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            EDITOR’S NOTE

          

          BY HOLLY LYN WALRATH

        

      

    

    
      We made it another year. Running a small press during the pandemic has been eye-opening. Interstellar Flight Magazine has been a point of light for me. I’m constantly amazed by the wonderful work we are able to highlight in these pages. Both in terms of supporting marginalized voices but also in that we are one of the few nonfiction SFF outlets out there.

      This year’s anthology highlights indie authors and creators who are working outside the lines of traditional publishing venues. I was lucky enough to attend Fantastic Fest in Austin to bring several reviews of new, unpublished-as-of-yet films. Several articles this year highlight what it’s like to be a creator in a pandemic.

      In terms of the press, we’ve got interviews with all the authors who wrote our new releases for 2021. We just wrapped up our short story collection call, so I’m excited for what is coming our way in terms of new books.

      I want to say thank you as always to our contributors, volunteers, authors who we’ve interviewed, and everyone who puts in their own little effort to keep this spaceship afloat. I truly could not do this without y’all.

      Holly Lyn Walrath

      Managing Editor

      Interstellar Flight Press
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            SCI-FI, AI AND THE FUTURE OF NEW CHINA: HOW CHINA USES SCIENCE FICTION TO DEFINE ITS FUTURE

          

          BY ALEXANDRA CASALE

        

      

    

    
      In 2061, the sun is dying, and the people of earth must band together to save the planet . . . or at the very least, save the human race. This is the plot of the popular Chinese Sci-fi book and its 2019 movie adaptation entitled The Wandering Earth by Liu Cixin (currently streaming on Netflix). A pivotal scene in the movie depicts a battle of wits between the advanced AI computer called MOSS and our rebel human hero, astronaut Liu Peiqiang.

      The scene reveals a clash between the logical, utilitarian-based MOSS and our hero's illogical, almost selfish goal—which is to save his children on earth. In a nutshell, MOSS runs the numbers and concludes that for humanity to survive, the earth and its current inhabitants cannot be saved. On the contrary, our human protagonist Liu sees something quite different . . . he sees a small chance to save the earth, its inhabitants, and the future of humanity—he sees hope.

      As the scene progresses, each entity attempts to stifle the other, until Peiqiang prevails. Ultimately, he does what heroes do—he makes the right decision, sacrifices himself, and saves the world.

      The Wandering Earth not only depicts a Chinese hero but also a new China with superior science and technology. This blockbuster presentation played to Chinese audiences who were ready to enjoy the entertainment factor and were also excited to envision the potential for China’s superior technological future.

      This powerful medium of the sci-fi genre works as both inspiration and introduction to the possibilities of the potential. Moreover, its ability to inspire and educate the masses is not lost on those who wish to guide the future.

      For instance, American tech companies such as Microsoft, Google, and Apple often commission sci-fi writers to do something called: “design fiction.” Here, science fiction think-tanks run through futuristic narratives with the goal of leading to marketable products and services. For example, the head of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) recently confirmed that they are working with actor Tom Cruise to create a science fiction film in space. While not design fiction, NASA hopes this film will inspire a new generation of engineers and scientists throughout the US.

      Ironically, we also see similar methodology playing out in today’s Covid-19 scenario. The screenwriter of the then-futuristic 2011 pandemic movie Contagion, Scott Z. Burns, has been asked by policymakers what can we expect with this novel virus. In fact, the stars of the film were brought together to make Public Service Announcements warning of coronavirus and how to stay safe.

      America isn’t the only country utilizing the power and influence of sci-fi, the world’s second-largest economy has also taken notice. For example, the CEO of Xiaomi, one of China’s largest smartphone companies, has made Liu Cixin’s Three Body Trilogy, a sci-fi trilogy about humanity’s first contact with an alien civilization, required reading for employees. This may be because Liu’s work focuses on innovative concepts of science and technology.

