the money to buy medicine. Tanya and I were supposed to take it to Mavka together, but Tanya got sick. She was supposed to drive, but I managed to find a ride with some other volunteers. I stayed there for three months, in the end, to help at the hospital.”

Baba Marta took Katinka’s hand in hers and squeezed it. The old woman’s skin was warm and soft, and in some places rough like tree bark. Katinka swallowed down a lump of tears, and gulped some more tea. The lemon had overpowered all other flavors, bitter and sharp and alive. “I came back on a refugee bus, just this morning. We needed more medicine—” She hesitated, not wanting to complain about her friends, but she had to say this. “When I came back, I was told that Mavka was taking too much time, we had new causes now.”

“But you did not want new causes,” said Baba Marta.

It’s not that she did not want them, it felt so selfish not to want them. The powder-blue songbirds came from the wellspring itself, the holy source of all water in Mavka, hidden somewhere in a forest. The birds were magic. They knew the language of people and they sang until their little hearts gave out, but they could not do much. All they could do was to cheer up the people of Mavka, give them a bit of hope as they fought on and on, as enemies kept arriving. Daniga fever mostly affected children, and no bird alone could take away that pain. They needed medicine. And the new places, too, needed medicine, the whole world was going sour like a big pot of milk that nobody drank from but everybody cursed at, and Katinka had to care about all those other places too. She knew, she understood, but she’d promised to come back to Mavka, to the people she’d gotten to know: to Riva, who had survived the old war, to the sick children, to the songbirds.

Katinka stared at her fingers clutching the teacup. Said nothing.

Boro’s mouth twitched. “See, Katinka, we’re here for trouble of a particular kind. If someone’s in trouble of a particular kind, we take notice, and we do things. Is that what you’d call activism, I wonder.”

The knitter knocked the needles against each other, as if in anger, but did not make eye contact. “Your sweater’s barely blue and you’re already itching to go. Let me finish the work.”

“Kids these days,” said Baba Marta.

“I’m forty-three,” Boro countered, scratching their head.

“Ha-ha-ha-ha,” laughed Baba Marta, as if it were some great entertainment.

Katinka swallowed and spoke, with a bitterness that startled her, “Golob said—they all thought, I guess, that the Mavkans would lose heroically. And quickly. But they are holding on. Not winning, exactly, but not losing. The war has gone on and on, and I’m told it’s been too long.” Not very fashionable anymore. Old news. “So they raised money for other causes. There are other wars elsewhere.”

“In Mavka, you saw the blue spring birds, and now the land is calling you back,” Baba Marta said. It wasn’t a question. “There is a lot of magic in that land.”

The knitting woman spoke, staring straight ahead. “Just because the land is alive and helping does not mean that we are invincible. On the contrary.”

“I don’t see a problem beyond the money,” Boro said. “And that is easily solved. I give you money, you buy medicine, you go back to Mavka and help. End of story.” They thrust a hand somewhere underneath the table and pulled out a largish leather purse, then dropped it in front of Katinka. “Five hundred. All right? Now you have fundraised from me for your medicine. No more problem. Resolved.”

“The problem is heartache,” said Baba Marta, clanging a spoon against her emptied teacup.

“Nu, I hurt everywhere,” said Boro.

“I came all this way, you let me work,” grumbled the knitter.



When Katinka woke up, dawn was peeking through the canopy of the horse chestnut tree, coloring the edges of its splayed, hand-shaped leaves in a soft glow. Her whole body was stiff, half lying on cold cobblestones against the hard iron grate of the tree guard. Her right hand spasmed around the hard lump of the purse. The building across from her was morning gray, with no hint of robin’s-egg blue anywhere. In her mind she heard the clang, clang, clang of the knitter’s needles.

