
		
			Introduction

			by Bogi Takács

			Rosalind Franklin, “the dark lady of DNA,” was a Jewish woman chemist in a field dominated by Anglo men. Many years after her death, she still hasn’t received appropriate credit for her work on the structure of DNA, and her other discoveries. When D Franklin—one of her relatives—approached me about editing a Rosalind Franklin memorial anthology featuring speculative stories and poems about scientists marginalized due to their gender or sex, I was excited. I feel that the speculative fiction field has undergone great changes in the past few years, and it has become more accepting of minority experiences of most kinds. But I was also concerned.

			What kinds of stories and poems would I receive? Could we move beyond simplistic depictions of “science is evil,” or on the other hand, that science is perfect and can do no wrong? Would people feel secure in depicting experiences of marginalization beyond versions simplified for outsiders? I was confident that the answer to these questions was a resounding yes, but exactly how would that happen?

			There are multiple possible approaches. We can discuss the mechanisms of marginalization from a more in-depth, insider perspective, and buck the trend of simplifications. We can also talk about how marginalized people can also experience everything that non-marginalized people can: joy, success, appreciation, and chasing giant monsters in space. These two groups of approaches are often contrasted, as “issue stories” and “not issue stories” . . . or even “political stories” and “non-political stories.” I think this dichotomy is often false. All literature is political, but when the writer’s politics align with the reader’s, the political aspect can become invisible.

			As an editor, I did not want to pre-specify how writers should tackle the topics of gender and sex marginalized scientists. I did not want to prescribe whether poems and stories should thematize oppression or not, whether they should feature “incidental representation” where characters just happen to be marginalized, or any other possible solutions. Together with D Franklin and the many people who offered input in the planning phases of the project, we did our best to make sure that as many marginalized groups were mentioned in the call as possible, and that we were open to criticisms of science itself. As a result, we ended up with a wide range of topics and approaches.

			The authors took the theme and ran very, very far with it. These pieces are complex and intriguing. Heartfelt and terrifying. Cheerful and desperate. We have giant monsters and people turning themselves into spaceships, but also historical magical-realist stories and near-future extrapolations of present-day science. The authors take a hard look at how science can serve colonialist empire-building and the military-industrial complex; or present hopeful futures where everyone can be a scientist.

			Many authors are scientists themselves. Many aren’t. Some wanted to be scientists but couldn’t. If you read the author biographies at the end, you’ll see some couldn’t even consider the possibility. And some are on the uneasy borderlands of academia, in low-paid assistantships, adjunct and temporary positions, working in labs and making the wheels of the scientific enterprise grind on. While I was working on this anthology, I had to resign from a research fellowship due to persistent multi-month delays in receiving my salary. The lives of scientists are often precarious, and these stories do not shy away from this precarity—but also offer hope, alternatives, commiseration and companionship.

			By having such a broad range of perspectives, there is room for themes that might be more difficult to present if standing alone. The volume comes with a set of content notices at the end, and do please take a look; there are some stories tackling heavy themes such as alcoholism, unethical experimentation, or mass murder.

			We are imperfect, and struggling, and together we are strong. I am firmly against tokenism and approaches where “there should be one of each”—be it authors, characters, themes, settings or anything. I think that overlaps bring perspectives which bolster each other. For instance, in this volume you will find several works with autistic protagonists and/or by autistic authors—and you will see that their voices are very different. Sometimes there is also an uncanny and glorious serendipity: you will be able to read two stories by trans authors about trans astronauts exploring Venus. Yes, that’s quite specific. No, the authors did not coordinate with each other. Yes, I strongly feel that you should read both.

			Most of the authors in this book are multiply marginalized in some way. QUILTBAG+ people, women (both trans and cis), racial and/or ethnic minority people, people from non-Western countries, migrants, disabled and neurodivergent people, to list some. This wasn’t a requirement in any way. But I was very glad to see that the thematic focus on a specific marginalization—gender and sex—did not happen at the expense of others . . . and that there was a wellspring of work bursting forth when we said, “yes, this is what we want, you can show yourselves.” We couldn’t buy everything and fit everything. But even the stories I had to pass on were overall very strong, and I hope that they will find room at other venues—I’m excited for the ones that already have. I hope that poetry and fiction about marginalized scientists will become more and more common overall in the speculative field—and not just in science fiction, but in other subgenres like fantasy, horror, and more.

			I also need to say a few words about a transition the anthology had. When the original press Galli closed before publishing the anthology (but after paying the authors), I was eventually able to move the project to Atthis Arts, where E.D.E. and Christopher Bell have been true champions of Rosalind’s Siblings. Three stories in the original lineup did not have rights available due to exclusivity agreements. In consultation with E.D.E. and Chris, I was able to acquire three new stories from their authors, but the titles of their initial work should be here for historical accuracy—and because you should absolutely read them if/when possible. “Quietus” by Premee Mohamed has been published in her collection No One Will Come Back for Us by Undertow just a few months ago, “Now I Know in Part” by Phoebe Barton is forthcoming in Lightspeed, and “The Broken Bough” by Vajra Chandrasekera has been incorporated into a forthcoming novel.

			Finally, I hope everyone will find something in Rosalind’s Siblings that is very similar to their own experiences, and something that is very different. Good reading!