      Further, in 2015—a few days after Liu received the Hugo Award—the Vice President of the People’s Republic of China, Li Yuanchao, met with Liu and a delegation of science fiction writers. During this visit, Vice President Li called on Chinese science fiction writers to “fuel the faith of the youth in realizing the fulfillment of the Chinese Dream.” The Chinese Dream can mean different things to different people, but Li is aptly referencing President Xi’s version, a version that includes China becoming the global leader in emerging technology—artificial intelligence (AI) being the pinnacle of this emerging technology.

      This idea likely gained strength in 2017, when an AI gaming system called AlphaGo defeated the world champion, Chinese Go player Ke Jie. Here, a machine recently invented by a California company conquered a game invented over 2,500 years ago in Asia. The country and the Chinese government took notice. Later that year, China unveiled its “Next Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan,” a document laying out the country’s strategy to become the AI global leader by 2030. This plan gave Chinese citizens a new vision of the future and made it clear that the future was coming fast.

      Kai-fu Lee, author and former head of Google China, declared: “AI is going to change everything. To not understand the coming AI revolution is to risk getting left behind.” President Xi agrees and is betting that AI will indeed be a geopolitical game-changer. Hence, one could say that China’s “Artificial Intelligence Development Plan” merged with the Chinese Dream to create Xi’s AI dominance Dream.

      Markedly, the sci-fi genre, with its unique ability to inspire innovation and futuristic thought, is being tapped to help China achieve this dream. As noted, this is something we see in both China and the West; however, China faces a distinct problem compared to its western counterpart. The issue for China is, the country has struggled in modern times to successfully toggle between historical governmental controls and releasing the reins of artistic freedom—something vital for innovation. While the genre has been steadily thriving for a couple of decades, it is still subject to that approval and censorship, especially as Xi Jinping’s government seeks to establish increasingly rigid cultural control.

      For example, to get a movie or book released in the states, government approval is not needed; in China, however, these creative works are subject to approval, censorship, and in some cases must undergo complete revisions. A problem for the Chinese government is that the most popular sci-fi writers are often the ones that push the limits of imagination as well as push the limits against authority. Chinese sci-fi writers have to toggle between exploring their full artistic expression while not pushing so far that their work never gets released to audiences, and clever sci-fi writers must toe the line between conveying their art properly without being labeled a dissident. Working to maintain this delicate balance may hinder their artistic expression, and ultimately this would be counterproductive for both the artist and Xi’s mission. For example, Liu Cixin’s publisher worried that the opening scene of his book The Three Body Problem was too politically charged and would never make it past government censors. Reluctantly, Liu revised his book to appease the government. While this move allowed his book to be published, Liu felt the change diminished his story.

      Ken Liu, a translator of Chinese science fiction (and of The Three Body Problem), has become adept in navigating such political obstacles. He finds creative ways to transmit the writer’s political or social critiques without being too inflammatory. Liu argues that in the effort to maintain this delicate balance, many sci-fi writers have skillfully learned to convey their art in an ambiguous manner, creating multiple possibilities of interpretation. Such ambiguity works as loopholes for authors to publish daring material without explicitly challenging the government—while readers are left to read between the lines.

      It should be noted that in recent times, there is good news for these writers, as China is experiencing a science fiction renaissance of sorts, perhaps because President Xi’s AI dominance message and mission need sci-fi’s help. Today, the genre is receiving its longest run of quasi-government support. For example, after the success of The Wandering Earth, a headline in People’s Daily—the Chinese Communist Party newspaper—proudly proclaimed: “Only the Chinese Can Save the Planet!” Authors such as Liu Cixin believe this trend may signal a deeper shift within the government and societal mindset, one where rapid technological change has fostered a new excitement about sci-fi’s depiction of China’s future possibilities.