Even though she had slept on the street, Katinka felt a renewed sense of purpose, as if she could already hear the birds singing. She limped her way through the city, catching a trolleybus here and there until she reached the warehouse. She’d been there only once before, to pick up the order of medicine for Mavkan relief work, but Katinka remembered the address: 22 Ordowa Street. It was an old brick building with a front wall partially made of corrugated metal, which rolled up to reveal rows and rows of all kinds of supplies—bottles of medicine, hand grenades, spare wheels, stacks upon stacks of winter clothing. The tall and mustached man who came out to meet her looked familiar, but she could not remember his name. He remembered her, though.

“Katinka, right? New shipment?”

Her world narrowed down to this moment, her mission. She knew how to do this. “Same as the last one, please, ugh…”

“Yoto.” He grinned at her. “I remember you lot ordered three hundred units, is that all right again?”

“Sure.” She fiddled with the purse, then handed it over. Yoto untied the strings and began counting the money.

“There’s five hundred in there,” she said.

He continued counting the coins, and eventually said, “So you lot paid three hundred last time. Three hundred for three hundred units of medicine.”

“Five hundred,” Katinka said. “You must be misremembering. We fundraised and counted the money. Tanya placed the order, I collected it the next day, once you packed it.”

“Tall girl, pretty, wore a nice dress, smelled like flowers,” Yoto said. “Three hundred.”

Katinka’s vision went black, like they wrote in books. She’d always thought that some kind of a flourish—a thing authors copied from each other without checking if it was real. But it was real enough. Her vision dimmed and a kind of roar filled her ears; the warehouse man grabbed her by the arm, quite roughly, but it steadied her; the world stopped wobbling after a while.

She chewed her lips. Focus. Focus. Songbirds—wellspring—medicine—sick children. Boro, one worn gray sleeve unraveling into blue. Perhaps in a dream.

She could do this. She would do this. “Five hundred will buy five hundred units?”

“Not anymore; ingredient prices are going up every day. But I’ll give you a special discount—four hundred units for four hundred and fifty, and fifty to rush; otherwise it’s a week’s wait.”

Katinka wordlessly nodded. Yoto bowed, then wrote out a receipt on a piece of brown paper. “Tonight at sunset, give or take an hour. I’ll help you load.”



Katinka weaved through the streets of Zlatow on shaky legs. Passersby elbowed her; many ignored her as if she was not even there, a few turned to her with concern on their faces, but Katinka kept walking. She stopped even looking forward, her gaze tracing the cracks on the sidewalk. A few dandelions fought through, toward the dim light. The smooth, glossy gray of the cobblestone streets was patched by the rattling shadows of trolleybuses. Bad sleep, the long travel, the meetings of the night and of this morning had blurred in a kind of a worn, spinning vinyl treading over and over a single word in a song. Tanya—Tanya—

The scratch of it wedged in her throat. How Tanya had always been there, warm and smelling of flowers, and how Katinka would fall asleep thinking about a time when she would be older and braver and say something; they’d go out for coffee. They’d go to the big city park where the swans circled and circled in the lake, and they would throw small pieces of bread at every beautiful bird. They’d sit in Katinka’s apartment and make tea and lick the last of Grandma’s apricot jam from a single spoon.

“Watch where you go,” someone shouted, but Katinka was beyond that. Tears streamed down her cheeks, unbidden, unstoppable, as if the magical Mavkan wellspring itself were pouring out of her eyes. Tanya had embezzled money.

No, no, no, there had to be some other explanation.

Katinka did not remember how she stumbled to the door of the Center. It was the same door, gray and worn, and blinking tears from her eyes Katinka could almost see the gold painting underneath, the old gold of Zlatow, like a thin spider web painted over, still there, trying to emerge like cracks in the cobblestones. She blinked away tears, rubbed her eyes again. She needed sleep, and food; she was seeing things that weren’t there, did not exist. It did not matter.

In the darkness of the staircase, the smell of mouse droppings and musty plaster enveloped her in warmth—the grounding, familiar smell of the Center. She hadn’t even been home yet—she’d slept in the street or in some impossible dream; yet here she was, for the second time, at the Center. Unsteadily, Katinka placed her left hand on the dark wooden baluster and pulled herself up, up, toward the common room.

