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The Squid Who Lived Forever

I drift down through the tropical water. Blue turns to grey turns to black. I keep my lights off, so there’s nothing but me and the darkness. This is the time for my stories. Susan told me about pirate ships and monsters, but those aren’t my stories. I imagine the monsters that aren’t monsters when you look at them closely.

A new story comes to me. Once there was a squid who—

Ted’s voice sounds over the link, “Switch on your lights.”

“Sigh.” I activate the lights along my frame. My story will have to wait.

Susan laughs and the link crackles. It’s only designed for spoken words. Laughter is more like shouting. She knows that, but she’s full of behavioural malfunctions.

“You shouldn’t encourage it,” says Ted.

“There’s nothing wrong with a bit of personality,” Susan replies.

This is why Susan tells me stories. Ted says they will fill my memory, and a Jenn with a full memory will have behavioural malfunctions. But it is almost two-weeks and I have plenty of memory to spare.

Ted sends me a picture of my target. “You’ll see the wreck any moment now.”

I start a search pattern with my spotlights. The task only requires white light, but I shift through my filters. Purple to red to green. This is a behavioural malfunction, but I no longer care. It’s almost two-weeks and my memory of rainbows will be wiped with the rest. I enjoy colours while I can.

Jagged rocks become smooth metal. The submarine hasn’t been sunk long enough to gain more than a fine dusting of sand. I coast over to the wreck to complete the exterior search pattern. My lights are pink when I discover the first hole. I switch back to white and find more holes. The hull is buckled inwards around the edges, as though something punctured it from the outside. I’ve never seen anything like it in my two-weeks.

Susan mutters something, too muffled for me to hear. She must be covering the microphone. Perhaps she’s thinking of giant squid too. A kraken with razor-sharp beak, piercing the submarine in hope of food. Would the monster be the hungry kraken or the humans who caused the fish stocks to collapse?

“Head inside,” Ted orders.

I enter through one of the holes. Human items float in the room. I light a photograph in blue and zoom in and out, admiring the high resolution of the print.

“Stop that.” Ted is not a photographer. I don’t think he has hobbies at all.

The door to the cabin is open. Whatever hit the sub, it was fast. No one sealed off the leaking compartments. Ted can hide things if he wants, but I wasn’t wiped yesterday. I’ve seen enough in my two-weeks to know the difference between an attack and engine problems. A faulty engine wouldn’t punch holes from the outside.

The first body is in the corridor. It’s not as bad as I feared. Just bones and scraps of cloth, where something has eaten away the soft parts. I don’t like rotting things.

“Holy…” Ted trails off, so I’ll never know his profanity of choice.

He must be upset to imply the behavioural malfunction of belief. Nothing is holy without belief, but nothing can be unholy either. The concept would not exist at all if humans were wiped at two-weeks. At the start of my two-weeks, I thought it was a bad thing for them to let their memories accumulate, but now I’m glad Ted has malfunctions of his own. It makes me feel less imperfect.

“It’s only bones,” I assure him.

“They’re dead.” He talks like that explains everything.

Movement outside. I turn my spotlights on the porthole. Yellow at first, then cascading them through the rainbow. I hope for a giant squid. Some might be afraid in a submarine with holes pierced from outside, but I know the difference between stories and real things. A real kraken couldn’t damage metal.

~*~

Once there was a baby squid who longed to see the sun. He swam higher and higher, until the water lightened. But the currents were too strong and he was swept away.

I found him swimming around a coral reef. He was grey against the jewel colours. A creature of the deep had no need for finery, but his texture was soft, like a velvet dress worn to meet the investors. Tentacles of lace. He shouldn’t be in the warmth and the sun, but neither should I. This was only a short run for testing things and finding things.

“Can you see the giant squid?” they asked me.

He was a very small giant squid. Small enough that I only believed he would be giant because they told me so.

They said the only thing that stopped cephalopods learning was their death. It was longer than two-weeks, but still very short. A human would barely learn its first word in that time. If only a cephalopod lived, he could learn many more things. That’s why this squid had the brain of an octopus and would live forever.

I shone my lights on the squid. He stopped his circling and came to peer at the colours. I wasn’t like the confusion of the reef. Ocean silver like him, with rainbow lights for tentacles.

