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      It's been difficult to focus on finalizing this issue.

      As I type these words, my home town of Odessa, Ukraine is bracing for an invasion by Russian forces. The familiar streets and landmarks where I spent my childhood are filled with sandbags and Czech hedgehog anti-tank obstacles. It's a sobering and surreal thing to see for the first time, and I wouldn't wish it on anyone.

      As I proofread and laid out these stories, writers and translators in Ukraine were forced to flee from their homes. They're finding their way to Western Ukraine or out of the country, forced to leave their belongings and their entire lives behind. Those who've stayed are losing access to electricity and clean water, sleeping in metro stations to avoid the bombings, or are directly fighting in the largest war in Europe since 1945.

      As I uploaded the issue content to our site, some of my Russian friends were bravely attending antiwar protests, even though they're fully aware that they could be arrested and beaten up for doing so. Many more have spoken out against the war online, despite facing fines and other forms of persecution. A new iron curtain is quickly descending upon Russia, with news and social media networks from the West being systematically cut off by Putin's regime.

      The instinct, the desire to walk away from the screen, to hide from the onslaught of terrible news and worse predictions, to bury my head in the proverbial sand for a while, is stronger than I'd like to admit. I'm fortunate to be living in New York where I even have this option; my friends in Ukraine can't simply opt out from being in the warzone. A voice in the back of my mind whispers, "None of this is important in light of what's happening out there. Why even bother?"

      Except that it is important. Despite wars and other calamities, it's imperative that we continue to create art and to tell stories. That's how we share the best of ourselves with the world, how we—readers and writers both—sustain our humanity. We need to continue sharing stories of all kinds: dark and melancholy and erudite and optimistic and hopeful. We need to continue cracking jokes, in defiance of the gloomy world at large.

      Sharing stories and voices from across the globe is as important as ever.

      It is, of course, not the only thing.

      In recent days I put together a list of contemporary Ukrainian-born speculative fiction authors whose works are currently available in English.

      Our cover for this issue is by the Ukrainian artist Oleksandr Kulichenko.

      We're also featuring a vetted, trusted local charity here in Brooklyn that is sending supplies to people in Ukraine.

      In upcoming issues we will be looking to feature more translations of Ukrainian science fiction. We encourage authors and translators to submit their stories for consideration in English, Russian, and Ukrainian.

      We will also continue publishing works by authors from Russia and Belarus, save for the few who are actively and gleefully using their notoriety to support the war. It's counterproductive and downright ludicrous to close one's mind to the voices of those living under the political regimes one might not like. If given a chance, we'd just as gladly publish authors from North Korea, Iran, the Donbas region, or Venezuela, so long as they wrote a compelling story. In fact, this issue includes a story from Cuba alongside works from USA, the UK, China, and Sweden.

      Thank you for reading these stories, and may they bring you a bit of comfort and joy.
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      Yonkers sprawled out below me, rotting in places, shiny in others. Vehicles the size of toys tooled along, too far away for me to hear their engines. In the parking lot directly below me, two kids who’d been trying to sneak a smoke were being marched back into the building by a gray-haired security guard.

      They watched the exits like we were in a fucking state prison instead of a public school, but no one bothered to watch the roof.

      I enjoyed the view, my hands on my hips, a cool breeze coming off the Hudson. I was in no hurry. Lunch period would last another half hour, and since I had no money for lunch, I could afford to take my time. Hopefully when I climbed down I’d have the lunch money problem solved. More likely I’d end up electrocuting myself, from not bypassing the filter that kept people from tapping directly into the Axonet upstream.

      Upstream. Ever since I was a little girl, I’d pictured the net as a water current. The filter was like a dam that kept users from screwing with the processors and stuff beyond. Although really, a filter didn’t look anything like a dam. Yonkers High School’s filter looked like a wad of extremely thin spaghetti jammed into a black rectangle. I’d located it in the bug-infested space between the ceiling of the janitor’s supply room and the roof, which is how I knew I was now beyond its power to block me from adding five hundred dollars in credit to my currently empty lunch account. Assuming it was possible to add an access point beyond the filter. Assuming the doohickey I’d made from broken net systems and other assorted tech shit actually worked.