		


		
			Collecting Ynés

			by Lisa M. Bradley

			A slightly mythologized account of the life of Ynés Mexia

			maravilla, marigold, Tagetes erecta

			When Ynés was a baby

			she ate a marigold.

			Her mother hooked a finger

			into Ynés’s mouth

			but it was too late.

			After that, the family

			took care to deny temptation:

			all bouquets in high places,

			no more playtime amid

			the flowerbeds.
 

			Ynés doesn’t remember the marigold, but she has a recurring dream in which she accidentally swallows an entire tangerine. She grows very warm and realizes it was not a tangerine at all but a small sun. She knows if she tells her mother what she swallowed, there will be a panic. So instead she keeps her mouth shut. The sun sits warm in her belly and shines tendrils of light down her arms and legs. When rays escape her fingertips, she puts on mittens.

			áloe vera, aloe vera, Aloe vulgaris Lam.

			When Ynés lived on the ranch

			she learned how to ride horses.

			At her nudge, even the most

			timid plunged into thickets

			of needled huisache.

			She made curfew with seconds

			to spare, blood on her face and arms,

			mesquite pods in her hair.
 

			Ynés remembers the thrill of racing through the thorn forest. It makes her even more antsy while an older sister tut-tut-tuts and paints her with clear aloe vera gel. Face, arms, legs . . . the forest was a cat’s cradle of barbs and spikes. “No one will want to marry you,” her sister chides, and Ynés retorts, “I’ll be a nun. I’ll marry God. He looks into our hearts, not at our scars.” Overnight, the gel dries in stripes on Ynés’s skin. She dreams she is a tiger. The sun in her belly gives her pelt its orange glow. Her stripes camouflage her and she merges with the jungle.

			manzanilla, chamomile, Matricaria chamomilla

			When Ynés was widowed

			(not by God but by Herman,

			a German-Spanish merchant),

			she wept tears of chamomile tea.

			Ynés wasn’t surprised.

			For years she’d sipped chamomile

			with always-ill Herman.

			If she slashed her throat, she thought,

			only herbal tea would flow.

			Alas, the home remedy

			proved as helpless as all the

			drugs his doctor prescribed.
 

			Ynés remembers the whispers of family as golden tears trickled down her face. She wishes she still heard whispers, rather than the shrieks she now elicits. After Augustin, husband two, destroyed her poultry business, she had a nervous breakdown. She ripped out fistfuls of her own hair, and from those bald patches, a garden sprouted. The doctor cannot explain how succulents grew from Ynés’s punished head, but he advises her to wear a hat and keep the plants dry. Maybe the hen and chicks will wither and fall off.

			Sensitiva, mimosa, Mimosa mexiae

			When Ynés was 55

			and had long since sloughed

			the succulents (and Augustin,

			that wretched man-child, too!)

			she turned from people to plants,

			social work to botany.

			A nontraditional student,

			she volunteered for an

			expedition to Mexico,

			where she collected 500

			specimens and then fell off

			a cliff.
 

			Ynés remembers hitting her head, but she doesn’t know she lost consciousness. When she rolls to a stop, senseless, the nearby flora smell her spilled blood and, in it, traces of mesquite, aloe vera, chamomile, hen and chicks, even the original marigold. The shrubs and vines surround her in a healing cocoon. When her companions arrive, the plants are dead and Ynés is alert again, nursing only an injured hand and some cracked ribs. “It could’ve been so much worse,” says her mentor. Ynés bemoans the abrupt end of her adventure. At least she discovered a new species. Not bad, she thinks, for an old lady without a degree!

			balsa, balsa, Ochroma pyramidale

			When Ynés was 61

			she travelled three thousand miles

			by steamer, launch, and canoe

			up the Amazon River.

			Her guide touched a kind of sumac

			and his face and hands swelled up

			so badly he had to go home.

			Ynés handled the same plant

			and was immune.

			In the crawling humidity,

			other collectors’ specimens

			were infested or grew mold.

			Ynés’s specimens,

			all 65,000 of them,

			stayed pristine.
 

			Ynés remembers the raft ride as pure exhilaration. The mozos, her local guides, are less nostalgic. They canoed up a tributary so Ynés could scour the jungle for weeks in the rainy season. Finally, the river grew too wild and deep for the canoes. Ynés persuaded the men to help her build a raft out of balsa logs. The balsa, tasting the blood of her blistered hands, recognized family. Playful as Ynés, the raft bucked like a horse and spun her around a whirlpool three times before breaking free. The balsa sensed the dark blossoms in Ynés’s body but could not vanquish them. By day, Ynés writes about her explorations; at night, the sun inside her grows dim.

			aster, Mexican aster, Mexianthus mexicanus

			When Ynés was 68

			she died of lung cancer.

			Colleagues around the world sent

			so many flowers, they filled

			the first two pews of the church,

			where blood relatives sit.

			The bouquets on her grave

			never died.

			A groundskeeper got scolded

			for wasting water, but

			he swore he never poured

			a drop.
 

			Ynés remembers eating the marigold when the roots come to collect her. To think, she once swallowed a flower, and now she is being consumed by flowers! And shrubs, vines, and trees. All manner of roots conspire to crack open her coffin, to free her body and pull it apart, disperse flesh and bone. Ynés spreads far and wide, and all the while, the welcoming roots whisper, “Sister . . . ” Ynés lives on as the plants do, as she was always meant to: tenacious, timeless. Transubstantiation in reverse.