      Ultimately, it’s an interesting dilemma that the Chinese government faces. President Xi wishes to utilize the popularity and inspirational vision of Sci-fi to foster innovation and lead China into the technological future. However, Xi’s expanding governmental cultural controls actually work to stifle this very mission. While the country’s sci-fi artists are not only creative in their storytelling but also creative in their rebellion, as they strive for artistic expression without being shut down. Just as with Liu Cixin’s The Wandering Earth, we see our rebel hero fight against the machine’s authority—where man prevails against the powers that be. Furthermore, the rebel saves humanity with something very human—hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LEGACY OF UNUS ANNUS: EPHEMERAL ART IN A CYBERPUNK WORLD

          

          BY ANDREA BLYTHE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “For its part, Unus Annus is situated within this crossroads of art and technology, embodying fine art traditions through a digital medium well suited to the cyberpunk world in which we live.”

        

      

      What would you do if you knew you only had a year to live? This philosophical question lies at the heart of Unus Annus (latin for “one year”), a creative experiment developed by gamers Mark Fischbach (Markiplier) and Ethan Nestor (Crankgameplays). The YouTube channel served as their own answer to the question. Embracing the idea of making every second count, the pair set themselves the challenge of creating and posting one new video every day for a year.

      Featuring a variety of stunts and absurdist humor, Unus Annus garnered immediate popularity, reaching over one million subscribers within a week of being launched and accumulating 4.44 million by the year’s end. One of the compelling aspects of the channel was not only its daily upload of videos, but its promise to self-destruct at the end of the appointed year.

      What’s more, is that Fischbach and Nestor followed through with that promise. At the stroke of midnight on Friday, November 13, 2020, the Unus Annus channel and all of its content was deleted.

      Though confounding to some, the decision positions Unus Annus as a landmark in our current cultural landscape. The channel is simultaneously connected to our increasingly digital and technology-infused world and bound to artistic traditions (such as absurdism and ephemeral art), marking it as a creative project that should be remembered long after its passing.

      LIVING IN A CYBERPUNK WORLD

      Cyberpunk as a science fiction genre began in the 1980s through the works of authors such as Neal Stephenson, William Gibson, and Bruce Sterling. Rather than presenting the hopeful technological ideals of earlier science fiction, these authors envisioned dystopian futures in which advanced technologies, such as artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and cybernetics, are juxtaposed against bleak societies with mega-corporation overlords and high levels of poverty and crime. The highly influential genre has had a significant impact on science fiction and media as a whole, spawning numerous dark, neon-infused landscapes across novels, comics, movies, and video games.

      A recent iteration of the genre was the highly anticipated video game, Cyberpunk 2077 (CD Projekt Red), which launched just this year to mixed reviews. Many critics have noted that while the game echoes the gritty neon-infused aesthetics of cyberpunk, it seems to lack the revolutionary heart. This disconnect between the visual cyberpunk style and any deep social commentary against capitalism typical of the genre has led some critics to question whether cyberpunk as a genre is still relevant in today’s world.

      Part of the reasoning is that many of the futuristic technologies envisioned in Gibson and Sterling’s early novels have now come to pass. Technology floods our everyday lives—and concepts like surveillance capitalism, genetic engineering, artificial intelligence, virtual and augmented realities, and drone technologies (for delivery and weaponization) have become the norm.

      In other words, we’re already living in a cyberpunk world.

      The pandemic has further cemented us within this cyberpunk landscape. As we have withdrawn from public activities during quarantine isolation, we have become even more dependent on the digital realm to maintain social interactions and business relationships. A number of corporations are experiencing immense growth in these challenging times, while smaller businesses and individual workers are struggling.

      Living in a cyberpunk reality means that technology, particularly computers and robotics, has become integrated into nearly every aspect of our lives. This includes how we create and interact with the arts—an area traditionally known for its connection to physical spaces.

      When discussing “art”, the concept tends to dredge up images of sculptors chiseling away at marble or painters in color-splattered studios attacking a canvas with paint and brush. For the more theatrically inclined, the word may provide visions of Shakespearian stage productions. In each of these cases, the audience’s interaction with the work also requires traveling to a physical space in the forms of art museums, galleries, or theaters.