It was mostly empty—neither Golomb nor Mor nor Katinka’s other friends were around, just a few unfamiliar faces; but Tanya was there, half reclining on the mustard-colored sofa. She was wearing the same flowery dress, her long hair pinned up haphazardly. Her dark-brown eyes, alert and warm, searched Katinka’s. “Are you all right, love?”

Katinka’s heart did a thing. A cartwheel over an abyss.

She hesitated. “Can we talk somewhere?”

Tanya frowned but rose, and they stepped out onto the dark landing.

“It’s not the most private, but I don’t know what else to tell you, unless you want to go somewhere?” Tanya’s voice was wary now. At a different time Katinka would say, “Yes, let’s go,” even though she was four years younger and afraid, always afraid of saying the wrong thing and hearing a no from Tanya when she had dreamt of a yes; but today she couldn’t. Katinka fixed her gaze on the black baluster post, where once there had been a rounded finial, worn from generations of hands; but someone or something had torn it off. Keeping her eyes on the exposed, lighter wood under the missing finial, Katinka said, “At the warehouse, they told me you only gave them three hundred.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tanya muttered, her voice sullen.

“I think you know,” Katinka said, surprised at her own firmness. “We raised five hundred. What did you do with the other two hundred?”

Tanya exhaled. “As if you’d care.”

“I care!” Katinka felt anger flare in a hot wave in her chest. She wasn’t an angry person, but now this new feeling lent her vision an odd clarity; in the dark corners of the landing, spider webs flared a faint gold. “I care that you took money intended for others—for medication, Tanya, and there really wasn’t enough—and you took it away, and—”

“I was also sick!” Tanya shouted, her arms in the air, and columns of dust glinted around her like speckled jewels. “I got sick, I needed treatment, I needed surgery, I could not work, I could not pay rent. You’re always around, always hovering around me, where were you when I needed you?”

“I was in Mavka—”

Tanya interrupted. “I needed you before you left. I got sick before you left! Nobody cared, so yes, I took some money, I paid for treatment, I had my surgery. Yes, I got help then, but you know the funniest thing is—I lost the apartment anyway. I owed too much, I could not work, I’ve been sleeping at the Center for weeks—if you cared so much, where were you, before and after?”

“I did not know,” Katinka said quietly. “I was doing the same thing everybody else was doing, focusing on the war effort.” Back then, she had been focusing also on whether or not she dared to ask Tanya out for coffee. “I’m sorry.”

“There’s always something going on somewhere, some war, some need.” Tanya’s voice was quick, angry. “What about me? Us? People right here who have nothing to eat, nowhere to go—perhaps you’ve never wanted for anything…”

“That’s enough.” The assertive, biting voice belonged to Mor. They were climbing up the stairs, breathing heavily; their short, broad-shouldered body shook with exertion. “Is it true, Tanya, that you took money from the shipment?”

Tanya stepped back toward the door of the Center, face turned away from Mor. She said nothing.

“You need to come with me,” Mor said, but they both ignored them.

“You should have asked me for help,” Katinka told Tanya, but she knew, deep down, that in her place she would never ask.

Tanya’s voice sounded suddenly leached of energy. “Maybe you should have asked me. When I told you I was sick, you should have asked me how I was doing.”

“You need to come with me,” Mor said again. “We’ll discuss all this at a meeting tonight. Katinka, you can come, too, for the discussion.”

She shook her head. Tanya followed Mor back into the common room. Katinka still stood there, and flecks of gold spun in her vision. Perhaps you’ve never wanted for anything.

She descended the stairs, her whole body wooden, beyond exhaustion and pain. Two hundred gold. That was missing. Missing from the shipment. Missing from the rescue effort. Missing from all the other wars, missing from the people who gave it.

You should have asked me how I was doing.