		


		
			Rewilding Nova

			by Polenth Blake

			Mezelly didn’t usually get visitors, apart from the odd times when their family made the long trek up from the barrier. It was even more unusual for a visitor to be another scientist. Mezelly wasn’t exactly popular in those circles anymore. Still, it was an excuse to break out their new tea set, regardless of how the visit turned out.

			They laid out two cups and saucers. Mugs were more practical in many ways, but there was something more organic about the cups. The handles ended in a delicate swirl and the glaze reflected a lacy reddish gold pattern in the sunlight. It was like the intricate tunnels of the fire mites. The guest was also a biologist of some sort, so perhaps the cups would be appreciated. Perhaps not. Either way, it helped Mezelly feel more settled about the whole thing.

			With everything ready, they sank slowly into the chair, leaning on their stick more than usual. It’d been a tough day.

			The scientist came round the corner of the house shortly afterwards, making her more or less on time. She wore a suit, though had paired it with sensible boots. It was the uniform of a field scientist hoping to persuade the colony science board to support research.

			“Hello. Mezelly Romani?” she asked.

			“Yes,” they replied simply.

			“I’m Precious Bharat. I sent a message.”

			Precious tugged uncomfortably at the sleeve of her suit. Mezelly stayed seated. There was the idea that on greeting someone, it was appropriate to stand and shake hands. Mezelly’s knees weren’t going to take any of that nonsense.

			“Please, sit down. Tea?”

			Precious nodded and sat on the other chair. Her shoulders remained slightly raised and her jaw tense.

			Mezelly poured the tea and indicated the milk and sugar. It turned out Precious was an endless sugar person. Either that or stirring in all the sugar gave her an excuse not to make eye contact. Had it been some other circumstance, Mezelly might have been sympathetic.

			Precious sipped her tea and placed the cup down carefully on the saucer. “You wrote a paper ten years ago with Reservoir Jones.”

			There was an odd emphasis on Jones. It was subtle, but Mezelly had come to expect it. There was always a hint of questioning about a name that didn’t fit the Novan standard. People were never sure if Jones was a little-known place or if something else was going on. Truth was there hadn’t been a consensus in the community. Their family had ended up as Romani with a sprinkling of Kent and England as middle names. Nana Jones was having none of it. Jones had been good enough for Earth, so it was good enough for Nova.

			Mezelly had a policy of not explaining that to people unless they asked directly. Let them think Jones was a remote place in England if they wanted. They could bloody well ask if they were that curious.

			“There’s been a novabug outbreak on the farms,” Precious continued.

			“To the point, at least. That shouldn’t be a problem. I assume you’ve read the paper.”

			“Yes.”

			There was a reason for doing research in their back garden rather than at the university. The better tea-making facilities were only part of it. The paper hadn’t been popular. It turned out saying novabugs ate plant parasites, so were actually a good thing for farming, was far too radical. It didn’t fit with the policy of keeping everything Novan off the peninsula. Farmers complained. The council complained. The university heavily implied the results must be wrong.

			After some minutes of silence, Precious added, “You might know how it happened.”

			“Well, there’s a lot we don’t know about them.”

			“You’ve been applying for permits to reintroduce them.”

			“They’ve all been rejected.”

			Mezelly knew where it was going, but they weren’t going to make this easy. “I’m a law-abiding citizen.”

			Precious appraised them critically for a moment. “It’s technically not illegal to release Novan wildlife. It’s against the local bylaws rather than a crime.”

			Mezelly smiled. “I learn something new every day.”

			Precious looked down at the cup, suddenly very interested in the design of the handle. “They’d like someone to check your current research.”

			“You’re welcome to see it, but they aren’t novabugs and I didn’t smuggle them in.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			They could believe she meant it. Mezelly had done some research on their visitor as soon as the message arrived. Precious had a few small credits for assisting with the research of others. No doubt reporting back would make requests for Precious’s own projects more favourably received. Mezelly had left that game of compromises behind a long time ago, but it wasn’t something you forgot.

			Mezelly waited until they’d finished their tea, as it wouldn’t be right to let it get cold. They placed the cup down carefully. “I take the count at dawn.”

			*

			Dandelions were trying to overtake the borders in the garden. The large leaves overshadowed the native mosses, which were starting to shrivel. Mezelly had some time before the count, so they worked on thinning the dandelions by the dim light of the lantern.

			“I thought you’d like weeds,” said Precious from behind.

			Mezelly took a sharp breath, but working with small creatures had taught them not to jump at surprises. “They’re nice enough, but I want to encourage the moss. Tealsnakes need it to grow.”

			“I didn’t think those were on the peninsula.”

			They tried a smile, but it was hard not to be a little melancholy this early in the day. “I always hope. They were my favourite, back when we arrived.”

			Everyone said Mezelly was too young to remember landing on Nova, but that wasn’t true. They remembered the odd scent on the air. The strange cast to the light. The feathery iridescent blooms of the tealsnakes dotted around the landing site. Out of all that changed in the early years, the loss of the tealsnakes was the one they noticed the most.