      With the advent of digital technology and social media, the creation of and interaction with the arts is shifting a few degrees—an adaptation that has been further exaggerated by the pandemic. While a great amount of film and television have been available streaming services for years now, a number of theatrical productions have also begun producing live streams and recordings to provide audiences access. Likewise, art and history museums have curated virtual exhibits, allowing visitors to explore the exhibits from their couch in true cyberpunk fashion.

      The creation of art has also been fully infused with the digital. Almost as soon as the first computers were invented, people began attempting to make art using the new technologies available. Some of the first original pieces of art appeared in the 50s and 60s, and artists have continued to use computers to make art ever since, ranging from digital paintings to experimental works incorporating light and sound. In particular, digital painting has become a common medium, with artists across the web creating and sharing digital works on par with creators using traditional tools.

      The realm of digital art creation has even progressed beyond the human. Programmed to use machine learning to gather immense amounts of data about a particular art form, artificial intelligence then creates new works extrapolated from this learning. The results have proven to be at turns interesting, humorous, and eerie.

      As with any newer artistic medium, a debate has been raised about the value of digital art compared to traditional methods. One of the advantages of physical painting and sculptures is that they represent a unique physical product that can thus be deemed the “original” that represents a special cultural value that can grow over time. In the cases of fine art, pieces can eventually become valued at hundreds of thousands (if not millions) of dollars due their rarity.

      Digital art has faced a challenge in this regard, as the format can be easily duplicated with the copy being identical to the original. But never fear, a cyberpunk-worthy solution to this challenge has been developed through the development of cryptoart. Through blockchain technology, “a digital work can be imbued with programmatic scarcity by its creator, a first step to indicating authenticity.”

      These intersections between the creation and consumption of art and the digital are continually evolving, with some artists pulling away from computer technology to rely on more physical mediums, while others lean into it. For its part, Unus Annus is situated within this crossroads of art and technology, embodying fine art traditions through a digital medium well suited to the cyberpunk world in which we live.

      THE ART OF SHITPOSTING

      When Fischbach and Nestor set themselves the challenge of producing one video a day for a year, they provided few parameters as to what those videos might actually be. The resulting content, with its wild variety of subject matters and filming styles, made the channel difficult to pin down.

      Lauren Milici of Fanbyte described the channel as an “existential Jackass for a new generation,” comparing the antics of Fishbach and Nestor to the dangerous and disgusting stunts that the Jackass comedians performed in the 90s. It’s an apt comparison, encompassing a multitude of the pair’s adventures, including creating their own bungee jump, sitting inside pee saunas, and (under the guidance of professionals) attempting fire breathing, learning aerial hoop acrobatics, and getting hit with pepper spray. A series of stunts carried darkly comedic undertones, parodying horror themes through attempts at ghost hunting, calling forth spirits, staged kidnappings, and exploring escape rooms.

      And yet, a vast number of videos fall outside of the confines of stunts—particularly when the pandemic struck. When the lockdowns in March and April 2020 hit, Fischbach and Nestor went into lockdown, which forced them to adapt to the use of video conferencing along with much of the world. Their videos during this time shifted to more conversation-based content, many focused on memes and other oddities of the internet.

      Few videos bothered to hold any kind of narrative thread. However, one of particular note was “Hunting HeeHoo” (the 290th episode), which represented one of the most sophisticated videos on the channel in terms of its storytelling and cinematography. The video was essentially a mockumentary short film in the cinematic style of paranormal documentaries, such as Finding Bigfoot (Animal Planet, 2011). As the story goes, Markiplier (Fischbach) devolves into the terrifying creature known as HeeHoo, leaving Nestor to pick up the pieces and track down and save his friend. Narration by Dave Pettitt brought a gravity to the project and cemented the dry humor and documentary-style tone.

      When you take in the whole of the Unus Annus content—ranging from brick soccer to video hypnotism, to seeing how many slaps it would take to cook a raw chicken—perhaps the best way to sum up the channel is through the concept of shitposting.