Outside, the air was as bright as Zlatow’s autumn days ever got, golden with a hint of winter’s desolation already creeping in. Katinka saw things now she did not notice before—gargoyles and stone rabbit spouts chiseled above ancient windows, redirecting the rain; golden webs stretched through the city’s air, sparkling from the dual wires over the trolleybuses. She had not been to the apartment yet. She needed to check on it, to wash and get a change of clothing before she could figure out transport for her medicine run. She took a trolleybus home. Her neighborhood, close to the train station, always rattled and shook with the traffic. Grandma had loved it—she always wanted to go somewhere, she’d said; one day she would pack her valise and simply leave for the sea, where there would be pink umbrellas on the beach and cheerful people and no wars, ever, not even the old war, not even to remember.

Katinka unlocked the door to her apartment and entered the kitchen, cheery still with its old peach paint. It smelled like dust. Dust and medicine and memory. A few jam jars on the shelf, dwindled now almost to nothing after Grandma’s passing. A stool, like Baba Marta had. Another chair, with a back. In her mind, Katinka heard Tanya’s words, unspoken but clear, Your grandma left you the apartment, you were not even there, it was empty all this time—I had to sleep at the Center.

She washed and changed her clothing, then packed, frantically trying to figure out the problem of transport. It always had been someone else’s task. Mor had done it—they were good at figuring out solutions, and it seemed so easy for them—call that person, ask this person. Katinka did not know what to do. But when she stepped back into the kitchen, her problems resolved themselves into a visage of Boro, half sitting on the stool, half standing, their head slightly bowed to avoid colliding with the milk-glass globe of a kitchen light that hung down on a cord. Boro wore the same sweater; but instead of gray, the knit of it now looked steel-blue with deeper blue streaks here and there, as if winter’s sludge shifted two hues into the sky.

“Sorry,” said Boro. “I did not mean to intrude. I just wanted to say that I’m thinking of going back to Mavka. I was born there, you know. Haven’t been since I was a kid. So if you want, I can take you.”

Katinka chewed her lower lip, hesitating. Something about this seemed unfinished, unclear.

“I don’t have any tea,” she said at last. “Do you want some jam?”

Boro perked up, their round face splitting into a grin. “What kind do you have?”

In truth she had not tasted it since Grandma passed, but now she put a jar of apricot preserves on the table, and two spoons. The jam was covered with a clean, embroidered handkerchief and tied with twine; when Katinka pulled it off, the taste of late summer, now past, seeped into her skin. Boro took the jar delicately in their big hands, and unsealed the lid with a pop. The jam smelled of apricots, intoxicating, like a cloud of orange-yellow memory released itself into the small space, sweet with a big, abrupt happiness. Their spoons clanged together as they reached at the same time for the jam; both sat back, just smiling at each other. As she licked the last of childhood summers from the spoon, Katinka kept thinking, There will never be another like this, and yet, I will have this forever.

Boro smacked their lips in happy appreciation. “Now, this is a flavor that will last.”

“I met an old woman in Mavka that I talked to; she survived the old war. Riva. She reminded me of my grandma.” Grandmothers everywhere were supposed to be alive and savoring their own homemade jam, not buried or crying in pain in the middle of war. “Why are you going back?”

“Knitter came over from Mavka with a refugee transport. She needed help, but she also reknit my sweater,” Boro said. “It’s still not very blue, but I feel less bitter. We can unbitter ourselves, you know, but it works better when we help each other.”



In the evening, the two of them locked the apartment and took Boro’s transport over to the warehouse. The transport was a mechanical wagon—more of a cart, with large cargo capacity and a single long leatherette bench at the front. It looked sturdy enough, Katinka thought. She wasn’t picky. Yoto helped the two of them load the crates of medicine, secured with long, thin strips of cargo belts. Boro took an embroidered red ribbon out of their pocket and tied it to one of the belts. “For luck,” they said, and a corner of their mouth twitched. Katinka knew that it was Baba Marta’s handiwork. The ribbon hung limp from the belt, waiting for movement, or wind.