			Mezelly grabbed their stick and leant on it to get up. Nothing beat weeding for making their knees seize up. They gathered up the pile of dandelions and headed to the compost bin, taking the opportunity to observe Precious on the way. She was somewhat more practically dressed, with thick trousers and a coat to keep out the morning cold, but still the same sturdy boots.

			The colony was in the corner by the house. From the top, it looked like a pile of stones, there to stop predators from digging it up. A wooden cover was next to it, which Mezelly removed, revealing a hole in the ground. They climbed down into the hole and beckoned to Precious.

			Precious was hesitant at first, but it’s not like there was much choice. She climbed down. It was a little cramped with two people and a box of equipment, but there was still enough room to move.

			The side of the hole had a clear acrylic screen with numerous little doors. On the other sides was the colony. Fire mites were opportunists and happily moved into pre-made burrows. The acrylic tunnels and chambers were ideal. They were also ideal for Mezelly, as they could use the doors to get to anywhere in the colony.

			“You count them manually?” said Precious.

			“Dear me, no. The cameras record them at the right time and I count them later.”

			On cue, the cameras began moving, recording every inch of the chambers over a period of five minutes. Reviewing the images later would give the exact count, but everything looked as expected. The mites marked with green spots were mostly near the entrance, getting ready to either guard the colony or go out to scavenge. The mites marked with blue dots were mainly in the lower chambers, where a fungi-like slime was being farmed. The nursery was somewhere between the two, and had a scattering of both colours, along with a few new hatchlings.

			It’d taken time to figure out the best arrangement of the chambers. The mites were one of the few Novan creatures that no one had managed to eradicate, as they got everywhere, but it turned out they were a little more picky about their permanent homes.

			Precious frowned at the colony. “Why are we here?”

			“You wanted to see it and someone has to mark them.”

			At first glance, the fire mites looked like any others in the wild. Their round bodies were metallic orangey-red. Four legs came out from the side and down. Two whips came out of the back. They were antenna-like things and science still argued about their function.

			A closer look revealed the green and blue spot patterns. Each one had a pattern and a name. Mezelly didn’t just count the mites. They knew exactly where each individual was at counting time and what they were doing. Early results had been for each hour in the day, but the current data was a once a day check, for seasonal variations.

			Precious squinted through the panel. “Do the colours mean anything?”

			“Not your area I take it.” They didn’t wait for an answer. “Cuba, in 0001, noted there are two different species of fire mite that look identical. It was discovered by Scotland and Andorra, 0012, that sometimes they lived in single-species colonies and sometimes both together. Ethiopia et al., 0024, came up with a simple way to tell them apart, using their spray. That was only two years ago, but it opened the way to this.”

			“The colours are their jobs?” asked Precious.

			“Species. I’m studying job preference based on species.”

			The colony was moving now, meaning that the new hatchlings were mostly alone as the adults went to work. Painting spots on the mites was a tricky process. First, they had to be removed from the colony without too much disruption. Mezelly slowly opened one of the hatches into the chamber. They reached in with a little scoop, quickly caught a mite and deposited it in a little jar. The mite spat a little bit of their spray, though hatchings couldn’t get much distance.

			“Now, we take a little bit of spray with a pipette and put it in one of the tiny vials for storage. I can’t do anything with it yet, but just in case.” They capped the vial after filling it and placed it in the storage box. “And then we take a paper test strip and dip it in the rest of the spray.”

			The mite tried to bite the paper, but Mezelly whipped it out again before there could be an issue. The strip slowly turned from white to green.

			“I paint a dot pattern on their back, write it down, and all done.” They applied the dots with a thin paint brush. “Then the mite goes back in the colony. It’ll fade as they grow, so I’ll reapply it as needed.”

			Mezelly scooped the mite up and put it back. They offered the scoop and a jar to Precious. “Your turn.”

			“What?”

			“You wanted to see it up close and you can’t get closer than this.”

			Precious took the scoop reluctantly. She opened the hatch and moved the scoop towards the second hatchling. The mite twitched and she jumped back a bit.

			“Hurry it up or they’ll just spray you.”

			To her credit, Precious did speed up a bit. She managed to catch the mite on the second try and get it in the jar. Her relief was obvious, but it’s not like it had been that bad an experience. If she’d been sprayed, that would be the time to complain. It wasn’t fatal, but it caused a rash and itched, so was good for a grumble.

			“You’re looking slightly horrified,” Mezelly noted.

			“I only usually handle dead things. I don’t want to hurt them.”

			“I figured you were more about field work from the boots.”

			“Molecular genetics. In the lab mostly. But my family’s big on gardening. Selling tools, seeds, plants, that sort of thing. It’s always a bog outside this time of year.”

			“Well, this isn’t much different to handling plants. They just move faster.”

			“That’s a lot different.”

			Mezelly handed over the pipette and the paper. Precious was a lot more confident at that, as it wasn’t much different to lab work, other than a very angry mite trying to bite anything that came into the jar. This one was especially feisty and turned out to be a blue.

			Mezelly took the jar to mark the mite and placed it back in the colony.

			“Are your family scientists?” asked Precious.

			“My family do this and that, but I liked the idea of being a scientist.”

			“They must be proud.”

			Mezelly grinned. “Well, Mum said no one can be perfect, but Dad was like, you always did love the little critters. Then Auntie Char was all, don’t scientists cut things up, and I said I’ll just be watching them.”