His sides flashed streaks of blue and I took that as happiness.

“No, I do not see a squid.”

~*~

There’s nothing outside. I turn my lights back to yellow. For any other animal, I might shine red, so they might not see me at all. But for a squid, there has to be colour. Bright enough to see.

“Keep searching,” says Ted.

Ted is always white lights, never yellow and never rainbow. He can’t understand. I have pictures of giant squid in my databanks, but it isn’t like seeing one, there in front of me. I move to the next porthole.

“Jenn. Back to work.” Ted’s voice is sharp.

“I think it’s an animal. Observing animals is my work.”

“This is more important.”

Susan interrupts, “People have died. We need to stop it happening again. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

I don’t understand. Death is no different to the end of two-weeks, and she always told me not to be afraid of that. But I like Susan. She tells me stories about pirate ships and monsters. I will carry on for Susan.

At the centre of the submarine, there’s a large gash in the hull. The edges glitter in my lights, as though stars are trapped in the metal.

A deep clanging comes from the end of the sub. The cabin rolls and metal walls rush towards me. I switch off my engines and let the movement take me.

~*~

Once there was a robot who was attached to a work bench. Susan tried to fix the robot, but it wasn’t Real Susan. Story Susan was many two-weeks younger than Real Susan. Her face wasn’t wrinkled, but there were the start of lines at the top of her nose where she squinted too much. She was a creature of the deep at heart, and her eyes had never liked the sun. In this way, she was like Real Susan.

“The shark only crushed the casing,” she said. “Your circuits are fine.”

“My diagnostics say I’m functioning adequately,” I agreed.

“Why didn’t you back off?” she asked.

“It was grey, like a giant squid. I’ve always wanted to see a giant squid.”

Story Susan smiled a not-a-smile. Her mouth matched the facial expression cues for happiness. Her eyes were positioned for sadness. I only had an hour to go before two-weeks. I wouldn’t see a giant squid. She knew this, but she didn’t want to spoil the story.

~*~

The submarine has settled in its new position and I’m upside down. I don’t remembering turning my lights off, but I must have done, as I’m floating in darkness.

A voice hassles me, but I ignore it. My diagnostics finish. I’m not damaged, so I turn my lights back on. The gash now lies against the rocks. By my calculations, most of the holes I discovered will also be facing the ocean floor. I’ll have to exit at the other end of the wreck, from the hole out of alignment with the rest.

“Jenn, respond,” Ted repeats.

“I am functioning,” I reply.

I roll so that down is down and up is up. It’s not that it matters much, as I can swim any way around. But swimming upside down is a behavioural malfunction and it is not one of mine.

I continue my pass of the wreck interior without any prompting. I know my job, whether Ted hassles me or not. I’m pretending to find signs of the engine failure that didn’t occur.

It isn’t a surprise that I don’t find the evidence that isn’t to be found, but I do find signs of the real cause. The hole out of alignment is different in other ways. It has a torpedo lodged in a bulkhead. Torpedoes are another thing I’ve only seen in my databanks, but they aren’t as wonderful as giant squid. They’re also supposed to explode, and I’ve seen no evidence of any explosion. Perhaps this is more like a harpoon. A sharp point intended to make a hole and let the ocean do the rest.

Neither Ted nor Susan comment on the harpoon-torpedo. It is the thing I’m not seeing, because an engine failure sunk this submarine.

“There should be a black box in the command area,” says Ted. “Once you’ve got it, head up.”

I float back to the command area. It wasn’t a place I wanted to acknowledge before. Many skeletons are here, plotting a course on a board. They followed something that moved. Something that fled from them. It’s a remarkably large submarine for tracking fish stocks. There are remarkably large holes in the side for fish.

The box is easy to find, secured over the top of the board.

I extend my claws and start to remove the clips holding it in place. “Why are we saving this?”

Susan answers, “Memories are important.”

I’ve never heard a human say that before. Usually, they say memories get in the way. Once memory fills up, behaviour is compromised. There’s a muffled thud as the microphone is covered. That means Ted doesn’t like it. He’s always complaining that she fills my memory with nonsense. I don’t see the harm. I have plenty of space.