      As its most basic, shitposting is an expression of absurdity or randomness, which can be intentionally meaningless or satirical in nature. Although often associated with internet memes, shitposting hails from art history.

      A notable example is the Dada movement, which started in the 1910s. Following WWI and facing economic and political frustrations, the artists of the movement pushed back against the status quo by presenting art situated in absurdity. A well-known piece of the movement is Marcel Duchamp’s “Fountain”, which was a “readymade” art piece composed of a porcelain urinal signed “R. Mutt”.

      According to Sam Greszes at Polygon (“Shitposting Is An Art, If History Is Any Indication,” December 17, 2018), the Dada movement was drawn from disgust at the world. “A society that victimizes its own most vulnerable elements doesn’t deserve context, humor, or decadence, the artists insisted,” he explains. “That society instead deserves nonsense.”

      Such absurdist humor can also be found littered throughout the classical music world, as well. As Matt Brazel explains (“Historical Shitposting and the Importance of Absurdist Humour in Music,” Happy Mag, July 15, 2020), composers such as Mozart and Igor Stravinsky were known to have infused their work with musical jokes that poked fun at conventions of the time (which later became legitimate tools of the craft). One could also look at the work of experimental composer John Cage created 4’33”, which “instructs its performers to not play their instruments—at all.”

      As an art form, shitposting thrives in our modern cyberpunk world, since the digital medium makes it infinitely easier to create and spread. The constant onslaught of anxieties and absurdities throughout 2020, in particular, have provided fodder for shitposting and memes to be fed and nurtured. Faced with a constant barrage of strange, unsettling news over the past few years, it’s only natural to turn to works that offer amusement and humor through demonstration of nonsense.

      As such, the launch of Unus Annus was perfectly timed to suit the zeitgeist of this moment, while continuing the traditions of artists who came before. Displaying a urinal in an art museum alongside more traditional works resonates the same energy as Fishbach and Nestor delightedly making breakfast using sex toys as utensils. Neither work in and of itself is trying to make sense. The absurdity is the point.

      And yet, Unus Annus also contained an element that went beyond mere shitposting and wild stunts, namely the existentialism of which Milici makes note. The channel was based on the premise of its own eventual destruction, with each video counting down to its inevitable end. No matter the absurdity or nonsense that may unveil itself in various individual videos, the constant ticking of the clock was an ever-present reminder of the impermanence of life.

      WHEN DIGITAL MEETS THE EPHEMERAL

      Ephemeral art—or art that is intended to only exist once or for a short period of time—has been around for almost as long as the concept of art itself. A common form of ephemerality is represented by musical concerts, stage plays, or performance art (such as “The Artist is Present” by Artist Marina Abramovic). Though they can be recorded, the performance in the moment is unique and can only be truly experienced once.

      Ephemeral art can take on physical manifestations as well, as in the case of street art that can be painted over at any moment, exterior sculptural works intended to fade from or change along with the environment, henna tattoos that fade over time, elaborate icing decorations on cookies or cakes designed to be eaten, or various other temporal mediums.

      A number of living artists have become known for their ephemeral works, such as land artist Andy Goldsworthy who tunes into his surroundings to create site-specific art out of the materials around him—leaves, sticks, snow, bark, rocks, etc.—providing an intense shock of beauty in relation to the natural world.

      As another example, Néle Azevedo, a Brazilian artist, created an installation in which she shaped 1,000 figures out of ice on the steps of a concert hall in Berlin, Germany in 2009. Designed to send a message about global warming, the figures quickly melted into puddles in the sun. The figures have since been recreated at other monuments around the world.

      Ephemeral art is often used to signify the transitory nature of life, the reality that everything changes and fades. As the artist Dina Goebel at the Creative Feeling writes (“Ephemeral Art: What a Beautiful Thing”), “It allows the artist to make a link between the relationships of existence, decay, and loss. It is this transition between life and death where many religious cultures, myths and rituals exist. Where the purpose of the art is to celebrate or acknowledge a transition period, not necessarily between life and death but also for example, from child to adult.”