			“Were you right?”

			“Not really. I paint spots on them too.”

			Precious laughed.

			They were starting to think that Precious wasn’t all that bad, though it still didn’t change the whole surveillance thing. “This is a lot of effort for some novabugs.”

			“It’s not just them. Silver pigeons turned up last week at the chicken farms.”

			Mezelly frowned and it wasn’t for show. They didn’t have a problem with the pigeons, but it was a surprise. Silver pigeons weren’t much like their Earth namesake. They were covered in fur and had a snout full of teeth. But they did make cooing sounds and could flap a few feet into the air, so that was near enough. Their size, poor flight, and general clumsiness meant they couldn’t get through the barrier. They were also a bit too large and bitey to smuggle. Either the barrier had failed or someone had been really determined to release them.

			“Do you know much about them?” Precious asked.

			“A little. It wouldn’t be so much of a problem if you’d left the rovers alone. Rovers eat the purple ferns, you know. The ones the council can’t keep from breaking up the roads. Then when you get too many rovers, the pigeons eat them, and it all works in the end.”

			“That’s a lot messier than just catching them all.”

			It was Mezelly’s turn to laugh.

			*

			Mezelly was half way through the peer review comments when Precious appeared in the garden. They looked up from the computer screen. “What did I do this time? Teleport native fauna several hundred miles with my mind powers?”

			A flash of concern crossed Precious’s face.

			“Don’t worry, rumours of my magic powers were greatly exaggerated.”

			“Right, nothing’s wrong.” Precious shifted awkwardly and raised up a paper bag she was carrying. “I brought some biscuits.”

			“In that case, it’s time for tea.”

			Mezelly went to the kitchen and Precious trailed after, though she hesitated for a moment at the threshold, perhaps because it wasn’t a typical kitchen. They’d never been one for staying indoors, so most of the kitchen was storage for research supplies. They’d been known to cook on occasion, but home was the garden, so it was much more about storage.

			The kettle boiled and they filled the teapot. Precious picked up some clean cups, choosing a floral pattern that Mezelly honestly found a bit ugly, but the cups had been a gift.

			Once they were settled back at the patio table, and the tea poured, Mezelly looked pointedly at the bag.

			Precious opened it and lifted out yellowish rectangles filled with cream. “Custard creams. The local baker does a good job and I figured with your accent, you might get it.”

			They glanced side to side, as though checking for eavesdroppers. “Given the family wars about whether they’re better than bourbons, no telling anyone.”

			Much as the council liked to push that everyone was Novan now, nobody forgot history that quickly. The names marked whatever origin people wanted to remember, but it wasn’t as simple as a single place or people. They were all marked in many ways, whether it was accent or choice of biscuits. Mezelly was Romani, but they were also English, so they did get it.

			“It’s your accent too,” said Mezelly, “with maybe a bit of Newcastle.”

			“Milton Keynes, but Other Dad was from up north. Dad’s family was from Anjar.”

			“Kent mostly here.”

			Precious placed a biscuit on each of the saucers. “Dad said custard creams were the only good thing to come from England. Filled most of his weight allowance with packets for every special occasion. He still says the factory ones are better.”

			“I can see both sides. They don’t fall apart as much in the tea, but the bakery ones have better filling.”

			Precious dunked her biscuit. “Did your family bring some?”

			“I was three when we left. Two of our years. Old enough to remember the important things.”

			Young enough that it hadn’t seemed that odd to have two third birthdays in a row. Birthdays had still been enough of a novelty not to have expectations about them.

			“I’m not that old,” said Precious. “I don’t mean that in a bad way. It’s hard to imagine. Do you miss anything?”

			Mezelly took a moment to sip their tea and consider. “The shell lady. She was a metal statue, like the old hero statues, but a lady made from shells. She always seemed so everyday compared to the other statues. More like me.”

			“Dad has pictures of concrete cows.”

			“That’s what the colony needs. Weird statues.”

			Precious laughed. “I didn’t think you were into nostalgia.”

			“I’m not against statues and stories. Only against treating this planet like it’s the alien. It’s not New Earth. It’s Nova. Eventually, we’re going to have to accept that.”

			Mezelly didn’t know where Precious stood on the naming of the planet, but most of those born here leaned towards Nova. There was less significance to New Earth and Old Earth for someone who’d never lived on the latter.

			Precious indicated the computer screen. “How’s the count going?”

			“Oh, this is the peer review of the previous study. They don’t like the mites having names, but that’s their unique identifier, so they’ll have to cope. Also, my charts are terrible. I’ll have to redo those.”

			“I hate writing abstracts.” She paused, as though searching for the words. “The literature doesn’t say rovers eat purple ferns. Was it unpublished?”

			“It wasn’t that sort of science. Most of my family is camped out near the barrier at New Sussex. There’s a lot more Novan life down there.”

			“You visit?”

			“Not often, but I talk to Ressy a lot.” Seeing the blank response, they added, “Reservoir’s my cousin, how we ended up working together. Anyway, Old Bill was hunting for fishing bait in the ferns, and just as he started home, the rovers came rushing by him. A whole herd of them. Almost tripped, he said, they were going so fast. The next day, no more ferns, and no more fishing bait. He complained to Aunt Milly and she told Ressy who told me.”