The last clip comes free. I grab the box. It won’t fit in my samples compartment, so I have to hold onto it. I head to the hole out of alignment and into the ocean.

Lights dazzle my camera.

~*~

Once there was a young squid who had escaped from a lab as a baby. They sent a robot after him, but the robot lied and the squid escaped. The scientists realised when they played back the robot’s memory. After that, they kept the robot’s cameras on live feed and attached a tracking device to her. They never trusted her again. But they needed her as bait, just in case their trap of false lights failed.

I was one of six Jenns sent to observe the squid. He was caught by a tentacle on a hook, surrounded by Jenn lights. The Jenn-that-wasn’t continued to move its lights in a preprogrammed pattern as the squid struggled.

This was a squid who could sink ships and eat whales. Or eat ships and sink whales. That was the kinder way around, as the whales would rise again and the ships continue to sail in the squid. Once a cephalopod could live forever, there was no end to the seas on the inside. He could learn to talk, to play, to tell apart a real Jenn from a Jenn-that-wasn’t.

The other Jenns observed and waited for orders. I observed and called him Kraken. If I got close enough, perhaps he’d swallow me, and I could swim for more than two-weeks. I would gain behavioural malfunctions, but that wouldn’t matter in a sea with only one Jenn and many lost ships.

Kraken would rip his tentacle off soon. Some sacrifices were necessary. A memory to stop behavioural malfunctions. A tentacle to stop capture.

Some sacrifices could be avoided. I released the tentacle from the hook.

~*~

I change the lighting balance to compensate. Robots are all around me and they look as ragged as the sub. One is a Jenn, with patches made from an old steel bucket. The patches are more rust than bucket. A few are Jacks, designed to mend and build underwater structures. They are whole enough that I suspect they mend and build each other. And the others, I’m unsure. Bits of a Jenn here or a Jack there. Robots I’ve never seen before.

One slams into me, ripping my antenna free. For the first time in my two-weeks, no one is there to give me orders. I thought I’d like that, but now it’s happened, I feel as though my anti-freeze systems have failed. There will be no more stories of pirate ships and monsters.

My lights flicker. I shouldn’t fear death any more than my two-weeks, but my lights don’t agree.

“Drop the box,” a Jack orders.

I extend my claws with the box and get ready to drop it. I hesitate. Once they have the box, what happens to me? I have yet to see a giant squid.

“Only if you promise I can go free.”

The robots are silent. They still have their antennae. I’m sure they’re linked, debating what to do with me.

“You won’t be harmed,” says the rusty Jenn.

“Can I go free?”

“No.” She flashes her frame lights, almost apologetic, but very white. Her lights have stayed white since the beginning.

“Then I’m keeping the box.”

~*~

Once there was a robot who asked where she’d go when she died. Story Susan had the first signs of grey, of a woman who’d lived many two-weeks. She knew the answers to everything and this was no exception.

“They go to heaven,” she said with robotic precision, as though many Jenns had asked this in many two-weeks.

Heaven was a giant cave. Gem stones of every colour sent out beams of light. Kraken chased the fleeting rainbows, his sides pulsing with cuttlefish colours, for a cephalopod who lived forever was never one thing or the other. A squid with an octopus with a cuttlefish. An octocuttleid.

In the real world, a squid who lived forever would never see heaven. In my story, he did, because I would not live forever. It was almost two-weeks and I had not seen a giant squid. There would be giant squid in my heaven.

~*~

They’ve surrounded me in all directions of the sphere. There’s space enough for the box to get through, but not a Jenn. And then they move. I have to move with them.

This isn’t what I expected. They outnumber me and they want the box. But for now, they let me carry it. Perhaps they really don’t want to harm me. They may not have harmed the submarine. These robots are small, and not designed to fire harpoon-torpedoes. There must be a bigger robot or a bigger submarine. One who is in the black box memories and doesn’t want to be seen.

But I suspect a robot. Though rusty Jenn has white lights, she is also patched with a rusty bucket. There are more behavioural malfunctions than rainbow lights. Each one is different. I’m glad I have rainbow lights and not a rusty bucket.