“Spring will come, you know,” said Boro. It wasn’t even winter yet. They hadn’t arrived yet. They hadn’t even left.

Katinka made up her mind. “I want to find Tanya before I go. If I can find her.”

Boro shrugged. “Sure. I can help you find her, with a bit of magic. The whole land is crisscrossed by it, like a spider web. You wish hard for something, strain your eyes to see the golden threads, and then you follow what you see. That’s the hardest part of this thing.”

Katinka was about to close her eyes, but then she shrugged. “Tanya’s probably still at the Center. They’ll have a meeting about the missing funds.”

When they drove the wagon to the Center, Tanya really was there, outside, slouching against the wall by the building’s gray door. An unlit cigarette dangled from her hand. Tanya’s face was impassive, closed like gray shutters against an onslaught of rain.

Boro slowed the wagon and Katinka got off. She ran forward, searching Tanya’s face for a trace of past warmth, inhaling the sweet scent of perfume and skin. This close, Tanya’s eyes were bloodshot, as if she’d been crying.

“Tanya…” Katinka trailed off, then tried again. “You said I hovered. Was it weird that I hovered?”

Tanya shrugged.

Katinka tried again. “I just wanted to be around you…”

“I know.”

“I thought we’d go out for coffee. To the park…” I wanted us to be together.

“I know.” Tanya’s voice was flat, as if she’d cried out her tears earlier, and now there was nothing left. The smell of primrose perfume hovered between them, and the yarn of bitterness spun in Katinka’s heart. Perhaps one day it could be remade into something the color of water; perhaps not.

She pressed her key into Tanya’s hand. “Trainside Boulevard, building fifty-two, apartment seventeen.” We’ll talk when we get back, she wanted to say, Please don’t eat Grandma’s jam and You can eat the jam and I don’t trust you and I’m sorry I did not help you before. I’m sorry for us.

I cannot stay. I need to go.

Katinka stepped away, all the way back to the wagon, and climbed back into the passenger seat. Tanya looked after her, her hand in a fist around the key, saying nothing until the wagon turned the corner of Odesna Street, and away.



When the wagon drove out of the city and east, into the last golden rays of the sunset, Katinka turned to Boro. “I don’t know if we can always unbitter ourselves, even if others help.”

“We can’t always,” confirmed Boro.

“I do not know if I did the right thing. With any of this.” Other people—Tanya, her friends, the people fighting other wars—all who needed help. She did not know who she was anymore. Was she even an activist? Had she ever been? She had used magical money that appeared out of nowhere—a windfall, fundraised from Boro, then barely a dream. It hurt that Tanya simply took, but she, too, had used windfall money. How was one person’s need greater than any other’s? How was any one war more urgent than others?

Katinka did not know anything anymore. She did not know herself. Boro was a stranger who stepped out of a fairy tale—an activist of a particular kind. Yet they were also here, big and real and worried about going back to Mavka, and snug in their grayish-blue sweater, steering the wagon of medicine forward on the darkening road.

The city’s gold faded behind. On both sides of the road, elms and horse chestnuts rustled, their boughs pitch-black against the pale nighttime clouds. Katinka inhaled and let herself simply be in the dark. The wagon kept moving, toward the wellspring birds and the war, toward where people needed her.
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At least this time Dr. Madison seemed embarrassed.

“You know the drill,” he said, motioning toward the scanner. Oliver did know the drill. It was his fourth time here in as many months.

“I should see if Cybletics offers sponsorships,” Oliver tried to joke. The man behind the screen only grimaced.

The Cybletics machine was designed for athletes, so at least Oliver fit inside nicely—unlike airplanes or bars, or really any other space he had to fold himself into. He held his hands out to the side and waited for the sweep of the light and whirring sound to engulf him. Around and around the sensor went, searching once again for something it wouldn’t find.