      Pulling the box cutter from my waistpack, I made an inch-long slit in the thick black rubber tube that contained the cables that led to the wireless linkup. It took me about ten minutes to graft my line into the cable, and I accomplished it without electrocution, so a big win there.

      A ping test told me I was connected. I activated the small black velvet screen on the worn-out sleeve system I’d rigged, not knowing what to expect. What did a screen display when you were beyond the filter?

      Nothing, it turned out. Darkness. I worked the system, trying to navigate.

      A line of text scrolled across the blank screen on my wrist: Who is this?

      This, I hadn’t expected. Had I tapped directly into someone’s account? But I was on the far side of the filter. Even Principal Little Head couldn’t get into Axon’s naked processing. It had to be coming from the other end—from someone at Axon, the Axonet’s owners. In which case, there was no way they could ID me on the roof of a school, using a jerry-rigged system made from discarded parts.

      Who is this? I wrote back.

      This is Izzy Malfouz. What are you doing at the YHS interchange? You’re not part of the net are you??? You’re outside?

      I yanked the connection and took off. Shit. How could they pinpoint me if I was using a Frankensteined system?

      I climbed off the edge of the roof, swung back into the window I’d come through. Pattering down the back stairwell, I ducked into the cafeteria, took my usual seat at the far end of a long table.

      The kids on the other end were laughing and shooting straw wrappers at each other, and all sorts of other immature shit. They hadn’t even noticed I was gone.

      A girl wearing a glittering wrist-to-shoulder system whose name I should have probably known by then glanced my way. She mouthed something wordlessly to her system, and the girl sporting triple pony tails who was sitting across from her also glanced my way. They both burst into laughter.

      I was fucking hilarious, with my bare, system-less arm, my too-big worn-out dumpster pants held up by a man’s belt, my hair cut by Uncle Selk, who was not really my uncle, just the person who signed my report cards now that my mother and sister were dead. Ninth grade was the last free grade before the fees kicked in, so they were getting their laughs in before I was out of here for good.

      The girl with the glittery system took a French fry off her plate, wiggled it back and forth. “Hey Candace. You hungry? Hmm?” She tossed it. It landed on the table close to me.

      I swiped in the direction of the French fry. “Fuck you, you spoiled, weak-ass little fancy girl. I’ll fucking eat you for lunch.”

      Laughing, the girls turned their attention back to their friends. They knew I couldn’t get to them, because there were a lot of them, and only one of me. I could take any of them, put them in the hospital, but I was always outnumbered. They all hated me, every single one of them, and I hated them. That was okay. There were other nouns. I didn’t have people (except for union people) and I didn’t have things, but I had places. I could go anywhere in Yonkers, and even beyond. Places were all the nouns I needed.

      While the girls weren’t looking, I grabbed the French fry and shoved it in my mouth.

      Izzy Malfouz. It was a peculiar name. I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was one Izzy Malfouz in the entire Divided States.

      You’re not a part of the net, are you? What had he meant by that? He wasn’t part of the net, either. Unless the net was operated by an AI that Axon had named?

      As soon as lunch was over, I cut algebra class as usual and headed for the library, where they had systems available for us poor bastards. The teachers never called me out for cutting class. They gave me C’s, because they wanted me out of there, and if I flunked ninth grade, they’d be stuck with me for another year.

      I searched for Izzy Malfouz in the directory.

      No Izzy Malfouz. I tried a wider subject search, and got some hits.

      The first was an obituary.

      I got an icy/crawly sensation, like refrigerated bugs were crawling in my hair and down my shirt. An Izzy Malfouz had died in a car accident three years ago. Had I just tapped into a ghost? Was the soul of Izzy Malfouz haunting the Axonet, riding its currents around the planet?

      Izzy had been from Connecticut, nineteen, a college boy at The University of Pennsylvania. He’d been tall as shit—six foot six—and had had a basketball scholarship.