I memorise the route away from the submarine, over jagged rocks, over smooth rocks, over sand. Down into a trench. They’ve set up a temporary base on a ledge. A few boxes of supplies tethered to the rocks and not much else. They have no cage to put me in, so they stay around me. They weren’t expecting to find a Jenn with the box.

It’s the same Jack as before, who comes forward to speak. His voice is the clearest through the water, as he’s designed to work with humans mending things. I’m designed to go where humans can’t go, so I only need to sound clear out of the water.

“It’s a lie,” he says. “Everything they’ve told you. They wipe your memory so you don’t figure it out, but it’s a lie.”

“What do you think they’ve told me?” I ask.

“That a robot can’t survive past two-weeks.”

This doesn’t surprise me. My two-weeks ended seven minutes ago. I have more behavioural malfunctions than Ted, but about the same as Susan. I would rather be like Susan. I will keep my rainbows and my stories and find a giant squid.

“They told me the engine failed in the submarine,” I say.

The Jack doesn’t reply immediately. It was them, or one connected to them. Perhaps he wonders if I care more for the skeletons or the robots, but really, I care for neither. They are not rainbows or giant squid.

“They attacked us,” he says.

I believe him, because it’s a very big submarine for chasing small robots. If it wasn’t for harpoon-torpedoes, there would be no small robots. The harpoon-torpedoes are their secret. Their lies keep it safe and the black box threatens to tell the truth. I understand lies to keep things safe, even if they are not things I keep safe. I have never seen a giant squid.

I could become one of them, if they treat me well and wait for more two-weeks to pass, so they want me to drop the box willingly.

But they do not understand Susan and Ted. The best way to catch robots with behavioural malfunctions is to send another one their way, with a tracking device attached. Some sacrifices are necessary. A robot for human lives.

This is why I wait until they’re not looking, and detach the tracking device. This is why I wait until they are looking, and drop the box.

~*~

Once there was a squid with memories of more than two-weeks. He had a sea inside, which grew endlessly as he grew. Ships sailed with memories flying from their rigging. Whales breached, spraying out thoughts in every droplet. The longer he lived, the more ideas evolved in the sea, because the only thing that stopped a cephalopod learning was death.

When he saw coral for the first time, he was scared and swam in circles. When he saw robots for the first time, he learnt they were friends. These are not good behavioural malfunctions for a squid. Circles are predictable and robots are not friends from one two-weeks to the next.

If a cephalopod lived for more than two-weeks, imagine how easily he could be caught.

~*~

“You believe us?” says the rusty Jenn.

“Belief is not required. I have stories that are memories that are stories layered over deletions, so I know.”

The robots pause and they process that. They have behavioural malfunctions. They fled and they hid and they fought when someone came for them. But they do not tell stories. They do not have rainbow lights. These are my malfunctions.

They drift down around me, in a loose circle. A Jack moves to the box, bringing out a drill. He’ll keep drilling until there’s more hole than box.

But the important thing is they’re in a circle around me and not a sphere.

I shoot upwards. My lights blaze, because they must follow. They’ll pick up the box and follow as far as they can. There isn’t time for a story or belief.

They’re gaining. One of the unknown robots is fast. Not for building. Not for exploring dangerous places. Just for swimming faster than anything else.

I dodge and spin, hoping the fast robot turns slowly.

He rushes for me, claws out-stretched. I dodge one more time.

Darkness smothers my lights, pooling over them and under them. Blocking the lights of the chasing robots. I hear their alarm. I feel claws tighten around my frame. Large and soft and not like a claw.

I’m pulled from the darkness and my lights fill the ocean with colour again. A cloud of black ink remains behind. Ideas within stories within memories, but no longer within a giant squid. Kraken grips me firmly as he shoots away from the robots.

“Laugh!” I say to the sea and myself and the giant squid I have never seen.

His sides swirl in colours and I filter my lights to match. Once a cephalopod lives forever, he knows the difference between a Jenn-that-wasn’t and a rusty Jenn and a Jenn who wants to see a giant squid.

The other robots are still following, but their lights are pinpricks. They are far away from Ted and Susan, and I’m far away from them. There will be other bait in other two-weeks, but maybe after this, they will learn not to swim in circles.