“We’ll get the results in a few hours,” Dr. Madison said, “but I don’t expect anything to be different from last time.” He paused. “Unless I should?”

Oliver shook his head.

“Right, well, we’ll call you.”

“You’ll call Delaney, probably.”

Dr. Madison flipped a few pages back in the chart. “We’ll call Delaney.”

There was a long pause that the whirring of the room’s filtration system wasn’t loud enough to fill.

“Well, I’ll see you next time I guess,” Oliver finally said.

“I hope not for a while,” Dr. Madison said, grimacing again. “This is a waste of everybody’s time.”

Oliver couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so he nodded and let himself out. It was a particularly humid Wednesday in May, and the sun beat down on the few cars that dotted the vast, empty stretch of concrete. It had apparently rained while he was inside, and now the streets were sizzling as the sun baked the water back up into the air. His steering wheel was hot and sticky in his giant palms as he drove home.

“Home” was perhaps generous. The apartment contained his things and was “quite nice” according to his agent, Delaney. But he had yet to feel at home in Miami. It was too loud, too fast, too everything. Even the air was full up all the time, pressing against you, asking for more.

Inside Oliver’s apartment, Delaney was lounging on his leather sofa and drinking a glass of wine.

“You’re home! How was the scan?”

“Same as always. They’ll call you.”

Delaney hummed, looking at his phone. “You got a bunch of media requests today; I think someone leaked that you’re being tested again.”

Oliver said nothing and began fixing himself a sandwich, piling some old steak strips onto cold cuts. The team nutritionist had secured them some kind of sponsorship with a new brand of sliced bread that was allegedly high in protein. It tasted like shit. Oliver had learned years ago how to get full without feeling satisfied.

“Three TV shows, two print reporters, and one very adorable student who’s writing an essay about you for her middle school career day. No clue how she got my number, but I do admire her tenacity. I assume it’s a no to everything?”

“Yep.”

Delaney sighed but nodded. The man was a bit of a mystery to Oliver—some weeks he was like a barnacle affixed to Oliver’s uncomfortable couch, nagging him to do press or meet with charities and lobbyists. Other times he’d go weeks without a word. “That lawyer guy keeps calling too.”

“We’re out of mustard.” Dijon helped the bread taste not quite so horrible, but Delaney liked to put it on everything he ate out of Oliver’s fridge.

Delaney waved his hand dismissively. “This lawyer wants a meeting, and he’s very persistent.”

Oliver finished his sandwich and considered whether to make another. Delaney carried on.

“Apparently he’s some hotshot legal buff who can help you sue the league if you want to—maybe change the rules so you can’t be challenged more than once a season or something. He’s got all kinds of ideas, you should talk to him.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Fine, tell him that yourself, and then he’ll stop bugging me. One coffee with a suit, is that so much to ask?”

It was indeed a two-sandwich afternoon, despite the mustard situation, so Oliver busied himself making another pile of meat on shitty bread.

Delaney stood from the couch and put his empty wineglass on the counter. In his other hand, his phone began to buzz. Someone on the other end said a few things, and Delaney nodded and provided appropriately agreeable sounds in response.

“Of course, I’ll be sure to tell him, thank you.” He turned to Oliver, wiggling his phone in his hand. “Doc Madison. He said you’re clean.”

“I’m sure I’ll see him again next month anyway.”

“Possibly. But I will remind you once again that you’d only have yourself to blame for that. You complain about getting challenged and being tested, but you don’t do anything to make it stop. You won’t talk to this lawyer, you won’t talk to journalists, you won’t post on social media.” Delaney ticked off these alleged options on his fingers.

“I don’t want to talk to people,” Oliver said, mumbling around his half-chewed second sandwich.

Delaney sighed dramatically and looked at his phone again—the window of focused attention closing. “Trust me, I know.”