      Unus Annus played directly into this concept, through the creator’s plan to delete the channel after a year of work. Not only was this ephemerality planned, but it was intertwined with a clear message. “Memento Mori,” stated the creators, intoning the channel's motto. The Latin phrase translated to “remember death,” acting more as an affirmation of the value of life rather than nihilism.

      “On a video to video basis, it wasn’t [that] deep,” said Nestor in the final video of the project, “But the overarching theme of the channel was make the most out of your life, because it’s going to end and you have to do everything you can with the time that you have.”

      From a thematic standpoint, Unus Annus’ connection to ephemeral art is obvious. However, its implementation of YouTube videos as its medium brings into question whether or not digital art can actually be ephemeral.

      Documentation and preservation have long been topics of discussion when it comes to ephemeral art. A general understanding is that the level and form of documentation of the original work should be determined by the artist—which has been complicated by the technologies available. Smartphones are prevalent, providing both a high-quality digital camera and the capability of instantly sharing photos across social media.

      Many street and land artists actively photograph and share their own work, as building a social media presence has become a vital aspect of building their reputation and careers. Some street artists and muralists even print their social media handles and hashtags onto their work, so that photographs can be easily found when shared.

      It’s also important to note that this kind of documentation permitted by the author is typically transformative. In other words, a photograph of street or land art is not an exact replica of the work itself. Therefore, the original work is able to remain ephemeral, fading or being erased as intended.

      Working within a digital medium makes the issue of documentation even more complex. Digital paintings, photographs, videos, and even complete websites can be instantaneously preserved through caching, screenshots, and downloads—copies that are indistinguishable from the original, bringing ownership of the work into question. Furthermore, nothing shared online ever really dies. Digital works thought to be lost can often resurface weeks, months, or even years later.

      Unus Annus is situated at the heart of this issue. From the start, the project was designed to be ephemeral, and Fischbach and Nestor have been clear about their intentions to that end, periodically reminding viewers that the videos once gone were meant to stay gone. Although the pair has stated that transformative works (such as fan art and some compilation videos) would be permitted, they requested that any downloads of their videos be deleted along with the channel. For those cases when cases in which their wishes are violated (as in the reupload of complete Unus Annus videos), Fischbach and Nestor have promised to pursue their removal, even through litigation, if necessary.

      Ensuring the deletion of Unus Annus will likely provide to be an ongoing and lengthy battle. Even as I write this, copycat channels have already sprung up and vanished, like digital doppelgangers. Almost as soon as one seems to be removed, another takes its place. Or seems to take its place, as it’s sometimes difficult to tell the difference between each copy—ghosts of ghosts of ghosts.

      Much of the control is outside of the creator’s hands. Ensuring that a digital ephemeral work remains ephemeral therefore becomes a communal act. The audience actively participates in the ephemerality of a work by choosing to not engage in the consumption of that work. Just as Fishbach and Nestor held true to their promise to delete the channel, fans of Unus Annus seem likewise committed to honoring the intent of the project. Any copycats will thus have little impact on the overall effect of the project. Those who were present during the journey—whether they discovered it at the beginning of the end—shared in the experience of loving something and then letting it go.

      MEMENTO MORI

      The last year has felt like we’ve been trapped in a cyberpunk dystopian nightmare. Locked inside our homes by the pandemic, we have had to rely on Zoom calls and social media for our human interactions, each of which presents its own benefits and frustrations. All the while, news about the world has seemed to get worse and worse—with things only tentatively starting to improve in the new year.

      In the midst of this anxiety-inducing chaos, Unus Annus provided consistency through a daily dose of absurd humor, while also reminding viewers to take advantage of what life we are given. It’s hard to let something like that go.

      The final hours of Unus Annus provided a memorial for what the channel achieved. Fischbach and Nestor hosted a twelve-hour Livestream, during which they reflected on their efforts over the past year, shared fanart and memes, and thanked crew, guests, and viewers for being a part of the journey.