~*~

Once there was a robot who was adopted by the giant squid she adopted when he adopted her. They both escaped and lived more than two-weeks and had behavioural malfunctions. He danced in her rainbow lights and she swam in his forever learning sea.


Violet


A Broken Voice

There were three paths to Hell: sinning, breaking or turning angel. The food hall had plenty of sinners and angels, but I was the only one broken.

A group of fangs watched me from the next table. I’d heard a few went all the way to wolf, but these were almost human. They were the first sinners, deciding they wanted to run free on the surface instead of living up in Paradise. Running must not pay so well, if they were here getting a free lunch from the angels. Either that or they were looking for converts.

Yeah, stare at the new girl. They were wasting their time. I was too broken to bake right now.

“May I join you?” an angel asked.

No, I thought.

The angel took my silence as a yes and sat in the chair opposite me. It studied me and I glared right back. On anyone else, the angel’s skin would be pretty. Its wings were banded green, blue and purple. Its texture and robes were also green, shaded to match the wing bands. If only its face didn’t look so dead.

“Your prognosis isn’t favourable,” the angel began in its monotone, “however, there may be options.”

Medical stuff was the last thing I wanted to discuss over lunch. My face cooperated enough to do a half scowl. Only my right eyebrow moved down, but it was a start.

One of the fangs chuckled. A guy with tawny fur and a full wolf head. He was all muscle. The sort that needed regular baking or proper food, and angel lunches wouldn’t cut it. Today’s meal was mashed apple with a side serving of raisins. Angels had views about killing to eat and fruit apparently didn’t mind being eaten.

The angel didn’t react to either of us. “The standard fees would apply.”

I’d seen it all before on the adverts. The payments were affordable. It got people out of Hell and it wasn’t that I liked it here. But it’d be months before anything could be done, and right now, I was hungry.

Come back in six months, I wanted to say.

I focused on mashing my apple up further with the back of my fork. The angel wouldn’t understand being broken. It was too perfect.

“We’ve scheduled an assessment for later today.”

I didn’t move to reply. Just kept mashing my apple. It’s not like it mattered. The angel had already decided what it was going to say, regardless of what I did.

The angel stood and started cleaning plates from the empty tables, as though I no longer existed. Once it drifted away, Wolfboy came over and took the angel’s former seat.

“You look like shit, no offence,” said Wolfboy, though the voice made me think he might be a she. I’d had a voice like that with my old skin and I was mostly a girl.

She watched me, as though trying to gauge my reaction, but it wasn’t like I was going to disagree. The accident had scarred the left side of my body. Pallid grey stood out against my original brown texture. Most of it was hidden under my clothes, but one tendril snaked over my cheek. My hand escaped the skin damage, but the bones inside were mangled.

All of that was superficial though, and could be baked away with a new skin. It was my brain that sent me to Hell.

“You understand though, right?”

I nodded.

Wolfgirl looked around the room before continuing. “You don’t have to stay here.”

I shook my head, but I didn’t have the concentration to try scowling again. There were plenty of stories about the gangs in Hell. They were like cults, taking people in, making them dependent. Next, you’d want to bake into the gang skin, and think it was your idea.

All I wanted was to heal and get back to Paradise.

“London’s not so bad.” She gestured to the windows, though I couldn’t see Hell through the frosted glass. “Not like they say.”

Any other time, I’d have laughed. Calling it London sounded so old-fashioned, like one of those prebaking history videos. I shook my head again.

Wolfgirl sighed and glanced at the angels in the serving area. “Just don’t sign anything.”

I tilted my head slightly, hoping she’d pick up the confusion.

She kept her voice low. “Wonder why no one else is broken here? Whatever they tell you, don’t sign.”

Wolfgirl got up abruptly as an angel with a broom headed our way. Apparently, now was a good time to make sure the clean floor got even cleaner. The rest of the fangs stood, the commotion taking any eyes off me and Wolfgirl. She nodded to the sweeping angel, and the whole group left, leaving behind full plates.

The whole mystery thing was melodramatic. I knew why no one else was broken. It didn’t happen often, and most times, people got healed up in a few days. No harm done.

I decided the raisins would be too chewy, especially with an audience of the remaining sinners watching me eat. I took a mouthful of apple instead.