“I don’t want to be the face of this,” Oliver tried to explain, the conversation entering a series of well-worn ruts in their collective ground. “I don’t have some big political point to make. I have no fucking clue what half of the people who want to interview me are even talking about.”

The last piece Oliver read featured phrases like “non-reformist reforms” and references to someone named Foucault Harraway—a stupid fucking name, if you asked him. Delaney was texting furiously now.

“I’m setting that meeting with the lawyer.”

“I didn’t agree to that.”

“Tomorrow, Panther Coffee at noon, the one on Purdy not the one on Second.”

“Tomorrow?”

“What, do you have other plans?”

“Can’t we just do next week?” That would give Oliver more time to figure out how to get out of it.

“Tomorrow, Panther, at noon.” Delaney was already most of the way out the door. “I’ll text you in the morning to remind you.”

The door clicked shut before Oliver could disagree.



Oliver’s life should have been a dream. On paper, and on websites like celebritynetworth.com, it was. Plucked from obscurity, from a dusty basketball court in the middle of nowhere to try out for the state tournament. Picked by a coach who saw potential and raw talent, and again by a team with official jerseys and a stadium and a whole city behind them. Oliver had, seemingly, gotten everything he wanted.

The fleshy reality of his life was less dreamlike. His own slightly crooked face looked back at him from the TV most nights, footage of his latest game looping behind commentators discussing so-called naturalism. He was unusual on the court not because of his skill, or his strategy, but because of his body—one that was, as the announcers liked to say, seemingly designed in a lab to be good at basketball. Unlike every other player in the league, Oliver had no implants—no replaced tendons, no bolstered heart, no engineered lungs. Which made him not just unusual but singular. One of one. An outlier both physically and, apparently, ethically. Depending on whom you asked, Oliver’s lack of implants made him either an egomaniac obsessed with his own purity, a paranoid conspiracy theorist terrified of the league’s state-of-the-art biological licensing program, or a hard-line believer in the moral superiority of “natural performance.”

Eventually, the debate bled out from sports media into the alleged “real world,” with politicians suddenly using Oliver’s implantless existence to argue for extended regulations. States began passing their own version of the rules already used by sports leagues, demanding that every person maintain at least 60 percent “natural” parts. Advocates hailed the laws as egalitarian and crucial for preserving “biological integrity” and “fairness” in all walks of life. Their opponents challenged them, asking what business the state had regulating people’s bodies, and arguing for “biological freedom” and “self-determination.”

Oliver’s cousin had texted him about it once, asking if he was keeping up with the new laws and debates. Oliver answered honestly, saying he tried to avoid the whole thing. The entirety of his position on the topic was “please leave me alone.” Surely he was against the fascists, though, his cousin had said, and Oliver agreed because he did know that fascism was bad.

The other players and coaches in the league oscillated between frustration with the attention Oliver was getting and disbelief that he was telling the truth. And so he was challenged, and tested, repeatedly, as if one day the scanner would indeed pick up the tiny RFID tags used to label replacement parts. Nobody seemed to like Oliver’s real answer for why he didn’t have any implants: he simply didn’t have the money for them until he was successful enough to not feel like he needed them. It wasn’t any deeper than that. And yet, somehow, that wasn’t satisfying to anybody but Oliver himself.

It seemed to Oliver as though other people were thinking and feeling things all the time, so that when it came time to react they were ready. He imagined that inside other people’s heads was an electrical storm, neurons firing left and right, constantly updating and analyzing. And in his own, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Peaceful, but also inert. Useless really. There were moments where he became suddenly aware, as his own thought meteorologist, that perhaps there should be a storm happening. But he didn’t know how to seed the clouds, how to make the lightning come and go on command. Instead, every time he tried, it felt like reaching into a box of gentle but useless static.

It was hard to feel like a victim while lying on a couch staring at the ceiling of a penthouse. And yet, in the quiet early evenings, he often did just that, wondering where it had all gone wrong. Why the only thing he really looked forward to these days was going home to North Dakota and running
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