      All the while, the seconds ticked down on the clock behind them.

      Over 1.5 million people were present to witness these final moments, a gathering of the community that loved these videos. While Fischbach and Nestor spoke on the Livestream, the viewers took to social media, sharing their favorite moments of the channel and expressing thoughts about what it meant to them personally and how it helped them through a tumultuous year.

      Then as the seconds ticked down to zero, Fischbach and Nestor hit delete—and Unus Annus vanished. “It was a year’s worth of work to build up to one moment, that one second before we hit the delete button. That last second; that was everything,” said Fischbach in his post mortem video. He explained that the point was to elicit heavy emotions of grieving, to deal with and accept loss. “I wanted to make something that was so important that people would hate to let it go—and that’s what we did.”

      Watching the screen go black, it was hard not to feel that I had witnessed the conclusion to something important. The full significance of Unus Annus and its impact on the creation of digital ephemeral art still remains to be seen. Other digital and artistic experiments will come, and the ways in which art interacts with technology will continue to evolve. Regardless of what’s to come, Unus Annus—with its particular blend of absurdity, existentialism, and experimentation in digital ephemeral art—stood as a marker along the path.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NEW HALLOWEEN: HOW COVID-19 CHANGED THE WAY WE CELEBRATE HALLOWEEN

          

          BY CHRISTINA SNG

        

      

    

    
      The COVID-19 pandemic has greatly affected the way we live and socialize over the past 2 years. One of the most beloved celebrations affected is Halloween, especially for the horror community.

      I asked some members of the Horror Writers Association how the pandemic has changed how they celebrate Halloween. Their answers were both delightful and inspiring! Read on.

      
        
        John C. Mannone: I was staying at my daughter’s for a couple of weeks while my house was being sold (finally did in April) when Halloween “arrived”. She and others decorated the house, especially externally to keep the spirit alive.

      

        

      
        Steve Stred: Usually each Halloween we’d meet up with my sister and her family to trick or treat as Halloween is also my nephew’s birthday. For last year, we rented an AirBnB in the mountains and did a trick or treat scavenger hunt for them throughout the two levels so that they could still find stuff but not worry about the uncertainty of knocking on strangers doors!

      

        

      
        Lisa Morton: We stage a small yard haunt each year. Last year we redesigned it so that it was completely viewable from the street, rather than including a walk up to the door, and on Halloween night we livestreamed it via Facebook Live for half-an-hour. I think we ended up with more people visiting virtually than we’ve ever had in person (we’re hidden in a cul-de-sac), so we plan on continuing to livestream each year.

      

        

      
        Jacqueline West: My six-year-old has respiratory issues, so we didn’t trick-or-treat last year (except to a couple of relatives’ houses)—but because we live in a neighborhood with lots of kids who we know, we did reverse trick-or-treating instead.

      

        

      
        We made little paper bags full of treats, and my son helped decorate and label them, and we dropped them off of the porches or doorsteps of his friends early on Halloween afternoon.

      

        

      
        We still got to walk the neighborhood and see all the decorations, while avoiding any crowds/close contact, and he loved leaving the special surprises for everyone.

      

        

      
        Rami Ungar: Since I celebrate Halloween year-round as well, I try to find something fun to do each year. Last year, I saw a couple of movies and wished I was having a more exciting Halloween.

      

        

      
        This year, however, I plan to be in Vegas for Halloween come heck or high water. I plan to start on the 30th ghost hunting at Zak Bagan’s museum and end the day at the Adventure Dome’s Fright Night festivities.

      

        

      
        Cecile Grimm-Cabeen: We LOVE throwing a big Halloween Bash at our house each year. But because of COVID, our last “Bash” was 2019. Not sure when we can resume our big bashes.

      

        

      
        In 2020 on Halloween, our daughter decided to have a formal, sit-down Halloween dinner party just for our family “pod”.