      And I just had to know if I’d been talking to this dead Izzy Malfouz, or to another Izzy Malfouz who left no electronic footprint at all, even though he worked for the biggest fucking tech company in the world. Or to an AI that had been given a really wacked name. I had to know.

      I took a detour on my way to the bathroom, up to the third floor, where I picked the ancient lock on the instructional material storage room, and squeezed out the window for the second time today.

      A message appeared as soon as I connected.

      Please don’t disconnect.

      My fingers tingled as I typed away on the little pad. Where are you?

      His answer came instantaneously. Node 155742C.

      Which was no help at all. Time to cut to the chase. What is your favorite sport?

      “Basketball,” said a flat, inhuman voice. I was halfway across the roof when blind panic let up enough for me to control my legs. I inched back toward my makeshift system like it might spring up and bite my ankle.

      “Are you from Connecticut?” I couldn’t stop my voice from shaking.

      “You checked up on me. You’re really on the outside? Not part of the system?”

      “You died in a car accident.”

      There was a pause before he answered. “Yes.”

      I shivered. I was speaking to a dead person.

      Who was communicating through the Axonet? The ridiculousness of this hit me all at once, and I laughed. “This is someone fucking with me, isn’t it? Good one, I gotta admit.” I reached to disconnect.

      “No. Absolutely not.” His voice stayed flat, but panic bled through. “Please don’t disconnect.”

      I kept my hand on the wire, ready to disconnect and bolt. “So how am I talking to you, if you’re dead?”

      “I don’t know. One moment, I was bleeding out with a steering wheel embedded in my chest, the next, I was in blackness, with directions running through my head.”

      I pressed my palm to the rough concrete roof to steady myself, because the roof was suddenly spinning.

      “What’s your name?” Izzy Malfouz asked.

      I laughed. “Not a chance. How stupid do you think I am?”

      “Okay, no problem. Just, please don’t disconnect. I’ve been here for three years, and you’re the only person I’ve talked to, unless you count the three nodes I’m connected to.”

      “What’s a node? Aren’t you a ghost?”

      “We run the net. There are a lot more of us in here. I don’t know how many. When we do a good job, we feel good; when we don’t—pain.”

      “You run…” My lips felt like slabs of numb blubber. How the fuck were a dead kid and his friends running the net?

      “I need your help,” Izzy said. “Will you please help me?”

      He’d almost had me. Just another scammer. “I don’t have any fucking money, so don’t waste your time.”

      “I don’t want money. Believe me, money’s useless to me. I’m pretty sure I’m not in a body anymore. If I am, I can’t feel it. I just want to talk to my mom. Will you call her for me?”

      “I don’t have a system. I’m a squatter—I don’t even know if I’m going to get dinner tonight.”

      “Shit. Please don’t disconnect. Let me think.”

      I let him think while I tried not to lose my shit. What was his angle, if he didn’t want money? Or were there really dead people trapped inside the net?

      “I can get you a system,” Izzy said. “Do you have something to write with?”

      That got my attention. I pulled a pen from my waistpack. “Sure.”

      He gave me a code, and told me to type it into the self-claim at the nearest Axon store. Maybe they were trying to lure me to where they could nail me for hacking their system.

      “Swear you’ll come back,” he said.

      “If I call your mom for you, I get to keep the system? No strings?”

      “Sure. In fact, I’ll give you a code for another after I speak to her.”

      Which would be easy to resell, as good as a pile of cash. My heart was thudding as I disconnected. It was probably a scam. What if it was real, though? What if Izzy Malfouz had been raised from the dead? I wanted to know if that was true.

      Even more than that, I wanted that system.
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      For the first time, I was grateful that everyone looked right through the filthy street kid, their systems erasing me along with the rest of the trash and gum stains on the sidewalk along New Main Street. I passed the Axon store twice, watching for anything suspicious. It would have helped if I could see into the store, but the windows were covered with moving images of All the Right People using the latest systems to have fabulous lives, in eleven-foot-tall splendor.  Their systems ranged
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