			Family anecdotes probably didn’t make much sense to outsiders. It’d certainly confused some of their former co-workers at university, who didn’t see that as real science, no matter how accurate it turned out to be. It was hard to say how Precious was reacting, as she seemed thoughtful, but the direction wasn’t so clear.

			“Does that make sense?” asked Mezelly.

			“It does. Some things my parents know about gardens, that isn’t recorded either. They just know.”

			Mezelly sipped their tea as they considered that. “I’ve thought of writing it sometime, but it’d be different to a paper. More of a story of how we got to knowing things.”

			“Narrative science fact?”

			“Is that a thing?”

			“Maybe it is now.”

			*

			The colony carried on as usual as the cover was raised and Mezelly climbed into the hole. The mites had grown used to the strange alien who peered at them sometimes. The last hatchling was marked yesterday, so there wasn’t much to do. Only to see where the new ones had ended up. There were no surprises, with new green dots rising to the top, and new blue dots heading down to the farms.

			Precious appeared at the edge of the hole. “How are they today?”

			“No one needs painting, but you might as well climb in.”

			Her relief was clear as she jumped down. “You’re still looking at their jobs?”

			“It’s all about Nigel’s job now. They’ve always been a farmer. There they are, the only green dot among the blue. Maybe they’re an exception. Maybe they’re not and colonies don’t usually run like this one.”

			Both of them contemplated Nigel as the mite ran around pruning excess slime off the crops and carrying it to the storage chambers. Nigel was a very diligent farmer and never took too much from any patch of slime. Without the spray tests, it’d be easy to assume Nigel was the blue species.

			Precious looked away from the colony. “Thinking of farmers, I persuaded a farmer I know to leave the rovers alone and get a better hen house. Turns out when the pigeons can’t get in, they eat the rovers instead.”

			“You’re saying that ecosystems work? I’m so surprised.”

			“I never said they didn’t.”

			Mezelly rolled their eyes. “You were implying.”

			“You’ve been clear about your reintroduction agenda.”

			“We all have agendas. Once you recognise it, it’s easier to avoid letting yours change your results. I didn’t remove Nigel for clean results, even if one day Nigel proves me wrong about the whole thing.”

			Precious looked back at Nigel. “I wonder if it’s genetic.”

			“I can’t test that in my kitchen.”

			“I could.” Precious paused a moment as what she’d said dawned on her. “Um, not in my kitchen, but the university. My kitchen just has a toaster.”

			They hadn’t really been looking for someone to work on the study. Ressy had been too busy, and most former colleagues didn’t want to know. There were always some difficulties figuring out how to work with someone new. But it would be good to get a different perspective, and the lure of genetic data on the colony was hard to pass up.

			Mezelly held out a hand to shake and Precious took it. “Deal. I’ll get you the spray samples.”

			*

			The remains of the colony were scattered everywhere. Soil and stones had been tossed aside. Shattered acrylic glinted on the surface, like some sort of mosaic. After a quick check of the camera records, Mezelly had started the grim job of clearing up. They got out a bucket and began shifting the acrylic shards into it.

			An hour later, a shadow fell across the remains.

			“You walk very quietly for someone in boots,” Mezelly remarked.

			“It’s a talent,” said Precious. “What happened?”

			“Pigeons.”

			“I didn’t think they ate smaller prey.”

			Mezelly picked up one of the stones. “The adults moved these and broke the plastic. The babies went after the mites. I guess we’ve learnt something new about their juvenile diet.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“I think some of them got out. They mostly got the greens at the surface.”

			Precious knelt down and started picking up bits for the bucket. “Hey, one of the cameras made it.”

			Mezelly took the camera. It did look intact and could be used again, if they could find another colony. They had a lot of theories about what might happen next. Nigel would survive larger predators, due to being deeper, ensuring greens survived the attack. That might explain why there were mites like Nigel, so that both species would survive. If that was true, the destruction might encourage more like Nigel in the next colony, to deal with increased predation. It was the best theory yet for Nigel and could also be completely wrong.

			There were other possible theories. Maybe the two species would simply split if the joint colony stopped being beneficial in the presence of different predators. Maybe something else entirely would happen. Nobody knew and that’s what made it interesting. Finding where the survivors went was the first step.

			“Do you have enough data for the current study?” asked Precious.

			“Well, it’ll be a study, if not the one I thought.”

			Precious was silent for some time as they both continued pulling bits of colony from the dirt. She hadn’t known about the colony attack, so there must be another reason for the visit. Mezelly waited for it.

			Eventually, Precious broke the silence. “There was another novabug outbreak. A farmer released them, says they’ve helped the yield.”

			“They don’t think we’re collaborating?”

			Precious gave a strained smile. “They’re starting to think it’s independent people.”

			“It’s like more than one person can see the same solution based on the same evidence. It’s uncanny.”

			There was more silence before Precious asked, “Are you sure this is for the best?”

			“Novan species finding a way over the barrier?”

			“Or being released by guerrilla conservationists.”

			“Neither is best. We don’t understand enough to know. This is just getting people used to the idea, until they figure the barrier doesn’t have a point anymore.”

			Precious seemed amused by that. “Managing the people?”

			“All part of the ecosystem.”

			“I’m not entirely comfortable with being another novabug.”

			“You’re not. Humans complain more.”