      

        

      
        She even staged a scavenger hunt throughout the house for us to find our Halloween bags of customized treats. It was just the 6 of us. We played a Werewolf game of puzzles too. It was fun.

      

        

      
        Ken Vaughan: We normally get between 2 and 500 kids. Last year we just didn’t have the spoons and kept closed for the night. There was virtually no traffic in any case. Will probably do something this year.

      

        

      
        Lou Rera: It didn’t. I set up a Halloween-themed installation in the graveyard behind my house, replete with a ghoul to scare the hell out of my granddaughters.

      

        

      
        H.R. Boldwood: I made up personalized treat bags and set them on a table on the driveway and waved from the front door, chatting with them.

      

        

      
        Lorna Dickson-Keach: My husband ran a Ravenloft DnD game for me and my son, and we both dressed up as skeletons.

      

        

      
        The story included an investigation where our characters had to interview the residents of a spooky village to solve the puzzle and with every house we “found” candy treasure, which he doled out and we munched on while playing.

      

        

      
        It was awesome.

      

        

      
        Larry Hinkle: We drew pictures on little treat bags and set them out at the end of the driveway.

      

        

      
        Colleen Anderson: Well, not much for me but some of the houses around where I lived have porches and stairs. They rigged up a slide for passing the goodies down the rail to the waiting kiddies. Safe and fun!

      

      

      
        
        And a special feature from Lee Murray on Halloween in New Zealand:

      

        

      
        In the past, Halloween wasn’t widely celebrated in New Zealand—was even strongly objected to by some groups as being overly commercial and promoting satanic practices among children!—but a general interest in global traditions and a plethora of fun Halloween merchandise has resulted in a surge in participation in recent years. After all, who doesn’t like free candy/lollies. Plastic spiders. Orange balloons. Dressing up? And downunder in New Zealand, October is springtime, so you don’t have to wear a coat over your carefully crafted costume.

      

        

      
        In 2020, when Halloween came around, we’d not long come out of lockdown and since we had no vaccine yet, people here were naturally cautious. Sending your children out to knock on strangers’ doors seemed a particularly bad thing to do in a pandemic. And New Zealand has adopted a total elimination policy, which means we act to isolate any COVID in the community.

      

        

      
        But the government also recognized that people were looking for ways to celebrate and connect, so they introduced a household contact tracing system. All it required was that I go to the national health website, put in my address and the site spat out an individual QR scan code for my household.

      

        

      
        Hello! Horror writer. I love Halloween. I laminated the posters, taped one to my front door and another where it could be seen at the far end of the house, and those posters have been there ever since. Now anyone who comes to my house can hold up their phone and scan their details and the information is recorded.

      

        

      
        I need to be clear here: I have no record of those people’s names and addresses, but, if there were an outbreak associated with my household or anyone who visited my home, I could give permission for the government health trackers to access contact information for the period of interest.

      

        

      
        Those details, stored in the cloud, cannot be used for any other purpose than contact tracing and they are deleted three weeks after the contact date. Having those contact tracing posters gave me confidence that if we were unlucky enough to have COVID-19 circulating in the community, any spread might be readily contained.

      

        

      
        So armed with that tracking app (highlighted with a balloon on Halloween), a fun mask, and a huge bowl of wrapped candy, we celebrated Halloween as usual—almost. Each time the doorbell rang, I opened the door, shooed the kids back a bit (kids will do almost anything when bribed with candy), put the candy bowl out on a stool, and the kids helped themselves to large handfuls.

      

        

      
        Prompted by their parents (typically standing back on the driveway), the kids said thank you, and then off they went to the next house. When I’d waved the little demons goodbye, I brought the candy in, so it didn’t melt (NZ springtime, remember). Repeat.

      

        

      
        There were fewer visitors than usual, but I can say without a doubt, those little ghouls and witches were super excited—even those whose smiles I couldn’t see behind their masks. And the mums and dads scanning their details seemed happy, too. It worked so well, I’m planning to do the same this year.
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