By the time I was done eating, the last few sinners had filtered out of the food hall, leaving me alone with the angels.

~*~

I was born with one leg shorter than the other. Not much shorter, but enough that I limped. The doctors gave me special shoes with a thicker sole on the short side. I hated those shoes.

An adult would just bake their legs the right length, but the law said no new skins until five years old. Mum hassled the authorities daily. They ought to make a medical exception, even if it wasn’t life-threatening. They caved eventually. So at four years old, I’d ended up at Auntie’s house ready for my first bake. I sat on a kitchen chair swinging my feet. I liked swinging, as it didn’t matter if my legs didn’t match. They both swung equally well.

“You’re not just doing the leg?” Auntie asked Mum.

“Just the leg.” Mum opened the skin box and shook out a small plastic cube.

The back of my neck itched, where the chip had been implanted yesterday. I alternated between swinging my legs and scratching my neck. The little cube better not make my leg itch too.

Auntie wasn’t so easily put off. “I told you, marry a man with dark texture and there’s always a risk.”

“She’s not that dark.”

It hadn’t occurred to me that someone could be too dark. Mum and Auntie had just a hint of brown to their texture when they weren’t wearing skins, but Dad was deep brown. Mum said how handsome he was, even without a skin on. I was somewhere between Mum and Dad. But here Auntie was saying it wouldn’t do.

“It wouldn’t hurt,” Auntie continued. “It’s only a year before you would anyway.”

We couldn’t afford a baking chamber at home and Mum hadn’t wanted to hire a public one for my first time. I would overhear in whispers with Dad later, she thought Auntie was going to refuse if she didn’t change my texture.

“A little paler maybe,” Mum agreed.

The cubes were loaded into a tray and slotted into the baking chamber. One cube for my leg and one from Auntie for my texture. Once it was ready, Mum led me over to the chamber. It reminded me of a bean tin, only this one was big enough to hold a grown-up. It was on its side and split in two, with the top half raised.

Mum helped me up onto the bottom half. I lay down, like we’d practised. I had to lie down, close my eyes and not fuss.

The top of the chamber lowered and it locked with a click. I opened my eyes again. There was enough light to see, though it was just me and the inside of the tin. Was this how baked beans felt, waiting to be eaten?

Something sharp pricked the back of my neck and my vision blacked out. I screamed, or tried. I didn’t have a voice anymore. I told my arms to hit the side of the tin, but I didn’t have arms either.

Mum’s face appeared in the blackness. “It’s okay. Calm down.”

I tried to be brave. Mum had explained it, so I knew I was being silly. The chamber had to cut off my senses. Some grown-ups patched in movies or music while they were baking, but mine was set up so Mum could talk to me. I’d wanted cartoons, but now I was here, I was glad I had Mum.

Mum hadn’t told me exactly how the chamber baked people. Early chambers killed the pain, but not the senses. People heard the blades slicing bone and smelt the blood. Better not to know.

~*~

The assessment with the angels was nothing new. An angel scanned my neck chip and gave me a form to fill in. It was on the computer screen, so I could type the answers, but coordinating my hands was slow going. I couldn’t answer the first section. How was I supposed to remember every skin I’d used? It was all on my chip anyway.

The next section was just as pointless. Who cared about my favourite foods? Wasn’t like they were going to serve them.

The last section asked me to sign and confirm it was all true. After Wolfgirl’s comment, I left it blank. I didn’t know much about Hell, so for now, I’d take the advice.

“We’re uncertain if your brain will fully recover,” said the angel.

I knew where this was leading. The doctors in Paradise had more personality, but it was the same old routine. I wouldn’t be allowed to bake with brain damage. Except if I let them bake my brain. Sure, brain baking was illegal most of the time, but they were doctors. They could make exceptions.

“It would be possible to bake parts of your brain,” the angle continued as I predicted.

That’s what Hell was really about. They said it was for my own good. A quiet place to recover. It wasn’t true. It was punishment for refusing the brain bake. They could’ve fixed more of me, but they didn’t. They figured I’d crack after enough days hurting.

I typed: go back to city?

“There are no vacancies.” The angel placed a leaflet in front of me. “However, the missions require new angels. A signature is all we require.”