			She gestured over the destruction. “What about this?”

			“I’ll miss the little dots, but it’s how it goes.”

			The clearing work reached the lower part of the colony, where the chambers were still mostly intact. Precious lifted up a chamber dripping with slime and deposited it in the bucket as quickly as possible. The slime was perfectly safe, but it did admittedly smell bad. With the last pieces clear, all that was left was a hole filled with loose dirt and stones.

			Precious wiped her hands on a towel to remove the traces of slime. “I’ll be travelling for a while. I’ll send the results from the tests before I go. Nigel doesn’t look obviously different, but I had a few thoughts.”

			“We can write it up when you get back, if you’re interested in that.”

			“I’m good at charts, as long as I don’t have to do the catching them part again.”

			“It’s a deal. I’ll try not to break the law whilst you’re gone.”

			*

			The soup was coming along nicely. There were some spotted carrots, one of the few Novan vegetables on the market, along with plenty of cabbage, turnips, and onions. They added a few more herbs and replaced the lid to simmer.

			“Making stew?” Precious asked from the garden door.

			“Soup.”

			Precious looked dubious, but it was definitely soup, even if it was solid with vegetables and served with dumplings. “It smells . . . strong. Not spicy, but strong.”

			“You don’t need spices when you’ve got cabbage. It’s pretty much going to taste of cabbage anyway.”

			“You added herbs.”

			“I like to think the small things make a difference.” They made an attempt to shove the herb jars back on the shelf, though it didn’t help to make the kitchen look tidier. “This’ll be a while. Tea?”

			“Please.”

			“I’d almost think you like visiting.”

			“I do like tea.”

			Mezelly rummaged in the cupboard for the bigger teapot. The problem with not having guests for a bit was everything got put away or hidden under another box of supplies.

			“How did the trip go?” they asked.

			“Pretty well. I did my own little project on the side too. Genetic tests on the novabug populations along the barrier.”

			Mezelly froze with the teapot in their hands.

			“Did you know the first outbreak population matches the one by your family’s home?”

			They started moving again, placing the teapot down as though nothing had happened. “Well, that’s a strange coincidence. What are you going to do with the information?”

			“Oh, nothing, I’m sure it’s not important.”

			They popped some tea bags into the pot. “I hear tealsnakes have been growing in gardens all over the place. Accidentally mixed in with some poppy seeds.”

			Precious nodded. “So I hear. Land shrimp like to live in the tealsnake flowers. The shrimp clean parasites off pigeons, according to a colleague of mine.”

			“Fascinating. It’s almost like someone with garden supply connections knew that.”

			“I’m sure it was a coincidence.”

			Today was a particularly sore day, so they gave the tray with the heavy items to Precious to carry. They chose a simple set of cups, with a plain white glaze and gold around the rims. It was the sort of choice that spoke of comfort and familiarity.

			Precious placed the tray on the table. “I’ll be part of a team going over the barrier. Seeing if anything else should be brought back.”

			Mezelly settled into their seat. “I’d rather see no barrier, but it’s a start.”

			Mezelly wasn’t sure they could take credit for Precious getting involved in field work. It might be she was always that way inclined, but hadn’t realised it yet. Or that most field work suddenly looked great compared to handling creatures that could spray burning liquid. It worked either way.

			“Did you get my analysis for the paper?” she asked.

			“I’ve put it all together. I’ll send a copy later. I got distracted working on the story of the garden.”

			“Am I in it?”

			They nodded. “And custard creams.”

			That seemed very relevant at the moment, as neither of them had any biscuits. Sometimes the coordination didn’t work out, because everyone expected everyone else to bring the biscuits.

			“All you need now is a statue of the mites,” suggested Precious.

			“They’d like that. It’d make a nice weight above the colony entrance. I bet a pigeon couldn’t move it.”

			“You’ve found them?”

			“Not yet, but I’ve seen a few out foraging.”

			Precious studied the moss borders, as though hoping to see one. “I hope Nigel’s okay.”

			They smiled. “I guess we’ll find out.”

			There were a lot of things about Nova that had seemed odd at first, but had quickly become the usual. The sunlight, the air and the flowers. The way rain happened on a seasonal schedule, instead of whenever it wanted to fall. It occurred to them, as they reached the end of the first cup of tea, that having visitors had finally become one of those usual things.

		


		
			Render Raze Revise

			by Stefani Cox

			Stone and fiberglass make weapons

				in world so governed

				by progress.

			Concrete, the slurry mess

				a coat for gray

				and haggard hands.

			Glove-tossed globs

				blast slap crack

				but never sing.

			Loud mouths wheedle, beg new

				mixture strong enough

				for tall ambitions.

			Her drawing board

				begins to warp.

			Modern winds mess buildings,

				windows crash as

				rubble fails.

			Bludgeoned earth spits parts

				jarred, rent through

				bend and blow.

			A torrent has no face, will halt

				for neither pawns

				nor power.

			Blank slate repaved

				before the eye

				can pass.

			Materials she shaped

				were never meant for this.

			Count molecules and tiny

				atoms, spin electrons

				round one finger.

			Beakers bear more substance

				under weight

				of sense alone.

			She turns to bubbles quick and

				shiny when the lonely

				calls and shouts.

			Draftsmen hoard these

				precious stuffs they

				deign to call their own.