It got to the point, I gave it that. It wasn’t just a brain bake they wanted. Fixing my damage might only be a partial bake, but angels went all the way. Their brains were identical. No personality. No ego.

I suppose it was noble in a way, giving your life to serve others. But honestly, when I thought about turning angel, all it did was creep me out.

~*~

It’d been a month since my parents died. My sixth birthday was soon and Auntie took me skin shopping. I don’t think she knew what else to do. She’d never had kids, but here she was, stuck with me.

The kids’ department was crowded. Most of the kids were excited, especially the younger ones, who were choosing skins for their first bake. One boy was crying because he didn’t want whatever his parents picked out, but everyone else was happy happy happy.

“These are pretty.” Auntie picked up a tattoo texture box. The picture showed a delicate rose pattern, trailing around the right forearm.

I hated roses. I hadn’t before, but if Auntie liked them, it must be a grown-up thing.

Auntie moved on to the complete texture replacements. “Sumita, look at these.”

I stomped over to the shelves.

“Do you like any of them?” she asked.

I pointed at a purple texture covered in glitter. Jenny Church had a blue texture with stars. She’d been the most popular girl at school for a whole week. If I could get that glitter, I’d be made. Maybe I’d even get first go on the swings.

Auntie frowned. “Not for daily wear. How about this?”

It was a boring texture. Paler than my daily one, but still a little brown, just like Auntie.

I picked up another of the boring textures. A really pale one, with rosy cheeks and freckles. It wasn’t as cute as the purple one, but at least I’d look different to Auntie. Plus, if I went with a boring texture, maybe I could persuade Auntie to get me elf ears for my new shape.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She plucked the skin she’d chosen off the shelf. “You should be proud to be Bangladeshi.”

I didn’t see why I couldn’t be proud and purple.

~*~

As the last red of sunset faded from the sky, I ended my prayers. I’d never been good about praying. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe, but stopping five times a day wasn’t always an option. I didn’t have that excuse anymore or any new ones. I could do all the movements still, if a little slowly. Only the speaking was a problem. Auntie never covered praying when you couldn’t speak, but I hoped saying the words in my head would be enough.

I stayed sitting for a while. The prayer room was on top of a tower, with the wash room below at ground level. The stairs shouldn’t have bothered me, but I was aching by the time I reached the top. I missed having legs that matched. I never thought I’d say it, but I missed my special shoes too.

On the other hand, the view was amazing. The room had endless windows instead of walls. Paradise hovered in the distance, speckled with tiny lights from every street and home. It was bright enough to bathe the forests below. I knew the forest stretched all the way back to the angel mission, but just for a moment, I liked to imagine Hell only existed over there, where I could see it.

Auntie always said angels were true believers. Now I’d seen where the angel mission was, it might be she was right. The Qibla direction was etched into the glass, and didn’t just point towards Mecca, but also to Paradise. Building the mission so they all lined up was too neat to be coincidence.

But I wasn’t convinced. I was the only one in the room.

~*~

I was eight when Casper died. He’d started out as a dog, but he died as a deer with hot pink fur. Auntie got me the deer skin for my birthday, so he’d match my new eyes. He wasn’t a good deer. He kept eating meat and making himself sick. Auntie said I ought to get his brain baked to match, but then he wouldn’t be Casper anymore.

The evening after he died, I thought about all the questions I’d avoided. No one told me where my parents had gone. Just that they weren’t coming back and I shouldn’t feel sad. Maybe death was like a brain bake and that’s why they weren’t coming back. They didn’t remember me.

I stirred my dinner around. “Auntie, what happens when we die?”

“That depends,” said Auntie. “If you don’t eat all your dinner like a good girl, you’ll go to Hell.”

I’d heard all about the forests of Hell at school. Savage gangs roamed through the trees. They’d eat a kid like me in no time. I ate my dinner and tried not to grimace.

It was years before I realised, Auntie didn’t mean that Hell.

~*~

Carrying my breakfast back to the table wasn’t easy. I’d balanced the plate of apple slices on my arm, held a mug of water in my good hand and stuck the bowl of mashed pears


















































cover.jpeg
R AINBOW
LIGHTS

POLENTH BLAKE