			Beams cross grow stretch

				and leap to ever

				higher reach.

			All forget that

				dreams can fall,

				will always bow to fate.

			Maker toils, measures

				coaxes, channels

				sticky mold, and still.

			When cycle tolls,

				proves older

				truths—

			Their tongues will not

				pronounce her name.

		


		
			Cavern of Dreams

			by Julie Nováková

			A shroud of darkness cloaks the innate beauty of caves.

				—unknown Wikipedia editor

			Agnieszka

			The air is cold and clear. I sit by the smoldering cinders of the campfire, but I’m looking above, at the magnificent vast arch of the Milky Way. It’s so bright from here. So serene. I never want to go back. Yet I know I will. I know I’ll overcome my fear and reluctance eventually, and return to morning coffee, cycling to work, spending afternoons teaching and grading assignments, and evenings reading papers or hanging out in the campus café.

			A normal life.

			I gaze up, thinking for a moment whether we’ll ever go up there . . . and whether it will be as I’ve always imagined, or in new, different . . . unscientific ways.

			For the first time, I’m almost content with that.

				Mathies; a week ago

			I rise to the mountain camp exhausted, panting. My client is waiting there, her arms crossed and chin lowered in the biting cold of the evening. When I embarked on my journey from the farthest point a car could reach, it was almost scorching; now I wish for another layer of clothing.

			When I first shake hands with her, her grip is at the same time strong and hesitant. With it, I feel something else—grief?—and I see a glimpse of a smile fading into oblivion.

			From Agnieszka’s expression, it’s apparent that she’s noticed my episode, but decided not to comment. “Thank you for coming on such a short notice,” she says briefly and then waves her arm to indicate the camp. “I have an extra tent for you, enough supplies and extra caving equipment if you needed to go down there. But it’s not for beginners. I understand you’ve never done this before?”

			“I haven’t. But I may not need to.” My gaze flits to the other tent. “Is it . . . where Paul stayed?”

			I hear a sharp intake of breath. “Yes . . . it is.”

			“Good. Then it might suffice.”

			I cannot fail to notice her frown when I say that. Already when Agnieszka Wilk invited me here, her voice on the phone sounded strange. Hesitant, which I would understand, afraid, which was understandable too, but also defensive, almost aggressive. I could piece together what happened: When everyone, her colleagues and police included, concluded that Paul Phillips’ death was just an accident, she’s been left with no one else to turn to. Just . . . a freak. But she was desperate enough to pay that freak to fly all the way from Amsterdam to Santiago.

			“It’s so . . . remote here,” I look around. “No sign of civilization to be seen. We could be the last people in the world.”

			“If it’s an attempt at bonding, cut it,” Agnieszka says sharply.

			“It’s not. I’m soaking in the atmosphere. I need that in order for my talent to work.”

			Her frown deepens; but there is also a reluctant flash of understanding in her watery blue eyes behind thin-rimmed glasses. “You need to know about Paul, don’t you?” she asks in a quiet voice.

			“I do. But I don’t want to rush you. You need to want to talk about what happened.”

			The watery blue gaze averts. “I suppose written information is not enough for you.”

			“If you mean the university website, his CV, work e-mails . . . no, it’s not. I need to get to know him as a person, otherwise it won’t work. I’m sorry,” I say and I mean it.

			We sit by the campfire. It crackles silently. Otherwise there is not a sound to hear. Few animals live this high. Even the plant life is relatively poor. But we come here—to see what’s there. To explore. To find ourselves. I could imagine what has drawn Paul here. But whether I imagined right—that would be proven soon.

			We chew on the dried meat and cornbread in silence, probably each of us contemplating Paul Phillips in our own way. By the look in her face, she’s reminiscing, still coming to terms with his death and not quite believing it. She’s reliving memories.

			I’m not, yet. For me, Paul was a postgraduate student studying cave ecosystems. A young man with lots of spelunking and hiking photos on his social media. With wind-swept cheeks, sun-bleached hair and a broad honest smile. Warm deep-brown eyes. Trusting and trustworthy.

			“He was so good at this,” Agnieszka speaks up suddenly, her voice strained. She looks up, meets my gaze. “He was never rash, always double-checked his gear and kept an eye on himself and us too. I just . . . it couldn’t have possibly been an accident. If you knew him . . . ”

			“What was he like outside of this work?”

			“Nice. Helpful. Cheerful. God, he was always so cheerful, made you think you could overcome any trouble . . . ”

			I must ask, sooner or later. “Were you two lovers?”

			Agnieszka flinches. “No! Jeez, I don’t even like men this way. No, he was my best friend. Always had my back. I’m not sure I would have started my PhD if it weren’t for him. He convinced me I could do it.” She stares into the fire, the flames reflecting in her glasses. I notice she’s rubbing her hands together. Cold, nervousness, or both? I get that she’s uneasy around me. Most people are. It usually disappears given time, but that is the only thing we don’t have.

			“Agnieszka . . . you said we must vacate this place within a week at most?”

			“Yes,” she says hollowly.

			“Forgive me, but then we need to work faster than usual. If you could . . . ”

			“All right. I’ll start with what happened in the cave—”

			“No, please don’t,” I interrupt her. “It will be more helpful if you share some stories about him as a person. Tomorrow, we can look as far as a
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